Humanities & Social Sciences

Communications

ARTICLE B creck o vesatn
https://doi.org/10.1057/541599-021-00850-6 OPEN

Changes in political trust in Britain during the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020: integrated public
opinion evidence and implications

Ben Davies® !, Fanny Lalot® ', Linus Peitz!, Maria S. Heering® !, Hilal Ozkececi® ', Jacinta Babaian® ',
Kaya Davies Hayon® 2, Jo Broadwood® 2 & Dominic Abrams® 1™

In this paper, we document changes in political trust in the UK throughout 2020 so as to
consider wider implications for the ongoing handling of the COVID-19 pandemic. We ana-
lysed data from 18 survey organisations with measures on political trust (general, leadership,
and COVID-19-related) spanning the period December 2019-October 2020. We examined
the percentage of trust and distrust across time, identifying where significant changes
coincide with national events. Levels of political trust were low following the 2019 UK General
Election. They rose at the onset of UK lockdown imposed in March 2020 but showed
persistent gradual decline throughout the remainder of the year, falling to pre-COVID levels
by October 2020. Inability to sustain the elevated political trust achieved at the onset of the
pandemic is likely to have made the management of public confidence and behaviour
increasingly challenging, pointing to the need for strategies to sustain trust levels when
handling future crises.
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Introduction

t the time of writing, the coronavirus pandemic has

claimed over 3 million lives globally. In the UK alone, at

least 127,000 lives were lost. If the crisis is primarily a
health crisis, it has also proved to be a political one. Indeed, the
urgent and global nature of the pandemic has forced governments
worldwide to take action and impose a wide range of measures on
their population, often impeding constitutional rights and indi-
vidual freedoms under the State of Emergency. The pandemic has
hence tested the relationships between citizens and governments,
sometimes exacerbating political and social tensions.

In this context, political trust has emerged as a key factor in
people’s relation to the state, their acceptance of governmental
measures, and ultimately their compliance with many restrictions.
In the past year, a considerable amount of research has shown
that political trust was positively associated with compliance with
COVID-19 government restrictions (see e.g., Devine et al., 2020,
for an early review of the literature). Most of this research has
focused on measures of political trust at single points in time,
providing snapshots of the situation but not addressing how
political trust might have changed throughout the crisis. More-
over, research tracking changes in political trust often relies on
yearly or even less-frequent surveys (e.g., Pew Research Center,
General Social Survey, European Social Survey; see Citrin and
Stoker, 2018). These can identify trends over the years and dec-
ades, but they do not capture more granular, shorter-term,
changes in trust. Given that political trust can move quite quickly
in times of crisis (Hasel, 2013; Hetherington and Nelson, 2003;
Hunt et al, 1999), and given the rapid political responses to
changing COVID-19 rates, it is valuable to understand how
political trust is affected in a more compressed and dynamic
timeframe.

The present paper integrates multiple sources of quantitative
evidence to establish the progression in levels of political trust at a
more granular level over the course of 2020. Taken together, and
in light of previous theory and findings, this survey evidence can
be used to consider how levels of trust change in response to
national events, their natural trajectory over time, and what
implications these changes in the trust may have for future
management of the coronavirus and other pandemic events.

Political trust

Political trust refers to the confidence people have in their gov-
ernment, and the extent to which they see their government as
trustworthy, credible, fair, and competent (Levi and Stoker, 2000).
Political trust is an evaluative attitude held by a citizen towards
their political system or agents, with several components con-
tributing to the overall evaluation, notably technical competence
or success, ethical and fair conduct, and perceived congruence
with citizens’ best interest (Bertsou, 2019; see also Citrin and
Stoker, 2018). Relatedly, it is rather unsurprising to observe a link
between political trust and political partisanship, trust usually
being higher for citizens sharing a common identity (Tyler and
Degoey, 1995) and party affiliation with the leadership (e.g.,
Hooghe and Oser, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2010). However,
political trust cannot be reduced to partisanship. Partisans may
become disappointed with their government’s performance or
latest policy decisions; and contrariwise, nonpartisans may still
judge that their government acts in a competent or ethical
manner even if they disagree on specific policy decisions (Citrin
and Stoker, 2018).

Historically, political institutions and Members of Parliament
or similar representatives, tend to be distrusted rather than
trusted (Full Fact, 2019). People in the UK typically feel unre-
presented by the UK government in Westminster (Electoral

2

Reform Society, 2019). One reason, as stated above, is that
citizens who do not share a common social identity with a
government (different party affiliation) tend to trust it less so
that a significant portion of the population is likely to distrust
any contemporaneous government. However, political trust has
also generally been on the decline in some countries for several
decades (including the USA and the UK, Curtice et al., 2020),
which scholars have linked to the resurgence of political scan-
dals and the prominence of cynical messages about politicians
in mainstream media (Citrin and Stoker, 2018; Levi and Stoker,
2000).

Political trust during crises

Several psychological mechanisms suggest that in periods of
crisis, people look to their government and political leadership
for guidance and this, temporarily, increases political trust. The
first mechanism relates to a human need for control in an
uncertain and ever-changing world. To address this fundamental
need, individuals develop subjective impressions of control that
do not necessarily correspond to an objective reality (Langer,
1975) but can be psychologically sufficient to restore a sense of
control—regardless of their actual degree of control on the
situation (Dubois, 1987). Importantly, subjective control includes
perceptions of both one’s own control and that of close others. In
this respect, especially during a global crisis when individual
means of action are drastically reduced, feeling psychologically
close to a leadership figure—perceived as exerting greater control
over the situation (Kay et al, 2008)—can help indirectly
restoring people’s subjective sense of control (Rothbaum et al.,
1982). Consequently, people’s need for control is met vicariously
by the authorities, and this bolsters people’s trust in those
authorities’ capacities and competence to manage the situation
(Albertson and Gadarian, 2015).

A second mechanism is that being collectively affected by a
common situation generates a feeling of common fate, which
reinforces favourable impressions of other members of the group
(Rabbie and Horwitz, 1969). This increases trust and cooperation
within the group to address the crisis situation (Kramer and
Brewer, 1984), which benefits the group leaders just as well as
other members (see also Abrams et al., 2018; Hogg, 2001).

Finally, in challenging times individuals tend to seek social
support from close others (Collins and Feeney, 2000). Scholars
have suggested that in a similar manner, citizens seek the sup-
port of authority figures (or leaders) in times of crisis, just as
children would turn to their parents (Kets de Vries et al., 2004).
As Hasel puts it, individuals “look to their leaders for actions,
solutions to the crisis, and for explanations that will help them
to interpret and respond to perceived threats and uncertainties”
(Hasel, 2013, p. 265).

Outside of psychology, this effect has mostly been studied as a
phenomenon of ‘rallying-round-the-flag’. First proposed by
Mueller (1970), the rally effect represents “the sudden and sub-
stantial increase in public approval of the president [or other
political leading figure] that occurs in response to certain kinds of
dramatic international events involving the country” (Hether-
ington and Nelson, 2003). Accordingly, a specific set of causes
seems necessary for the rally effect to appear: the emergence of a
(1) international event that (2) directly involves one’s country and
(3) is “specific, dramatic, and sharply focused” (Hetherington and
Nelson, 2003; Lee, 1977; Mueller, 1970). Congruent with the
above-suggested mechanisms, explanations for the rally effect
include that “when feeling vulnerable and under threat, citizens
put their trust in political leaders and authorities to protect them”
and that “patriotic feelings led the public to view the incumbent
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as the focus of national unity, leading to greater support as citi-
zens set aside their partisan biases” (Jennings, 2020).

Consequently, in periods of crisis people more readily accept
various measures from political leaders, including stringent
restrictions on their personal freedom. Evidence also shows that
people prefer more authoritative and action-focused leadership,
much more so than in ‘normal’ times (Hunt et al., 1999).

Yet, the question remains as to how enduring the rally effect
might be. During a prolonged crisis, the public is likely to start
scrutinising the actions of the government more closely and
evaluate how well or badly these have helped to address the crisis.
Past work has noted that presidential approval, surging in the
aftermath of a crisis, most often dropped to the pre-crisis level in
a matter of months (Mueller, 1970). It also seems that the
reluctance from the opposition to criticise national leadership
decisions helps sustain the rally effect (Hetherington and Nelson,
2003). Hence, one can expect the crisis-induced boost in political
trust to last longer when the leadership actions are seemingly
appropriate and efficient, both in terms of objective performance
and subjective perception by the public, relayed by the opposition
and the media.

Why does political trust matter during the COVID-19 crisis?
The prior evidence suggests that political trust should show some
marked changes during the first months of the COVID-19 pan-
demic; but how much should these changes matter? The literature
has documented a number of consequences of political trust for
citizens’ behaviour, including institutionalised (e.g., voting,
Hooghe and Marien, 2013) and non-institutionalised engagement
(e.g., demonstrating, Kaase, 1999; see Citrin and Stoker, 2018;
Levi and Stoker, 2000, for reviews). Particularly relevant for the
COVID-19 pandemic are earlier findings that individuals who
trust their political institutions are more likely to follow rules and
regulations imposed by their government (Levi and Stoker, 2000;
Marien and Hooghe, 2011), especially amongst individuals who
do not perceive regulations to be in their own personal interest
(Rudolph and Evans, 2005). Early evidence seemed to confirm
that political trust is associated with compliance with different
COVID-19 restrictions and guidelines: Several large-scale inter-
national surveys found positive associations between political
trust at the individual level and the adoption of health-protective
behaviour (Han et al., 2021; Pagliaro et al., 2021; see also Devine
et al,, 2020, for an early review of the literature) and others found
the same association at the regional or country-level (Bargain and
Aminjonov, 2020; but see Woelfert and Kunst, 2020). Some evi-
dence also indicates that political trust is especially important to
motivate compliance amongst people who feel less concerned
about the consequences of the pandemic for themselves and
others (Lalot et al., 2021).

Overview of the present research

Considering that political trust can change quickly in times of
crisis, and plays a vital role in shaping relations between citizens
and the state and influencing the behaviour of the former, we aim
here to document the variations in political trust from the UK
population during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Public political trust has been measured in different ways, at
different times, and by different surveys. Consequently, evidence
from different surveys is rarely directly comparable. To our
knowledge, there has been no prior effort to integrate numerous
sources of survey evidence on trust and distrust during the
pandemic. Furthermore, there is no comprehensive account of
changes in trust at multiple points within the same 12-month
window to document the stability or variability in levels as a more
continuous process in the context of the changing features of this

national crisis. To address this significant lacuna (multiple
sources and multiple time points) we tracked and integrated the
forms of political trust and distrust measured most consistently
across different social surveys in Great Britain over the course of
2020. This enabled us to provide as robust as possible a map of
the evolution of trust across stages of the coronavirus pandemic
and to comment on the implications that these trajectories may
have for the future.

Forms of political trust. The surveys included in our analyses
had predominantly measured three forms of political trust: gen-
eral trust in the government, trust in national political leadership
(i.e, the UK Prime Minister), and trust in the government’s
endeavour to handle the pandemic. As noted by several scholars,
political trust (or distrust) can be directed towards different
objects, either the political system in its entirety or specific
components of it (e.g., Bertsou, 2019). Over time, (dis)trust seems
to spill over from one political object to the others, in a virtuous/
vicious circle dynamic. Indeed, long-lasting dissatisfaction over
consecutive leaders is likely to transform into a general distrust of
the system (and vice-versa). Yet, specific components of trust
might sit at different levels, especially in the case of novel and
rapidly changing contexts such as the pandemic, requiring the
government to take unprecedent measures and impose new
restrictions on its citizens. Accordingly, we chose to examine
changes in the three forms of political trust separately.

Political trust, distrust, and mistrust. An ongoing debate in the
literature concerns the relationship between political trust and
distrust, with strong voices arguing that distrust does not merely
represent a lack of trust but forms a distinct and orthogonal
concept (Bertsou, 2019). Others have highlighted the differences
between distrust and mistrust, the former representing a strong
and settled belief in the untrustworthiness of the government and
the latter reflecting doubt and scepticism (Citrin and Stoker,
2018). The issue becomes even more complicated when it comes
to measurement, with some instruments assessing (lack of) trust
and distrust on separate scales, and others assessing them toge-
ther as the opposite endpoints of a continuum (mistrust hence
being represented as the midpoint of the scale). The data con-
sidered in the present paper similarly showed some variations in
measurement. However, most items adopted the continuum
approach—ranging from strong distrust to strong trust. The
middle point (when present) was differently labelled as neutral,
unsure, or neither trust nor distrust. It, therefore, represented a
variety of mixed opinions, but not necessarily mistrust. Conse-
quently, we focused our analyses on the directional points of the
scales which we defined as distrust and trust and did not seek to
define or interpret responses on the middle point.

Key time points. Based on past literature on political trust and
distrust as well as early work in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, we identified two time points that could prove key in
the evolution of trust in the UK during the year 2020. The first
was the introduction of the first lockdown in March 2020
(announced by the Prime Minister on 23 March and imple-
mented on 26 March). As citizens seem to show an appetite for
strong leadership measures in times of crisis (Hasel, 2013; Hunt
et al, 1999), it seems reasonable to expect that leadership
approval and political trust would increase after such strong
measure has come into force. Recent data support this view,
showing with pre-post comparisons that general trust in gov-
ernment, vote intentions for the leading party, and even satis-
faction with democracy increased after the start of a national
lockdown across 15 European countries (Bol et al., 2021)—this is
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particularly noteworthy given that lockdown measures often
bypassed democratic procedures and severely limited constitu-
tional rights (see also Oude Groeniger et al., 2021). Accordingly,
we expected political trust to increase right after the start of the
first lockdown in March 2020.

The second key time point in the UK was the so-called
Dominic Cummings scandal, which emerged in late May 2020. At
the time of the scandal, Dominic Cummings was a senior adviser
to the Prime Minister. On 22 May 2020, several British
newspapers published details on how Mr. Cummings had
breached lockdown rules, travelling more than 400km (260
miles) to a family estate with his child and wife who had COVID-
19 symptoms (Weaver, 2020). Cummings neither apologised nor
resigned after the case was made public and went as far as saying
he did not regret his actions. He was largely defended in his
position by the UK government, which triggered public outrage
and media condemnation. Scholars suggested that this breach of
the rules, failure to apologise, and support by the government,
undermined the credibility of government guidance around
COVID-19 (Mahase, 2020) and damaged public confidence
(Fancourt et al,, 2020). With respect to these early findings, we
also expected political trust to decrease following the media
coverage of the Cummings scandal from 22 May 2020.

These two key time points served as a basis to determine which
statistical models were likely to best fit the data. Specifically, we
expected political trust to show a nonlinear effect across all of
2020, with an increase appearing around the time of the
introduction of the first lockdown (March 2020), relative
stabilisation of higher trust from March to May (ie., rally-
round-the-flag), then a decrease of trust from May onwards,
following the Dominic Cummings scandal. To test this latter
effect more specifically, we also tested for a linear trend starting
from May 2020 onwards.

Methods

Data collection. To identify evidence from relevant social surveys
we began by contacting as many survey research organisations
and research funders as we were able to. We also scanned news
reports and other sources to identify all possible candidates that
could provide data sources for this review. Some organisations
that held potentially relevant data were not in a position to release
it to us for inclusion. However, we believe that the range of
sources that we were able to include was reasonably compre-
hensive so that any data sources that were missed would be
unlikely to alter the conclusions of our analysis. Once the data
sources had been identified we examined all relevant measures of
trust that had been measured within the UK spanning the period
December 2019 to October 2020. We identified 18 different
survey sources with relevant measures (see survey details in
Appendix 1).

Specifically and as briefly outlined above, we identified
measures of general political trust (ie., level of trust that
respondents generically have in the government; example item:
“Could you indicate the amount of trust you have in the
government?”), trust in national political leadership (i.e., specific
trust in the UK Prime Minister, Boris Johnson; example item:
“How much do you think Boris Johnson is a leader that can be
trusted?”), and trust in the government’s effort to handle the
coronavirus outbreak (example item: “To what extent do you
think the UK Government is handling the COVID-19 response
well or badly?”). Whereas the general political trust measures
implicitly focus on a basket of aspects such as moral probity,
benign intent and so forth, these more specific measures of
COVID-19 related trust focus on the competence and technical
capacity of government. While one might expect the general and
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specific measures to be closely related it is plausible that
judgements of competence might reflect and respond to external
events differently (see Bertsou, 2019; Citrin and Stoker, 2018).
Across surveys and time, the evidence involves nearly a quarter of
a million (240,517) respondents.

Statistical analysis. The various surveys employed differing
methodology and sampling techniques, ranging from longitudinal
representative samples to snapshot convenience samples. Differ-
ent surveys were fielded at different time points and the data
collection periods for some surveys spanned more than one week.
Before turning to the main analyses, we, therefore, conducted a
feasibility analysis on a new small sample of British participants
(N =400). This analysis established the set of items measuring
general political trust, trust in national leadership, and COVID-19
related trust that could meaningfully be compared across surveys.
It also established a procedure for scoring these in ways that
maximised comparability of estimates of endorsement of each
valence of response. In summary, we plot the percentage of
respondents who expressed either trust or distrust on whichever
measure was used in each survey (Citrin and Stoker, 2018). All
details are reported in Appendix 2 and a full list of the different
items used across surveys is available in Appendix 3.

Where possible, for each survey source, data were logged by a
week of the year. Where data from multiple surveys were
available for the same week, scores were aggregated (weighted by
sample size). We noted low sample sizes for some weeks within
some surveys. To avoid the use of potentially unreliable data, data
were included in the analyses only when (across all sources) data
were available for 100 or more respondents for any given week.
For all measures, we document both levels of trust and levels of
distrust.

For each measure, we fit several polynomial regression models
to the data to assess the best fitting trend across time. A higher
degree polynomial was included in the final regression model
based on significant improvement of model fit. Firstly, for each
measure we fit the regression model across the entire December
2019—October 2020 time span. Secondly, based on expectations
and evidence that public trust declined following Dominic
Cummings’ breaking of lockdown rules in May 2020, we
additionally fit regression models for each measure assessing
the trends in trust and distrust specifically from May 2020—
October 2020. In doing so, we extend previous research by
establishing whether this identified decline in trust is linear or
curvilinear.

Results

General political trust. As displayed in Fig. 1, levels of general
political trust in the UK were low immediately following the
highly divisive, Brexit-focused, General Election (December
2019). At that time only 20% of respondents trusted the Gov-
ernment, and a clear majority (60%) distrusted the Government.
As lockdown commenced (23 March 2020) there was a slight
elevation in trust, accompanied by a clear reduction of distrust,
which fluctuated between 25 and 35% during the initial months
of the lockdown. At the start of May 2020, for the first and only
time during 2020, the percentage of respondents that trusted the
government exceeded the percentage that distrusted the
government.

The Dominic Cummings scandal was then reported by the
press on 22 May and there followed a sharp increase in general
political distrust in the month of May, reaching 65% by the end of
June 2020. From that point onwards, levels of general political
trust remained relatively stable, but an increased proportion of
respondents shifted from neutrality to distrust. With slight
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Change in political trust and distrust
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Fig. 1 Change in political trust and distrust from December 2019 to October 2020. Notes. Trend lines for the full-time period are displayed in black and
trend lines for the post-Cummings period of May 2020 onwards are displayed in purple. The key events for the first UK lockdown and the Dominic
Cummings scandal are displayed. Other labelled events are to provide additional contextual information but are not necessarily related to changes in trust.

variations, levels of political trust and distrust reverted to the pre-
pandemic levels observed in February 2020 such that by
September 2020, only 23% of respondents indicated trust in
government.

Considering trust and distrust separately (see Fig. 1), across the
entire year the relationship between time and trust is best fit by a
quartic polynomial model, F(4, 24) = 6.03, p=.002, R?= .50,
y=26.18 4 2.64x - 19.92x% - 4.33x3 + 15.85x*. Inclusion of the
quartic term significantly improved the model fit relative to the
cubic, AR? = .19, F(1, 24) = 8.99, p = .006, quadratic, AR? = .20,
F(2, 24)=4.83, p=.017, and linear models, AR?= .49, F(3,
24) =7.96, p <.001. The quartic and quadratic coefficients were
significant in the final model (p, <.01).

For political distrust, a quartic polynomial model also provided
the best fit, F(4, 24) = 6.90, p <.001, R = .54, y = 52.71 - 1.97x +
37.90x% + 6.96x% - 38.57x*. Inclusion of the quartic term signifi-
cantly improved the model fit relative to the cubic, AR? = .27,
F(1, 24) = 13.80, p = .001, quadratic, AR? = .28, F(2, 24) = 7.13,
p =.004, and linear models, AR? = .53, F(3, 24) = 9.19, p <.001.
The quartic and quadratic coefficients were significant in the final
model (p;=.001). The quartic models for trust and distrust
indicate that a curvilinear trend with three turning points
provided the best fit to the data. As seen in Fig. 1, these turning
points are visibly defined by the rising level of trust (and falling
level of distrust) from December 2019 to March 2020, a reverse
from increasing to decreasing levels of trust, and from decreasing
to increasing levels of distrust, in the latter weeks of May 2020,
and the slight increase in trust and decrease in distrust at the end
of September 2020.

Focusing only on the post-Cummings period, from May 2020
onwards, trust is best fit by a linear model, F(1, 15)=13.14,
p=.002, R2=47, y=27.11-18.86x. Distrust is fit by a
quadratic polynomial model, F(2, 14)=24.58, p<.001,
R2=.78, y=51.05+ 43.06x-28.40x2. The addition of the
quadratic term provided a significantly better fit than the linear
model, AR?=.24, F(1, 14) =14.90, p=.002. Both linear and
quadratic coefficients were significant in the final model (ps < .01).
The quadratic model indicates that a curvilinear trend with one
turning point provided the best fit to the distrust data in the post-
Cummings period. In other words, from May 2020 trust has
decreased linearly, while distrust rose from May until August
2020, at which point it remained stable with a slight decrease in
September.

Trust in national political leadership. Levels of trust in UK
Prime Minister Boris Johnson were at a low point following the
2019 General Election, with only 28% of respondents indicating
they trusted Boris Johnson at the end of December, and 57%
indicating they distrusted him (see Fig. 2). However, following the
introduction of the first lockdown in March, trust had risen
substantially to 49%. Levels of distrust concomitantly had fallen
to 14%. This was the only time point during 2020 at which levels
of trust surpassed those of distrust—showing a typical rally-
round-the-flag effect. From April onwards there was a general
decline in trust in Boris Johnson, accompanied by a matching
incline in distrust throughout the rest of the year. By October
2020, levels of trust in Boris Johnson had reverted to the levels
observed at the beginning of the year, with 24% of respondents
indicating they trusted Boris Johnson and 57% indicating they
distrusted him.

A quartic polynomial model provided a significant fit for trust,
F(4,21)=6.77, p=.001, R> = .56, y = 29.76 - 12.70x - 21.79x* +
6.10x3 + 14.96x* Inclusion of the quartic term significantly
improved model fit relative to the cubic, AR?2=.14, F(I,
21)=6.76, p=.017, quadratic, AR2=.16, F(2, 21)=3.94,
p=.035 and linear models, AR?2= 46, F(3, 21)=741,
p=.001. Quartic, quadratic and linear coefficients were sig-
nificant in the final model (ps <.05). The quartic model indicates
that a curvilinear trend with three turning points best fit the trust
data, as shown in Fig. 2. As with the general political trust
measure, these turning points are characterised by increasing
levels of trust from December 2019 to March 2020, decreased
levels from May 2020, and slightly increased levels in
September 2020.

For distrust, a quadratic model provided the best fit, F(2,
23) =6.17, p=.007, R2 = .35, y = 49.86 + 20.41x + 33.81x2. The
inclusion of the quadratic term provided a significantly better fit
than the linear model, AR? = .26, F(1, 23) = 9.04, p = .006. Only
the quadratic coefficient was significant in the final model
(p =.006). The quadratic model indicates that a curvilinear trend
with one turning point provided the best fit to the data,
characterised by a reversal from decreasing to increasing levels
of distrust between April and May 2020.

From May 2020 onwards, a linear line provided the best fit for
trust in Boris Johnson, F(1, 13)=14.74, p=.002, R?>=.53,
y=2692-14.43x. For distrust, a quadratic model, F(2,
12)=11.84, p=.001, R?=.66, y=55.32+ 15.83x-8.45x2,
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Fig. 2 Change in trust and distrust in Boris Johnson from December 2019 to October 2020. Notes. Trend lines for the full-time period are displayed in
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continued to provide a better fit than a linear model, AR? = .14,
F(1, 12) = 5.25, p = .041. Both linear and quadratic coefficients in
the final model were significant (ps <.05). These models suggest
that trust in national political leadership linearly fell from May
onwards, whereas a curvilinear trend with one turning point best
fit distrust in national political leadership. This was characterised
by the stabilising and slightly decreasing levels of distrust
occurring between September and October 2020.

COVID-19 related trust. The first available measures of COVID-
19 related trust in the UK (trust specifically in the government’s
handling of the pandemic) date from March 2020, immediately
after the first confirmed COVID-19 death in the country. From
that point on there were growing calls by scientists, opposition
parties and media commentators to introduce a lockdown.'

As shown in Fig. 3, levels of trust in COVID-19 measures were
initially high and fluctuated between 48% and a peak of 60% during
the first month of lockdown (April). However, in line with general
political trust, there was a gradual linear decline in COVID-19
related trust from May 2020 onwards, with small fluctuations but a
general downward trend for the rest of the year. By October 2020,
levels of COVID-19 related trust had fallen to 25%.

Distrust in COVID measures was at its minimum immediately
following the lockdown in March but then showed a linear rise
from May onwards, again with some fluctuations. Distrust began
to level out from September and had reached 68% in October
2020. Notably, the fluctuation in distrust is much larger than that
of trust, suggesting that people feel more consistent in their level
of trust, with distrust being more volatile.

A linear model provided the best fit for COVID-19 related
trust, F(1, 38) =171.00, p<.001, R?=.82, y=36.35-52.77x.
This indicates that COVID-19 related trust linearly fell from
March 2020 to October 2020. For distrust, a quadratic polynomial
model provided the best fit, F(2, 37) = 46.5, p<.001, R?=.72,
y=153.25+73.22x - 19.73x%. Inclusion of the quadratic term
provided a significantly better fit than the linear model,
AR? = .05, F(1, 37) =6.29, p=.017. Both linear and quadratic
coefficients were significant in the final model (ps<.01). The
quadratic model suggests that a curvilinear trend with one
turning point best fit the COVID-19 related distrust data,
characterised by a linear incline that begins to stabilise in July
and slightly decrease in October 2020.

From May onwards, a linear line continued to provide the best
fit for COVID-19 related trust, F(1, 31)=70.28, p<.001,
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R%?=.69, y=132.95 — 27.51x, p <.001. For distrust, a linear line
provided the best fit from May onwards, F(1, 31)=19.25,
p<.001, R?=.38, y=>58.52+29.54x, p<.00l. These models
suggest that COVID-19 related trust linearly fell from May 2020,
whilst COVID-19 related distrust linearly increased.

Discussion

With data from over 240,000 respondents, we have documented
the trends in political trust and distrust across the first year of the
coronavirus pandemic in the UK. In line with previous research
(e.g., Full Fact, 2019), pre-COVID general political trust levels in
the UK were generally low, perhaps entrenched through the years
of the EU referendum and subsequent Brexit. Yet this situation is
neither inevitable nor permanent. In line with past research and
theory on trust in response to crises and more specifically the
rally-round-the-flag effect, all three measures of trust revealed
substantial rises at the onset of the UK’s lockdown response to the
pandemic (see Bol et al. 2021; Hasel, 2013; Oude Groeniger et al.,
2021). Across measures, methods and samples, levels of trust
remained high in the month period following lockdown. How-
ever, they then revealed a gradual, and often linear, decline for the
remainder of the year.

Reinforcing others’ findings, we also found evidence that the
Dominic Cummings’ scandal might have precipitated the decline
in trust from May 2020 onwards (Fancourt et al., 2020; Mahase,
2020). The three measures (general political trust, trust in
national political leadership, and COVID-19 specific trust) fol-
lowed the same upwards then downwards trend. This supports
the view that specific forms of trust (and distrust), although
conceptually distinct, show a spill-over effect, feeding into one
another (Bertsou, 2019). Yet, there were also some notable dif-
ferences in the exact timing of the changes across measures.
Specifically, it was trust in national political leadership (in Prime
Minister Boris Johnson) that showed the sharpest increase fol-
lowing the introduction of lockdown, which suggests that the
rally-round-the-flag effect manifests itself first at the level of the
leadership figure (considered elsewhere as presidential approval
or popularity, e.g., Lee, 1977; Mueller, 1970) before translating
into an increase in general political trust (Hetherington and
Nelson, 2003).

In sum, the data supported the notion of people ‘rallying
round’ the leadership figure in times of crisis, granting trust and
supporting strong governmental measures. Yet, it also showed
that this coming-together effect was short-lived in the UK, likely
precipitated by the persisting nature of the pandemic with cases
and deaths increasing with time, active criticism of government
decisions by the opposition and the media, and at one point the
breach of rules by a prominent senior political figure—the
Dominic Cummings scandal. It is unlikely that the specific trust
level was determined solely by that episode, but the change in the
trajectory of trust is consistent with other evidence on people’s
reactions more generally when leaders breach not just legal but
moral contracts with their groups (Abrams et al., 2014). Research
on leadership shows that people are more responsive to and more
supportive of leaders that they perceive to be representative of the
group (e.g., the country), embodying its values and interests
(Hogg, 2001). Events and behaviour that imply ‘one rule for
them, another rule for us’ therefore inevitably present a barrier to
trust in government.

Implications. Although the wider and more protracted impacts
of this pandemic may be yet to reveal themselves (British
Academy, 2021a, 2021b), the initial trust dividend that may have
facilitated collective resilience through the first lockdown appears
to have all but evaporated. Initial confirmation of predictions

derived from past theory and research on responses to crises is
scientifically reassuring. But this evidence points to the scale of
the ensuing challenge posed by the waning of the crisis-induced
trust that people placed in the government at the start of the
pandemic. For example, it seems that scope to regenerate trust in
the face of a further crisis (e.g., new variants of coronavirus) or
protracted restrictions (e.g., while awaiting deployment of vac-
cines), or new emergencies, may be weakened if people feel ‘once
bitten twice shy’ when they reflect on 2020.

Beyond the immediate problem of re-securing trust, the short
time span of enhanced trust has wider implications for the design
and implementation of governmental responses to crisis events.
Research has long shown that trust positively predicts compliance
with government guidelines and restrictions (Citrin and Stoker,
2018; Levi and Stoker, 2000; Marien and Hooghe, 2011; Rudolph
and Evans, 2005; Tyler, 2001, 2006) including those relating to
coronavirus (Bargain and Aminjonov, 2020; Devine et al., 2020;
Han et al,, 2021; Lalot, Heering, et al., 2021; Pagliaro et al.,, 2021;
Travaglino and Moon, 2021), as well as previous pandemics (Blair
et al,, 2017; see also Siegrist and Zingg, 2014)—although some
have noted that trust can backfire if it leads to citizens to
underestimate the actual level of risks (Wong and Jensen, 2020).
It hence seems that heightened political trust (combined with a
reasonable degree of concern or realism in the face of the risks,
Lalot et al.,, 2021) is desirable for all parties involved. Beyond
compliance with short-term restrictions, trust is likely to play a
key role in citizens’ support for/opposition to various other
measures as countries work their way out of the pandemic.
Personal vaccination intentions (or “vaccine hesitancy”) are likely
to be impacted by trust (Lalot et al., 2021) and so are attitudes
towards vaccine (or immunity) passports (Abrams et al., 2021).

The question then arises of whether that initially elevated trust
could have been better entrained and used, and whether there are
specific ways in which that might be achieved in the event of a
future pandemic or other crisis. If such events create a narrow
window in which to capitalise on elevated public trust, the
opportunity needs to be seized quickly and with a well-prepared
plan of action (Baum et al, 2009; Siegrist and Zingg, 2014).
Whether by accident, design or scheduling, changes of govern-
ment or leadership may be prime opportunities to revitalise such
trust and bolster the efficacy of public health initiatives.

It is possible that trust is highly labile in response to particular
events or information, and so could go up as rapidly as it goes
down. Alternatively, given the historical ebbs and flows in trust in
response to crises, it could be argued that short-term peaks of
crisis-induced trust are predictable and inevitable but are well
beyond any political or policy leverage. Such peaks may simply
reflect people’s natural needs and motivation for certainty and
structure during crises. As things become clearer or more
predictable people’s need to trust authority wanes. But even if
dividends in the political trust are short-lived, the case for
effective government action to respond to people’s underlying
needs and motivations remains clear. For example, had the UK
government delayed lockdown or continued with a more laissez-
faire approach during April 2020, we might have witnessed both
higher infection rates and also a much more rapid loss of trust
that would have compounded subsequent challenges of securing
and coordinating public cooperation as the pandemic re-ignited
later in the year.

Limitations and future directions. In the present analysis we
sought to capture trust and distrust levels across multiple surveys
that used different data collection methods and different mea-
surement methods, such as item wording and scale ranges. We
first conducted independent analyses to ensure comparability
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across measures, and this resulted in a simplified data structure
(see Appendices 2 and 3). We recognise that this simplification
increases the unexplained variability but factor analytic assess-
ment does provide confidence that interpretation of these dif-
ferent data sources is not compromised by the wording and scalar
differences in measurement. We additionally note that, due to the
variability in the labelling or even presence of a ‘neutral’ scale
point between surveys, our analysis focuses specifically on trust
and distrust. Consequently, our analysis cannot speak with pre-
cision to whether changes in average levels of trust or distrust
arise because individuals shift directly between trust or distrust,
or because they have shifted from neutral positions.

Trust may be attached differently to different levels of political
representation (e.g., local versus national). The available data
enabled us to assess only the three forms that had been measured
consistently across sources. These encompass the most relevant
domains of political trust at a general level, and therefore embody
but might mask what might be inferred from more nuanced
measures. Specific details of trust in particular government
institutions, in health authorities or in local leadership might be
reflected in particular spheres that reveal greater or lesser
influence and compliance. Unfortunately, these specificities have
been measured infrequently or only by few surveys.

Finally, although the present data focus on trust in the UK and
will reflect a timeline of events that is specific to the UK, similar
social and psychological processes should underlie changes in
levels of trust in other countries and contexts in response to their
own handling of the pandemic. The UK’s pre-pandemic levels of
political trust were already far from optimal following the
culmination of an extremely rancorous period in the UK’s
political and economic history, namely a decade of austerity
followed by Brexit. Similar conditions prevailed in other countries
but for different reasons and point to the broader question of
whether and how such low levels of political trust can be
sufficient for effective government.

Conclusions

Beyond the most immediate challenge of distributing vaccines,
many countries face substantial difficulties ahead in other spheres
such as rising unemployment and homelessness, tax rises and
longer-term damage to health and education (British Academy,
2021a, 2021b). If these are accompanied by a continuing down-
ward trajectory in political trust, there may be a point at which
the absence of trust itself constitutes a crisis. Government and
local authorities will need to communicate regularly and effec-
tively to address people’s concerns and uncertainties in these
areas. Trust plays a critical role because effective communication
depends on the relationship between senders and receivers. It is
likely to be achievable only if people have sufficient trust in the
political system as a whole and leadership in particular. The
present evidence shows there are circumstances and conditions in
which political trust rapidly increases. This suggests that oppor-
tunities remain open to build political trust at multiple levels,
from national to hyperlocal, as part of efforts to respond to the
difficult years ahead.

Data availability

The datasets generated analysed during this study are not publicly
available given that not all organisations gave their consent for
public use of the data they shared with the authors. Data are
available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
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Note

1 See for example the petition demanding the implementation of a UK lockdown, which
gathered 400,000 signatures in just a few hours (https://petition.parliament.uk/
petitions/301397).
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