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ABSTRACT

In the present paper, we try to answer the question of what makes a citizen to comply 
to health behaviour guidelines by comparing trust in government and past behaviour as 
predictors of COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. Through an online study of 316 respondents, 
we found that the judgment of government (indirectly, in terms of positive evaluation of 
government actions during COVID-19) does play an important role in the ratings of the 
extent to which one will follow restrictions during the pandemic in the future. This variable 
seems to be a central one in terms of uniting different variables, which predict the restriction 
following behaviour: an evaluation of the government’s competence, benevolence, integrity, 
general trust in government during the COVID-19, the perceived risk of government actions 
concerning oneself and one’s family, as well as with respect to the evaluation of future 
economic prospects.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, political trust, risk-mitigating behaviour.

Introduction

In terms of following health behaviour guidelines, what makes a person 
a good citizen during the COVID-19 pandemic? Is it past behaviour (or 
habit)? Or, is it trust in the government and its policies? In the present 
paper, we try to answer this question by comparing trust in government 
and past behaviour as predictors of following behavioural restrictions dur-
ing COVID-19 pandemic. One might follow one’s usual route of actions, 
a habit may have established during an early stage of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, or a person may continue to follow a habitual pattern of action. 
As Ouellette and Wood (1998) put it, “well-practised behaviours in con-
stant contexts recur because the processing that initiates and controls their 
performance becomes automatic” (p. 54). Studies during the COVID-19 
pandemic have also demonstrated a set of variables, like perceived risk 
during the pandemic, subjective evaluation of economic well-being, and 
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demographic variables (see below for a brief review). The present study 
was designed to determine the extent political trust in government and 
positive evaluation of government action during the COVID-19 pandemic 
together with one’s previous behaviour plays in explaining the predicted 
future restriction following behaviour of individuals during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

For the needs of the present study, we define political trust as “a sum-
mary judgment that the [political] system is responsive, and will do what 
is right even in the absence of constant scrutiny” (Miller & Listhaug, 1990, 
p. 358). Several empirical studies have demonstrated that political trust 
predicts citizens’ desirable behaviours, e. g., paying taxes (Alm & Torgler, 
2006), or engaging in collective restraint in case of social dilemmas 
(Tyler & Degoey, 1995). Political trust also relates to one’s willingness to 
support civil liberties (Davis & Silver, 2004). On the negative side, it has 
been shown that a lack of political trust promotes populist voting behaviour 
(Hetherington, 1999). The aim of the present study is to find the extent to 
which political trust may facilitate epidemiologically sound behaviour dur-
ing the COVID-19 crisis, particularly the readiness to engage in COVID-19 
restrictive behaviours.

In line with Rudolph (Rudolph, 2017; Rudolph & Popp, 2009), we 
assumed that political trust might act as both a simplifier of the decision 
process and as a provider of confidence for judgments under conditions of 
risk, and the policy in question may (or may not) be perceived as leading 
to desirable outcomes. During the COVID-19 pandemic, people that trust 
government would be more willing to engage in behaviour that may mit-
igate the pandemic, like following behavioural restrictions. This was the 
first prediction for our study.

Following the previous studies on trust in an institution, we choose 
four basic dimensions of trust: the perceived benevolence, competence, 
integrity (e. g., Grimmelikhuijsen & Meijer, 2014, Porat et al., 2020), and 
the associated risk (Herian et  al., 2014). We expected that during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the readiness to comply to restrictions would be pos-
itively correlated to the evaluation of governmental actions; specifically, 
these actions have to be perceived as being benevolent, competent, and 
to be following the principles of integrity (Porat et  al., 2020). We also 
know that the generalized character of political trust in case of trust in 
one institution (government in case of our study) or the public adminis-
tration in general, extends to the related policies (Christensen & Lægreid, 
2005). Thus, we expected that trust in the public administration system 
would be positively correlated to the readiness to behave in accordance 
with COVID-19 restrictions. 
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In addition, based on previous findings we predicted that the perceived 
risk of government policy relating to oneself and one’s family will be neg-
atively correlated to behavioural restrictions promoted by the respective 
policy (Herian et al., 2014).

Besides those predictions, we had a set of others as well. It has been 
demonstrated that the world economy has been influenced by the spread 
of the pandemic and the related restrictive measures (Hossain et  al., 
2020). In addition, Zazher and Rudolph (2020) have demonstrated that 
subjective well-being (including measures of economic well-being) relates 
to efficient modes of coping behaviour during the pandemic. Thus, we 
expected that there would be a positive correlation between the predicted 
following COVID-19 restrictions and the subjective evaluation of the cur-
rent economic situation. It has been demonstrated that optimism is related 
to predicted following COVID-19 restrictions (Jovančević & Milićević, 
2020), consequently we expected that there would be a positive correlation 
between the predicted following COVID-19 restrictions and the economic 
situation that one expected in the future. In addition, we predicted that 
susceptibility to COVID-19 would correlate positively to one’s readiness to 
follow COVID-19 restrictions since there have been similar findings dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic (Nowak et al., 2020). Another variable found 
to predict predisposition to follow restrictions is gender. Galasso et. al 
(2020), in a cross-cultural study of eight countries, found that females are 
generally more prone to following patterns of risk-mitigating behaviour. 
Thus, the same pattern also formed a prediction for our study. As studies 
have demonstrated, age also predicts engagement in protective behaviour 
against COVID-19 – it declines with age (Fisher et al., 2020, Pasion et al., 
2020), hence, we predicted that age would correlate negatively with fol-
lowing the restrictions. 

Method
Participants 

A total of 316 respondents (75.5% females, mean age  =  36.55, 
SD = 11.64) participated in the survey. We used the QuestionPro platform 
to collect data in an online survey. Question Pro is one of the leading data 
collection platforms for scientific surveys. The participants were recruited 
via Facebook.com, since our goal was to to test a set of correlational hypoth-
eses not a representative sample (an almost impossible goal in case of col-
lecting data on social networks), our goal was to obtain data of a sufficient 
variability. This goal is achievable by using a convenience sampling tech-
nique on social networks (Roberts, 2014). The data collection took place 
in May 2020, during the end of the first wave of the COVID-19 epidemic.
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Measures
The study was conducted in Latvia, and the current government of Latvia 

was the target for the ratings. The measures were made on rating scales of 
different length (from 5 to 11 points), however, since the study is correla-
tional in its essence, we sticked to the response scales which have had des-
mostrated a good variability in previous studies (Dimdins et al., 2019, Gaina 
et al., 2020). Also, for the sake of rising reliability of the measures, for some 
variables we used multiple items (like “The government is skilful in its job 
responsibilities” and “The government is competent (they have the skills and 
knowledge needed for the job)” for measuring government’s competence. For 
the sake of readability all the questions are presented in Table  1. A more 
detailed explanation of the measures is given in the next sections.

Following COVID-19 restrictions. We operationalized predicted following 
government’s restrictions by asking respondents to rate their agreement 
with the question “To what extent will you comply with the government’s 
restrictions in the coming month?” on a seven-point scale, anchored at “not 
at all”  (1) and “completely” (7). We had a single-item measure for past 
risk-mitigating behaviour: “How would you rate the extent to which you 
have complied with the government’s restrictions so far during the COVID-19 
pandemic?” with the same rating scale as for predicted behaviour. 

Ratings of the government. For all the questions, a seven-point scale was 
used. It extended from “not at all” (1) to “completely” (7). A single ques-
tion was asked to measure trust in government: “To what extent do you 
generally trust or distrust the government at this time during the COVID-19 
pandemic?” Two questions measured the benevolence of government: “The 
government cares about the well-being of the people of Latvia” and “The 
government is ready to work selflessly for the benefit of Latvian voters” 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .87). Two questions measured the competence of the 
government during the COVID-19 pandemic: “The government is skilful 
in its job responsibilities” and “The government is competent (they have 
the skills and knowledge needed for the job)” (Cronbach’s alpha =  .95). 
Two questions measured the integrity of the government: “The govern-
ment is honest” and “The government is consistent in its words and deeds” 
(Cronbach’s alpha  =  .87). We also measured the extent to which the 
respondents agreed with the statement that “Government action puts you 
and your family at risk, facilitates a sense of instability”.

Three items measured the evaluation of the government’s actions during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (informing society, introducing restrictions, and 
helping, which had to be assessed on a seven-point scale from “the gov-
ernment’s action is entirely inappropriate to the situation” (1) to “the gov-
ernment’s action is entirely appropriate to the situation” (7) (Cronbach’s 
alpha = .84). 
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Table 1. Questionnaire items

Dependent 
variable

Independent variables (questionnaire 
items)

Independent 
variables (indices)

To what extent will 
you comply with 
the government’s 
restrictions in the 
coming month?

How would you rate the extent to 
which you have complied with the 
government’s restrictions so far during 
the COVID-19 pandemic?

 

  To what extent do you generally trust 
or distrust the government at this time 
during the COVID-19 pandemic?

 

  The government cares about the well-
being of the people of Latvia
The government is ready to work 
selflessly for the benefit of Latvian 
voters

Benevolence of the 
government

  The government is skilful in its job 
responsibilities
The government is competent (they 
have the skills and knowledge needed 
for the job)

Competence of the 
government during 
the COVID-19 
pandemic

  The government is honest
The government is consistent in its 
words and deeds

Integrity of the 
government

  During the COVID-19 pandemic the 
government’s actions were appropriate 
with respect to:
informing society, introducing 
restrictions, and helping

Evaluation of the 
government’s 
actions during 
the COVID-19 
pandemic

  To what extent do you trust or do not 
trust the public administration system of 
the Republic of Latvia as a whole?

 

  Thinking about yourself now, how likely 
are you to get COVID-19 yourself?

 

  How would you assess the current 
economic situation in Latvia?

 

  How would you forecast the economic 
situation in Latvia in a year?

 

  Have you had a positive COVID-19 test 
(a medically confirmed diagnosis of this 
disease)?

A related yet more general question was asked about one’s trust in 
Latvian public administration system: “To what extent do you trust or do 
not trust the public administration system of the Republic of Latvia as a 
whole?” The answers were given on a five-point scale ranging from 1 – “do 
not trust” to 5 “completely trust”. 
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Subjective experience. A single question measured the perceived risk 
of infection: “Thinking about yourself now, how likely are you to get 
COVID-19 yourself?” with a rating scale from 1 “definitely will not get” 
to 10 “definitely will get”. The evaluation of the current and the predicted 
economic situation was measured by two questions: “How would you assess 
the current economic situation in Latvia?” and “How would you forecast 
the economic situation in Latvia in a year?” with ratings on a scale from 
-5 to 5, where “-5” means “very bad” and “5” means “very good”. We also 
asked a single question about an experience with COVID-19 patients: “Have 
any of your relatives or friends tested positive for COVID-19 (a medically 
confirmed diagnosis of the disease)?” as well as “Have you had apositive 
COVID-19 test (a medically confirmed diagnosis of this disease)?”. (Since 
none of the respondents gave a positive answer to the last question, we 
excluded this variable from the remaining analysis.)

Results

Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations of the study variables 
are presented in Table 1. The majority of the predicted correlations except 
for four were confirmed. Three of those, which were not confirmed, were 
not statistically significant (familiarity with a COVID-19 positive person, 
risk of getting COVID-19, and predicted economic development), while 
another was correlated in the opposite direction to that predicted – there 
was a positive correlation of age to the predicted extent of following 
COVID-19 restrictions. 

We regressed all the variables, which correlated to the predicted read-
iness to engage in mitigating behaviour in the future on this variable to 
determine the relative degree of the extent, to which each variable explains 
the predicted following of the restrictions. 

We used a forward stepwise OLS linear regression. The computation of 
the model ended in two steps. There were two positive predictions: those 
who were already following restrictions were more ready to follow this 
pattern of behaviour in the future as well, and those evaluating govern-
ment actions during the COVID-19 epidemic more positively were ready to 
follow COVID-19 to a greater extent in the future as well. The regression 
model explained fifty-nine percent of the variance in the dependent varia-
ble can be explained by the explanatory variables. This amount is generally 
considered to be a good fit of the model (Allison, 1999).
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Table 3. Summary of regression (forward stepwise) analysis 

Model Predictor  beta  t 

11 (Intercept) 0.95  0.31    3.01** 

  Past bevaviour 0.79  0.05  .72  14.90*** 

22 (Intercept) 0.07  0.32    -.21 

  Past behaviour 0.71  0.05  .64  13.91*** 

  Governement actions C19  0.26  0.04  .28  6.12*** 

Dependent variable: agreement to the question “To what extent will you comply with 
the government’s restrictions in the coming month?” 
***p < .001 **p < .01 
1 R2 = .52, F = (1, 207) = 221.91, p < .001 
2 R2 = .59, F = (1, 206) = 149.28, p < .001 

Discussion

The results confirmed a majority of predicted correlations. However, 
there were four that were not confirmed. The predicted extent of following 
COVID-19 restrictions did not correlate to (1) familiarity with a COVID-19 
positive person, (2) the perceived susceptibility to COVID-19, (3) the eco-
nomic situation that one expected in the future, as well as (4) no gender 
differences were found. A variable that correlated in the opposite direction 
of the prediction was age – it correlated positively to the predicted extent 
of following government’s restrictions. This contradicts the pattern found 
in other studies (e.  g., Fisher et  al., 2020; Pasion et  al., 2020), showing 
that engagement in protective behaviours declines with age. It seems that 
our data generally followed inverted-U pattern across respondents. Age (as 
described in Duell et  al., 2017) in this respect would be that by getting 
older, one gets more rational since an older person is exposed to a greater 
extent of COVID-19 risk and therefore expects to act in accordance with this 
level of risk. Because there were very few older respondents, we got only 
one half of the generally found U pattern in our data. There were no gender 
differences in willingness to follow risk-mitigating behaviour either. This 
contradicts the results from other countries, e. g. Galasso et al. (2020) from 
eight countries, where females scored higher in following patterns of behav-
ioural restrictions. Our study seems to be in line with the few studies where 
gender differences are less expressed, like the study of Rodriguez-Besteiro 
et al. (2021) who found very similar behavioural patterns for females and 
males during COVID-19 pandemic in the sample of Spanish students. 

The pattern of regression shows that the judgment of government (in 
our findings indirectly, in terms of positive evaluation of government 
actions during COVID-19) does indeed play an important role in the ratings 
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of the extent to which one will follow restrictions in the future. This var-
iable seems to be a central one in terms of uniting different variables, 
which predict following of restrictions: an evaluation of the government’s 
competence, benevolence, integrity, general trust in government during 
the COVID-19, the perceived risk of government actions concerning one-
self and one’s family, as well as with respect to the evaluation of future 
economic prospects. These findings illustrate the importance of a concept 
closely related to political trust – evaluation of government’s actions during 
the pandemic in ensuring public compliance with COVID-19 restrictions 
(and public healthcare crises in general). Although our regression model 
did not isolate trust in government as a separate significant predictor of the 
readiness to comply with governmental restrictions, the correlation analysis 
shows that in terms of magnitude of explained variance both trust in gov-
ernment and evaluation of governments actions during the pandemic are 
similarly related to the readiness to comply. Our findings also demonstrate 
how past compliance (possibly not related to experienced political trust) 
is an important predictor of future following governmental restrictions. 
In case governmental institutions, or any other organizations, are willing 
to take a long-term approach to increase COVID-19 mitigating practices 
among citizens, they should take into account building and taking care 
of trust in public authorities, which, in the case of pandemics or similar 
crises, may include transparent decision making in combination with clear 
and consistent communication. 

One limitation of the present study is that we did not survey covid-pos-
itive persons, by that limiting our findings to covin-negative population. 
Also, the present paper does not answer the question regarding the source 
of initial causes for compliant behaviour. There might be several sources, 
like habit or the following of a social norm. Finding reasons and causes for 
past compliance behaviour could form another line of research for future 
studies, and longitudinal studies might be helpful in this respect.

Conclusions

The main conclusion of the present study is that various aspects of eval-
uation of the government and its actions in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic (like the perceived benevolence, integrity, and competence of the 
government, the evaluation of specific governmental actions during the pan-
demic, and the overall trust in the government) are highly interrelated and 
may be seen as different expressions of political trust. Hence political trust 
in government plays a substantial role in predicting readiness to comply 
with governmental restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic, adding pre-
dictive power to the previous behaviour in following restrictions in the past.
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