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Abstract: 

This research aims to reveal factors that impact the formation of trust in governments during 

the COVID-19 pandemic from a comparative cross-EU perspective. The formation of trust 

in pandemic times is ambiguous because national executives are supposed to combat the 

virus and can be both rewarded and punished for their actions as well as for the economic 

consequences of the lockdowns. Theoretically, the thesis fills the gap between the economic 

voting bulk of literature and research on trust formation in crisis times. 

The study is based on the “Living, working and COVID-19 dataset” survey conducted by 

Eurofound agency in spring and summer 2020. The results of the multilevel regression 

analysis contribute to the field with the significant impact of the clarity of governmental 

responsibility and losing a job interaction on trust. The applied method allows combining 

country-level and individual-level data, revealing a higher variance among respondents than 

EU member states. 

The interaction indicates that most citizens appreciate cohesive governments in crisis times, 

which contradicts economic voting literature’s argument that trust is lower in less polarized 

systems where people have a clearer understanding of assigning blame for policies. 

However, the respondents who lost the job permanently when the pandemic escalated 

blame united governments establishing a better link between personal welfare and 

governmental action. The discrepancy between unemployed and employed is more minor 

in more polarized and less cohesive systems, which blur responsibility. In general, such 

factors as losing a job during the pandemic, either permanently or temporarily, feeling job 

insecurity, and expecting personal finances to worsen - negatively influence the trust in 

governments.  



 

 
These findings illustrate the significance of political factors as government composition and 

economic indicators as unemployment and subjective feelings of economic well-being in 

trust formation. Compared to the theoretical assumptions in regular times, the trust 

variations during the concrete situation of the pandemic’s outbreak are different since people 

tend to value more united governments able to respond to the crisis fast.  
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Introduction 
 

This thesis explores the trust in governments in the EU member states during the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  The topics of both interpersonal and institutional trust became highly 

debated during the Corona crisis. While some of the studies predict the compliance of imposed 

COVID-19 restrictions by the trust (Bargain and Aminjonov 2020; Esaiasson et al. 2020) or 

assess how effectively different political regimes react to the crisis (Cheibub, Hong, and 

Przeworski, 2020; Schwartz 2012), I suppose that there is lack of research on explaining the 

formation of trust in the complex environment of the crisis. Thus, this work is focused on 

answering the following research question: Why (cause of what factors) is the trust in 

governments formulated during the COVID pandemic? The sub-questions I am interested 

in are: Does the trust diverge more across countries or groups? How do perceptions of the 

economy influence the trust in governments during the pandemic? 

The research aims to test theories on the origins of trust in the context of the Corona 

crisis. Although the novel COVID-19 virus became the 5th officially documented pandemic 

since 1918 flu (Liu, Kuo, and Shih 2020, 328), the speed of its spill-overring across the globe, 

the ability of human-to-human transmission, and the longevity of the pandemic brought up 

many uncertainties and challenges. While the first cases of the coronavirus reported in 

December 2019 emerged in Wuhan, China, the disease spread quickly across the globe (329). 

The World Health Organization declared that COVID-19 should be regarded as a pandemic on 

March 11, 2020 (329). Since then, there are more than 153 million confirmed cases of the novel 

virus across the globe and more than 3 million deaths from it (World Health Organisation, May 

5, 2021). In Europe, there have been around 52 million cases reported, while the most severely 

hit countries are Spain, France, Italy, the UK (World Health Organisation 2021, March 5, 

2021). Facing the uncertainty in March 2020, governments have introduced different lockdown 

measures to stop the virus’s spread. The pandemic’s restrictive measures also brought up the 

already visible shrink of the world economy and harsh economic consequences across countries 

(Eurofound 2020). In the EU, on average, 8% of working before the pandemic population 

became unemployed in the first months of the lockdowns, 10% left their workforce, while 25% 

expected that their financial situation would worsen in the following months (Eurofound 2020, 

7). Thus, the study of trust formation during the pandemic reflects the attitudes to exceptional 

circumstances, governmental response to the crisis, and perceptions of the economy. The 

executive branch is often holding extra power during the proclaimed states of emergency, and 

governments are faced with various challenges and dilemmas. Generally speaking, it is crucial 
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to analyze how citizens hold governments accountable to understand the executive branch’s 

performance during a state of emergency and the possible future impact of COVID-19 on 

general support for democracy. 

From the academic perspective, the study’s significance consists in its attempt to 

combine two layers of scientific literature – one dedicated to economic voting and clarity of 

responsibility and the other to crises (external crises, states of emergency, and COVID-19 crisis 

in particular). The classical economic voting theory supposes that citizens blame governments 

for an economic downturn (Powell and Whitten 1993; Lewis-Beck 1988). This reward-

punishment mechanism is undermined in multilevel systems, multiparty systems, and systems 

with divided governments (Anderson 2006). However, the blame attribution can also be 

weakened by the ‘rally around the flag’ effect when people unite around the nation’s leaders 

during the crisis strengthening their ratings (Mueller 1970; Baker and Oneal, 2001).  The 

pandemic context offers a possibility to analyze if the economic downturn caused the decline 

of trust in governments as clarity of responsibility theory predicts, or rather governments were 

secured from the blame by the ‘rally effect’ and management of the crisis.  

In a nutshell, the study results partially disagree with the economic voting literature and 

contribute to the bulk with the interaction between clarity of responsibility and economy in a 

crisis context. The original theory supposes trust to be lower in less polarized and more 

cohesive systems where people better link policies and incumbents responsible for them 

(Nadeau, Niemi, and Yoshinaka 2002; Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci 2013). It turns out that this 

relationship is valid only for individuals who already faced the pandemic's economic 

consequences in terms of losing a job, feeling job insecurity, and financial difficulties. These 

groups distrust higher under less polarized and united governments since they have a better 

understanding to whom assign the blame. However, the discrepancy between unemployed and 

employed is more minor in more polarized and less cohesive systems, which blur 

responsibility. Other respondents who do not lose the job or expect their finances to remain the 

same appreciate the united and ideologically coherent governments who can handle the 

pandemic’s management. It comes up that under the unexpected situation of the crisis, the 

majority of people value strong actors who can make fast decisions. The other findings are that 

coronavirus cases are positively related to trust while deaths from the disease negatively. 

Controlled on the individual level factors as age, education, personal health, and urbanization 

also affect trust formation. 

These outcomes were gradually achieved by addressing the research question and 

bringing forward the following objectives: 
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1. To define the concept of political trust and trust in governments specifically.  

2. Based on theoretical foundations, present factors that affect trust formation in 

ordinary times. 

3. Understand how the crisis impacts political trust by reviewing the literature on 

economic recessions, disasters, and COVID-19. 

4. Analyze the relationship between independent and dependent variables through 

descriptive statistics on the first stage and multilevel regression analysis on the second. 

5. Interpret the achieved results, compare them with the existing studies to draw 

up the conclusion and directions for future research. 

 

The thesis’s research design presumes the quantitative logic of scientific research: 

dependent and independent variables. Data for the analysis originated from the unique “Living, 

working and COVID-19 dataset” (Eurofound 2020) survey conducted in the EU on the 

pandemic’s onset. The dependent variable whose variation is predicted by regression modeling 

in trust in governments measured by a standard question on how much a respondent trusts the 

current government on a 1 – 10 scale where 1 is “Do not trust at all” and 10 “Trust fully”. The 

independent variables are, first of all, economic indicators: employment status during the 

pandemic (objective), estimations of the personal financial situation in the last three and next 

months (subjective), and feelings of job insecurity (subjective). On the country level, clarity of 

the governmental responsibility is added as a predictor. This is a compound by the author index 

of four indicators (single-party government vs. coalition, ideological polarization, the share of 

seats held by the prime minister’s party, and the effective number of parties), varying from 0 

to 1. The controlled variables as the respondents’ age, gender, health status, education, and 

urbanization are also included in the analysis.  

The work is divided into three chapters. In the first theoretical chapter, I review the 

theory on political support and trust to define the dependent variable – trust in governments 

and achieve the first objective. Afterward, I limit the current thesis to institutional theories on 

trust’s origins that focus on performance evaluations. To reach the second objective, I review 

the literature on economic performance, clarity of responsibility and analyze the individual 

characteristics that impact trust formation. Next, the ‘rally around the flag’ and ‘hyper 

accountability’ concepts are presented, and the newly published works on the COVID-19 

pandemic are reviewed. This step is required to address the third objective of the study. The 

first theoretical chapter concludes with a description of the hypotheses and operationalization 

of variables.  
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The second part focuses on a detailed description of the method and its application to 

provide the results’ validity and reliability. The descriptive analysis between predictors and 

dependent variables is conducted to address the fourth objective.  In the last chapter, I apply 

the multilevel regression analysis, which allows the combination of country and individual-

level observations. The multilevel method is coherent both with the theory and the obtained 

data where respondents are nested within countries. The utilization of regression allows 

achieving the fourth objective ultimately and ensure the meaningfulness of the results. This 

part sums up the results by accomplishing the fifth objective, drawing the thesis's contribution 

to the scientific inquiry, and directions for further research. At the end of the work, I express 

the findings in a conclusive matter. 
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Chapter 1. Theoretical foundations of the research  

The concept of political support, trust, and approaches for measuring it 

 

The primary task is to define the phenomena that this study aims to explore – the 

concept of political trust. It is essential to draw the line between the definition of trust and 

support.  First of all, one may set out the meaning of the more complex political support 

concept, which includes trust. 

Support is, as many concepts in the social sciences, multidimensional and contested. 

Nevertheless, the acknowledged understanding of support comes from Easton’s work on 

systems analysis of political life (1965), where he defined the system and its structural 

components – demand and support. Easton makes an important division applied in the further 

research between specific and diffuse levels of support. According to him, the specific support 

can be understood as the fulfillment of concrete demands (Easton 1965, 268) articulated to the 

system while the diffuse support is an “unconditional reservoir of a goodwill towards the 

system that helps to tolerate the negative attitudes on the specific level” (273). The author 

elaborates that support can be articulated to the political system’s three objects as authorities, 

regime, and community. 

Later on, Easton reassessed the concept and added that specific support is a response to 

authorities’ actions when people hold the basic knowledge of the actors in power and can 

causally connect the policies’ outputs and behavior of authorities (Easton 1975). Importantly, 

Easton highlights that specific support presumes that people have sufficient awareness of actors 

in power to evaluate their performance. However, it does not mean that the median voters can 

differentiate every politician in a parliament but more generally if they know the authorities’ 

essential functions. According to the author, the specific support can be extended to the diffuse 

one, but the latter is more durable, stable, and even independent of the short-term fluctuations 

of the specific support. Moreover, Easton considers that support can also be expressed towards 

the authorities regarding trust and legitimacy (447). The divergence between trust and support 

levels is not always clear, leading to these concepts’ possible usage as synonyms in empirical 

research.  Theoretically, trust is satisfaction with the outcomes even if the realization of specific 

policies requires no prior consent or approval of the mass public (437-438). People trust 

authorities which means that they are confident in how the state is run and satisfied with the 

way leaders govern (447-449). Highlighting the ambiguity of trust, Easton writes that the 
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concept of trust closer relates to the specific level of support (trust for the concrete incumbents), 

although trust in authorities as a class can be placed to the diffuse level (450). 

The more apparent distinction between diffuse and specific support as well as trust 

made by Easton was developed further. Specifically, one of the commonly acknowledged and 

applied paths was proposed by Norris. Norris (2011, 19-37) specifies the five support levels, 

ranging from the most diffuse to the most specific one. The most general one is support towards 

the national community defined in the feeling of patriotism, identity, and belonging (24). 

According to Norris, the next one is the approval of core values, ideals, and principles of a 

country’s regime. There general evaluations of the regime performance are based on the middle 

level, while on the following more specific level, the confidence in institutions as governments, 

branches of power, and security forces are placed (24-25). On the most specific level of support, 

there is incumbents’ approval and specific attitudes to them. As such, the confidence in 

institutions includes trust in government, public approval of a governing party, and their ability 

to handle different aspects of both domestic and foreign policy (29). The most specific approval 

of incumbents includes the trust in the president, prime minister, and governing party (30). 

Notably, voters can trust the incumbents to implement the policies even if they ideologically 

do not support them (20). Vice versa, people can share partisanship and ideological views with 

politicians but be unconfident about their ability to govern good and deliver the promises (20).  

The ongoing popular discourse on the decline of political support is centered on the 

rising distrust in politicians and governments (see, e.g., Dalton 2004). Norris (2011) argues that 

the phenomena of a democratic deficit characterize the skepticism towards governments when 

democratic aspirations and high support for democratic values do not coincide with political 

outcomes.  Hence, the citizens tend to approve and value democracy at the diffuse level and 

become more critical towards elected officials, trusting them less on the specific level. Dalton 

(2004) finds that this trend is not homogeneous among the population since youth, more 

educated, and more affluent citizens show higher governmental criticism levels.  

It can be more straightforward to understand the discrepancy between trust and support 

on the empirical level.  The field’s prevailing approach is analyzing surveys where people are 

asked to express their opinions towards different system levels. As such, the support is usually 

measured as support to various types of the political system, supporting the way democracy 

functions in one’s country when respondents are asked to tell if they agree or disagree with the 

particular statement (Marien 2017, 95). In contrast, trust is measured on a specific level when 

respondents ask to mark their opinion on trust in governments, parties, prime ministers, and 

presidents on a more continuous sale. For instance, in cross-national surveys, like the European 
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Social Survey, respondents should mark their trust in various institutions on a scale from 0 (do 

not trust at all) to 10 (the highest level of trust) (96). Surveys’ design can have shorter scales 

on satisfaction with performance or confidence in different political institutions. For example, 

the World Values Survey also requests to mark the confidence in governments but uses four 

categories (as the highest confidence, quite a lot of confidence, not very much confidence, or 

none at all) (95). Assessing trust in national institutions, the Eurobarometer applies even striker 

scale where answers are placed in three categories (tend to trust, tend not to trust, and do not 

know) (Eurobarometer 2020). Partially this focus can be explained by the fact that 

Eurobarometer is more interested in analyzing the EU-level data that is why questions on 

satisfaction with the EU’s work include more options to answer. Finally, the trust in 

government, in particular, can be investigated by evaluation performance as asking respondents 

to assess the government’s spending. This approach was developed in the American National 

Election Studies in the 1960s and is more applied for national polls than cross-national analysis 

(Norris 2011). 

Lastly, the researchers have debated how the trust should be operationalized - as a 

monolithic or multidimensional measure. Although the bulk of authors argued that trust 

operates as a one-dimensional concept across different political institutions and even 

interpersonally (see, e.g., Mishler and Rose 2001), some researchers presume that trust is also 

a multidimensional phenomenon. For instance, trust can be distinguished as strategic, moral, 

and deliberative and assessed for different institutions (Fisher, van Heerde, and Tucker 2010). 

Strategic trust is focused on the rational judgments about the existence of convergence of 

interests between people and politicians with the assumption that politicians have the necessary 

knowledge and capabilities to govern (164-165). In contrast to the rational approach, the 

normative one presumes that trust is also a moral phenomenon.  Fisher and co-authors propose 

to operationalize moral trust as the convergence of interests between citizens and political 

parties and the existence of the shared identity (167). The notion of deliberative trust derives 

from the democratic deliberative theory and presumes communication and cooperation 

between a trustee and individuals (168). Applying this typology of trust types, authors find that 

strategic trust (measured as politicians’ ability to keep their electoral promises) has the most 

substantial impact on overall trust in politicians and parties measured by surveys (177-178). 

They further argue that this type of trust varies depending on the analyzed institution, and, for 

example, the deliberative trust is more significant on the party level (178). 

Nevertheless, these findings were opposed by Hooghe (2011), who considers that trust 

is a comprehensive phenomenon reflecting the existing political culture in a society. Trust 
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estimates in politicians and parties are often correlated because people share political culture, 

which guides them in the assignment of judgments (275). I leave the definition of such a 

complex and contested concept as the political culture beyond this research’s scope. However, 

it is necessary to distinguish between trust in representative institutions (such as parties, 

parliaments, governments), trust in impartial institutions (such as army, police, legal units), and 

power checking institutions as media (Rothstein and Stolle 2008).  

Overall, political support can be diffuse and specific. This thesis focuses on specifics 

support, mainly public satisfaction and trust in government and authorities. In the context of 

pandemic and proclaimed states of emergencies worldwide, the executive branch’s powers 

have been extended, and governments have to deal with more complex issues (Lührmann and 

Rooney 2020, 4). Limiting the sample to European parliamentary systems where mainly 

governments led by prime ministers produce policies and consider the pandemic’s 

management, the dependent variable is political trust in governments during the COVID-19 

crisis. The next step is to reveal the factors influencing the changes in trust in authorities. Thus, 

the following section analyzes the theories on the origins of trust and research on governmental 

trust. 

 

The origins of trust in governments: role of clarity of responsibility and performance 

 

 In the previous section, the dependent variable was defined as political trust in 

governments. The next step is to analyze the factors that influence it (the independent 

variables). Before that, it is crucial to draw the theoretical framework of this study. In general, 

theories explaining political trust can be distinguished to cultural and institutional, and both 

have macro and micro levels (Mishler and Rose 2001). The cultural theories presume trust to 

be an exogenous phenomenon that people learn from birth through social relations with others, 

norms, and traditions and then project it to political institutions (34-35). According to the 

cultural theory frame, trust originates from the individual socialization on the micro-level and 

the national culture on the macro-level (34). At the same time, institutional tradition 

overviewed by Mishler and Rose (2001) assumes that trust is an endogenous concept deriving 

from peoples’ evaluations of the institutional performance (North 1990). Institutional theories 

do not contradict cultural ones in many aspects; they put a higher emphasis on performance 

(especially economic policies) on the macro-level and individual characteristics that guide 

people to access the micro-level performance (Mishler and Rose 2001, 34-36). As such, it is 

supposed that trust differs across groups of population because people have various 
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employment statuses, education, age, gender, and other characteristics. In contrast, trust across 

countries is different because countries vary in their institutional settings and governments’ 

composition. To outline a precise theoretical framework, I limit the study to institutional theory 

and explain governments’ trust by political institutions and their performance on the macro-

level and individual performance evaluations on the micro-level.  

The bulk of literature dedicated to economic voting and clarity of responsibility 

provides rich findings on institutional conduct and its impact on the economy. Research designs 

commonly assess how the economic perceptions impact voting for the incumbents, but the 

political trust can also be used as a dependent variable explained by economic performance. 

The rationale for such relationships hides behind the definition of trust based on people’s 

evaluations of the institutional performance (North 1990); the frequent inclusion of economic 

indicators to predict the trust variation (see, e.g., Listhaug and Jakobsen 2017); and placing 

trust in governments as a dependent variable in multivariable designs (see, e.g., Christensen 

and Lægreid 2005). 

The classic economic voting works underline that citizens blame governments for an 

economic downturn punishing incumbents for the economy’s losses in the next elections. It 

was argued that citizens tend to vote retrospectively, meaning that they evaluate the economy’s 

past performance under a concrete government before going to the polls (Fiorina 1978). This 

reward-punishment mechanism developed in the literature in the 1970s (see, e.g., Kramer 

1971) has been further criticized for simplicity and naivety, overlooking other factors that may 

determine the economic voting. The new impulse arrived in the 1990s by Powell and Whitten 

(1993), who were the first to introduce the political factors to economic voting literature. 

Besides including such economic variables as GDP growth, inflation, and unemployment in 

their models, authors developed an index that accounted for the division of a government, its 

cohesion, the committee’s structure, and the number of governing parties. They found that 

economic and political factors interactions matter, specifically that economic impact is 

distinctive across types of governments. Thus, right-wing governments’ support is more 

sensitive to higher inflation (since they are expected to handle the inflation better), while leftist 

and centrist governments are less affected by inflation fluctuations instead by the rise of 

unemployment (409-410). Moreover, Powell and Whitten argued that most incumbents tend to 

lose support after time in the cabinet (when the ‘honeymoon’ period after the initial time in 

office ends), but governments composed of multiple parties are less affected by such periods 

and are less punished by the voters (410). These findings were developed by further research. 

It was illustrated that beyond the institutional clarity and governing party size, public opinion 



 11 

is affected by the availability of alternatives, meaning that when voters have fewer choices 

(they better understand who is responsible for the outcome), the effects of economic voting are 

more potent (Anderson 2000). Anderson (2006) added that economic voting is less prevalent 

in the multilevel governance systems since the clarity of responsibility is very blurred and 

people face difficulties connecting actors and actions. However, a slightly contractionary 

finding was presented by Whitten and Palmer, who presume that voters are emphasizing the 

economic growth even more robust under multiparty governments and blame these 

governments when they cannot respond effectively to an economic crisis (1999, 52). The 

openness of the economy is considered to be the additional factor in this reward-punishing 

mechanism. As such, authors have argued that in an open economic system with a high degree 

of internationalization and globalization, voters understand that governments hold less 

responsibility for the economic performance (see, e.g., Hellwig 2001; Fernández-Albertos 

2006). For instance, Fernández-Albertos (2006) disputes that the unemployment rate, which is 

more controlled by domestic policies than economic growth, should be analyzed as a predictor 

of economic voting. 

Although the economy is outlined as the most significant factor in explaining the 

political support fluctuations, other performance characteristics might have an impact. As such, 

citizens take into consideration the healthcare and education policies when they hold 

governments accountable (Hernández and Kriesi 2016). The reward-punishment logic can be 

extended to welfare performance when citizens assess the healthcare services before voting 

(see, e.g., Kumlin, Stadelmann-Steffen, and Haugsgjerd 2017). The healthcare impact is more 

significant during the crisis, especially in the long run, and for the generalized political support 

(393-395). The harsh economic downturn can bring substantial cuts in the healthcare 

provisions, austerity measures that make people more socially vulnerable, and as a 

consequence, undermine the levels of trust. The political trust may fall due to the unfulfillment 

of peoples’ demands for higher social protection during harsh times, so the combination of 

welfare and the economic effect is expected to be compelling for all support levels (394).  The 

result is discernible in Southern European countries with less generous welfare systems where 

governments could not provide efficient social support during the Great Recession causing a 

more dramatic drop in support (Haugsgjerd 2018).  Thus, some studies show that the provision 

of universal healthcare services compared to selective programs tends to enhance the trust in 

governments (Christensen and Lægreid 2005, 499). The welfare protection acts as a linking 

factor between economy and voting, creating the safety pillow for political support in bad 

economic times. The generous welfare provisions can make citizens less vulnerable to 
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economic fluctuations, undermine economic vote, and protect politicians from harsh blame for 

an economic downturn (Pacek and Radcliff 1995; Park, Beomseob, and Shin 2019). Both 

healthcare and the economy have similar side effects on governments’ responsibility even 

though governments are expected to be more accountable for healthcare than the economy 

since the economy is more managed on the EU-level (Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci 2013). 

Partisanship's mediation role in the evaluation chain that I would discuss later in detail was also 

equally important for both the economy and healthcare sectors (Tilley and Hobolt 2011, 12). 

Overall, the dynamic models of clarity of responsibility account for how institutional 

and governmental factors shape performance evaluations. An important distinction should be 

made between institutions and governments’ roles. The separate inclusion of institutional and 

governmental factors has been made by  Powell and Whitten (1993), Anderson (2000), Palmer 

and Whitten (1999), Nadeau, Niemi, and Yoshinaka (2002), and others, while the greater 

emphasis on this distinction and a new impulse in this bulk of the research was introduced by 

Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci (2013). I provide the definitions of “institutional” and 

“government” clarity used by authors since it would be an essential point in this study to 

formulate hypotheses. According to the authors, the “institutional clarity” is connected with 

relations between branches of power as both horizontal divisions between parliament and 

executive as well as vertical between different levels of governments (169). It is presumed that 

in dispersed systems (such as semi-presidential systems, federations, systems with strong 

committees), people are less likely to vote based on performance evaluations since “rules of 

the game” do not provide clear information on who is responsible for what (169). The same 

assumption authors apply to government cohesion. They define “government clarity” as the 

cohesiveness of the incumbent government at a concrete moment, including such indicators as 

the presence of the single-party, majority vs. minority coalitions, and government’s ideological 

cohesion (170-171). The vital contribution of Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci (2013) is the 

finding that “government clarity” has a more significant impact on attributing responsibility 

and voting than “institutional clarity”. Faced with a complex institutional structure prevalent 

in most democratic systems, voters do not care about which part of the system holds more 

responsibility for a concrete outcome. Instead public evaluates the united actions of the national 

executive (180). The authors note that the multiparty composition of a government and the high 

degree of divisions within it undermines citizens’ ability to assign responsibility. This research 

outcome was also supported by the relatively recent study performed by Dassonneville and 

Lewis-Beck (2017). Focusing only on election results, they reveal that institutional rules of the 

game do not fundamentally impact economic voting (536). In highly institutionally divided 
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environments, citizens concentrate on “governmental clarity” when assessing the government’s 

work. The higher polarization between governments and opposition may strengthen the 

reward-punishing mechanism since the roles would be more distinguishable, and parties would 

play in blame games (Stiers and Dassonneville 2020). However, when the government 

comprises coalitions and polarization is low, people face difficulties in assigning responsibility. 

The institutional approach also presumes that not only the institutional design matters 

but also the institutional heritage and longevity. As such, Thomassen and van der Kolk (2009, 

338) demonstrate that support varies between new and old democracies, arguing that old 

democracies with lengthy democratic experience have managed to accumulate the reservoir of 

diffuse support that is also beneficial to the specific one, mainly when incumbents do not 

produce beneficial day-to-day policy outputs. Furthermore, this claim is related to institutions’ 

performance, accountability, and, for example, the corruption that negatively affects trust (see, 

e.g., van der Meer 2010).  

To sum up, institutions’ role seems to be ambiguous since divergent research brings up 

various findings. One of the explanations of this discrepancy derives from the theoretical 

foundation of institutions. It is essential to differentiate between institutions that provide 

accountability or representation (Listhaug, Aardal, and Ellis 2009). By definition, the 

majoritarian and presidential systems are more accountable for voters since they provide more 

straightforward mechanisms for rewarding and punishment (318). In contrast, consensual and 

parliamentarian systems ensure a higher level of political trust if the representation argument 

is specified since those systems allow more opinions to be represented (318). The 

comprehensive literature reviews on the topic illustrate that institutions are more trusted when 

they deliver better political outcomes (Listhaug and Jakobsen 2017, 568). The balance between 

accountability and representativity is very shaky since both systems with majoritarian and 

proportional institutions can deliver better policies and be perceived as accountable. However, 

the link between proportionality and higher political trust is proved in many empirical studies 

(568). Finally, the cross-national research by Listhaug, Aardal, and Ellis (2009) illustrates that 

institutions’ role in determining trust is not significant. 

Having analyzed the macro-level institutional performance literature, let us move to the 

micro theories that focus on the individuals’ evaluations of performance. Intrinsically, a layer 

of the attribution research demonstrated that people assign responsibility based on their 

partisanship. Evans and Andersen (2006) explained that political partisanship determines 

economic perceptions. The argument is that citizens tend to blame or reward the political 

incumbents depending on if a concrete actor is from the same party as a voter (Rudolph 2003). 
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Based on the US context Rudolph (2003) finds that Democrats and Republicans assign the 

responsibility differently. Not surprisingly, a Republican president would enjoy higher support 

among Republic voters than among the Democrats. This assumption was also later supported 

by Tilley and Hobolt (2011) on British case and assessment of economy and healthcare 

evaluations. Authors support Rudolph’s finding that voters act selectively and can even ignore 

poor objective performance if a government’s ideology overlaps with their partisanship (12). 

Furthermore, the authors extended their analysis to more complex multiparty systems 

presumed to blur the responsibility. Conducting the empirical research on the EU level, they 

reveal that people are capable of distinguishing between national and supra-national level when 

they assign responsibility, but they tend to support or blame the EU’ actions based on their 

previous level of Euroscepticism (Hobolt, Tilley, and Wittrock 2013, 167). An attempt to 

combine both the ideological and institutional explanations was made by Criado and Herreros 

(2007), who performed the cross-national study across 17 EU states. They found that the effect 

of ideology on trust in governments and parliaments depends on the type of democracy (1528). 

The ideology’s role is less significant in proportional systems where even respondents who did 

not vote for the concrete incumbent trust more government and parliament (1528). Thus, their 

main argument is that in proportional systems, ideology and partisanship are not as strong 

drivers of incumbents’ support as in majoritarian democracies. 

Other individual characteristics presumed to determine political trust are socio-

demographic characteristics and personal economic conditions. These are often regarded as 

common factors that should be controlled in every analysis of the survey data. However, 

individual traits also may produce controversial results depending on the research design and 

context. For example, Fiorina (1978, 426) demonstrated that personal economic conditions 

determine voting for the president, while further works argued that the national economy’s 

general perceptions matter more (see, e.g., Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; Duch and 

Stevenson 2013). Based on the assumptions provided by grievance theory, Hernandez and 

Kriesi (2016) argue that the country’s past economic experience determines how citizens 

evaluate the economy. 

Moreover, for example, Nadeau, Niemi, and Yoshinaka (2002) show that voters with a 

higher level of education and employed tend to vote for right-wing parties while the working-

class for the left-wing. Researchers working in the modernization tradition or those writing on 

the crisis of democracy have illustrated that citizens are becoming more critical (Dalton 2004; 

Norris 2011). As such, the level of education and affluence in some previous studies was often 

associated with incumbents’ support is now expected to be related to higher skepticism, lower 
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trust in governments, and higher democratic expectations (Dalton 2004, 95). Besides, young 

people holding cosmopolitan values are more likely to be critical citizens, having more 

demands to the political system than older generations (Dalton 2004). In other comparative 

research, positive assessment of the education system performance and the higher level of 

education were associated with higher support of national parliaments, especially among men 

who tended to be more supportive (Criado and Herreros 2007, 1525). Considering the 

pandemic's healthcare aspect, personal health is another factor influencing trust formation and 

believes in conspiracy thinking. As such, relatively bad personal health and, to a greater extent, 

depressive thinking is negatively connected with the studied phenomenon (Kim and Kim 

2021). Respondents’ locality might be another determinant of the pandemic experience. Recent 

studies illustrate that trust is lower among respondents living in the countryside (Schraff 2020; 

Zavadskaya and Sokolov 2020). The causal mechanism behind this relationship might be 

connected with other socio-demographic factors as education, cosmopolitism, and 

conservatism trends.  

To sum up, this section presents an overview of the clarity of responsibility and 

economic voting literature that analyzes how the economy’s performance and, to a certain 

degree, healthcare, partisanship, institutional and governmental clarity determines political 

trust in the authorities. The studies produce quite contractionary results depending on analyzed 

data and operationalization of variables. It is essential to highlight that this bulk is focused on 

elections’ results without analyzing the fluctuations in trust in exceptional circumstances. 

Hence, the current research should benefit from the analysis of trust during the pandemic when 

the public is faced with complex information, interconnected factors, debate on keeping the 

economy on rails from one part and saving lives from coronavirus from the other. In the next 

section, I plan to reveal how these factors matter in a crisis, bringing up the literature on ‘rally 

around the flag’, states of emergencies, and crises. 

 

Trusting governments in a crisis: ‘rally around the flag’, ‘hyper accountability’ and 

economic downturn 

 

The theory on the clarity of responsibility has developed extensive explanations of how 

people form their attitudes to the incumbents. However, this bulk of literature mainly focuses 

on electoral behavior when the approval of incumbents is analyzed based on election results. 

This work aims to fill the gap between clarity of responsibility and exceptional circumstances 
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of crisis, state of emergency, and pandemic. The formation of trust during such unexpected and 

complex events might be ambiguous. Thus, in this part, I bring up the literature focused on 

exceptional circumstances that offer some significant findings for this study. 

First of all, in the current COVID-19 pandemic, many resources assumed that 

governments worldwide had enjoyed the benefits of the ‘rally around the flag’ phenomena (see, 

e.g., Yam et al. 2020). The term was introduced by Mueller (1970, 21), who defined a ‘rally 

around the flag’ as a dramatic rise in the president’s rating due to extreme and unexpected 

international events. According to him, an event can have the rally potential if it is international, 

involves the United States (he considered only the US context) and president directly, and has 

a dramatic nature (21). For example, Mueller accounts as rally points the US’s military 

interventions, crucial events in the Vietnam war, the Cuban crisis, and even major 

technological developments during the Cold War. Controlling for other variables such as the 

ruling administration’s ideological position, the author concludes that the ‘rally effect’ acts 

poorly on its own and has a significant impact on the president’s popularity in combination 

with other factors. Moreover, the ‘rally around the flag’ tends to be very limited in its longevity, 

and the president’s popularity tends to decline every year after a rallying point (28). Baker and 

Oneal (2001, 668) opposed Mueller’s patriotism explanation of the term (as uniting around the 

leader), arguing that the media coverage during the crisis is more significant. Authors 

demonstrated that in the US system, during the crisis, the president as the leading executive 

has more access to strategic information. The opposition and independent media have limited 

access to information and are likely to report the events from one side, decreasing the 

incumbents’ open criticism. In contrast, if the public observes the opposition to the president’s 

actions from other elites and receives the media’s conflicting messages, the ‘rally effect’ is 

presumed to be less significant and short-lived (Baker and Oneal 2001, 676). Deriving from 

Baker and Oneal’s findings Lambert, Schott, and Scherer (2011, 347) add that in general 

adverse events are more likely to trigger a rally than positive ones. Furthermore, based on US 

data, Baum considers that ‘rally around the flag’ is a complex phenomenon that varies among 

the public. The author supposes that individuals who can be approximatively placed on the 

scale between strong approval and disapproval of the president are more likely to change their 

political attitudes and rally around. Thus, the presidents would not benefit much from their 

parties that are presumed to be loyal to them before the crisis, instead enjoy approval from 

marginal independents and opposition identifiers (Baum 2002, 266-267). Baum (2002, 289) 

concludes that the divided governments would benefit the ruling president, who can maximize 

the rally among opposition and independents in this situation. Finally, the magnitude of the 
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‘rally around the flag’ is explained by the previous level of trust in governments when 

respondents who previously trusted the government are more likely to improve their 

evaluations during the crisis (Chatagnier 2012, 642). 

The role of partisanship in shaping attribution was also highlighted in the circumstances 

of a natural disaster. Analyzing the results of a survey experiment after Hurricane Katrina in 

New Orleans, Malhotra and Kuo (2008) find that even if people tend to blame the opposing to 

their views party for disaster, their beliefs became less partisan biased when they receive more 

information. In general, the study considers that citizens can distinguish between facts that 

incumbents are responsible for and can punish them for the way they handle the disaster rather 

than for the disaster itself, which is beyond the governments’ control.  

The research on pandemics and the recent COVID-19 crisis has found support for the 

‘rally around the flag’ argument. As such, Yam and coauthors (2020) revealed a strong 

significant relationship between daily cases of COVID and the approval of 11 world leaders on 

an early stage. They argue that the effect is relatively homogeneous across groups of the 

population. In contrast, Kushner Gadarian, Goodman, and Pepinsky (2020) say that Trump’s 

approval, attitude to lockdown, and desire to comply with restrictions are very partisanship 

biased in the USA’s case, where the population is strongly divided among the party line. The 

ideological picture and leaders’ support appears to be different in Western Europe in the early 

stage of the ongoing pandemic. A comparative study reveals that both specific and diffuse 

support has increased in the short term, resulting in people in Western Europe becoming more 

supportive of leaders and institutions no matter their party identification (Bol et al. 2020). 

Authors of another study even express a hope that these results indicate an optimistic future for 

democracy, opposing authors who warn about the dangerous effects of a pandemic on the 

democratic decline (see, e.g., Flinders 2020). The supportive finding comes from the Swedish 

context, where the corona crisis led to both higher institutional and interpersonal trust in Spring 

2020, and the ‘rally effect’ was found to be homogeneous across groups (Esaiasson et al. 2020). 

The study carried in Denmark in March 2020 also revealed increased government trust, which 

spilled over to other institutions (Baekgaard et al. 2020). The authors of this research 

demonstrate that unemployed people who theoretically are supposed to rally less in response 

to lockdown measures also experienced the rally, at least in Denmark (2). Another confusing 

result comes from Holm’s study (2020) who analyzed the data from 48 countries obtained 

through the online survey conducted on the early pandemic stage. Research demonstrates that 

partisanship is a crucial factor on an individual level that explains how citizens respond to 

governments’ actions during the pandemic (14). Leininger and Schaub (2020) go beyond the 
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analysis of opinion pools and study the effects of the COVID-19 crisis on local elections in the 

German state of Bavaria in the middle of March 2020. They argue that the pandemic benefited 

the incumbent Christian Social Union party (ally of the Christian Democratic Union party) that 

received higher support primarily from the former voters of opposition parties as far-right 

Alternative for Germany (4). Schraff (2020) demonstrates the existence of the ‘rally effect’ for 

the national parliament in the Netherlands, which he explains by the rise of COVID cases rather 

than lockdown measures. Notably, he argues that during the ‘rally effect’, the economic 

performance evaluations do not play the same significant role as they usually do for 

incumbents’ trust (3). Overall, this recently emerged bulk of COVID-19 literature provides 

very heterogeneous results. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic appears to continue for quite an extended period, it is 

crucial to consider the pandemic’s consequences and its effects on governmental trust. Some 

of the researchers on democracy are worried about the democratic decline across the globe. For 

example, Flinders (2020) supports this claim based on the previous rise of populism and erosion 

of democracy. Lührmann and Rooney (2020) from the V-Dem Institute analyze the role of 

states of emergency in democratic processes. During a state of emergency, the leading 

executive tends to enjoy the higher concentration of power; governments are provided with 

more opportunities to act, creating room for authorization and accumulation of power by the 

executive (4). Based on comparative analysis of the states of emergencies during 1974-2016, 

authors conclude that democracies are 75% more likely to erode under such circumstances 

(20). However, according to Lührmann and Rooney (2020), incumbents willing to expand their 

power during a state of emergency can be constrained by the rule of law and separation of 

powers.  Nevertheless, the V-Dem Institute’s Pandemic Backsliding Index assesses that major 

democratic violations occurred across the globe during the pandemic, presenting danger in the 

USA, India, Hungary, Serbia (Lührmann, Edgell and Maerz 2020). A recent study shows that 

public opinion in Spain was more supportive of strong, technocratic governance to handle the 

pandemic with people’s willingness to give up certain rights and freedoms (Amat et al.  2020, 

4).  

Although the consequences of COVID-19 may have detrimental effects on democracy, 

this impact has a long-term character and is beyond this study’s scope. However, I am more 

interested in the pandemic’s economic consequences and the influence of the state of the 

economy on trust. The relationships between political trust and economy are analyzed either 

through objective macro-economic indicators like economic growth, inflation, and level of 

unemployment or subjective ones when respondents are asked to evaluate the impact of 



 19 

economic performance on their situation. Considering the role of globalization and 

Europeanisation, national governments’ abilities to regulate growth and inflation have 

considerably declined, as it was stated earlier (Hellwig 2001; Fernández-Albertos 2006). 

Hence, subjective indicators on the individual level are commonly incorporated in the research 

designs and consistently prove to significantly impact trust (Park 2017; Zmerli and Castillo 

2015 as cited in van der Meer 2018, 605). Powerful detrimental effect on trust is predominantly 

caused by economic inequality and unemployment (van der Meer 2018, 607-608; Algan et al. 

2017).  

In line with this argument, research demonstrates how the crisis's perceptions vary 

depending on individual socio-demographic factors. For instance, Bermeo and Bartels (2014, 

20) argue that voters systematically punished incumbents for the economic downturn during 

2007-2011 regardless of the incumbents’ ideology. Also, focusing on the Great Recession 

influence, Gonthier (2020) combines the clarity of responsibility angle and economic 

assessments. The researcher argues that individual ideological differences among populations 

are undermined due to the economic downturn and specific political contexts (2-3). 

Specifically, ideological differences decrease in the single-party rule’s high-clarity contexts 

but remain stable in low-clarity multi-party environments (3). The Great Recession-driven rise 

of unemployment increases the possibility to vote for nonmainstream populist parties and 

deteriorates political rather than interpersonal trust (Algan et al. 2017). The thought-provoking 

outcome of the study by Algan and co-authors is that the decline of trust diverges among groups 

since older generations tend to distrust higher compared to the youth while mostly youth 

employment opportunities are cut (316). Authors explain this finding by conservative values 

prevailed among older cohorts which made them more vulnerable to the economic recession 

(316). There is additional evidence that the fall of political trust is more prevalent among 

individuals with a lower level of education (van Erkel and van der Meer 2016) and lower social 

status in general (Dotti Sani and Magistro 2016).  

Furthermore, research debates on what units of analysis should be compared in the trust 

studies. The recent bulk of this literature deriving from the Euro crisis compared trends either 

among EU member states or individuals from these countries.  The general outcomes are that 

citizens of debt countries tend to trust less in their governments, as well as individuals who lost 

jobs due to the crisis, are less skilled, and closer to far-right ideology (Foster and Frieden 2017, 

33).  Countries hit hardest by the Great Recession as Greece, Spain, Italy, Portugal, Cyprus, 

and Ireland have faced the most visible fall of trust in the European Parliament (Dotti Sani and 

Magistro 2016), national governments, and financial sector due to the dramatic boost of 
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unemployment (Stevenson and Wolfers 2011). Although the divergences between Southern 

and Northern Europe have a long research tradition, the studies focused on 2007-2009 reveal 

that the relationship between political trust and the economic impact of crisis fluctuates more 

among individuals than states. People tend to compare the unemployment rate over time for 

their own country (van Erkel and van der Meer 2016, 193) and face different economic 

circumstances of the crisis (Algan et al. 2017). 

The recently published works on the pandemic's economic impact have tested the 

relationship between economic downturn and political trust. As such, it looks like in the 

Russian context, the governmental support is explained neither by the economic recession nor 

by the absence of the ‘rally around the flag’ effect (Zavadskaya and Sokolov, 2020). The 

relatively stable support for the government’s action can be explained by anxiety and fear of 

the virus among the population and the Russian government’s strategy to spill over the 

responsibility among different levels of governance to avoid blame attribution (8). In the 

experimentally designed study, Daniele and coauthors (2020) also show that trust in 

government stays relatively stable during the pandemic while trust in experts rises. However, 

all trust indicators decrease when economic perceptions are controlled in the experiment (4). 

Other researchers demonstrated that even if the association between trust and economy varies 

across countries during the current crisis, in general, unemployed people tend to distrust 

governments (Brück et al. 2020, 13).  Moreover, the authors of the study consider that the 

decline of trust can be explained by the respondents’ personal experience of the pandemic as 

changing employment status during COVID-19, personal health, contact with corona infected 

people, and level of stress (13-14). The other study based on the Russian case’s survey data 

reveals a negative effect of job loss on subjective well-being and life satisfaction (Soboleva 

2020). However, according to Soboleva (2020), other job market changes do not provoke 

discrepancy between those who experienced them during the Corona crisis and those who did 

not. Moreover, the lesser subjective well-being is also associated with the respondents’ 

conservative values. 

Theoretically, the dramatic decline of trust in governments and harsh punishment of 

incumbents, primarily for economic performance, is called in the literature ‘hyper 

accountability’ (Roberts 2008; Jastramskis, Kuokštis, and Baltrukevičius 2019). The 

phenomenon works on the opposite side to the ‘rally effect’. While the rally derives from the 

US context, ‘hyper accountability’ was analyzed in the example of post-communist countries 

and election results after the transition. As such, Roberts (2008, 538) finds that governments in 

the Central and Eastern European region lost 5-7 times more votes than established Western 



 21 

democracies during the first 16 years of transition. Facing extreme and sudden economic 

decline, market reforms, and especially the rise of unemployment, citizens of these countries 

punished the incumbents systematically. The ‘hyper accountability’ still defines the region’s 

elections since incumbents receive significantly fewer votes (Jastramskis, Kuokštis, and 

Baltrukevičius 2019). One recent study on the COVID-19 pandemic hypothesized that the 

current crisis might also cause governments’ hyper punishments across many countries (Kriesi 

et al. 2020). However, the authors do not find empirical support for this assumption. In contrast, 

they reveal the ‘rally effect’ in less polarized countries (Kriesi et al. 2020). The cause may 

relate to the ‘hyper accountability’ effect’s specific nature, which still may need time and next 

elections across countries to manifest itself.  

Besides economic indicators, socio-demographic characteristics are commonly 

included as the control variables, but their coefficients are often left unexplained by the authors. 

Since the effects they produce are usually ambiguous, it is relevant to explain their variations 

in the recent corona-related studies. For instance, age and gender appear to be weak predictors 

of political trust, while a higher level of education is associated with stronger trust (Amat et al. 

2020). In another study, the female gender is negatively related to believes in the COVID-19 

related conspiracy thinking while relatively bad health status and negative emotional thinking 

positively (Kim and Kim 2021). Conspiracy thinking, in turn, is negatively correlated with the 

trust in governments, which indicated that distrustful individuals are more predisposed to 

conspiracy.  In one paper, not urban population proves to be more distrustful, while the effect 

is not significant and theoretically unexplained (Schraff 2020).  

Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic may cause the ‘rally around the flag’ effect on the 

initial stage when governments enjoy the rise of their popularity. The bulk of research on crises 

supposes that rallies are relatively short-lived while the economic consequences of a crisis 

significantly affect the drop of trust levels. Considering the acknowledged detrimental 

economic consequences of mass lockdowns, one can expect that economy undermined 

governments’ support, but the effect is probably different across countries and individuals. 

Having analyzed the literature on support, I move to put forward the research hypotheses in the 

next part. 

 

Research design and hypotheses 

 

The work supposes the scientific research’s quantitative logic – having a dependent 

variable (a phenomenon I am interested in exploring and predicting) and independent variables 
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(factors that can have a relationship with the studied phenomena and explain it). I design that 

trust in governments is the dependent variable, and its operationalization and measurement are 

described in detail in the following part. Applying the regression method, I estimate the 

influence of the independent variables on trust. Predictors could be distinguished into three 

groups: macro-level context variables, economic perceptions on the individual level, and 

control variables on the personal level.  Deriving from the literature, I put forward the following 

hypotheses and differentiate them on two levels (country and individual) or macro and micro 

performance as institutional theory presumes (Mishler and Rose 2001). 

 

1. Clarity of responsibility (county level): 

The clarity of responsibility bulk of the literature agrees that the attribution of 

responsibility is context-dependent. As such, in systems with low institutional clarity (as a 

parliamentary system run by a multi-party government), people face challenges whom to hold 

responsible for political outcomes. Since the literature more or less agrees on this issue, all 

cases in this study belong to multi-party systems, and the recent research demonstrated that 

institutional clarity is not significant across the EU (Dassonneville and Lewis-Beck 2017; 

Hobolt, Tilley and Banducci 2013), I do not include this variable in the analysis. However, the 

assumption that institutional clarity is blurred across European multi-party systems is part of 

the general understanding of the assignment of responsibility. 

         The higher interest presents the governmental clarity assumption. From one part, 

the clarity of responsibility literature applies the same logic, arguing that people would face 

difficulties assigning responsibility in the systems with low governmental clarity. Besides, in 

the pandemic context, the media environment’s polarization could enforce this unclarity by 

presenting positions of different actors, both international and national, on the COVID-19 

issue. There should be lower levels of trust in the system with high governmental clarity where 

responsibility is more concentrated. In contrast, as economic voting literature indicates, 

political trust in authorities is higher in systems that blur responsibility between various actors 

and perplex citizens’ attributions.  

From the other part, considering the pandemic’s exceptional circumstances when the 

executive branch holds more power and governments implement restrictive measures, it might 

be more explicit for people to connect responsibility for anti-COVID actions and national 

governments’ work. Contextually, I suppose that people may experience the ‘rally around the 

flag’ effect – unification around the national leaders during an extraordinary crisis (Mueller 

1970). Although I do not have access to trust in government indicator gathered by the similar 
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survey design before the pandemic, which allows estimating the possible ‘rally’ precisely, I 

consider it a casual contextual mechanism that might impact blame attribution. Moreover, the 

previous studies on Germany and Spain demonstrate that respondents support the delegation 

of extra powers from parliaments to executives to manage the pandemic (Tepe et al. 2020; 

Amat et al. 2020). 

Thus, I put forward the following hypothesis: 

H1 (a): Better clarity of governmental responsibility leads to lower trust in 

governments during the pandemic.  

People are more likely to blame governments as the main actors implementing the anti-

COVID policies based on the performance evaluations in systems with higher governmental 

clarity. 

While the opposite:  

H1 (b:) Better clarity of governmental responsibility leads to greater and more stable 

trust in governments during the pandemic.  

People might experience the ‘rally effect’ or positively evaluate the united governments 

able to respond to the crisis. 

 

2. Economy perceptions (individual level): 

          The pandemic’s longevity and the economic impact of the lockdowns brought up 

huge and detrimental economic consequences to national economies, households, and 

individual wealth. The current crisis was called “the deepest global recession in decades”, with 

the worse estimated decline in per capita income since 1870 (The World Bank 2021). The 

question is if people consider governments responsible for the recession? The literature offers 

us two theoretical paths to consider.  

From one part, the classic economic voting research I reviewed, in the beginning, 

supposes that people punish governments for an economic downturn and systematically 

blamed governments across Europe during the 2008-2011 recession (see, e.g., Bermeo and 

Bartels 2014).  

From the other part, the issue to consider is to what degree national governments across 

the EU are responsible for the economy. The research has shown that in a globalized world of 

open economies, people understand that national authorities are less accountable for the 

macroeconomy (Hellwig 2001; Fernández-Albertos 2006), especially within the EU where the 

supranational institutions have great decision-making power in economic policy (Hobolt and 

Tilley 2014, 34). Moreover, the world scale character of the crisis and the tradeoff between 
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economy and healthcare illustrates governments’ inability to regulate economic growth. 

However, in general, national governments have more decision-making power in terms of 

employment regulations, while unemployment as an indicator of the economy is often named 

the more relevant factor to consider than GDP growth or inflation (Fernández-Albertos 2006). 

The numerous studies on previous EU-wide financial crisis have supported the negative 

relationship between unemployment and political trust (Foster and Frieden 2017; Stevenson 

and Wolfers 2011; van Erkel and van der Meer 2016). These findings are also confirmed by 

several recent works on the COVID-19 pandemic, arguing that unemployment undermined 

trust (Brück et al. 2020) and is related to lower subjective well-being in general (Soboleva 

2020). Besides including unemployment in the analysis as an objective predictor, I also add 

two subjective indicators as estimations of personal finances and feelings of job insecurity. The 

inclusion is based on the recommendation to consider subjective attitudes that have a 

significant relationship with different trust levels (van der Meer 2018). 

Overall, I put forward the two-sided hypothesis:  

H2 (a): The unemployment and subjective estimators of economic well-being have 

undermined the trust in governments. The rise of unemployment and financial anxiety leads to 

lower trust in governments. 

Alternative hypothesis: 

H2 (b): The unemployment and subjective estimators of economic well-being do not 

significantly impact trust in governments. The rise of unemployment and economic anxiety does 

not lead to lower trust in governments. 

The casual mechanism behind the alternative hypothesis is that people can understand 

that economic regulation is partially beyond governmental control in these circumstances, or 

they can rally around the government on the initial stage and overlook economic impacts, or 

most of the people do not feel the economic consequences on their well-being especially on 

the early stages of the pandemic.  

 

3. Control variables (individual level): 

In line with the survey research’s standard practices, I include such control variables as 

age, gender, and education on the individual level presuming that these indicators shape 

peoples’ perceptions of trust. I also add the indicator of urbanization (if a respondent lives in a 

town or the countryside) and general health indicator, assuming that it can influence trust levels 

considering the healthcare and localization aspects of the crisis.  

 



 25 

The partisanship affiliation of the respondents is not available in the analyzed dataset 

but is often included in the survey data analysis. This is an omission from the clarity of 

responsibility literature point of view, which supposes that people hold government 

accountable based on their partisanship (see, e.g., Rudolph 2003).  

However, more recent research has demonstrated that voters can punish incumbents for 

bad economic conditions regardless of ruling party ideology (Bermeo and Bartels 2014, 200); 

‘rally effect’ of the pandemic was found to be homogeneous across groups in Sweden 

(Esaiasson et al. 2020) and partisanship voting seems to be weaker in EU proportional systems 

compared to the majoritarian ones where polarization across the party line is more visible 

(Criado and Herreros 2007). Moreover, I presume that employment status during the pandemic 

can be a more significant factor causing polarization. Nevertheless, I consider the polarization 

aspect of partisanship at least on the country level when I compute the clarity of responsibility 

index described in the next part. 

 

4. Control variables (country level): 

Recently published research finds the affiliation between the severity of the Corona 

crisis in terms of deaths and cases and political trust (Schraff 2020; Bol et al. 2020). In essence, 

the number of fatalities is negatively related to trust while the number of cases positively. The 

positive relationship between cases and support is explained in works by the ‘rally effect’ (see, 

e.g., Yam et al. 2020). 

The connection between severity and trust does not appear straightforward since the 

seriousness of the crisis may depend on other factors beyond governmental control, such as 

culture, population density, and frequency of contacts.  Nonetheless, since this work defines 

trust as voters’ satisfaction with the governments’ policies (Easton 1975, 447-449; Norris 

2011), I expect it to be affected by how governments deal with the COVID-19 crisis in terms 

of policy responses. Causally respondents may connect the booming amount of cases and 

deaths with insufficient governmental response and blame actors for mismanagement. 

Deriving from this evidence, I include the number of Corona cases and deaths 

measuring crisis’ severity as control variables in the analysis. 
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Chapter 2. Descriptive empirical analysis and introduction to regression 

modeling  

Methods and measures 

 

The data for analysis comes from a unique “Living, working and COVID-19 dataset” 

Eurofound (2020) survey. The Eurofound is the EU Agency that researches living and working 

conditions in the member states. The analyzed data was gathered through the online survey, 

which became a widespread fieldwork method in pandemic circumstances. The Eurofound 

(2020) conducted two waves of the survey among citizens of the 27 EU member states: the 

first round was performed on April 9 –1 May 2020 when most countries were in lockdown, 

while the second round took place between June 22 –27 July 2020 when the countries were 

slightly reopening.1 Data includes questions on trust in institutions, life satisfaction, opinion on 

healthcare, social security provision during the pandemic, and respondents’ economic statuses. 

The collected data through the interview was weighted in the dataset, which means that each 

respondent’s country’s demographic is taking into account, and the sample is representative.  

Considering the big sample of the data and the positivist assumptions of the study, I 

apply the quantitative methods of scientific research, specifically the multilevel regression 

models. Such models allow analyzing measures obtained from different levels as the individual 

level and country level.  These models would help to account for variations across countries 

and individual socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. Thus, the data hierarchy 

(in the current case, respondents are nested within countries) and dependency of the 

observations are taken into account by this method (Twisk 2019). Importantly, multilevel 

models are the extension of linear regression modeling, and all assumptions of linear models 

except for the possibility of correlated residuals apply to them (5). 

The dependent variable – trust in governments, is measured on a scale from 1 “Do not 

trust at all” to 10 “Trust fully” (Eurofound 2020). The independent variables measured on the 

country level are the severity of pandemic and clarity of responsibility. The pandemic’s 

severity was accounted for by the COVID-19 cases and deaths per million. The indicators' 

cumulative scores are derived from the “Our World in Data” project (Roser et al. 2020).  

                                                
1 In general, there are 68,146 observations of 34 variables in the first round and 24,123 of the 29 variables in the 

second. However, the multilevel models are built only based on the 38, 844 observations from the first round. The 

reason is that in the second survey round loss job variable is measured on the different scale, contains too many 

missed values, and is not comparable with the first. Data from the first round was filtered to include only complete 

cases on variables of the interest, that is why the number of observations has also decreased. The descriptive 

analysis is based on both rounds (expect for the job loss indicator).  
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The clarity of responsibility indicator is a compound index calculated manually 

considering the previous research findings. As I wrote in the theoretical part, Powell and 

Whitten (1993) were among the first who evaluated the governments and parliaments 

composition's clarity. Later on, Anderson (2000) added to the index the governing party target 

size measured by the percentage of seats held by the prime minister’s party as well as clarity 

of available alternatives measured by the effective number of parties in a parliament (ENP). 

Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci (2013) proposed to differentiate between institutional and 

governmental clarity, measuring the latter on by a compound index ranging from 0 (least clear) 

to 1 (most clear) of four indicators: if a government is a coalition or run by a single-party; how 

many seats prime-minister’s party has in the government; how ideologically coherent is the 

government on the right-left scale, and if there is an absence of cohabitation within a semi-

presidential system. This index is a deriving point for this thesis, which I scale from 0 to 1.  

Authors argue that a single-party or an ideologically cohesive government dominated by one 

party provides more precise information for a voter for the reward-punishing attribution (170). 

In contrast, it becomes ambiguous to link actors and policies when governments are run by 

multiple small parties ideologically distant from each other. It should be noted that such an 

approach to governmental responsibility accounts for accountability rather than 

representativity. Thus, I account for single-party government and dominance of PM’s party in 

government basing on the “WHO GOVERNS in Europe and beyond” database, which stores 

information on cabinets’ composition (Casal Bértoa 2021). I put a 0 if it is a coalition 

government and 1 if it is a single-party government noticing that coalitions run most current 

governments across the EU. To account for the PM’s party’s dominance, I calculate the number 

of seats held by PM’s party, divide it by the total number of seats, and rescale on a dichotomous 

scale. This measure accounts for the one-party dominance supposing that the more seats are 

controlled by the PM’s party, the better clarity in accountability terms is provided for the voters. 

Considering the highlighted in the literature importance of the ideological polarization in a 

system, I decided to take the more nuanced measures of it than the dichotomous left-right 

government proposed by Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci (2013). Following Anderson (2000), I 

include the effective number of parties, supposing that very party fragmented systems make it 

challenging for voters to find alternatives for the incumbent government. This measure is 

calculated by the “WHO GOVERNS in Europe and beyond” database (Casal Bértoa 2021). 

Furthermore, I include the polarization indicator measuring the ideological distance between 

the parties (Casal Bértoa 2021), presuming that in systems with higher polarization the more 
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alternatives are available. Both polarization and the effective number of parties are rescaled to 

a 0-1 scale and compound with the other two indicators to form one index to simplify analysis. 

Proceeding to the individual level, the main independent variables on performance 

evaluations are economic indicators. Individual economic situation can be assessed by the 

available in dataset questions on the perceived financial situation in the last and following three 

months (measured 1 if better, 2 if it stays the same, and 3 if a respondent expects it to worse); 

and perceptions on job security (coded 0 as respondents do not feel anxiety about losing the 

job and 1 if they feel insecure). Considering the theoretical assumptions and the character of 

the crisis, I also include employment indicators. In the first round, respondents were asked if 

they lost a job during the COVID-19 pandemic permanently or temporarily or instead their 

positions were preserved. 

Last but not least, I include the controlled variables measured on the individual level. 

These are the variable of belonging to an age group (young, middle-aged, and older people); 

gender (1-Male, 2- Female); the level of education (1 – Primary school, 2 – Secondary, 3 – 

Tertiary). I also include the urbanization level recoded as 0 for living in the countryside and 1 

in the town, and individuals’ perceptions on general health recoded as 0 for relatively good 

general health and 1 as bad. The descriptions and measurements of all variables are also 

presented in the Appendix (see Table 2). 

Thus, the dependent variable is trust in governments, which I will predict by the 

pandemic’s severity and clarity of responsibility index on the macro-level and economic 

evaluations on the micro-level. The combination of the two levels presumed by the institutional 

theory can be implemented empirically by applying the multilevel regression models that 

control variation across countries. In the next part, I describe the conduction of multilevel 

analysis and present the achieved results. 

 

Descriptive statistics 

 

This part of the work is dedicated to the empirical analysis of the survey data and its 

interpretation. Before moving to the multilevel regression models, I describe the variables and 

their distributions (see Appendix, Table 3). The dependent variable, which variance is predicted 

by regression further, is trust in governments measured on a 1-10 scale. In general, the mean 

of trust is statically higher in the first round (4.77) compared to the second (4.63) (see Figure 

1). In the first round, Finnish respondents, followed by Danes on average, trusted the 

government the most compared to other EU member states (see Table 2).  In both countries, 
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trust has declined in the second round while Luxembourg occupies the leading position across 

the EU.  

Besides, in Malta, Austria, Netherlands, Sweden, Germany, Portugal, Ireland, Italy, 

Cyprus, Greece, Estonia, in both rounds, the trust is higher than average. Trust in Slovakia was 

above average in the first round but dramatically decreased in the second.  The reversed trend 

is spotted in Spain, where trust in government has raised in the second round slightly above the 

average. Levels of trust in Belgium and France were the lowest and lower than average among 

Western European states. However, the most insufficient trust in both rounds is seen in the 

Central Eastern European region, with the most distrustful governments in Hungary and Poland 

(see Table 2). 

 

Figure 1. Average trust in governments in EU member states in April-July 2020. 

 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). Red line – first round, green line 

– second round. 

 

Table 1 presents the mean values of trust in governments for two rounds of the survey. 

The last two columns show the difference between rounds. The most remarkable improvement 

in governmental trust since the beginning of the pandemic is seen in Estonia (by 0.84), followed 

by the Netherlands (0.58), Spain (0.49), France (0.46), and Luxembourg (0.23). In general, 
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these are the only EU member states witnessing the dependent variable’s rise, while 

governmental trust has declined in other countries. The most dramatic decline happened in 

Malta (by -1.47) and Croatia (-1.10). However, they are followed by three Nordic countries, 

which experienced the highest level of trust when the pandemic started. In Finland, trust 

declined by -1.08, in Denmark by -0.93, and in Sweden by -0.92. 

 

Table 1. Average trust in governments and difference between two survey rounds in EU 

member states during the pandemic. 

 

Country Trust in government 

Round 1 

Trust in government 

Round 2 

The difference in trust 

in governments 

(Round 2 – Round 1) 

Finland 7.53 6.45 -1.08 

Denmark 7.34 6.41 -0.93 

Luxembourg 6.54 6.77 0.23 

Sweden 6.45 5.53 -0.92 

Ireland 6.34 5.54 -0.8 

Austria 6.29 5.44 -0.85 

Portugal 6.07 5.44 -0.63 

Malta 6.02 4.55 -1.47 

Netherlands 5.94 6.52 0.58 

Estonia 5.87 6.71 0.84 

Germany 5.77 5.73 -0.04 

Cyprus 5.44 4.88 -0.56 

Italy 5.3 5.1 -0.2 

Greece 4.96 4.62 -0.34 

Slovakia 4.82 3.99 -0.83 

Lithuania 4.64 4.44 -0.20 

Latvia 4.6 3.76 -0.84 

Czechia 4.41 3.78 -0.63 

Spain 4.35 4.84 0.49 

Belgium 4.19 3.82 -0.37 

Croatia 3.95 2.85 -1.10 

France 3.88 4.34 0.46 

Romania 3.83 3.51 -0.32 

Slovenia 3.63 3.5 -0.13 

Bulgaria 3.35 2.84 -0.51 

Hungary 3.25 2.86 -0.39 
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Poland 2.56 2.45 -0.11 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

 

The mean values of all independent variables and their frequencies calculated with the 

survey’s weights can be found in the Appendix. Due to provided weights by Eurofound (2020) 

survey, all levels of such variables as gender, age, urbanization, and education are present. 

Among the respondents’ characteristics, the individual health variable is skewed to those who 

reported having relatively good health.  

The greater research interest lies in economic variables. Considering the respondents’ 

financial situation in the next and last three months, I notice an upward trend in the second 

round of the survey compared to the first one. The percentage of respondents who expect their 

finances to remain the same or improve is higher in the second round than the first 

measurement. At the same time, the proportion of people who feel anxious about their 

economic situation is lower. As such, in the first round, only 8,4% expected their finances to 

rise, and 51% thought it would be the same in the next three months, compared to 11% and 

63% in the second round, respectively. During the first measurement, a substantial proportion 

of respondents - 41% expected cuts in their finances in the future, while in the second wave, 

the number fell to 26% (see Appendix, Table 3). This outcome illustrates that in the first round, 

during the strict lockdowns and higher unpredictability, people were more anxious about their 

future finances when lockdowns. Many of them experienced financial distress and anxiety on 

the Corona crisis onset (Eurofound 2020, 15). As shown in Figure 2, respondents who expect 

their financial situation to deteriorate proportionally have lower levels of trust, especially 

during the first survey round. Individuals whose financial perceptions are constant are more 

likely to trust in governments higher. Those, who forecast the financial improvements, are also 

more predisposed to trust higher, but proportionally the difference is more substantial in the 

second survey wave. 
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Figure 2. Average estimations of the financial situation in the next three months and 

trust in governments in EU in April-July 2020. 

 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

Furthermore, respondents who lost their job positions in the market feel more financial 

uncertainty (Eurofound 2020, 15). Due to the pandemic, the unemployed ratio is higher than 

8% of the EU average in Bulgaria, Hungary, Spain, and Greece (7). The employment rate has 

particularly dropped in the hospitality, tourism, and transportation sectors (12). Figure 3, based 

on statistical tests, illustrates that losing job status is negatively related to the governmental 

trust. Although in the sample only 4.25% responded that they lost the job permanently and 

19.37% temporarily in the first round, the mean values are significantly lower for both 

unemployed categories, with the permanent job loss category showing greater distrust to 

authorities. Temporarily unemployed in pandemic times also tend to trust less, but the 

discrepancy between this category and the employed group is not as sharp.  
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Figure 3. Average trust in governments and losing a job on the pandemic’s onset 

measured in the first survey round. 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

The final available in the original survey economic indicator, which I include in the 

analysis, is the respondents’ subjective feeling of job insecurity. This variable follows the same 

trend as the financial indicators meaning that a higher ratio of respondents felt insecurity when 

the pandemic began to escalate. In the first round, 13.92% felt insecure about their job position 

compared to 7.7% in the second survey’s wave. When average mean values in both rounds are 

compared, a meaningful statistical difference between the two groups is observed. As such, 

those who feel uncertainty tend to trust less in governments. However, the drop of trust in the 

second wave is spotted only among individuals who felt secure about their working places (see 

Figure 4).   
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Figure 4. Average trust in governments and job insecurity measured in the two 

survey rounds. 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

Regarding the contextual factors measured on the county-level, the clarity index is 

calculated on a scale from 0 to 1 (compound on four indicators as polarization, the effective 

number of parties, the PM’s party’s dominance, and single party /coalition government). Its 

mean value is 0.41, with a maximum reaching 0.74 (Denmark) and a minimum of 0.28 

(Estonia). In general, the variability is relatively modest, with the distribution skewed to the 

left. There are three outliners as Denmark, Romania, and Greece, with substantially higher 

clarity levels because, in these states, prime-ministers’ parties succeded to form single-party 

governments.2 The index’s values for all countries are present in the Appendix (see Table 4). 

To conclude, this paragraph presents the descriptive statistics of the dependent variable 

and main independent variables measured on the respondents’ level. The main message from 

the descriptive statistics is that trust in governments looks to be negatively affected by 

unemployment and financial anxiety. However, these relationships require supplementary 

analysis that is why I proceed to the regression further. 

 

                                                
2 Governments in Denmark, Romania and Greece are run only by the Social-Democrats, National Liberal Party 

and New Democracy respectively. Cabinets composition accounts for the period of the survey April – July 2020. 

Note that in Romania the new coalition cabinet was formed in December 2020 consisting of National Liberal 

Party, USR-PLUS Alliance and Democratic Union of Hungarians (Casal Bértoa, F. 2021). 
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Multilevel regression models and methodology of analysis 

 

In this paragraph, I describe the method and steps I made before getting the final results. 

Multilevel models, also named hierarchical or mixed-effects models, are an extension 

of simple regression. There can be several motivations for using multilevel analysis instead of 

simple regression. Some datasets are collected with the clustered structure, and variables are 

nested within several levels (Gelman and Hill 2006, 7). In the case of this study, the respondents 

who completed the survey are nested within countries. Although it is possible to conduct 

analysis with dummy variables (including every country as a separate explanatory variable) or 

ignore the data structure, the multilevel models allow estimating the regression parameters 

more efficiently (7). 

In contrast with simple regression, multilevel models can handle the assumption of 

independent observations and allow the relationships between cases (Field, Miles and Field 

2012, 982).  This method assumes that respondents within countries can depend on one another 

because they live in the same country and might share the same culture and experience of living 

during the pandemic. Moreover, theoretically, I am interested in explaining the dependent 

variable’s variance by independent variables assuming that the country level might 

significantly influence respondents’ experiences during the pandemic and their trust in 

governments. The two levels in Eurofound (2020) data are present: the first level is the 

individual level, and the second level is the country level. The following variables are measured 

on the first level: trust in governments (dependent variable), financial situation, losing a job 

due to Corona and feeling insecurity about losing the job, and individual characteristics (age, 

gender, urbanization, personal health, and education). On the second level are measured such 

variables as a country, clarity of responsibility, and severity of the pandemic.  

It is crucial to introduce the assumption about fixed and random coefficients, which 

specify variables’ roles in the models. Although the use of terms ‘fixed’ and ‘random’ can be 

confusing since their application depends on the context, in the multilevel modeling terms, 

fixed or random coefficients are usually used (Field, Miles and Field 2012, 985). Fixed 

coefficients are not supposed to change over time (985). For example, respondent’s age and 

gender are stable parameters in times of the survey. At the same time, random coefficients can 

vary across time and groups (985). Basically, in the multilevel models, all variables are added 

to the analysis as fixed coefficients, and their influence is estimated (Twisk 2019, 33). 

However, it is possible to model the random variance of the intercept, slope, or both in the 

multilevel analysis.  
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The random intercept model assumes that intercepts may vary across the groups and 

contexts while other coefficients are fixed (Field, Miles and Field 2012, 986). In the current 

example, the random intercept model is built when all predictors are fixed except for country 

(country as a variable is added in the random part of the formula). The opposite logic lies 

behind the random slope modeling, which assumes that slopes vary across the contexts. This 

modeling type is quite rarely used since the most realistic is to take that both intercepts and 

slopes vary in different contexts (987). In such a case, one can model the fixed effects, which 

are relatively constant across the time in the fixed part of the formula and can add to the random 

part not only the country variable but also a coefficient that might vary across the contexts. The 

important thing is that random slopes can be defined as random only at a level above that they 

are measured (Twisk 2019, 32).  In this work, I theoretically assumed that economic indicators, 

especially employment, might have random slopes since they are dependent on the country 

level and may vary across the contexts. However, their inclusion in the model did not improve 

the analysis. Hence, I present only random intercept models which account for the country on 

the second level. 

Another possibility offered by the multilevel analysis is centering the independent 

variables. Centering is defined by Field and coauthors (20212, 993) as “the process of 

transforming a variable into deviations around a fixed point”. The most common approach (also 

followed in this work) is to transform the variables around the grand mean, which technically 

means subtracting the mean from all scores and centering the variable around zero (993). 

Establishing the zero point has a theoretical meaning: I introduce a zero point to paraments that 

are supposed to have meaningful zeros in the general population but do not have them in the 

sample. Such parameters measure some psychological concepts as attitudes and feelings 

(Masur 2018), individual characteristics as age. Centering does not change the regression 

coefficients but instead makes them easier to interpret (Twisk 2019, 24) and may solve the 

multi-collinearity problem (a problem when regression paraments are correlated with each 

other) (Field, Miles, and Field 2012, 992). The current analysis also applied the centering 

procedure around the grand mean for some variables that did not have a meaningful zero point 

in the sample but theoretically are supposed to have it in the general population. Centering in 

this study’ case also helped to solve the multi-collinearity problem. Overall, such variables as 

education and clarity of responsibility (the clarity index was supposed to be measured from 0 

to 1, but no case in the sample had 0 value) were centered. Introducing the centering issue will 

help to interpret the models since the variables mentioned above are analyzed as average. To 

center the variables correctly empirically, I follow the guidelines by Masur (2018).  
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Before proceeding to the analysis, it is worth noticing how the multilevel models are 

accessed. While the standard linear regression models are commonly assessed by the R-squared 

indicator, which shows the amount of explained variance, in multilevel models, the indicator 

with a relatively similar role is called the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC). ICC displays 

the amount of total variation in the data by between-group variation and the correlation between 

the same group’s observations simultaneously (Gelman and Hill 2006, 448; Twisk 2019, 13). 

The same as R-squared, ICC is measured on a scale from 0 to 1, and the closer its value is to 

1, the higher is variability among the groups. The closer to 1 ICC indicates that variability 

between countries is high, and the country’s effect on people’s attitude is significant. In 

contrast, closer to 0 ICC means that country’s context has little effect, and the respondents’ 

characteristics explain the more substantial variability. Although ICC’s role is vital in the 

multilevel analysis, some more indicators are helpful, especially for comparing different 

models.  

In general, regression coefficients in multilevel models are computed by maximum 

likelihood method (ML) or restricted maximum likelihood (REML) (Twisk 2019, 33). The 

difference between the two methods is debated in the literature, but Twisk (2019, 35) 

recommends using ML to evaluate the particular variable and fixed part of the model, while 

REML works better for assessing the random part. Since almost all of the variables in the 

analysis are treated as fixed, I apply the ML method. Considering the structure of the models, 

it also worked better.  

Based on both ML and REML, two additional criteria can be supplementarily calculated 

to compare the models. The first one is Akaike’s information criterion (AIC), which considers 

how many predictors are in the model and corrects model complexity (Field, Miles and Field 

2012, 990). The second is Schwarz’s Bayesian criterion (BIC) which has a similar role, but it 

is harsher in the assessment considering the sample size and the number of parameters (990). 

If the two models are compared, the better one is with AIC and BIC’s smaller values (990). 

These criteria are also instrumental in the current analysis since they helped build models step 

by step from the simplest to the most complex. 

Before building the models, I looked at the variables’ distribution and analyzed the 

dependent variable’s mean values presented in the previous paragraph. It should be noted that 

the dependent variable is a categorical one, consisting of 10 levels of attitudes. However, the 

variable was treated as numerical, and the multilevel linear models were constructed. It was 

possible to do it since the sample size is quite big and the dependent variable has many levels. 

In other studies, multilevel linear models were also used for predicting the variance of the 
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categorical variable with many levels (see, e.g., Hobolt and Tilley 2014, 163). Another feature 

of the analysis is the number of observations on both levels. The dataset contained missing 

values, which I had to clean and leave only complete cases suitable for comparing models.  

Furthermore, the losing job variable, which presents a high theoretical interest for this 

study, is not available in the second round of the survey since it was measured on a different 

scale and contained too many missed values. Thus, I decided to conduct the regression analysis 

only based on the first survey round while presented the descriptive statistics for both. Initially, 

I performed separate but similar analyses for both rounds of the survey. However, despite the 

slight change in coefficients’ values, models appeared to be very similar (except that there is a 

losing job predictor in the first round). That is why I decided to focus only on the first wave to 

avoid overloading with regression tables. Moreover, this decision is supported by the analysis’s 

main scope since I am interested in revealing governmental trust determinants rather than the 

time dynamic.  

On the second level of analysis, there are 26 country-cases (the software automatically 

deleted Malta due to missing values). This number of cases is a bit low but still possible for 

multilevel analysis (Kreft and de Leeuw 1998 as cited in Field, Miles and Field 2012, 993). 

The analysis itself was performed by the author independently in R Studio software with the 

help of special packages for multilevel analysis as lme4, sjPlot, and ggeffects for assessing the 

models; and survey package for taking into account the survey’s weights in descriptive 

statistics analysis (Appendix, Table 3). 

On the way to multilevel models, I followed the recommendation presented in the books 

by Field and coauthors (2012) and Twisk (2019). The authors recommend starting regression 

analysis by building a basic linear model, followed by the random intercept model, and 

compare the need for multilevel with the help of AIC and BIC criteria. Later on, I followed the 

forward selection procedure (Twisk 2019, 90-115), adding the predictors step by step, 

comparing the models. In the next step, I introduced the random intercept and meaningful 

theoretical interactions, comparing the more complex models with the simpler ones. In the 

following chapter, I present only the final models (see Appendix, Table 5). 
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Chapter 3. Multilevel regression analysis and research findings 

Results of the multilevel analysis 

 

In this paragraph, the final multilevel models previously assessed for normality of 

residuals, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity are presented.  

Such first-level variables were included in all models as education (centralized), age 

group, individual health, gender, and urbanization. On the first level, such economic 

characteristics as finances in the last three months and following three months, losing a job, 

and job insecurity are added in all models. Since these variables are categorical in the original 

datasets, I established for all of them a reference category based on what predictors are 

interpreted. As such, the reference category for gender is ‘man’ [M], for the age group, is ‘1’ 

[18-34 age range], for individual health, it is ‘0’ [relatively good personal health], for 

urbanization, is ‘1’ [leaving in a city], for finances, is ‘2’ [finances remained the same during 

pandemic], for losing a job is ‘3’ [did not lose job] and for the job insecurity is ‘0’ [no feelings 

of insecurity]. Furthermore, on the second (country level) were included such predictors as 

clarity of responsibility (сcentralized) measured by compound index and severity of the 

pandemic as cumulative coronavirus cases and deaths monitored by the “Our World in Data” 

project (Roser et al. 2020). 

All models contain information on a number of observations on both levels, ICC, AIC, 

marginal R2 (explains variance of fixed effects), and conditional R2 (explains variance of both 

fixed and random effects). There are 26 country-cases (all EU member states except Malta 

which does not contain information on some indicators) and 38 844 complete observations 

from the first survey round. Notably, in all models, the ICC indicator is 11%, meaning that 

most of the variation is explained on the individual rather than the country level. The difference 

in models is the following.  

Model 1 includes all of the predictors and country in the random part (see Appendix, 

Table 5).  In Model 2, an interaction between losing a job and clarity of responsibility is added. 

Model 3 contains the other interaction – between job insecurity and clarity of responsibility. 

Since all the models are just slightly different, the calculated R-squares are pretty close too. 

The three random intercepts models have Marginal R2 equal to 0.180 - 0.181, meaning that the 

fixed effects explain 18% of the variance. The explained variance of both fixed and random 

effects for these models is 27% (Conditional R2). When I compare the models, it appears that 

Model 2 and 3 with interactions are better than Model 1 based on AIC and BIC criteria. 
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Interpretation of the regression coefficients might be the following. Respondents of the 

second age group [34-45 age] and third [50+] tend to distrust governments by 0.13 and 0.12, 

respectively, compared to the younger people [18-34 years old]. Female respondents tend to 

trust more than men by 0.21. Respondents with the average level of education (secondary 

school completed) trust by 0.6 more. People with relatively bad individual health tend to 

distrust more in governments by 0.30 -0.31 (depending on the model) compared to those with 

rather good health. Respondents living in the countryside tend to trust less in governments by 

0.25 than those who live in a city.   

The economic predictors produce the supervening results. Respondents who feel 

insecure about losing their job trust significantly less in governments than those who do not 

feel anxious by 0.36 – 0.37 points. Respondents who expect their financial situation to become 

better in the next three months trust more in governments than those who hope that their 

finances stay the same by 0.21 – 0.22 dots. The comparable situation is with the respondents 

who answered that their finances were better in the last three months, but the discrepancy is 

slightly lower (0.16). In contrast, people whose finances were worse or who expect the situation 

to worsen in the future (compared to those whose finances stayed the same) trust significantly 

less in governments. Looking back at their finances three months ago causing a fall of trust by 

0.53 – 0.54, but anxiety about the future finances is expected to lower their trust even more 

significantly - by 0.62. 

Last but not least, people who lost their job permanently and temporarily due to the 

pandemic trust less than people who did not lose it. As such, trust among permanently 

unemployed is by 0.56 – 0.60 less than the base category of employed during the pandemic.  

Temporarily unemployed distrust by 0.14 – 0.16 points lower than employed individuals. This 

effect appears to be attributed to the country context, and the possible explanations lie in the 

welfare system. Since the welfare systems vary a lot across EU member states, it is possible 

that individuals are less afraid to lose the job during the crisis temporarily in states with the 

generous welfare provision. In such cases, they expect to receive the state’s support. In contrast, 

in less generous welfare systems, people are less protected from volatile unemployment. 

Proceeding to the contextual predictors, the severity of the crisis appears to be 

statistically significant. Expectedly, deaths from the coronavirus are negatively connected with 

trust, while cases of the disease positively. The effect of the rise in cases is more significant 

than in fatalities since the coefficient is higher. As such, every additional corona case leads to 

a 0,0175 - 0,0177 governmental trust increase, depending on the model. In contrast, every death 

from the disease provokes a 0,009 fall of dependent variable values. These coefficients are 
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interpreted as coefficient/100 since variables witnessed the log transformation.  The logarithm 

was applied since the data was skewed.  

The average clarity of governmental responsibility is positively connected with the trust 

since the increase in its value leads to an increase in trust in governments by 2.15 in Model 1 

without interaction and even higher in the other two models with interactions. In the second 

model, which contains interaction with job loss, an increase in clarity by 1 value, leads to trust’s 

surge by 2.71. The trend is more modest in the model with job anxiety interaction since the 

coefficient is 2.38. However, it is still higher than in Model 1. Although the predictor is not 

statically significant by the p-value, I follow many researchers’ advice who argue that the p-

value is not the only important indicator (see, e.g., Burnham and Anderson 2014). Moreover, 

the coefficient’s value is evidently higher than the values of other predictors that present an 

interest.  

Model 2 repeats Model 1, and most of the coefficients’ values remain the same. 

However, I add to this model interaction between clarity of responsibility and losing a job 

during the pandemic. The interaction was driven by the clarity of responsibility research which 

demonstrated that people assign responsibility based on the economy. Interaction produced 

relatively high and significant coefficients. While the average level of clarity leads to an 

increase in governmental trust (in Model 2 by 2.71), the interaction between average clarity 

and losing job permanently during pandemic leads to a fall in trust by 4.21 points. Trust is 

declined by 2.15 dots among respondents who lost the job temporarily living in an average 

clarity environment.  

In Model 3, I added an interaction between subjective job insecurity and clarity of 

responsibility. Looking at the negative coefficients, I interpret the effect as decreasing trust by 

2.15 among respondents who feel insecure about their workplaces and leave under an averagely 

precise government composition. The direction of this interaction coincides with losing job one 

calculated in Models 2. 

To understand better the achieved results, I plot them on the graphs. Figure 5 illustrates 

the predictors’ values and their significance based on Model 2 with the interaction between job 

loss and clarity of responsibility. Blue points indicated that the coefficient has a positive 

relationship with the dependent variable while red points negatively influence governments’ 

trust. A point on graph crossing the vertical zero line indicates that the coefficient is not 

statically significant (based on p-value). In contrast, if a point does not cross the line, the 

relationship is substantial. 
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To sum up, the female gender, average education, corona cases, the better financial 

situation in the last and following three months, as well as average clarity of governmental 

responsibility, lead to increased trust in governments during the pandemic. Among all of them, 

only clarity of responsibility is not statistically significant by the rule, but clarity’s coefficient 

is very high compared to the other predictors’ influence. The decline in trust is caused by the 

feelings of job insecurity, losing job during the pandemic, the worse financial situation in the 

next and last three months, living in the countryside compared to the town, having relatively 

bad personal health, witnessing the deaths from the disease and significantly among people 

who lost the job leaving in averagely high clarity systems where they expect governments to 

bear the responsibility for unemployment. 

 

Figure 5. Estimates for Model 2 (model with the interaction between clarity of 

responsibility index and losing job during the pandemic). 

 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

 

Considering the fact that all predictors’ signs are constant in all three models, Figure 5 

also represents the other models. The only discrepancy is the interaction since Model 1 does 

not contain it, but in Model 3, the other one is computed. That is why I present one more graph 

(see Figure 6) for Model 3 estimates. As can be seen from the graph, the signs of all coefficients 

marked by blue and red points remain the same. The interaction between job insecurity and 

average clarity of responsibility is negative and statistically significant, leading to a drop in the 

dependent variable. 
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Figure 6. Estimates for Model 3 (model with the interaction between clarity of 

responsibility index and job insecurity). 

 

  
Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

 

On the following plots, I demonstrate the marginal effects based on Models 2 and 3. 

Marginal effects illustrate the average effects of a predictor on the outcome (Leeper 2017, 2). 

Although they are mainly calculated for generalized linear models where interpretations are 

not as straightforward, it is also possible to predict them for multilevel linear models and 

illustrate the results more precisely.  

The clarity of government composition causes a complex influence on levels of trust. 

Figure 7 demonstrates the effect of interaction between losing a job during the pandemic and 

clarity of governmental responsibility.  Trust is the lowest among people who lost their job 

permanently, followed by those who lost their jobs temporarily. The considerable effect of 

governmental clarity is especially notable for permanently unemployed individuals who 

suffered the most pandemic consequences. The sharp decline on the graph indicates that this 

group specifically punishes less polarized and more united cabinets. Those respondents expect 

governments to bear the responsibility for unemployment, and the more the government 

composition is evident for them, the more they blame.  

However, the situation is quite divergent when clarity is blurred. Even people who lose 

their jobs permanently trust higher when governments are polarized, and they do not precisely 

know who bears responsibility. In general, under the less evident balance of power in 

government, the discrepancies between groups are less straightforward. However, the opposite 
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trend can be seen for employed and temporarily unemployed individuals under the more 

apparent balance of powers. Among respondents who did not lose their jobs, trust is 

significantly higher when governments are less polarized and united. It is also slightly higher 

for people faced with temporal unemployment. These findings contradict the assumption made 

by the clarity of responsibility theory which supposes that people trust less in more explicit 

systems where they understand whom from the incumbents to blame for the policies. During 

the pandemic, people, in contrast, appreciate less polarized and more united actors. In 

comparison, the theory’s assumption confirms only for people who are faced with economic 

difficulties as losing the job since they trust less in more clear systems.  

 

Figure 7. Predicted trust in governments by the interaction between losing a job 

on the pandemic’s onset and clarity of responsibility index.3  

 

 

Resource: author’s calculation of marginal effects for the multilevel regression Model 2. 

 

Since Model 3 contains the different interaction between subjective feelings of job 

insecurity and clarity of responsibility, I also plot it in Figure 8. Even though trust in 

governments is considerably lower among people who feel anxiety about their job positions, 

                                                
3 The interaction effect between clarity index and losing a job is statistically significant (p-value <0.001**, t-

statistic). The confidence intervals are computed on a 90% level and are overlapped due to the low difference 

between employment levels on the segment with low values of clarity index. 
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responsibility is similar for both groups. Individuals secured in their employment and those 

who feel insecure tend to trust higher in systems with higher responsibility clarity.  

 

Figure 8. Predicted trust in governments by the interaction between feelings of 

job insecurity and clarity of responsibility index. 

 

 

Resource: author’s calculation of marginal effects for the multilevel regression Model 3. 

 

To sum up, this part deals with the description of the regression results and their 

visualization. Three multilevel models are built with the following differences between them. 

The first model contains all of the predictors, the second one repeats the first, but the 

meaningful interaction between losing a job and clarity of responsibility is added. In the third 

model, the interaction between job insecurity and clarity is added instead. All models pass the 

tests on their normality and produce outcomes analyzed in connection with the field in the next 

part. 

 

Results and discussion 

 

The performed multilevel regression analysis aimed to answer the study’s research 

question: Why (cause of what factors) is the trust in governments formulated during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

Since the ongoing work was limited only to the institutional explanations, I explained 

the trust variation by institutional performance on the macro-level and individual 
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characteristics of the respondents affecting the perceptions of policies on the micro-level. 

Taking advantage of multilevel modeling, which allows designing interactions between first 

and second-level predictors, I modeled the relationship between losing a job and job insecurity 

(measured on the respondents’ level) and clarity of the governmental responsibility (on the 

country level). This interaction’s results present this research's main finding and probably the 

main contribution to the theory. 

In general, the vast bulk of the economic voting literature demonstrates that people 

consider the economy’s performance and blame incumbents for an economic decline. The later 

research revealed that economic voting has a weak effect in the multi-party systems where 

governments are run by coalitions and the government control over the economy is blurred. 

However, the white spot in the literature, which I endeavored to color in this work, lies between 

economic voting and a crisis. From one part, incumbents tend to lose support during 

challenging economic times (Bengtsson et al. 2014, 124).   On the other, crises may favor 

governments since people prefer certainty over uncertainty – ‘risk aversion’ (143); may rally 

around leaders under unusual circumstances, or multi-party governments can just pass the 

responsibility to each other.  

The findings indicate that losing a job during the crisis, feeling insecure about the job 

market position, and anxiety about the household’s finances negatively affect governmental 

trust.  The clarity of responsibility which is defined in this work as the cohesiveness of the 

incumbent government at a concrete moment, including such indicators as the presence of the 

single-party, the dominance of the PM’s party, polarization, and the effective number of parties 

(based on Anderson 2000; Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci 2013) shows the positive relationship 

with governmental trust. Citizens more reward united cabinets which ensure better control in 

pandemic times. The more complex effect is discovered in the interaction between economic 

factors and governmental clarity. People who permanently lost the job since the pandemic’s 

onset trust significantly lower in governments and trust is more deficient in systems with higher 

responsibility. When the governmental composition is more evident, this group tends to punish 

actors harsher. 

In contrast, people who lost the jobs temporarily or kept the positions tend to trust more 

in united and less polarized governments. Theoretically, they might appreciate unified control 

and management of the crisis or rally around their leaders. Temporarily unemployed 

individuals, who trust less than employed, experience the same trend, might be less sensitive 

to the job loss due to welfare systems. During the harsh economic times, welfare benefits act 
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as a safety pillow for political support, and the experience of living in a marginal welfare state 

may serve as a protective mechanism for support.  

  These findings partially contradict the economic voting literature since institutional 

and governmental clarity are usually negatively associated with trust (see, e.g., Hobolt, Tilley, 

and Banducci 2013), meaning that higher clarity leads to lower governmental support. On the 

example of the corona pandemic across EU member states, I showed that this mechanism 

coincides with the theory only for permanently unemployed respondents. Other respondents 

and those who feel subjective insecurity of losing a job appreciate the united governments, 

which can respond to the pandemic and avoid possible decision-making deadlocks typical for 

multi-party systems in regular times (Lijphart 2012, 62).  

Thus, both sides of the first hypothesis are accepted. Higher clarity of governmental 

control undermines trust, as H1 (a) presumes, but only for respondents who faced the economic 

consequences of the crisis in terms of unemployment. The H1 (b) is also valid since higher 

clarity of responsibility is related to greater or relatively stable governmental trust for people 

who did not lose the jobs or do not feel the economic outcomes of the crisis regarding financial 

loss and job insecurity. Besides, only the H2 (a) is confirmed, and H2 (b) is rejected since both 

objective economic factors as employment and subjective as financial expectations and job 

insecurity prove to affect the studied phenomenon negatively.  

Despite economic and clarity factors, what matters in trust formation is a set of 

individual characteristics included in the analysis as control variables. Based on the multi-level 

models (and ICC indicator in particular), it is confirmed that these factors contribute more to 

the trust variation than the country’s context, which is another thought-provoking finding of 

the current study. Initially, the multilevel modeling was chosen (and proved to be better in 

comparative testing) since it allows the combination of country level and individual levels. 

Considering the specific circumstances of the COVID-19 crisis when lockdowns are declared, 

national borders are closed, healthcare situation varies from state to state, I supposed to observe 

the enhanced role of the county a respondent leaves in, resulting in higher variation between 

states.  However, in the analysis appears that variation within countries is more considerable 

than the variation between them. Previous comparative research conducted on often called 

‘most-similar systems design’ Nordic countries also revealed that differences inside these states 

are more significant than differences between them (Bengtsson et al. 2014, 180).  

In the current analysis, such controlled predictors as respondents’ level of education 

and female sex are positively related to trust while having relatively bad individual health 

negatively. Interestingly, age appeared to be a weaker predictor of trust, only showing a minor 
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difference between age groups. People in their middle ages and older tend to distrust more than 

youngsters. This discovery partially contradicts the observation that during the coronavirus 

crisis, young people under 35 are more likely to be unemployed (Eurofound 2020, 12). One of 

the outlined reasons for youth unemployment is that this group shares a more considerable 

proportion of the temporarily working contracts, which are more frequently terminated in 

pandemic times (10). However, the previous research on the Great Recession revealed that 

people in the middle ages are more likely to hold conservative and traditional values, which 

makes them more sensitive to economic cycles (Algan et al. 2017). Although young people 

experienced more significant job losses during the last crisis, trust among them was higher 

compared to the middle age cohort. Finally, people living in the countryside appear to hold 

more negative attitudes to authorities than city inhabitants. This outcome coincides with the 

finding by Zavadskaya and Sokolov (2020) that residents of the small villages are more likely 

to be COVID dissidents.  

Finally, the pandemic severity measured in cumulative cases and deaths from the novel 

virus affects trust formation. The previous research also has found a positive relationship 

between daily COVID-19 cases and trust in governments (Yam et al. 2020) and a negative 

relationship between deaths from the novel virus and trust (Bol et al. 2020, 5). The effect might 

be more substantial in the first paper because researchers analyzed time-series data from 11 

countries, many of which are majoritarian systems with higher levels of clarity and strong 

national leaders’ figures. This study instead focuses on proportional systems and supports the 

evidence on crisis severity. It finds the negative effect of deaths and the positive impact of 

corona cases on trust. The issues of deaths from the disease appear to be an influential trigger 

of distrust in some of the models presented by Amat and co-authors (Amat et al. 2020, 5). As 

such, the previous work on Spain, which harshly suffered from the Corona, illustrates that 

COVID-19 exposure is negatively related to trust in the Spanish government, the EU, and 

democratic preferences, but the coefficient is positive in models where the authoritarian 

response is controlled (15). The authors interpret this finding as citizens prefer technocratic 

governance and strong leadership during the crisis with the willingness to sacrifice a certain 

degree of personal liberties to stop the pandemic (25).   

To sum up, the current research contributes to the theoretical gap between clarity of 

responsibility and economic voting in crisis times. I found an unexpected influence of 

interaction between clarity and economic indicators on trust, which varies between groups and 

context. Nonetheless, the field is rich for further investigations, which are proposed in the 

following paragraph. I also summarize the limitations of the current study in the next part. 
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Limitation and directions for further research 

 

It was possible to conduct the current study due to the provided access to Eurofound 

(2020) data gathered in the pandemic’s onset, which contains meaningful economic and 

individual indicators measured on the individual level. However, some of the indicators were 

not measured in the second round, limiting the comparison of two rounds, and some personal 

characteristics were not available. The economic voting bulk of literature supposes that the 

respondents’ ideology is one of the most influential factors explaining trust in authorities. 

Commonly, people tend to trust incumbents more if actors in power share the same partisanship 

as them (Rudolph 2003; Evans and Andersen 2006). In the US example, the Republican 

president has higher support among Republican voters compared to the Democrats (Rudolph 

2003). It is disputable in the literature how strong partisanship affects trust in the systems of 

blurred responsibility. While part of the works admits that partisanship is not a strong driver of 

incumbents’ support in proportional systems (see, e.g., Criado and Herreros 2007); another part 

demonstrates that even in the Nordic multi-party system, ideological left-right placement acts 

as an essential predictor for government support (Bengtsson et al. 2014, 147). 

The pandemic’s context offers a provocative opportunity to test the role of ideology if 

the data is available. The ongoing research on politics during the corona crisis has already 

produced controversial results. For instance, a comparative study on Western Europe found 

that people consolidated around their governments on the early stage of the pandemic no matter 

their party identification (Bol et al. 2020). Simultaneously, the other cross-national study found 

that citizens react to anti-covid measures based on their ideology (Holm 2020). Hence, it would 

be beneficial for this study to include the respondents’ ideology as a predictor of trust. 

Moreover, it is engaging to investigate how clarity of responsibility and unemployment vary 

among the left-right political dimension. Thus, I leave this direction open for the further 

author’s research plans. 

Furthermore, the study of ‘rally’ vs. ‘hyper-accountability’ effects presents a thought-

provoking direction. I could not capture the possible ‘rally effect’ on the pandemic’s onset due 

to the data’s nature. Ideally, there is a necessity for trust levels before the shock and during the 

crisis. As an alternative, the ideology could indicate a possible ‘rally effect’ if it is found that 

respondents supported governments higher during pandemic and support was not determined 

by their party belonging. Meanwhile, contextually the ‘hyper accountability’ effect is present 

since people who have already faced economic consequences distrust more in governmental 
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work. However, it would be fruitful to analyze the governments’ punishment on election results 

as economic voting literature supposes.  

Besides, this quantitative comparative study could be developed further into a 

qualitative case study. It was demonstrated that there are some deviation cases and divergent 

trends in countries even if individual characteristics appear to be more significant. For example, 

the leaders and latecomers in trust levels could be studied in detail.  

Besides, one can reasonably argue that other factors impacting trust formation exist and 

might be included in the analysis. For instance, the Eurofound (2020) survey also contains a 

question on trust in healthcare and media. Although they relate to governmental trust, 

theoretically, such indicators are different signs of one coin by Norris’ (2011) definition of 

trust, comprised of five levels. Nevertheless, such indicators can be included if they are 

measured on another scale. As such, the media environment’s polarization during the pandemic 

and its impact on governmental trust presents a compelling direction to study. Role of the 

culture, people’s values, and interpersonal trust are other aspects that are not considered in this 

study to avoid complexity and limit the scope only to institutional factors. These aspects are 

investigated separately by other works and are found to affect the trust in authorities 

significantly (Esaiasson et al. 2020; Schraff 2020).  

Finally, to achieve the research’s robustness, it would be advantageous to measure the 

clarity of responsibility variously. In my thesis, I compound the clarity of governmental 

responsibility index based on previous studies (Powell and Whitten 1993; Nadeau, Niemi, and 

Yoshinaka 2002; Anderson 2006; Hobolt, Tilley, and Banducci 2013). As an alternative, 

governmental control can be measured on the individual subjective level when respondents of 

the survey are asked to mark how responsible each government level is in different policy 

domains (de Blok, van der Meer, and van der Brug 2020). 
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Conclusion 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic placed national governments worldwide on the first line of 

crisis management. Besides the ordinary governance and policymaking, executives are 

supposed to handle the lockdowns, closure of borders, anti-covid measures, and vaccination 

campaigns. The windows of opportunity were created for some national executives to exercise 

extra power and, in certain cases, violate democratic standards during the declared states of 

emergencies (Lührmann, Edgell, and Maerz 2020). While initially there was a power 

accumulation trend at the national level, national governments started to delegate power to sub-

national units and introduce local measures depending on the crisis severity. This centralization 

vs. decentralization trend provides an opportunity to research governmental responsibility for 

pandemic’s consequences and attribution of trust in a crisis environment. The pandemic acts 

as a contextual frame for this study, which allowed to investigate the trust formation during 

concrete circumstances. I endeavored to investigate trust formation and attribution of 

responsibility to governments in crisis times, supposing that it may diverge from the normality. 

It should be noted again that due to the nature of the data, it was not possible to compare the 

existing levels of trust with the pre-pandemic times, which would be advantageous. In this case, 

I relied on the general theoretical assumptions of trust formation during the regular times and 

juxtaposed it with the achieved results. 

I found a gap in the literature between the economic voting layer and clarity of 

responsibility in crisis times. In a nutshell, economic voting theory presumes that citizens 

punish governments for an economic downturn, and the trust is remarkably lower in the 

systems with high responsibility. Institutionally, these are two-party and majoritarian systems 

with the concentration of executive power in one-party (Lijphart 2012). Governmentally, the 

responsibility is less vague under single-party governments, cabinets where the prime 

minister’s party holds more seats and ensures the higher agenda control, less ideologically 

polarized and less fragmented party-systems (measured in this study by the effective number 

of parties).  In contrast, trust tends to be higher in multi-party and polarized systems, which 

blur responsibility, creating a challenge for citizens to connect actors and outcomes. Another 

argument is that proportional systems allow greater representation, ensuring that voters’ 

preferences are taking into account.  

Despite that, economic voting research does not clarify how institutional and 

governmental clarity impact trust formation in times of economic plunge and state of 

emergency. Reviewing the literature on crises, I revealed that trust commonly falls during a 
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recession, but the ‘rally effect’ might prevent the drop. In the initial stage of the external crises, 

people may unite around the leaders who take control over uncertainty. However, when the 

crisis’s economic consequences crop up, the public can punish the authorities harsher, making 

their work’ ‘hyper accountable’.  

Thus, I presumed that trust might be higher under more polarized coalition governments 

that blur responsibility for pandemic management. Moreover, I put a two-sided hypothesis on 

the impact of the economic indicators. The first assumption is that the pandemic’s economic 

consequences in terms of unemployment rise and financial difficulties lead to a drop in trust 

levels. The second assumes that the economy does not impact trust during the Corona crisis 

because theoretically, citizens may rally around executives, escape budget cuts on the initial 

stage, or do not hold governments responsible for economic losses.  

The hypotheses were tested by multilevel regression analysis, which allows modeling 

interactions between two levels. In this study, there is an individual level of respondents and 

the country level of EU member states. Data for the analysis originated from the unique 

“Living, working and COVID-19 dataset” (Eurofound 2020) survey conducted in the EU on 

the pandemic’s onset. Theoretically limiting the studied phenomena to specific trust in 

governments, the survey offered a relevant question to measure the concept. Respondents were 

asked to mark the trust to governments on a 0-10 scale from the lowest point to the highest.  

I compared the average levels of trust in 27 EU member states in two survey rounds on 

the descriptive statistics level. In the first round conducted in April-May, when the pandemic 

started to escalate, the mean value of trust for all cases was statistically higher than in the 

second in June – July 2020 (4.77 compared to 4.63).  Generally, the highest trust is spotted in 

three Nordic countries (Finland, Denmark, Sweden) and Luxembourg, followed by other 

Western European countries except France, Belgium, and Spain4, where trust is lower than 

average. Nordic frontrunners also experienced one of the harshest among other countries’ drop 

of trust in the second round of the survey since the average trust in these states felt 

approximatively by 1 point. However, the most distrusted governments are found in the Central 

and Eastern European regions, where Hungary and Poland occupy the bottom of the rating. 

Even the specific trust mirrors the context and political culture of a particular country. Although 

I avoided using political culture concepts due to its complexity and limited scope of the current 

research, one can suppose that trust during pandemic only reinforcers or reflects the existing 

                                                
4 In Spain, governmental trust increases in the second round to the level above average (from 4.35 to 4.84). The 

indicator has also raised in France by 0.46 points but remained slightly below the mean. 
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trends before the crisis. As such, Nordic countries are commonly characterized as societies of 

trust (see, e.g., Bengtsson et al. 2014) while there have been spotted undemocratic trends in 

Poland and Hungary (see, e.g., Halmai 2019). Nevertheless, this comparison may present 

curiosity for further research.  

The results achieved by descriptive statistics for economic indicators and governmental 

trust were supported by multilevel regression on the next stage. The analysis revealed the 

negative impact of losing a job during the pandemic, financial difficulties, and feelings of job 

insecurity on trust. In contrast, preserving a job, the same financial income, and avoiding job 

anxiety is associated with greater governmental trust.  

Besides, in regression analysis, I modeled the interaction between clarity of 

governmental responsibility and economic indicators in line with the theory that clarity affects 

economic voting. However, the achieved outcomes partially contradict the previous findings 

and bring up the novelty. As such, people tend to appreciate the united and cohesive actors in 

power during the crisis, trusting them higher. While in regular times, the theory argues that 

trust is lower in such environments since it is more straightforward for citizens to assign blame. 

However, this blame mechanism works as predicted for categories who faced the pandemic’s 

economic consequences, especially who lost the job. This group expresses a greater distrust 

under cohesive and less polarized cabinets since it is more apparent to whom attribute blame 

under centralized executive control.  This finding illustrates the significance of political factors 

and government composition, having a potential development in further research. For instance, 

theoretically, it is reasonable to study this interaction’s effect in models where respondents’ 

ideological position is also included. While the data I worked with does not provide such 

measurement, respondents’ left-right position may act as a substitute. For instance, Kriesi and 

co-authors (2020) found that the ‘rally effect’ leading to increased support was experienced in 

less polarized countries. Although researchers measured polarization in the other way as a ‘trust 

gap’ between the opposition and government voters, my results correspond with them in the 

sense that trust is found to be higher under less polarized and united governments. 

Nevertheless, this study contributes to the field with the finding that trust fluctuations depend 

not only on clarity context but also on the respondents’ employment status and finances.  

Among controlled on the individual level variables, a higher level of education and 

female gender leads to increased trust. The relatively bad individual health, living in a country-

side and belonging to middle age and older age groups, cause trust’s drops.  Although these are 

standard control indicators added in the analysis, their impact is also ambiguous if we put them 

in a context. While some of the previous research has proved that younger, more educated, and 
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affluent people have a more significant potential to be critical to the government (Dalton 2004; 

Norris 2011), my findings, in contrast, indicate that youngsters trust authorities slightly more 

during the pandemic, while trust also increases with the level of education and urbanization. 

One possible explanation is that level of education and age ensured access to a higher quality 

of information on COVID-19 that decreases the personal uncertainty and supports trust. 

Moreover, people living in smaller villages can be more anxious about city residents bringing 

the virus to their places. My findings on the individual level coincide with the portrait of a 

covid dissident presented as middle-aged men living in the countryside with the average level 

of education (Zavadskaya and Sokolov 2020). Above all, the relationship between the 

respondents’ characteristics and political trust during the pandemic might illustrate and 

reinforce the cultural gap found in western societies. Less qualified people with a lower level 

of education living in the countryside with a strong sense of national identity and conservative 

values are continuously labeled in the research as globalization losers with the higher potential 

to support populist parties (see, e.g., Algan et al. 2017). The impact of the COVID-19 on 

cultural backlash is one more possible dimension for further investigations. 

Finally, the study found a significant influence of the crisis severity on the dependent 

variable. The amount of coronavirus cases positively impacts trust and deaths from the virus 

negatively. Contextually, the decisive influence of cases on trust happens due to possible ‘rally 

effect’ and unification during uncertainty. In contrast, the personal experience of the disease 

and the economic consequences of the pandemic lead to ‘hyper accountability’ – the 

punishment of governments for policies they do not necessarily have complete control over. 
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Appendix 
 

Table 2. Codebook of variables description and their measurement. 

Variable Measurement Resource  

Trust in government 

(dependent variable) 

Scale 1 “Do not trust at all” to 10 “Trust 

fully”. 

Question: “Please answer on a scale of 1-10 how much 

you personally trust your country’s government” ( 

Eurofound 2020). 

Financial situation 1 – a better situation 

2 – the same situation 

3 – the situation is worse 

Question: “When you compare the financial situation 

of your household 3 months ago/next 3 months and 

now, would you say it has become better, worse or 

remained the same?” (Eurofound 2020). 

Lost job since the 

pandemic 

1 – yes, lost permanently 

2 – yes, lost temporarily 

3 - no 

Question: “During the COVID-19 pandemic, have you 

lost your job(s)/contract(s) or work assignments?” 

(Eurofound 2020). 

Job insecurity 0 – no (“Neither likely nor unlikely”, 

“Rather unlikely” or “Very unlikely”) 

1 – yes (“Very likely” or “Rather likely”) 

Question: “Using this scale, how likely or unlikely do 

you think it is that you might lose your job in the next 

3 months?” (Eurofound 2020). 

Clarity of responsibility Manually compound index on a scale 

from 0 (least clear system) to 1 (most 

clear system): 

 if a government is a coalition or 

run by a single-party  

 the dominance of the PM’s 

party/the number of seats held 

by PM’s party 

 the effective number of parties 

 polarization/ the ideological 

distance between the parties 

“WHO GOVERNS in Europe and beyond” database 

(Casal Bértoa 2021) for information on the 

composition of cabinets, polarization indicator, and the 

effective number of parties. 

The severity of the crisis  It is measured by the cumulative number 

of cases and death for each country from 

the first cases until the end of the survey's 

fieldwork. 

“Our World in Data” project (Roser et al. 2020). 

Age 18 – 98 years old Eurofound (2020). 

Education 1 - primary  

2 - secondary  

3 - tertiary 

Question: “What is the highest level of education you 

have successfully completed?” 

Eurofound (2020) 

Urbanization 0 - living in the countryside  

1 - in the town 

The original question included more categories in 

Eurofound (2020) survey. The variable was recoded 

for simplification of analysis. 

Gender 1 male 

2 female 

In the original dataset, there is option 3  - another sex, 

which was excluded due to the small presence in 

responses. 

Individual health 0 - relatively good general health  

1  - relatively bad 

The original question included more categories in 

Eurofound (2020) survey. The variable was recoded 

for simplification of analysis. 

Resource: made by the author 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics and variables distributions. 

Variable Distribution in the Round 1 

 

Distribution in the Round 2 

Numerical variables (mean and standard deviations are calculated) 

Trust in government (dependent variable) Mean 4.77 

Sd 3.00 

Mean 4.64 

Sd 2.95 

Clarity of responsibility 

 

Mean 0.42 

Sd 0.11 

Mean 0.42 

Sd 0.11 

The severity of the crisis (cumulative number of 

cases and deaths per million) 

 

Covid cases: 

Mean 2326.91 

Sd 1924.58 

 

Covid deaths: 

Mean 190.17 

Sd 216.94 

 

Covid cases: 

Mean 969.95 

Sd 2163.49 

 

Covid deaths: 

203.05 

Sd 224.32 

 

Categorical variables (proportion for each category is calculated) 

Financial situation (in the next 3 months) 1 – 0.08 

2 – 0.54 

3 – 0.38 

1 – 0.11 

2 – 0.63 

3 – 0.25 

Financial situation (in the last 3 months) 1 – 0.08 

2 – 0.58 

3 – 0.38 

1 – 0.05 

2 – 0.60 

3 – 0.34 

Lost job since the pandemic 1 – 0.05 

2 – 0.23 

3 – 0.72 

Unavailable 

Job insecurity 0 – 0.85 

1 – 0.15 

0 – 0.90 

1 – 0.10 

Age (group) 1 – 0.25 

2 – 0.25 

3 – 0.50 

1 – 0.23 

2 – 0.23 

3 – 0.53 

Education 1 – 0.08 

2 – 0.64 

3 – 0.28 

1 – 0.05 

2 – 0.66 

3 – 0.29 

Urbanization 0 – 0.53 

1 – 0.47 

0 – 0.53 

1 – 0.47 

Gender F – 0.53 

M – 0.47 

F – 0.53 

M – 0.47 

Individual health 0 – 0.94 

1 – 0.06 

0 – 0.93 

1 – 0.07 

Resource: calculated by the author considering survey weights 
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Table 4. Values of the clarity index by country. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Resource: author’s calculations 

 

Country Clarity Index Country Clarity Index 

Austria 0.39 Italy   0.41 

Belgium 0.46 Latvia   0.38 

Bulgaria 0.36 Lithuania  0.37 

Croatia 0.36 Luxembourg   0.32 

Cyprus 0.46 Malta   0.55 

Czech Republic 0.49 Netherlands   0.44 

Denmark 0.74 Poland   0.32 

Estonia 0.28 Portugal   0.38 

Finland 0.34 Romania   0.64 

France 0.47 Slovenia   0.40 

Germany 0.37 Slovakia   0.38 

Greece  0.67 Spain   0.36 

Hungary 0.33 Sweden   0.41 
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Table 5. Multilevel regression models predicting trust in governments.  

  Trust in government Trust in government Trust in government 

Predictors Estimates CI p Estimates CI p Estimates CI p 

(Intercept) -2.93 -6.83 – 0.96 0.140 -2.81 -6.69 – 1.08 0.156 -2.90 -6.79 – 0.99 0.144 

Age [34-49] (ref. 18-34) -0.13 -0.19 – -0.06 <0.001 -0.13 -0.20 – -0.06 <0.001 -0.13 -0.20 – -0.06 <0.001 

Age [50+] (ref. 18-34) -0.12 -0.19 – -0.05 0.001 -0.12 -0.19 – -0.05 0.001 -0.12 -0.19 – -0.05 0.001 

Gender [F] (ref. M) 0.21 0.16 – 0.26 <0.001 0.21 0.16 – 0.26 <0.001 0.21 0.16 – 0.26 <0.001 

Education (centralized) 0.60 0.56 – 0.65 <0.001 0.60 0.55 – 0.65 <0.001 0.60 0.55 – 0.65 <0.001 

Individual health [‘relatively bad’] (ref. ‘relatively good’) -0.31 -0.46 – -0.16 <0.001 -0.30 -0.45 – -0.15 <0.001 -0.31 -0.46 – -0.16 <0.001 

Urbanization [‘countryside’] (ref. ‘town’) -0.25 -0.30 – -0.19 <0.001 -0.25 -0.30 – -0.19 <0.001 -0.25 -0.30 – -0.19 <0.001 

Job insecurity [‘Yes’] (ref. ‘No’) -0.37 -0.45 – -0.28 <0.001 -0.36 -0.45 – -0.28 <0.001 -0.36 -0.45 – -0.27 <0.001 

Losing job during COVID [‘permanently’] (ref. ‘No’) -0.56 -0.72 – -0.39 <0.001 -0.60 -0.77 – -0.43 <0.001 -0.57 -0.73 – -0.40 <0.001 

Losing job during COVID [‘temporarily’] (ref. ‘No’) -0.16 -0.23 – -0.09 <0.001 -0.14 -0.22 – -0.07 <0.001 -0.16 -0.23 – -0.08 <0.001 

Finance in next 3 months [‘better’] (ref. ‘the same’) 0.22 0.12 – 0.32 <0.001 0.21 0.12 – 0.31 <0.001 0.21 0.12 – 0.31 <0.001 

Finance in next 3 months [‘worse’] (ref. ‘the same’) -0.62 -0.68 – -0.55 <0.001 -0.62 -0.69 – -0.56 <0.001 -0.62 -0.68 – -0.55 <0.001 

Finance in last 3 months [‘better’] (ref. ‘the same’) 0.16 0.04 – 0.28 0.008 0.16 0.04 – 0.28 0.009 0.16 0.04 – 0.28 0.008 

Finance in last 3 months [‘worse’] (ref. ‘the same’) -0.53 -0.60 – -0.47 <0.001 -0.54 -0.60 – -0.47 <0.001 -0.53 -0.60 – -0.47 <0.001 

Clarity of responsibility (centralized) 2.15 -0.96 – 5.26 

 

0.176 2.71 -0.41 – 5.82 0.088 2.38 -0.74 – 5.49 0.135 

Covid cases (logarithm) 1.77 0.93 – 2.60 

 
<0.001 1.75 0.91 – 2.58 

 
<0.001 1.76 0.93 – 2.60 

 
<0.001 
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Note: Table illustrates three random intercept multilevel models predicting scores of governmental trust on the 0-10 scale. 

Signif. codes:  0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 0.1 ‘ ‘ 1 

 

Resource: author’s calculations; survey data from Eurofound (2020). 

 

Covid deaths (logarithm) -0.91 -1.50 – -0.32 

 
0.003 -0.90 -1.50 – -0.31 

 
0.003 -0.91 -1.50 – -0.32 

 
0.003 

Losing job during COVID [‘permanently’] * 
Clarity of responsibility 

   
-4.21 -6.23 – -2.20 <0.001 

   

Losing job during COVID [‘temporarily’] * 

Clarity of responsibility 

   
-2.15 -2.88 – -1.43 <0.001 

   

Job insecurity [‘Yes’] * 

Clarity of responsibility 

      
-1.61 -2.45 – -0.77 <0.001 

σ2 5.72 5.71 5.72 

τ00 0.73 name_country 0.73 name_country 0.73 name_country 

τ11       

ICC 0.11 0.11 0.11 

N (countries) 

AIC 

BIC 

26  

238040  

238203 

 

26  

237998*** 

238178*** 

26  

238028*** 

238199*** 

Observations 38844 38844 38844 

Marginal R2 / Conditional R2 0.180 / 0.273 0.181 / 0.273 0.169 / 0.268 
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