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Abstract
It is commonplace to claim that trust is essential to effective governance in many contexts, including
that of a public health crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. We argue that trust is better understood
as a family of concepts — trust, mistrust and distrust — and each of these may have different
implications for the governance of COVID-19. Drawing on original measures tested through
nationally representative surveys conducted in Australia, Italy, the UK and the USA between May and
June 2020, we explore how these distinct types of trust are associated with citizens’ perceptions of the
threat posed by COVID-19, and their behavioural responses to it. We show how public policy
dynamics around the COVID-19 crisis are driven by each of the trust family members and that
policymakers might gain more from promoting an information-seeking and mistrusting society, rather

than a trusting one.
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The OECD (2017) argues: “Trust plays a very tangible role in the effectiveness of government. Few
perceptions are more palpable than that of trust or its absence. Governments ignore this at their peril.”
Trust-building has been a key strategy of OECD governments in the last decade or so (Bouckaert,
2012). The context of crisis created by the onset of a global pandemic provides a stress test for these
trust-building strategies and more broadly for the governance system (Boin et al, 2016: 3; Drennan et
al, 2015). Trust is both needed to respond to the pandemic and is under threat due to it. In May 2020,
an article in the British Medical Journal captured a consensus about the importance of public trust to
tackling COVID-19. It argued: “The public will need to trust the government, trust that ministers are
sensitive to the fears and anxieties people are experiencing and have the right strategy to respond. In
turn, the government will need to trust the public to implement the next phases of their plan” (Mahtani
and Heneghan, 2020). Equally it is clear that a crisis characterised by threat, uncertainty and the need
for urgent action exerts a strain on trust. Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic “surprise in various
ways; they are fundamentally ambiguous, even messy. So much happens in such a short time, so
many problems appear simultaneously or in rapid succession, so many people do not know what to
think and whom or what to trust, that a generalized sense of uncertainty emerges” (Boin et al, 2017:

8).

Good standing before a crisis might enable a leader or government to ride it out successfully and even
build public trust (Boin et al, 2008; Bennester et al, 2015). The time horizon of COVID-19 as a crisis
already stretches over more than a year and may reverberate for decades, but our focus here is on the
early acute phase, and where and how trust plays a role in the immediate response to a crisis. Studies
have been quick to link social and institutional trust to COVID-19 outcomes and show how the crisis
led to an increase in trust in political authorities among citizens — at least initially (see Devine et al.,
2020) — which might in turn enable success in handling the crisis. There is also evidence that in the
early phase of the crisis public trust was associated with greater public compliance with government
interventions (see Weinberg 2020). Is the trust dilemma so easily resolved? We argue there is a more

complicated dynamic even in the early stages of responding to COVID-19 as a crisis.



We propose to expand this debate through exploring distinct members of the “trust family’ — trust,
mistrust and distrust — and how they shape citizens’ perceptions and behaviours during the early days
of the coronavirus crisis. Our expectation is that trusting, mistrusting and distrusting citizens will
differ in their assessments of the threat posed by COVID-19 and in the degree to which they adjusted

their day-to-day behaviour in response to outbreak of the pandemic.

The relationship of COVID-19 with trust, mistrust and distrust might not be straightforward. Might it
be more trusting or distrusting individuals who express greatest concern about the threat posed by
COVID-19? In theory, more trusting individuals might tend to update their threat assessments in
response to government warnings, while distrustful individuals could form their own evaluations and
perhaps discount information from government and experts, and as a result be less compliant with
social distancing and other government-promoted control mechanisms. Do mistrusting citizens
respond differently, discriminating and adjusting their trust in government plans depending on the
context and available information? These are important questions that may allow us to shed light on

the relationship between public opinion and public policy in the context of COVID-19.

In this paper we explore how trust, mistrust and distrust are associated with (a) public perceptions of
the threat posed by the virus, and (b) the adjustment of behaviours in response to the pandemic. This
approach allows us to understand how trust connects public opinion and public policy in governance
of the coronavirus pandemic at an early moment in the crisis. Our empirical analyses use original data
from national surveys conducted online in Australia, Italy, the UK and the USA between May and
June 2020. These surveys asked citizens about their views on the threat posed by COVID-19 and
changes they had made to their personal day-to-day behaviour since the pandemic began, as well as a

battery of survey questions designed to measure the different underlying constructs of the trust family.

The analyses are organised as follows. We firstly conduct factor analysis to identify the constructs of
trust, mistrust and distrust from the latent underlying dimensions of survey responses. This provides
evidence of construct validity. We next present regression models of threat perceptions of COVID-19,
including the three trust constructs as predictors alongside a series of demographic and political

controls. We then present models of self-reported behaviour modification since the onset of the



pandemic, again determining the relationship with trust, mistrust and distrust. We consider
heterogeneity of the results across countries, finding that the USA has its own COVID-exceptionalism
in terms of trust. Our findings reveal that public attitudes and behaviours in relation to the governance
of COVID-19 are driven not only by the degree to which citizens trust government, but also by how

much they mistrust or distrust politics.

Three types of trust

Political trust has been a longstanding subject of enquiry for political scientists (see Levi and Stoker,
2000; Zmerli and Van der Meer, 2017; Uslaner, 2017), with substantial discussion of the implications
of lower or higher levels of trust for public policy (Hetherington 2005; Marien and Hooghe, 2011).
For citizens to have trust or confidence in government is seen as a key ingredient for good governance
and its absence is viewed as likely to undermine governing capacity. However, the concept of trust or
lack of trust does not exhaust the orientations of citizens towards government and reviews have
qualified both the presence of trust and its absence (Sniderman, 2017; Citrin and Stoker, 2018;
Karmis and Rocher, 2018). As Citrin and Stoker (2018: 49) comment: ‘(p)olitical trust is one of a
family of terms referring to citizens’ feelings about their government’. Trust may also take a sceptical
form for example (Norris, 1999, 2011; Dalton and Welzel, 2014, Norris et al, 2019), and a lack of
trust might lead to mistrust or distrust among citizens (Lenard, 2008; Citrin and Stoker, 2018). The
concept of trust may thus be more effectively perceived and analysed as a family with trust, mistrust
and distrust as its members. Conceptual expansion of the trust family has been a theme in political
theory and philosophy in recent decades (e.g. Hardin, 2006; Lenard, 2008; O’Neill, 2018) which
provides useful clarity on conceptual differences. If, following Hardin (2006), trust is driven by the
assumption that the focus of trust has your interests at heart and will take them into account in their
decisions, Lenard (2008: 313) defines mistrust as “a cautious attitude towards others; a mistrustful
person will approach interactions with others with a careful and questioning mindset” whereas distrust
denotes “a suspicious or cynical attitude towards others”. Citrin and Stoker (2018: 50) make the
distinction that whereas trust refers to a belief in the trustworthiness of others, “mistrust reflects doubt

or skepticism about the trustworthiness of the other, while distrust reflects a settled belief that the



other is untrustworthy”. Bertsou (2019: 215) endorses this line of reasoning and defines political
distrust as “a negative attitude held by an individual towards her political system or its institutions and
agents”. This may capture suspicion or negativity towards the political elite or establishment, and as

such has potential relevance to wider inquiry into the study of populism.

Table 1 provides a summary of the overall orientation of each member of the political trust family, as
well as associated attitudes and behaviours. This framework is neither exhaustive nor mutually
exclusive, since individuals may hold a combination of these viewpoints towards the same or different
actors. Political trust judgements could be directed at politicians or other policymakers, government

or other institutions, or the political system as a whole.

Table 1. The political trust family

. . Associated Behavioural
Trust types | Orientation -
attitudes consequences
Trust expressed towards the Loyalty, . .
TRUST political system in its entirety or | commitment, Qompllance, syr_npathetlc
. . judgement, participation
its components confidence
Distrust expressed towards the ::nsrﬁglljsﬁy ;/Lmhgrrf :%?I’ geﬂﬁgtc &
DISTRUST | political system in its entirety or y ’ Pb Pop
) contempt, fear, challenge or
its components S
anger, alienation | empowerment movement
;orgECaIVT'?:;E;%RLESS?S Caution, Making effort to be
MISTRUST gh vig judging watchful, informed, alert, on
components of the political o
system guestioning standby to act

Trust is likely to be accompanied by a sense of confidence, security, perhaps even well-being, and it
might inspire loyalty towards the trusted. The behaviour stimulated by the presence of trust could
include a willingness to comply with regulations and laws (Marien and Hooghe, 2011). Distrust on
the other hand carries negative affective orientations such as suspicion, antipathy and resentment. In
political contexts it is often viewed as a threat to democracy; it may encourage disengagement,
alienation and destructive cynicism. If distrust is the firm belief that the other is untrustworthy, then
the implication for policymakers is that their recommendations or measures are likely to be ignored or

resisted. It might in turn encourage the search for trusted intermediaries to carry messages that would



otherwise be ignored. But distrust may have positive effects, if exploited or excluded groups mobilise
distrust of their opponents to pressure for change (Lenard, 2008). Citizens have reason to distrust
government if it is not acting in their interests or competently performing its duty to protect them in
the face of crisis. In this sense, distrust shares a feature of trust. When distrust is correctly assigned
(where A is right to distrust B in respect of X) it can have positive effects. If someone is acting in
your interests and you perceive this, you are benefitted by that perception. When trust is incorrectly
assigned (where A is wrong to trust B in respect of X, not recognizing that B is untrustworthy) it
could have negative consequences for the truster and for society more widely. As O’Neill (2018: 293)

observes: “Trust is valuable only when directed to agents and activities that are trustworthy”.

Mistrust is a distinctive member of the trust family in that it is not based on a settled belief that the
other is trustworthy or not. It involves a continuous process of feedback and updating, reconciling
assessments of trust against trustworthiness, reflecting caution or scepticism concerning the expected
actions of B in respect of X. The orientation of a mistruster is to be alert, informed and investigative.

Mistrust will thus be manifested in a desire to assess the performance of X relative to expectations.

The three concepts of trust are abstract expressions of different orientations that citizens might take
towards government. We do not assume that someone who does not trust government will inevitably
distrust it. Lack of trust is not the same as positively believing the government is acting against your
interests. Mistrust is similarly a distinctive orientation. Unlike trust or distrust it is not based upon a
confirmed belief but rather a willingness to judge government based on assessment of its actions.
Understanding these different orientations of citizens towards government could matter across many

policy arenas, including that of the governance of a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Theoretical expectations: the trust family and COVID-19

In the early phase of the pandemic, much of the inquiry into the relationship between trust and
coronavirus related to a narrow conceptualisation of trust: specifically, the traditional focus on
confidence in leaders and institutions and its impact on political support and compliance (see Devine
et al. 2020 and Weinberg 2020). Some studies related to trust as the dependent variable (such as in

‘rally-round-the-flag’ effects in political support) and others used it as an independent variable (such



as predicting higher rates of compliance). In this section we expand our framework of analysis by
expanding this investigation to different members of the trust family. In particular we ask how
citizens’ orientations — of trust, distrust and mistrust — relate to their perceptions of the threat posed by
COVID-19 and their behavioural adjustments in response to the pandemic. The choice of these two
foci reflects their relevance to governance in a crisis, such as that provided by COVID-19. Threat
defines a crisis for citizens, and it can shift their political outlook (Merolla and Zechmesiter, 2009;
Albertson and Gadarian, 2015; Boin et al, 2016) in complex ways. It may make citizens more
attentive, keen for information and understanding about how to respond. It may encourage increased
anxiety, which in turn can lead to a coping response that looks to leadership and a decline in critical
challenge. Alternatively, it could encourage the search for new insights and cues about what
government is or is not doing in response. In this light, the connection between threat and the family
of trust orientations we identify is worth exploring. Crises, especially pandemics such as COVID-19,
also demand behavioural adjustments by citizens. They are expected to change significant parts of
their everyday lives, in this case to follow public health guidelines and restrictions designed to limit
the spread of the virus. The response of citizens is thus integral to how societies and governments
respond to the crisis (Bavel et al, 2020). The connection between public compliance and the trust
orientations of citizens is highly relevant, not least as compliance is often associated with citizens’
evaluations of the trustworthiness of political institutions and actors. Individuals are more likely to
follow behavioural advice or restrictions if they believe government is competent, benevolent and

communicatively truthful in handling crises like COVID-19 (Weinberg 2020).

Drawing on the insights presented in Table 1, we can develop a range of hypotheses connecting trust
orientations to threat perceptions and behavioural compliance during the early phase of the COVID-
19 pandemic. A starting hypothesis could be that those individuals with a mistrusting orientation will
offer responses to COVID-19 that are most balanced and consistent with available evidence. They
will perceive the threat proportionately to known risks (H1) and adjust their behaviours consistent
with public health guidance and restrictions in order to protect themselves and those around them,

especially in contexts where the risk is relatively high (H2). We would expect individuals with a



strong trusting orientation to reflect the framing of the coronavirus threat by their government (H3). If
government downplays the severity of the crisis, especially at an early stage, this may reduce threat
perception among citizens (especially those supportive of the government). Since trust is associated
with compliance, we expect trusting individuals to make greater adjustments to their behaviour,
following guidelines and formal restrictions set by government (H4). Those with a distrusting
orientation start from a deep sense of cynicism and even contempt for those in government. As such,
one possibility might be that their perceptions of the threat posed by COVID-19 would simply be in
opposition to the assessments of those in political authority (H5). Accordingly, distrusters might be
inclined to perceive a greater threat where it is downplayed by government, and a lower threat where
the crisis is emphasised by government. In a context where government is less interventionist in its
response, this could lead distrusting citizens to adjust their behaviour more than trusters, who are
more likely to respond to cues from government. As noted in Table 1, a classic response of those who
distrust government and political leaders is defiance. We might expect, therefore, that distrusting
citizens will be less compliant with COVID-related regulations imposed by governments (H6). These

theoretical expectations are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2. Theoretical expectations regarding the trust family and response of citizens to COVID-19

Trust types | Threat assessment Behavioural change

H1: Vigilance towards the virus
reflected in proportionate threat
perceptions (modest concern in relation
to the personal and national threat).

H2: Some adjustment of behaviours
in line with official guidance, but in
moderation.

MISTRUST

H4: Compliance with COVID-19
regulations, general shift to more
socially responsible (distant)
behaviours.

H3: Concern about the personal and
TRUST national threat posed by the coronavirus,
mediated by government messaging.

H6: Pessimistic individualist
response to lack of confidence in
government. Lack of willingness to
comply with COVID-19 regulations.

H5: High level of concern about threat
DISTRUST | of the virus, unresponsive to government
messaging or enforcement.

National varieties of the COVID-19 crisis
This study is concerned with how trust judgements influenced the public’s attitudes and behavioural

responses in Australia, Italy, the UK and the US, at a particular moment in the global crisis. Our



surveys were conducted after the initial ‘rally-round-the-flag’ for many incumbents had subsided
(Jennings 2020), and after the first peak of the pandemic had been passed — meaning that political
support boosted by the crisis was deflating and transmission of the virus was in decline. The primary
rationale for case selection is that three of our four cases (Italy, the US and the UK) were among the
group of countries worst hit by the pandemic early on, while the fourth (Australia) represents a ‘most
different’ case in terms of being a country with a very low prevalence of cases. This makes them
important cases for understanding how trust, mistrust and distrust judgements influenced citizens’
threat perceptions and adjustment of behaviour in response to the crisis. These cases also offer a mix
of political and party systems: one presidential versus three parliamentary; two federal versus two
unitary; one fragmented party system with a coalition government led by a technocrat, another subject

to intense partisan sectarianism.

In all cases, the head of national government — the president or the PM — was the primary focus of
public opinion. Italy’s PM Giuseppe Conte was credited with responding quickly and dynamically to
emergence of the crisis, on 23™ February 2020 initiating the first lockdown outside China in response
to the coronavirus. British PM Boris Johnson was initially slow to react, introducing strict restrictions
on 23" March, but nevertheless enjoyed a boost to his approval ratings, and was himself later
hospitalised with the virus. Australia’s PM Scott Morrison presided over an effective response to the
pandemic (in contrast to mishandling a national bushfire crisis just months previously), enjoying
considerable public support. US President Donald Trump’s handling of COVID-19 offers a stark
contrast to the other leaders, at times actively denying or downplaying the pandemic, undermining

scientific experts, and not offering federal leadership or coordination to assist state-level responses.

The reported number of cases and deaths offer a relative indicator of the performance of national
governing systems in the immediate response to the coronavirus — measured here to the end date of
the survey fieldwork in each of our four countries (see Table 3). There are reasons to believe the
trajectory of the virus and the governments’ response in those countries may have ramifications for
how trust, mistrust and distrust affect threat perceptions and behavioural adjustments during the

pandemic, since we expect trusters and distrusters to be especially sensitive to government framing
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whereas mistrusters should be especially sensitive to the actual level of risk posed by the pandemic.
We use data from Our World In Data for our cases on the total number of reported deaths and the
population-adjusted number of new daily reported deaths. These measures provide an indication of

the relative severity of the pandemic in the countries at that point in time, plotted in Figures 1 and 2.

Here we can see that Australia barely registers in terms of number of reported deaths or new deaths
per million people, with the pandemic being of a different magnitude compared to the other countries.
Both figures reveal how Italy was an early casualty, with the number of recorded deaths and newly
reported deaths rising fastest there initially. While the more populous USA saw its total of recorded
deaths quickly soar above the other countries by mid-April, the UK’s population-adjusted number of
deaths lagged and subsequently overtook Italy during this period, leaving it the worst hit country in
relative terms. In terms of national varieties of COVID-19, we therefore have one case — Australia —
that enjoyed comparatively good outcomes. We have one case — Italy — that experienced a poor start
(reaching nearly 1,000 deaths a day at one point) but had turned its fortunes around, with falling cases
and deaths. We have one case — the UK — that has seen a high incidence of cases and deaths but had
managed to somewhat suppress the virus by the time of our survey. And we have one case — the USA
— that saw the most severe outbreak in absolute terms, even though the total number of deaths relative

to its population size did not reach the level of Italy and the UK by this point.

The value of comparative analysis of how trust, mistrust and distrust impact the public’s threat
perception and behaviours is that it offers insights into how these relationships vary depending on
context, in terms of severity of the crisis and the nature of the government response and messaging.
Comparison also enables the identification of findings that may generalise. It is to this analysis that

we turn next.
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Figure 1. Total number of reported COVID-19 deaths
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Figure 2. Number of new daily reported COVID-19 deaths per million people, 7-day average
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Data and methods

We commissioned Ipsos to conduct online surveys of approximately 1,100 adults in each of Australia,
Italy, the UK and the USA in May and June 2020. The surveys were quota-controlled selections of
pre-registered panel members, with population targets set to ensure representativeness of the national
population. The survey asked respondents about their perceptions of the coronavirus pandemic, their
self-reported behavioural adjustment since its onset and their trust judgements about governments and

politics. Dates of the survey fieldwork and sample sizes of the surveys are summarised in Table 3.

Table 3. National surveys on trust and COVID-19

Country Fieldwork Sample
Australia 28 May — 15 June 1,061
Italy 21-22 May 1,134
UK 18-19 May 1,167
USA 19-23 May 1,150

Measuring Trust, Mistrust and Distrust

To measure the different types of trust, we asked “To what extent do you agree, or disagree, with the
following statements?” with a series of statements intended to indicate feelings of trust, mistrust and
distrust towards government and politicians (with response options ‘Strongly agree’, ‘Tend to agree’,
‘Neither agree nor disagree’, ‘Tend to disagree’, ‘Strongly disagree’, ‘Don’t know”). These items
were replicated from Devine et al. (2020), who use them to measure these trust judgements in World
Values Survey data and confirm that the items seem to approximate these three underlying constructs.
The items are designed to capture the relational aspect of trust (trusting A to do B), the sceptical
expression of mistrust (recognising that A may or may not be trusted to reliably do B), and
negative/affective orientations of distrust (believing that A will actively do B against my interests or
preferences).! As we will see, these measures do not perfectly map onto the three constructs of the
trust family, but they do yield three underlying dimensions (factors) which appear to fit broadly with

these underlying constructs.

! Responses to these questions in each country are summarised in Table A2 in the online appendix.
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Table 4. Survey items designed to measure trust, mistrust and distrust

Expected trust type Question

The government has good intentions

The government understands the needs of my community

Trust Politicians often put the country above their own interests

Most politicians are honest and truthful

In general, the government usually does the right thing

The government acts unfairly towards people like me

Politicians usually ignore my community

Distrust
Politicians don’t respect people like me
Politicians are often incompetent and ineffective
People in the government often show poor judgement
It is best to be cautious about trusting the government
Information provided by the government is generally unreliable
Mistrust

In general, politicians are open about their decisions

I am usually cautious about trusting politicians

I am unsure whether to believe most politicians

Threat perceptions

To gauge how citizens perceived the threat posed by the coronavirus pandemic, we asked “What level
of threat, if any, do you think the coronavirus or COVID-19 poses to each of the following? You
personally. Your country. Your job or business.” The response options were “very high threat”, “high
threat”, “moderate threat”, “low threat” or “very low threat” (see Table 5). The overall pattern was
that responses tended to correspond to the national exposure to the virus of each country at the time of
fieldwork: the highest level of perceived personal threat was observed in the UK, which at the time
had the highest number of cases and deaths per capita of the four countries, and the lowest perceived
threat in Australia, which had the least cases and deaths. The highest level of concern about the

economic threat (to jobs and businesses) was observed in Italy and the UK — the countries that had
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been subject to the strictest containment measures. The highest level of concern about threat to the
country is observed in the UK, with the lowest recorded in Australia — again reflecting differences in
cases and deaths per capita, although it is notable that respondents in the US seem substantially less

concerned than in the UK despite the similar (and rising) deaths per capita.

Table 5. Perceptions of the threat from COVID-19

Australia Italy UK  USA

“High” or “very high” level of

threat
(%)
Personally 19 27 31 26
Job/business 25 34 33 28
Country 33 61 66 60

Behavioural responses

To understand how citizens had adjusted their behaviour in response to the pandemic, we asked “For
each of the following, please indicate how much, if at all, you have changed your behaviours on a
scale from 0O (not at all) to 10 (very much) compared with before the coronavirus outbreak?” We listed
a range of activities associated with reducing the spread of the disease, ranging from good hygiene to
social distancing behaviours targeted by official regulations. Table 6 presents the average response on
the 0 to 10 scale for the seven activities we asked about, indicating that respondents in the UK
reported the most behavioural adjustments by some margin; interestingly, respondents in the USA
reported no more adjustments than respondents in Australia despite the substantial differences in case

and death numbers between the two countries.

Table 6. Changes in behaviour since the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis (average score)

Australia Italy UK USA
Washing your hands more often and/or longer 7.9 7.7 8.3 7.8
Coughing or sneezing into your elbow or a handkerchief 7.5 7.1 7.6 6.8
Stopping greeting by shaking hands, hugging or kissing 8.3 8.4 9.0 8.3
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Keeping a distance of one to two meters from other people outside your 8.1 8.2 9.0

8.0

home

Reducing trips outside, whether for shopping or otherwise 7.3 7.8 8.6 75
Avoiding crowded places (public transport, restaurants, gyms, etc.) 8.1 8.4 9.0 8.3
Having stopped meeting your friends that you don’t already live with 7.6 7.7 9.0 7.7

Factor analysis

So is there empirical support for distinguishing between our three types of trust? To explore the
relationships between the 15 statements included in our trust battery, we start by conducting principal-
component factor analysis, and rotating the factor matrix with a promax rotation, allowing the factors
to be correlated to approximate a simple factor structure. The results from the rotated factor matrix are
presented in Table 7. The factor loadings show a fairly clear structure of three underlying factors,
albeit with overlap. The first factor seems to reflect a construct akin to political trust, correlating
strongly with belief that politicians are open about their decisions (0.80), are honest and truthful
(0.78), put country above personal interests (0.77), that government usually does the right thing
(0.75), has good intentions (0.74) and understands the needs of my community (0.73). The second and
third factors reflect two distinct types of attitude contrary to trust: the second tends to correspond with
views that the government acts unfairly towards people like me (0.86), provides unreliable
information (0.77), ignores my community (0.69) and doesn’t respect people like me (0.66), while the
third is associated with being cautious about trusting politicians (0.79) and government (0.75) and
unsure whether to believe them (0.78). Therefore, the second factor appears to capture a relatively
deep-rooted distrust of the fundamental motives and moral character of politicians and government,
while the third factor rather reflects a more conditional mistrust, a cautious approach to evaluating
political actions and information. However, the statement “politicians are often incompetent and
ineffective” loads weakly and similarly to both the second and third factors, so it does not appear to
distinguish between mistrust and distrust. We create scalar variables for each of these three distinct
factors using predictions from the rotated factor loadings, standardized to range from 0 to 1. This

means each scale uses information from every item in the battery, weighted by their factor loadings
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for each factor in turn, and we treat these factors as representing our concepts of trust, mistrust and

distrust respectively.

Table 7. Principal-component factor analysis of measures of trust, mistrust and distrust*

15t 2nd 3rd
Survey items Factor: Factor: Factor:
Trust Distrust | Mistrust
In general, politicians are open about their decisions 0.80
Most politicians are honest and truthful 0.78
Politicians often put country above their personal interests 0.77
In general, the government usually does the right thing 0.75
The government usually has good intentions 0.74 -0.33
The government understands the needs of my community 0.73
The government acts unfairly towards people like me 0.86
Information provided by the government is generally unreliable 0.77
Politicians usually ignore my community 0.69
Politicians don’t respect people like me 0.66
People in the government often show poor judgement 0.55
Politicians are often incompetent and ineffective 0.44 0.41
I am usually cautious about trusting politicians 0.79
I am unsure whether to believe most politicians 0.78
It is best to be cautious about trusting the government 0.57
Eigenvalue 7.05 1.64 1.06

cent. Factor loadings over 0.3 shown.

*All items are based on 1-5 scales where 1= “strongly disagree” and 5="strongly agree”. Extraction method:
Principal Component Factor Analysis. Rotation method: Promax. Percentage of the variance explained: 65 per

Of our items designed to capture these three types of trust, a small number did not load onto the

dimension expected. The item suggesting ‘information provided by the government is generally

unreliable’ loads most strongly onto distrust (rather than mistrust), possibly because respondents

focused on the word ‘unreliable’. Similarly, the statement that ‘people in the government often show

poor judgment’ is associated with distrust (not mistrust), again presumably because the item seems to

pick up a negative orientation towards government officials, rather than a sceptical orientation, via the

‘often’ qualifier.
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To test our hypotheses about the link between trust, mistrust, distrust and citizens’ perceptions of the
threat stemming from COVID-19 and their behavioural adjustments in light of the crisis, we estimate
regression models of each of these trust types (our independent variables) on our scales of threat
perception and behaviour change since the onset of the pandemic (the dependent variables). In all of
these models, we include country fixed effects and controls for respondents’ gender, age, employment
status, income, education and left-right self-placement as well as incumbent party support and its
interaction with country (to capture partisan effects associated with being a government supporter).
We use coefficient plots, Figures 3 and 4, from the regressions to illustrate the effects of these trust
constructs overall (pooled across countries) and in each of the four countries separately, enabling us to
highlight heterogeneity by country. In the plots, the markers indicate the value of the coefficient and

the horizontal bar indicates the 95% confidence intervals of the coefficient.

How trust, mistrust and distrust influence perceptions of the threat of COVID-19

Starting with perceptions of the threat posed by COVID-19, we estimate linear regressions of the
perceived threat to the respondents’ country as well as the threat to them personally and to their job or
business on the trust, mistrust and distrust scales.? The results of these models are presented in Table
8.3 Interestingly, these find positive effects, significant at the 95% confidence level, for both the trust
and distrust scales on threat perception in all three questions. The outcome variables are all measured
on a five-point Likert scale from “very low threat” to “very high threat” and the x-axis indicates the
size of coefficients, where a change of one indicates a predicted change of one category on the five-
point threat perception variable. The coefficients for the scalar variables indicate that for a one-unit
change on the trust scale — going from lowest to highest trust (since the scales range from 0 to 1) —
keeping our control variables constant, the value for personal threat perception is predicted to increase

by 0.93 on the five-point threat scale, while perceptions of country threat increase by 0.43 and

2 Our models take the general form Y; = a, + p;Trust; + B,Mistrust; + BsDistrust; +v;Z; + K; + €; where
the dependent variable Y (threat perception or reported change in behaviour) for individual i is a function of the
trust, mistrust and distrust factors, plus a number of other predictors Z (age, gender, incumbent party support,
employment, income, university education, left-right self-placement) and country fixed effects K.

3 For clarity of interpretation and presentation, we present linear regression models instead of ordinal logistic
regressions. The latter model specification yields highly similar results which inform identical inferences.
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perceptions of threat to respondents’ job or business increase by 0.44. The coefficients for the distrust
scale are similar to the above, again with the largest effect on perceived personal threat, but the only
significant effect for the mistrust scale is a coefficient of 0.53 for country threat perception. Thus, our
expectation that trust is related to higher threat perceptions (H3) is confirmed and the same goes for
distrust (H5). Mistrusters appear less concerned about threat to themselves but more concerned about

threat to the country, contrary to our expectations (H1).
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Table 8. Regression models of the perceived threat from COVID-19

1) ) ®)
Personal threat Threat to country Threat to
job/business

Trust factor 0.928™" 0.426™" 0.442™
(0.127) (0.108) (0.149)

Distrust factor 0.944™" 0.299" 0.561""
(0.142) (0.121) (0.167)
Mistrust factor 0.203 0.525™" 0.088
(0.157) (0.134) (0.187)
Incumbent party supporter -0.110 -0.145* -0.115
(0.090) (0.077) (0.110)

us 0.022 0.114* -0.053
(0.072) (0.062) (0.087)
Italy -0.192" -0.164" 0.098
(0.084) (0.072) (0.100)

Australia -0.443™ -0.707™ -0.352™
(0.076) (0.064) (0.092)

Incumbent party supporter -0.404™" -0.518™" -0.237*
*US (0.115) (0.098) (0.140)
Incumbent party supporter 0.194 0.044 0.103
* Italy (0.132) (0.113) (0.158)
Incumbent party supporter -0.122 0.013 -0.074
* Australia (0.121) (0.103) (0.147)
Female -0.008 0.026 0.014
(0.042) (0.036) (0.050)

Age -0.000 -0.002* -0.015™"
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Employed 0.026 0.034 0.424™
(0.046) (0.039) (0.056)

University graduate 0.025 -0.023 0.120"
(0.044) (0.038) (0.053)

Income -0.024 0.001 -0.013
(0.028) (0.024) (0.034)
Left-right self-placement -0.001 -0.030™" 0.000
(0.010) (0.009) (0.012)

Constant 2.110™ 3.404™ 2.863""
(0.198) (0.169) (0.235)
Observations 2,784 2,786 2,520

Note: * p <0.10, " p <0.05, ™ p < 0.01, ™ p < 0.001 (standard errors in parentheses)
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Figure 3 presents the coefficient plots for the effects of each scale on the perceived threat of COVID-
19 to the respondents’ country.* Here we see that only the USA exhibits the counterintuitive pattern of
trust, mistrust and distrust all increasing threat perception. In Australia, both the trust and mistrust
scales have a positive effect on the perceived threat to the country, while distrust has a positive and
significant effect in the UK as well as the USA: in Australia, people who hold greater trust in
government and politicians, or are at least ‘critical citizens’, tend to view the coronavirus as a greater
national threat, whereas in the UK and USA it is those who are more distrusting who consider it more

of a threat (in Italy, people who are more distrusting perceive a lower national threat).

Figure 3. The relationship between trust, distrust, mistrust and perceived threat to the country
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These heterogeneous findings are interesting since Australia is the country where COVID-19 posed
the lowest objective threat at the time of our study, due to its relatively low incidence, while the UK
and USA were suffering the highest mortality rate at the time of our surveys. This hints at effects

being context-specific, with more trusting and mistrusting individuals perceiving a greater threat from

4 We use perceived threat to the country as the personal and job/business threat perceptions are significantly
related to it, but coefficient plots and regression estimates for the other measures are presented in the online
appendix, Figures Al and A2 and Table A4.
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the virus while it was under control (in Australia). Conversely, more distrusting individuals perceived
a greater threat from the pandemic where it was most prevalent at the time (in the UK and USA),
although they perceive less threat in Italy, where it was also prevalent. This may be because the
pandemic was getting out of hand at this point in the UK and USA where government leaders (to
different extents) seemed reluctant to tackle it effectively, whereas the gravest threat appeared to be
subsiding in the Italy and the government had taken more decisive measures; which may have led
those who distrusted government in Italy to be sceptical of the actual threat which the government

was signalling).

How trust, mistrust and distrust influence adjustments in behaviour in response to COVID-19
Finally, we examine to what extent trust, distrust and mistrust are predictive of the extent to which
citizens adjusted their day-to-day behaviour during the pandemic. For this, we created a scale based
on the seven questions listed previously, which asked respondents about the degree to which they had
changed their behaviour during the pandemic. As discussed, this measure may capture compliance
with official guidelines and regulations on social behaviours, but at the same time could capture the
actions taken by individuals to reduce their personal exposure to the virus (regardless of government
policies). Of course, it could also reflect social desirability bias, where respondents claim to follow
guidelines when they in fact do not, but the differences between countries on the scales at least seem
to be largely consistent with what we might expect. The full regression models are presented in the
online appendix, including models using both this scale and the simple mean of these measures as the

dependent variable.

In Figure 4, we plot the coefficients for the trust scales by country. These reveal that overall, both
trust and distrust are negatively associated with behaviour change (or compliance), whereas mistrust
is positively associated with it. This is consistent with our expectations for distrust (H6) but contrary
to our expectations for trust (H4), as it indicates that more trusting citizens report having made fewer
adjustments to their activities in response to the pandemic. The effect of trust is negative and
significant at the 95% confidence level in the UK, meaning that trust appears to reduce the level of

behaviour change since the pandemic began, but it is not significant in the other countries. The
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negative effect of trust on compliance is therefore only apparent in the UK, but it is nonetheless
surprising that we see no positive effect of trust in the other countries. In contrast, the plots reveal
negative and significant effects for distrust in all four countries. As such, distrust consistently predicts
that people will report having adjusted their behaviour less in response to the coronavirus crisis.
Conversely, mistrust appears to increase behaviour change in Italy and Australia (and the UK, but
only at the 90% confidence level), with no significant effect for the USA. The pooled coefficient is no
smaller than that for trust and distrust, which runs counter to expectations that this effect would be the
most modest (H2). Citizens who are more willing to question and challenge information from
government are also those who adjust their activities more in line with official guidelines and rules, at

least where government appears to be handling the crisis relatively competently.

Figure 4. The relationship between trust, distrust, mistrust and behaviour adjustment
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Conclusions

How citizens view the inputs and outputs of the governance of COVID-19 will matter as countries
continue to deal with the pandemic and future pandemic threats, including novel variants of the

coronavirus. We have argued that trust — associated with attitudes such as confidence and loyalty —
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may only be part of the story, and that the concepts of distrust and mistrust provide a more complete
understanding of how the public will react to, and shape, government action during crises. This
conceptualisation of trust, mistrust and distrust has theoretical and empirical value. We have
demonstrated that it approximates latent underlying dimensions of citizens’ responses to survey
guestions relating to politicians and government. We have shown these have significant and mainly
intuitive effects on threat perception and adjustments of social behaviour in response to the pandemic
during this acute phase of the crisis. Where the effects diverge from expectations, this appears to be a

rational adjustment to the specific context of each country in relation to its experience of COVID-19.

With regards to threat perception, we have shown that trust is related to higher threat perception in the
USA and Australia. Distrust is related to higher threat perception in the UK and USA, but lower threat
perception in Italy. Mistrusters report higher threat perception in Australia and the USA. Overall, our
results point to the importance of being context-sensitive: more trusting individuals perceived a
greater threat from the virus while it was under control (in Australia), and more distrustful individuals

perceived a greater threat where the mortality rate was highest (in the UK and USA).

Perhaps our most interesting results come in understanding behavioural adjustment, clearly key for
improving health outcomes. Unlike previous research (for a review, see Devine et al, 2020), trust is
only related to behavioural adjustment in the UK, and negatively so: trusters are less likely to adjust
their behaviour, which is in line with some research which argues trust may lead to lower risk
perception and greater complacency (Wong and Jensen, 2020). Distrust is also related to lower
behaviour adjustment, potentially as those distrusters reject the severity of the pandemic and the
advice of scientific experts and government. However, mistrusters, those we expect to be cautious and
informed, are more likely to adjust their behaviour except in the USA. These results support the
contention that trust may indeed be a double-edged sword, and it is instead mistrust that should be
encouraged. Political theorists such as Onora O’Neill will be comforted to find support for their

argument that democracies require mistrusting citizens who are sceptical but trust when trust is due.

Our study contributes to understanding public opinion during the COVID-19 crisis, but our intention

is also to introduce and show empirically the importance of differentiating between trust, distrust and
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mistrust. We have shown that these can have notably distinct implications in different contexts, and
that mistrust may be more desirable than trust. There are methodological limitations to the design of
our study, such as its reliance on cross-sectional data, which prohibits us from making strict causal
inferences. Similarly, self-reported survey measures of behaviour adjustment are imperfect, compared
to observed mobility data, but enables us to link reported behaviour to citizens’ attitudes. In terms of
comparative analysis, this study enables insights into how national contexts — in terms of severity of
the pandemic and government responses — underpin the relationship between trust judgements and
threat perceptions and changes in behaviour. However, it is limited to four countries, all liberal
democracies. Different patterns might be found, for example, in autocratic states or at later points in

the crisis.

Our evidence lends support to those seeking to shape responses of leaders to crises. Boin et al (2017:
85) observe that governments “do not help themselves when they rely on rather crude assumptions
about citizen behavior during crises in devising their crisis responses and communication strategies”.
Citizen responses will be mixed as we have shown, but the best hope for policymakers is to treat

citizens with respect and provide them with the information they need to come to a judgement.

Mistrusting citizens seem (reasonably) to judge the threat posed by COVID-19 as being significant.
When asked to comply with a range of reasonable regulations — backed by many experts as the best
options available — they are more willing than either trusting or distrusting citizens to shift their
behaviour. Not just during the pandemic or other crises, we should perhaps turn our attentions to

encouraging an information-seeking and mistrusting society, rather than a trusting one.

25



REFERENCES

Albertson, Bethany, and Shana Kushner Gadarian. 2015. Anxious Politics: Democratic Citizenship in
a Threatening World. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bavel, Jay J. Van, et al. 2020. ‘Using social and behavioural science to support COVID-19 pandemic
response.” Nature Human Behaviour 4: 460-471.

Bertsou, Eri. 2019. ‘Rethinking Political Distrust’. European Political Science Review 11(2): 213-
230.

Boin, Arjen, Allan McConnell, and Paul ‘t Hart. 2008. Governing After Crisis: the politics of
investigation, accountability and learning. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Boin, Arjen, Paul ‘t Hart, Eric Stern, and Bengt Sundelius. 2016. The Politics of Crisis Management:
Public leadership under pressure (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bouckaert, Geert. 2012. ‘Trust and public administration.” Administration 60(1): 91-115.

Citrin, Jack and Laura Stoker. 2018. ‘Political Trust in a Cynical Age’. Annual Review of Political
Science 21(1): 49-70.

Devine, Daniel, Jennifer Gaskell, Will Jennings, and Gerry Stoker. 2020. ‘Trust and the Coronavirus
Pandemic: What are the consequences of and for trust? An early review of the literature.” Political
Studies Review.

Drennan, Lynn, Allan McConnell, and Alastair Stark. 2015. Risk and Crisis Management in the
Public Sector. 2nd Edition, Abingdon: Routledge.

Hardin, Russell. 2006. Trust. Cambridge: Polity.

Hetherington, Marc. 2005. Declining political trust and the demise of American liberalism. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Jennings, Will. 2020. ‘Covid-19 and the 'rally-round-the-flag' effect.” UK in a Changing Europe, 30"

March 2020. https://ukandeu.ac.uk/covid-19-and-the-rally-round-the-flag-effect/

Lenard, Patti Tamara. 2008. ‘Trust Your Compatriots, but Count Your Change: The Roles of Trust,
Mistrust and Distrust in Democracy’. Political Studies 56(2):312-32.

Levi, Margaret and Laura Stoker. 2000. ‘Political Trust and Trustworthiness’. Annual Review of
Political Science 3(1): 475-507.

26


https://ukandeu.ac.uk/covid-19-and-the-rally-round-the-flag-effect/

Mahtani, Kamal, and Sean Heneghan. 2020. ‘Leadership in covid-19: building public trust is key.’

British Medical Journal blog, 5 May 2020. https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/05/05/leadership-in-

covid-19-building-public-trust-is-key/

Marien, Sofie, and Marc Hooghe. 2011. ‘Does Political Trust Matter? An Empirical Investigation into
the Relation between Political Trust and Support for Law Compliance’. European Journal of
Political Research 50(2): 267-291.

Merolla, Jennifer, and Elizabeth Zechmeister. 2009. Democracy at Risk: How Terrorist Threats Affect
the Public. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

OECD. 2017. Trust and Public Policy: How Better Governance Can Help Rebuild Public Trust,
Paris: OECD.

O’Neill, Onora. 2018. ‘Linking Trust to Trustworthiness.” International Journal of Philosophical
Studies 26(2): 293-300.

Uslaner, Eric. 2017. The Oxford Handbook of Social and Political Trust. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Weinberg, James. 2020. ‘Can Political Trust Help to Explain Elite Policy Support and Public
Behaviour in Times of Crisis? Evidence from the United Kingdom at the Height of the 2020
Coronavirus Pandemic.’ Political Studies. doi:10.1177/0032321720980900

Zmerli, Sonja and Tom Van Der Meer. 2017. Handbook of Political Trust. Cheltenham: Edward

Elgar.

27


https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/05/05/leadership-in-covid-19-building-public-trust-is-key/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/05/05/leadership-in-covid-19-building-public-trust-is-key/

