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Social trust is the thread that holds successful societies and prosperous 
economies together. It is easy to underestimate its significance. As multiple 
Nobel Laureates have found, if people trust one another, transaction costs tend 
to fall, trade between people and places rises, neighbourliness improves and 
democratic engagement strengthens.  
 
The presence of social trust is a critical vital sign for a community, and its 
absence a warning light on the dashboard of a developed economy. During a 
period of economic stagnation, its impact is not to be ignored: some studies 
suggest that real per capita GDP rises by 0.5 per cent for every ten-point 
increase in social trust. We should be actively trying to nurture and support it. 
 
But policymakers typically neglect social trust as a metric of success, and a 
potential constraint on levelling up. The data that exists on social trust, as part 
of wider efforts to measure “social capital”, is diffuse and only available 
nationally, preventing granular analysis. If the Government is to be successful in 
its efforts to address geographic disparities in the UK economy - which are 
among the most severe in the developed world - they need to take greater 
account of social trust, and how it varies between places.  
 
This paper takes an innovative approach to measuring social trust at a 
hyperlocal level. We use a large sample survey and multilevel regression with 
poststratification (MRP) to model robust estimates of social trust at the level of 
the 6,791 Middle Layer Super Output Areas (MSOA) geographies in England, 
which each cover between 5,000 and 7,000 residents.  
 
To our knowledge, this has never been done before and provides far more 
localised estimates of social trust than have previously been available - offering 
a unique insight into the variation in trust between places and allowing us to 
analyse the relationship between trust and a variety of social and economic 
outcomes.  
 
We surveyed 42,696 people and asked them the established British Social 
Attitudes survey question on social trust: “Generally speaking, would you say 
that people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with 
people?”, before using demographic markers to robustly model at a hyperlocal 
level. Our results show that: 
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● Social trust levels vary street-to-street. Social trust varies greatly within 
local authorities. For example, Sheffield contains the neighbourhood with 
the highest level of net trust in England (+29%) but also neighbourhoods 
where net trust is as low as -31%. This demonstrates the importance of a 
hyperlocal approach to policy interventions on trust. 

 
● Density predicts lower social trust. Those living in urban areas, on average, 

are less likely to trust people than those living in rural areas. Each of the 
least trusting local authorities are in densely populated urban centres such 
as Sandwell, Barking and Dagenham, and Stoke-on-Trent.  

 
● Prosperity predicts higher social trust. People living in the least deprived 

areas of England report higher social trust. Quality of education, average 
incomes, and rates of employment are all strong predictors of whether a 
neighbourhood is trusting or not. However, a local area’s productivity has 
no relationship with levels of social trust, likely because not everyone lives 
and works in the same area. 

 
● Community predicts higher social trust. Areas with high scores on 

Onward’s Social Fabric Index report higher social trust. For example, 
Richmond is both the most trusting local authority and has the highest 
score for social fabric as measured by the Index. The aspects of social fabric 
that best predict levels of social trust are the strength of local relationships, 
positive social norms, including levels of crime, and democratic 
participation. 

 
Onward’s MRP model offers a way to identify at a hyperlocal level which areas 
of our country need the most support in developing social trust. Ministers 
should use this data and methodology to target policy interventions designed at 
fostering trust in the communities that need it most. By doing so, the 
Government can deliver on its commitments to boost growth, address 
geographic disparities in the economy and restitch the social fabric of 
communities across our country. 
 
The dataset is fully available online for others to use and explore. It can be 
accessed here: https://github.com/ukonward/good_neighbours  
  

https://github.com/ukonward/good_neighbours
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Social trust is one of the most important ingredients in a successful society. 
Specifically, it is associated with three indicators of a vibrant society: growth 
and prosperity; strong communities; and healthy democracies. 
 

First, social trust matters for growth and prosperity 
 
The relationship between social trust and economic growth has long been 
recognised, with John Stuart Mill noting as early as 1848 that “There are 
countries in Europe, of first-rate industrial capabilities, where the most serious 
impediment to conducting business concerns on a large scale, is the rarity of 
persons who are supposed fit to be trusted with the receipt and expenditure of 
large sums of money”.1 
 
Over a century later, Nobel Laureate Douglass North similarly noted that “the 
inability of societies to develop effective, low-cost enforcement of contracts is 
the most important source of both historical stagnation and contemporary 
underdevelopment in the Third World.”2  
 
While estimates of the impact of social trust on growth varies, one analysis of 
economic literature found that a 1 percentage point increase in the proportion 
of trusting people within a country raises annual real GDP growth per capita by 
0.05 percentage points.3 So what drives this relationship?  
 
Social trust facilitates financial transactions, such as lending, borrowing, and 
investing. For example, one study found that in trusting areas households and 
firms are more likely to be able to obtain credit when they need it, compared to 
those in areas of average trust (16% and 36% respectively).4 Another study 
found “strong evidence that firms in countries with a higher level of societal 
trust have higher research and development (R&D) investment input.”5 As the 
Nobel Laureate Kenneth Arrow remarked, “Virtually every commercial 
transaction has within itself an element of trust, certainly any transaction 
conducted over a period of time.” 
 
And social trust also boosts productivity. As the OECD have noted, “When trust 
is high, contracts (whether formal or informal) can be enforced without costly 
monitoring and investigation of performance”, allowing companies and workers 
to be more productive.6 Similarly, research shows that firms operating “in areas 
with high general trust” are “much more likely to be decentralized”7, with 
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employers letting their workers get on with their jobs rather than micro-
manage, again boosting productivity. 
 
Data produced by Deloitte also suggests that workers who trust their 
employers are half as likely to seek new job opportunities as those who do not, 
and as a result employers are more willing to invest in their development.8 
 
And finally, trust facilitates international trade, with consumers in trusting 
countries more likely to buy goods imported from abroad.9 
 

Second, social trust matters for the strength of community life 
 
Trusting people are more likely to start volunteering and stick with it and are 
more likely to participate in membership organisations.10,11 Volunteering and 
group membership are crucial threads in a community’s social fabric, as shown 
by Onward’s Social Fabric Index, and offer individual’s an opportunity to widen 
their friendship circles.12 
 
Social trust is also linked to well-being, with those struggling with mental 
health problems are less trusting, likely due to a lack of optimism and 
participation in social networks.13 As Robert Putnam put it, “Trust lubricates 
social life.” 
 
Studies also suggest that social trust is associated with lower truancy rates for 
children at school14, suggesting instilling social trust at a young age could help 
reverse the decrease in attendance rates post-pandemic. 
 
Conversely, Francis Fukuyama points out that in the absence of trust, people 
will only “end up cooperating under a system of formal rules which have to be 
negotiated, agreed to, litigated and enforced, sometimes by coercive means.”15 
But coercion is a poor substitute for genuine trust, with social trust also being 
strongly correlated to crime and corruption.16 Countries with high trust worry 
less about crime or political corruption, while sociologists have found links 
between a community’s homicide rate and its social trust.17 
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Social trust also matters for the health of our democracy 
 
Studies show robust and statistically significant correlations between general 
social trust and both confidence in political institutions and satisfaction with 
democracy.18 Ronald Inglehart posits that a culture of trust is required to keep 
democracies working, by ensuring that Governments are willing to surrender 
power to the opposition. Trusting citizens are more likely to turn out for 
elections and less likely to back radical parties, even when controlling for 
education or age.19 
 
Finally, there is evidence that public services are more efficient in areas of high 
social trust. For example, Putnam has found that in Italy, regional governments 
in the more trusting Northern parts of the country provide public services 
more effectively than those in the less trusting Southern areas.20 Further 
studies have shown that social trust is linked to school performance, efficiency 
of the judiciary, quality of bureaucratic work and low-level government 
corruption in developed countries.21 
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Despite the overwhelming evidence that social trust is linked to a stronger 
economy and society, the current ways in which we measure social trust are 
poor. There is an almost complete lack of measurement of trust below the 
national level.  
 
Most of our measurements of social capital, including trust, come from national 
data published by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). In 2003, the ONS set 
out a standardised set of questions for measuring social capital, based on a 2001 
OECD definition, with the questions then included in the General Household 
Survey in Great Britain. New measures were then added in 2015, following a 
consultation on how to meet an updated definition of social capital from the 
OECD. Under the current release framework, the headline social capital data 
published by the ONS relate to four aspects: personal relationships; social 
network support, civic engagement, and trust and cooperative norms.22  
 
As part of the trust aspect of social capital, the ONS publishes data on social 
trust. In recent years, this data has been taken from the European Social Survey 
and the Community Life Survey. In both surveys, respondents were asked 
“generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you 
can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”. Responses were then scored on a 
10-point scale, where 0 indicates “you can’t be too careful” and 10 means that 
“most people can be trusted.” 
 
As shown in Figure 1.1, the proportion of respondents reporting high social trust 
(defined by the ONS as scores 7-10), has gradually increased over the last 
decade - although the scale of the jump from 36% in 2016 to 44% in 2019-20 is 
likely a result of the change from the use of the European Social Survey to the 
Community Life Survey.23 
 
Alongside general social trust, the ONS also releases headline national data on 
other measures of trust. Their main social capital release includes data on the 
proportion of people who say that most of their neighbours can be trusted, 
which increased between 2011-12 and 2014-15 (65% to 70%), but has fallen back 
as of 2020-21 (62%).24 The ONS also published separate data measuring trust 
democratic institutions, from central and local government to public services, 
the criminal justice system, and the media.25 As well as this, other surveys 
including Understanding Society and the British Social Attitudes survey, 
regularly collect data relating to trust. 
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Figure 1.1: Proportion of people who would say that most people can be 
trusted, 2002 to 2021 
Source: ONS analysis of European Social Survey (2002 to 2016) and Community Life 
Survey (2019-20 and 2020-21) 
 

 
 
Despite the wealth of data available on social trust nationally, which is helpful 
for measuring overall trends, no local data is collected on trust. While the 
underlying survey data can be weighted by region and nation, this has limited 
value when seeking to assess what is happening in individual communities. 
 
Following the commitments in the Government’s Levelling Up White Paper on 
restoring a sense of community, local pride and belonging, there has been 
increased interest in measuring social capital across the UK. Levelling Up 
Secretary Michael Gove has made data a key aspect of his proposals, setting out 
twelve national missions and metrics against which to measure progress. For 
example, as part of the mission on restoring local pride, the Government is 
exploring ways to better measure local pride.26 Gove’s focus on improving data 
collection for social capital matches a similar drive by the Cameron 
Government, who commissioned a new programme to support charities to 
better measure their impact.27   
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Given the association between social trust and community strength, regularly 
gathering local data on trust, alongside data on pride of place, would be a good 
way to measure progress towards delivering on these commitments. But to be 
meaningful and to allow targeted interventions this data needs to be available at 
the hyperlocal level, rather than nationally or regionally. 
 

Measuring social trust: Onward’s method 
 
To get a clearer picture of social trust at a local level, in March 2022 year we 
produced estimates of local trust by Parliamentary constituency, using 
demographic modelling and a large sample poll. The data, published in our 
report, The Good Life, showed a clear relationship between social trust and 
elements of community strength, such as the prevalence of visible crimes. For 
example, our analysis found that a local authority’s level of social trust 
explained 7% of the variation in shoplifting rates and 5% of the variation in 
possession of weapons offences, after controlling for deprivation.28 
 
But given the variation in social trust and other indicators, such as deprivation 
and crime, within a local authority, hyperlocal data would give a far better 
indication as to the social and economic factors associated with trust. For that 
reason, we have commissioned and analysed estimates of hyperlocal social 
trust across England.  
 
To produce hyperlocal estimates of social trust, we surveyed 42,696 people and 
asked them the following question: “Generally speaking, would you say that 
people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”. 
We gave them five options for a response: “People can almost always be 
trusted”; “People can usually be trusted”; “You usually can’t be too careful in 
dealing with people”; “You almost always can’t be too careful in dealing with 
people”; “Can’t choose”. This question was taken directly from the British Social 
Attitudes survey, which has been regularly asking this for over twenty years. 
 
Using the responses to this poll, we then ran a multi-level regression and post-
stratification (MRP) analysis of the data, to estimate levels of trust in each 
neighbourhood, defined as a Middle-Layer Super Output Area (MSOA) from the 
2011 Census.29 
 
This ground-breaking model provides robust estimates of social trust at a 
hyperlocal level for the first time. The results are shown on the map below. We 
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calculate net trust as the estimated proportion of people who say they 
generally trust others minus the proportion of people who say that you can’t be 
too careful when dealing with people. Blue indicates that more people in that 
neighbourhood trust others and red indicates that more people in that 
neighbourhood are untrusting. 
 
As the map in Figure 1.2 shows, social trust varies greatly across England. Of the 
6,791 MSOAs (neighbourhoods), our analysis shows that the most trusting 
neighbourhood in England is located just south-west of Sheffield, centred 
around Whirlow and Ecclesall, with +29% net trust (62% trust to 33% don’t 
trust). The least trusting neighbourhood in England is in Wigan, just west of the 
River Douglas and centred around the Westfield Community School, with -38% 
net trust, (28% trust vs 66% don’t trust). 
 
Table 1.1: The 20 most and least trusting Local Authorities in England 
 

Share of MSOAs in the least trusting decile Share of MSOAs in the most trusting decile 

Barking and Dagenham 59% Mole Valley 77% 

Sandwell 50% Richmond upon Thames 74% 

Middlesbrough 47% Kensington and Chelsea 62% 

Stoke-on-Trent 47% Elmbridge 61% 

Nottingham 45% Wandsworth 51% 

Blackburn with Darwen 44% Windsor and Maidenhead 50% 

Walsall 41% Wokingham 50% 

Liverpool 38% Waverley 47% 

Leicester 35% Rushcliffe 47% 

Manchester 35% St Albans 45% 

Oldham 33% Winchester 43% 

Wolverhampton 33% Woking 42% 

Luton 33% East Hampshire 40% 

Kingston upon Hull, City of 31% Test Valley 40% 

Halton 31% Guildford 39% 

Great Yarmouth 31% Lewes 38% 

Salford 30% Harrogate 38% 

Knowsley 30% Westminster 38% 

Birmingham 30% Buckinghamshire 36% 

Preston 29% South Lakeland 36% 
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Figure 1.2: Social trust by Middle-Layer Super Output Area (MSOA), England 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData, 2022 
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Even more importantly, our analysis finds that social trust varies greatly from 
street-to-street. We find that some high-trust neighbourhoods exist alongside 
very low-trust areas. We discuss a few examples below. 
 
Turning first to Greater London, parts of Ealing see 58% of people trusting 
others. But, in neighbouring Southall, as few as 37% of people say they can trust 
others. Social trust is as high as 59% around Finchley and Golders Green. But 
travel across to Tottenham and trust falls to as low as 34% in some 
neighbourhoods. 
 
Figure 1.3: Variation in neighbourhood-level trust in Greater London 

 
 
Within Greater Manchester, 58% of people who living in Hale are generally 
trusting of other people. But only 30% of people living in nearby Wythenshawe 
say they can trust others. Oldham is split between high trust areas in leafier 
Delph and Uppermill (net trust is +14%) and low trust areas around the town 
centre (where net trust is -30%). 
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Figure 1.4: Variation in neighbourhood-level trust in Greater Manchester 

 
 

Compare Sheffield’s south-western edge with its north-eastern edge. Around 
Ecclesall (the Sheffield Hallam constituency) 60% say they trust generally trust 
other people. But up by Burngreave and Pitsmoor (the Brightside and 
Hillsborough constituency), only 35% say they trust others. 
 

Figure 1.5: Variation in neighbourhood-level trust in South Yorkshire 
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Which places have greatest variation in local levels of trust? Sheffield contains 
two neighbourhoods in the top 1% most trusting areas in England and three 
neighbourhoods in the least trusting 1%. Sheffield’s levels of net social trust 
range from +29% in its most trusting neighbourhood to -31% in its least 
trusting neighbourhood, a gap of 60 percentage points. In fact, the most 
unequal local authorities tend to be in cities: Sheffield, Wirral, Stockport, 
Manchester, Leicester, Bristol. 
 
By comparison, the local authority of Rutland shows the smallest trust gap, with 
just 11 percentage points between its most and least trusting neighbourhoods 
(+12% to +1%). The other local authorities with the lowest local variation in trust 
are more rural: Rutland, North Norfolk, South Hams, North Warwickshire. The 
exception is Barking and Dagenham, where the gap between the most and least 
trusting MSOA is just 13 percentage points. 
 
Figure 1.6: Average levels of trust vs variation in trust, by local authority 
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So, what can this data tell us about the social and economic factors associated 
with social trust? Our analysis reinforces the conclusions of previous studies 
detailed in the previous chapter. 
 
• We find that higher population density predicts lower social trust, 

suggesting that policymakers must target interventions on trust within 
urban areas. 

 
• We find that prosperity predicts social trust, suggesting that a focus on 

building trust can help drive economic prosperity and level up left behind 
areas. 

 
• And we find that community strength and electoral participation predict 

social trust, suggesting that increasing trust can help restitch the social 
fabric of communities and restore democratic norms across the country. 
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Density 
 
  



 

19 

 

Good neighbours 

There is a strong relationship between the geography of a place and its levels of 
trust. As the map above shows, rural areas tend to have higher levels of social 
trust than urban areas. This shows that policymakers seeking to boost social 
trust will need to primarily focus their attention on boosting trust in urban 
areas. 
 
Each of the local authorities with the lowest net trust are urban areas: Sandwell 
(-20%), Barking and Dagenham (-19%), Stoke-on-Trent (-18%), Nottingham  
(-16%), and Middlesbrough (-15%). The picture is more nuanced for the few 
most trusting local authorities, with a mix of urban areas, like the City of 
London (+28%) and St Albans (+12%), with more rural areas such as Richmond 
upon Thames (+14%), Mole Valley (+13%), and Elmsbridge (+12%). 
 
Overall, dense urban areas report net trust levels around 12 percentage points 
lower than those in rural areas.30 And this relationship is reinforced by separate 
data from the British Social Attitude survey, which shows a similarly-sized gap 
in net trust between adults living in rural areas of England and Wales than 
those living in urban areas (+15% to +2%).31 
 
Figure 2.1: Social trust by Middle-Layer Super Output Area (MSOA) by 
population density 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData, 2022  
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However, the relationship between urbanity and trust is not a linear one. 
Grouping the MSOAs by deciles of density and comparing their average levels 
of net trust, shown in Figure 2.1, suggest a more u-shaped relationship. Areas in 
the first decile, the least densely populated areas, have an average higher rate 
of net trust (+6%) than those in the tenth decile, the most densely populated 
areas (-5%). However, the group with the lowest levels of net trust is the 
seventh decile, with net trust of -9%. 
 
This nuance is also demonstrated by closer analysis of the UK’s city regions. 
While much of the West Midlands City Region has low levels of trust, there are 
also pockets of high trust areas, with net trust across the region ranging 
between -31%, within a neighbourhood in Sandwell, and +22%, in an area of 
Solihull. 
 
The same range is seen in Greater Manchester, where 59% of people who live in 
Altrincham are trusting of other people, compared to 28% living on the edge of 
Wigan. And there is a similar pattern in London, ranging from largely distrustful 
areas in the North and East of the city, through to trusting areas in the South.  
 
So, if density alone cannot explain geographic levels of social trust, what other 
factors are at work? Our data points towards levels of prosperity and 
community strength. 
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Prosperity 
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Boosting social trust can help drive growth and support our economic recovery 
from the pandemic. There is a strong relationship between levels of social trust 
in a place and its prosperity. This is best demonstrated by comparing MSOA 
rates of net trust with data from the Government’s Indices of Multiple 
Deprivation (IMD). 
 
Deprivation, as measured by the 2019 IMD, has a strong association with levels 
of social trust. Neighbourhoods with high levels of net trust are much more 
likely to have low levels of deprivation.32 For example, one neighbourhood in 
North East Lincolnshire is both the 5th least trusting and the 3rd most deprived 
of all 6,791 MSOAs across England. By contrast, one neighbourhood in Sheffield 
is both the 7th most trusting and 15th least deprived MSOA in England. 
 
Figure 3.1: MSOA net trust and overall IMD scores compared 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and MHCLG, IMD 2019 
 

 
 
So, what is driving this relationship between trust and deprivation? Digging 
deeper into some of the domains used to produce the Indices shows that 
variables specifically measuring the strength of a local area’s economy have the 
strongest overlap with net social trust. 
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There are seven domains within the Indices of Multiple Deprivation used to 
produce the overall deprivation score for a local area, three of which relate 
directly to the strength of the local economy. 
 
The domain with the strongest relationship with social trust is education, with 
the least educationally deprived neighbourhoods much more likely to report 
high net trust.33 For example, one neighbourhood in Bristol is both the MSOA 
with the 12th highest level of net trust and the 13th least educationally deprived 
area. The relationship between trust and education is further reinforced by 
individual-level data, with a poll Onward commissioned for a previous report 
showing that 63% of adults with a degree say that people generally can be 
trusted, compared to 51% among non-graduates.34 
 
Figure 3.2: Social trust vs average annual income 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and ONS35 
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wealthiest areas, net trust is around +12%, indicating that people are more 
trusting than they are wary of others. But this falls to -22% in the poorest areas, 
suggesting that people are more likely to say that “you can’t be too careful in 
dealing with people.”38 
 
Finally, neighbourhoods with low levels of employment are also more likely to 
report lower trust.39 For example, the area with the highest level of employment 
deprivation, a neighbourhood in the Wirral, is also the sixth least trusting area 
in England.  
 
We also see this with data on Jobseeker’s Allowance and Universal Credit 
claimants, which shows that levels of social trust are generally higher in 
neighbourhoods where fewer people claim benefits. In fact, there are no 
neighbourhoods with a claimancy rate above 10% where net trust is positive. 
But there is still a lot of variation. The town of Appleton, just next to 
Warrington, has a claimancy rate of 1% and net trust of +28%. The area covering 
south Durham has the same claimancy rate, but net trust is -16%. 
 
Figure 3.3: MSOA net trust and claimancy rate (Jobseeker’s Alliance and 
Universal Credit) compared 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and Nomis 
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Data on housing also shows the extent to which prosperity and trust are linked, 
with neighbourhoods with higher average house prices reporting higher levels 
of social trust.40 For example, a neighbourhood in Merton which has the third 
highest average house prices in England (£2,100,000) is in the top 1% of MSOAs 
for net social trust (47th in England). Meanwhile, a neighbourhood in Redcar 
and Cleveland which has the third lowest levels of net trust in England is in the 
bottom 1% of MSOAs for house prices (£71,000). 
 
Despite these associations, there is one aspect of economic strength which has 
no relationship with social trust: productivity. When comparing a local 
authority’s economic productivity, as measured by GVA per hour, and net social 
trust, high trust areas are no more likely to be productive than low trust areas. 
The disconnect is likely because not everyone lives and works in the same area. 
  



 

26 

 

Good neighbours 

 
 

Community 
 
  



 

27 

 

Good neighbours 

Boosting social trust can strengthen the social fabric of our communities and 
help restore democratic participation. There is a strong relationship between 
levels of social trust in a place and the strength of its community. The strength 
of this association is driven by high correlation between social trust and a 
number of ingredients for a strong community life, including the strength of 
local relationships, positive social norms like education, health, and low crime, 
and electoral participation. 
 
Onward’s Social Fabric Index brings together over 70 statistical indicators, from 
levels of volunteering to crime rates, to provide a robust measurement of 
community strength in every local authority.41 Comparing this data against our 
estimates for local authorities’ net social trust shows a strong correlation. For 
example, Kingston upon Hull is the 6th-least trusting area in England and also 
has the weakest social fabric. At the other end of the spectrum, Richmond is 
both the most trusting local authority and has the strongest social fabric. 
 
Figure 4.1: Local authorities’ net trust and Social Fabric Index score 
compared 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and Onward’s Social Fabric Index 
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Despite the very tight correlation, there are a few outliers. Bexley, which scores 
5.3 on our Social Fabric Index, also has net trust of -9%. But the linear 
prediction, as we can see from the dashed trendline in Figure 4.1, would be +4%. 
 
This local authority-level relationship between trust and community strength 
tallies with data on an individual-level. A recent 8,000 person poll 
commissioned by Onward for our The Kids Aren’t Alright report found that 
trusting adults are much more likely than distrustful adults to agree that they 
feel like they belong to their neighbourhood.42 
 
So why are more trusting people and places more likely to report a strong sense 
of community? Further analysis comparing local authority levels of trust with 
the five main threads of Onward’s Social Fabric Index can help answer this 
question. 
 
Of the five Index threads, our analysis suggests a local authority’s levels of 
social trust is most strongly associated with its relationships scores.43 This 
thread measures participation in society, using data such as rates of 
volunteering, group membership, and religious observance. Most elements of 
the relationship thread show strong correlation with social trust, including 
indicators on charitable giving, volunteering and group membership, and 
socialising.44 
 
There is also significant correlation between local authority levels of trust and 
the positive social norms thread of Onward’s Social Fabric Index, which 
assesses personal well-being.45 Of the elements within this thread, the 
strongest correlation is with data relating to education, measured by the 
proportion of graduates, and health. By contrast, there is very little correlation 
between a local authority’s levels of family strength or crime and social trust, as 
measured by the Index.46 
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Figure 4.2: Local authorities’ net trust and Social Fabric Index scores for 
Relationships and Positive Social Norms compared 
Source: Onward analysis of Focaldata 2022 and Onward’s Social Fabric Index 
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Figure 4.3: MSOA net trust and health deprivation scores compared 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and MHCLG, IMD 2019 

 
Figure 4.4: MSOA net trust and crime deprivation scores compared 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and MHCLG, IMD 2019  
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Of the remaining three threads of the Social Fabric Index, only economic value 
has noteworthy correlation with a local authority’s social trust. This reinforces 
the conclusions in the previous section that a community’s prosperity is closely 
linked to its social trust.  
 
The civic institutions thread of the Index, which measures the health of 
democracy and governance at a local level, has low correlation with local 
authority levels of trust. However, digging down further finds high correlation 
between a local authority’s levels of trust and their political engagement, 
measured by turnout in general and local elections. By comparison there is no 
correlation between a local authority’s social trust and its levels of trust in 
institutions.48 
 
This is perhaps surprising, given the many studies that show institutional trust 
and satisfaction with public services are associated with social trust. It may be 
that this relationship is only perceivable at a more granular neighbour-level 
rather than at the local authority level. There is also a modest negative 
correlation between a local authority’s levels of social trust and the proportion 
of people who voted for Brexit, with less trusting areas more likely to vote 
Leave.49 
 
Figure 4.5: Social trust vs Social Fabric Index score for political engagement 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and Onward’s Social Fabric Index 
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Figure 4.6: Local authorities’ net trust vs Leave vote share in EU referendum 
Source: Onward analysis of FocalData 2022 and the Electoral Commission 2016 
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Another area where there is a lack of correlation is ethnic diversity. Looking at 
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Conclusion 
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Social trust is one of the most important ingredients in a successful society. It 
underpins greater prosperity and economic growth by incentivising investment 
and enabling productivity. It acts as a “social lubricant”, encouraging 
volunteering and participation, strengthening the social fabric of our 
communities. And it buttresses support for democracy, by encouraging more 
people to engage in elections and engendering greater satisfaction with 
democracy and our public services. 
 
Onward’s MRP model offers a way to identify at a hyperlocal level which areas 
of our country need the most support in developing social trust. Ministers 
should use this data to target policy interventions designed at fostering trust in 
the communities that need it most. By doing so, the Government can deliver on 
its commitments to addressing the geographic disparities in our country’s 
economy and restitch the social fabric of communities across the UK. 
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FocalData surveyed 42,696 adults across England. Respondents were asked how 
much they trust other people, using a standard question from the British Social 
Attitudes survey. 
 
“Generally speaking, would you say that people can be trusted or that you can’t 
be too careful in dealing with people?” 
• “People can almost always be trusted” 
• “People can usually be trusted” 
• “You usually can’t be too careful in dealing with people” 
• “You almost always can’t be too careful in dealing with people” 
• “Can’t choose” 
 
FocalData then ran a multilevel regression and post-stratification (MRP) to 
estimate average levels of trust in each neighbourhood, which we defined as a 
Middle-Layer Super Output Area. 
 
The regression included individual and area characteristics, including: 
overcrowding, ethnicity, health, qualification levels, housing tenure, social 
grade, age and gender. 
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