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Abstract: Social trust has been found to be an important factor in political participation, although this relationship may be 

dependent upon context. For instance, political views may be influenced by the groups with whom that trust is formed. Prior 

work has pointed to the importance of social trust in predicting behaviors related to COVID-19 as well as rates of transmission 

and containment. Leveraging data from the 2020 American National Election Study, the relationship between interpersonal trust 

and COVID-19 opinions in the United States is examined, specifically looking at views on state and federal COVID-19 

responses, belief in vaccines and hydroxychloroquine, feelings towards Dr. Anthony Fauci, and the belief that COVID-19 was 

developed in a lab. In addition to Republicans and conservatives, as expected, being more skeptical of COVID-19 restrictions 

and treatments, interpersonal trust is found to be associated with attitudes that both might be expected to mitigate as well as 

exacerbate COIVD-19 transmission. Further, the effects of interpersonal trust on COVID-19 attitudes are shown to be filtered 

through a partisan lens, with differing effects of personal trust for Democratic and Republican party identifiers. Such findings 

add complexity to the role that social trust plays in political and social behaviors in the context of a pandemic. 
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1. Introduction 

Trust has long been an important concept in discussions of 

political participation and behavior. A positive relationship 

exists between, among other things, interpersonal trust and 

direct political action [1]. Low-trust individuals may decline 

to participate in politics when faced with a hostile social 

network [2]. The relationship between trust and political 

behavior is highly context-dependent, such that, for example, 

the link between individual-level trust and voting behavior is 

dependent upon aggregate societal trust [3]. Political trust, 

meanwhile, has been shown to be positively linked to 

institutionalized participation, but negatively linked to 

non-institutionalized participation [4]. 

Just as it has been tied to general political participation, trust 

may be linked to views on COVID-19. Increased social trust may 

indicate a willingness to help others in society [5]. Globally, 

measures of trust in government and interpersonal trust are 

associated with lower COVID infection rates [6]. High-trust 

regions in Europe were shown to decrease non-essential travel 

more than low-trust regions [7]. Increased social trust may be 

related to both a faster neutralization of COVID-19 but also to 

faster initial transmission [8]. Research specific to South Korea 

demonstrated the changing nature of trust during the pandemic, 

with improving trust in central and local governments being 

associated with proactive responses to the pandemic [9]. Goldstein 

and Wiedemann [5] find that a gap in compliance with 

stay-at-home orders between Democratic and Republican locales 

in the United States was exacerbated by social capital, with higher 

social capital increasing compliance for Democratic counties and 

noncompliance for Republican counties. That said, their approach 

is limited to the use of aggregate behavioral data. Woelfert and 

Kunst [10] argue that social trust can have both positive and 

negative associations with social distancing, as trusting people 

may engage in COVID prevention measures that may be 

considered altruistic behaviors but also have more social 

interactions than less-trusting individuals. Social trust has even 

been shown to influence the stock market during the COVID-19 

pandemic, with lower market volatility in high-trust countries [11]. 

Firms headquartered in high social trust US states were shown to 

perform better than those in low social trust states during the crisis 

[12]. Specific to the COVID-19 vaccine, political trust has been 
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shown to be correlated with vaccine hesitancy [13]. 

The influence of trust on political behavior should be 

expected to be moderated by those with whom that trust is 

formed. Polarization on climate change attitudes, for example, 

may be driven by the personal interest individuals have in 

forming beliefs in line with those held by people with whom 

they hold close ties [14]. As cues from social networks can 

influence beliefs about policy [15], partisanship should 

influence the direction and strength of the effect of social 

trust on COVID-19 attitudes. 

Building on the work of Goldstein and Wiedemann [5], on 

the individual level an interaction should exist between social 

trust and partisanship, such that social trust for Democratic 

partisans is more strongly related with expert-recommended 

COVID reduction strategies than for Republican partisans. 

2. Methodology 

Data is taken from the 2020 version of the American 

National Election Study. Measures of trust in the media are 

not particularly interesting, given the strong correlation 

between trust in the mainstream media and political party 

identification (correlation=-.56, indicating increased distrust 

with increasingly strong Republican partisanship). While a 

measure asking about trust in Washington government 

officials is only modestly correlated with party identification 

(correlation=.07 between trust and Republican partisanship), 

it is unknown during a period of divided government who 

various respondents may think of when conceptualizing the 

government in Washington – the president, Congress, etc. 

Thus, social trust is focused upon. This measure is taken 

from a question asking, “Generally speaking, how often can 

you trust other people?” with answers on a five-point scale 

ranging from always to never. This variable is rescaled to run 

from 0 to 1, with 1 representing maximum trust. The other 

variable of interest for my main hypothesis, partisanship, is 

taken from a seven-point measure ranging from strong 

Democrat to strong Republican, recoded to run from 0 to 1. 

Specifically, this study looks at the effect of trust on several 

COVID-19 attitudes: the belief in hydroxychloroquine as an 

effective treatment, the belief that the benefits of vaccines 

(generally, not specific to COVID) outweigh the costs, the belief 

that COVID was developed in a lab, the belief that federal action 

on COVID was too swift, a measure of belief on the strictness of 

state COVID measures, the belief that the respondent’s state was 

reopened too quickly, and a feeling thermometer on Dr. Anthony 

Fauci. Each of the seven measures are standardized with a mean 

of 0 and standard deviation of 1, with higher values indicating 

less acceptance of COVID restrictions or science-backed 

positions, or less warm feelings toward Anthony Fauci. 

Controls are included for differences in racial and ethnic groups 

with dummy variables for Black, Hispanic, and Asian respondents, 

as is a dummy for respondents residing in rural areas and small 

towns. Also included in the model are age (in years, capped at 80), 

income (0 to 1, minimum to maximum), ideology (7-point scale 

recoded 0 to 1, strong liberal to strong conservative), and education 

(0 to 1, minimum to maximum) as independent variables, as well 

as a dummy for having a household member who tested positive 

for COVID or had COVID symptoms. Weighted linear regression 

is used with ANES survey weights. 

3. Results 

As expected, ideology and partisanship produce the most 

consistent main effects – with GOP identifiers and conservatives 

being less in favor of COVID-reducing measures, more likely to 

believe in the effectiveness of hydroxychloroquine and believe 

COVID was generated in a lab, and less warm toward Anthony 

Fauci. Ideology is significant (p<.05) across all seven questions 

(see Tables 1 and 2), while partisanship is significant (p<.05) 

across all but the vaccine question. As this polling took place 

before vaccines were available to the general public, it’s not 

surprising that this question would not be as polarized by 

partisanship. Further, even for this general vaccine question, 

partisanship is marginally significant (p<.1) when ideology is 

removed from the model. 

Table 1. Trust and Partisanship on COVID-Mitigating Policies, 2020 ANES. 

 

State Re-Opened Too Slowly Fed. Response Too Quick State COVID Limits Too Strict 

Standardized 5-pt. measure, much too 

quickly to much too slowly 

Standardized 5-pt. measure, much too 

slow to much too quick 

Standardized 5-pt. measure, not nearly 

strict enough to far too strict 

Education -.052 (.069) -.113 (.049)* -.037 (.062) 

Age -.001 (.001) -.004 (.001)* -.002 (.001)* 

Ideology .620 (.103)* .988 (.083)* .809 (.090)* 

Income .061 (.060) -.191 (.046)* .122 (.051)* 

Rural -.013 (.031) .107 (.031)* .085 (.034)* 

Symptoms -.003 (.047) -.050 (.036) -.017 (.047) 

Black .075 (.059) .000 (.063) -.186 (.062)* 

Latino -.135 (.064)* -.118 (.047)* -.291 (.053)* 

Asian -.201 (.088)* .002 (.073) -.132 (.075) 

Party ID .514 (.130)* .939 (.101)* .811 (.122)* 

Trust People .114 (.132) -.020 (.108) .365 (.110)* 

Party*Trust -.113 (.208) .169 (.164) -.256 (.184) 

Constant -.517 (.109)* -.667 (.091)* -.853 (.103)* 

R2 .09 .36 .22 

N 6878 6876 6889 

*=sig.<.05, two-tailed test, weighted reg. using ANES survey weights 
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Table 2. Trust and Partisanship on COVID-Related Attitudes, 2020 ANES. 

 Fauci Therm. Vaccine Risk HCQ Effectiveness COVID Developed in Lab 

 

Standardized 

feeling 

thermometer, 

reverse-coded 

Standardized 7-point measure, 

benefits much greater than 

risks to risks much greater 

than benefits 

Standardized 10-point measure, 

extremely confident no evidence of 

effectiveness to extremely 

confident evidence exists 

Standardized 10-point measure, 

extremely confident not developed 

in lab to extreme confidence in lab 

development 

Education -.239 (.060)* -.373 (.066)* -.272 (.060)* -.518 (.058)* 

Age -.012 (.001)* -.008 (.001)* -.004 (.001)* .000 (.001) 

Ideology .929 (.079)* .517 (.088)* .894 (.089)* .923 (.083)* 

Income -.292 (.045)* -.515 (.056)* -.221 (.050)* -.268 (.058)* 

Rural .063 (.033) .055 (.034) .062 (.030)* .047 (.034) 

Symptoms .041 (.045) -.116 (.043)* .036 (.039) .035 (.044) 

Black .118 (.051)* .608 (.062)* .126 (.050)* .397 (.057)* 

Latino .064 (.049) .164 (.049)* .059 (.052) .149 (.051)* 

Asian -.097 (.062) -.003 (.082) .015 (.065) -.067 (.084) 

Party ID .798 (.113)* .058 (.136) .615 (.113)* .522 (.116)* 

Trust People -.286 (.115)* -.518 (.141)* -.136 (.095) -.482 (.122)* 

Party* Trust .212 (.169) .239 (.219) .333 (.173) .219 (.184) 

Constant .098 (.084) .783 (.099)* -.307 (.077)* -.142 (.089) 

R2 .34 .19 .26 .27 

N 6757 6807 6741 6765 

*=sig.<.05, two-tailed test, weighted reg. using ANES survey weights 

Age tends to be significantly related with 

COVID-mitigating beliefs across questions, as are education 

and income, although wealth is associated with the belief that 

state COVID restrictions are too strict. Trust, meanwhile, is 

related to a disbelief that COVID was developed intentionally 

in a lab and a belief in the benefits of vaccines, as well as 

positive feelings toward Dr. Fauci, although trust is also 

associated with a belief that state COVID limits are too strict, 

perhaps indicating that those with higher levels of social trust 

put their faith in fellow citizens to mitigate COVID of their 

own volition. Here we see social trust operating in ways that 

could both lessen and exacerbate the pandemic, not dissimilar 

to the work of Woelfert and Kunst [10]. 

 

Figure 1. Average Marginal Effects of Interpersonal Trust on COVID Limits, 

95% Cis. 

In using marginal effects to examine the significance of 

interactions, interesting patterns emerge for two dependent 

variables. First, interpersonal trust is a statistically significant 

predictor of the belief that state COVID limits are too strict for 

Democrats and moderates but not for Republican identifiers 

(Figure 1). Perhaps variance exists for Democrats and 

moderates on which trust may be a factor, but for GOP 

identifiers trust does not predict what is already strongly 

influenced by ideology. In other words, perhaps there is a 

ceiling effect for Republican partisans. 

 

Figure 2. Average Marginal Effects of Interpersonal Trust on Fauci Therm., 

95% Cis. 

Trust is a predictor of positive feelings toward Dr. Fauci, 

but, once again, the effect becomes insignificant for GOP 

identifiers (Figure 2). An explanation here could be that social 

trust predicts feelings towards political actors when a group 

views that figure as a legitimate target in whom to place trust. 

Given the lack of significance for the interaction term on 

many individual measures and the limited number of choices 

given to subjects to differentiate their opinions, these seven 

questions are combined into an additive composite measure. A 

Cronbach’s alpha of .77 for the seven items indicates good 

internal consistency. As expected, we see these 

COVID-adjacent attitudes are driven strongly by ideology and 

partisanship in the expected direction, while trust approaches 

significance (p< .1) in a direction related to 

COVID-mitigating attitudes (Table 3). Education and income 
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are significantly associated with COVID-mitigating attitudes, 

while the rural and African American variables are significant 

in the opposite direction. 

Table 3. Trust and Partisanship on Aggregate COVID Attitudes, 2020 ANES. 

Education -1.58 (.253)* 

Age -.031 (.003)* 

Ideology 5.72 (.330)* 

Income -1.30 (.212)* 

Rural .385 (.134)* 

Symptoms -.084 (.167) 

Black 1.18 (.194)* 

Latino -.077 (.186) 

Asian -.525 (.266) 

Party ID 4.33 (.499)* 

Trust People -.851 (.434) 

Party*Trust .706 (.769) 

Constant -1.72 (.341)* 

R2 .46 

N 6568 

*=sig.<.05, two-tailed test, weighted regression using ANES survey weights 

 

Figure 3. Average Marginal Effects of Interpersonal Trust on COVID 

Attitudes, 95% CIs. 

Looking at the interaction of interpersonal trust and 

partisanship (Figure 3), trust does predict an increase in what 

could collectively be called COVID-mitigating attitudes for 

Democratic respondents (specifically, weak Democrats and 

Democratic leaners), but does not for GOP respondents. This 

was not exactly expected, as given the hypothesis one would 

expect the sign to reverse on the relationship for Republicans. 

While the interaction term was in the expected direction for 

several of my dependent variables, statistical significance was 

lacking except where noted above. 

4. Conclusion 

An unexpected result here is that while interpersonal trust 

can sometimes work to prevent the spread of COVID by 

making people more likely to get vaccinated and more trusting 

of public health officials like Dr. Anthony Fauci, it is also 

associated with a belief that state COVID restrictions are too 

strict. More broadly, the evidence here suggest that trust may 

have both benefits and drawbacks when it comes to 

eliminating COVID-19 – similar to the findings in prior 

research [8, 10]. Further, trust seems to influence Democrats 

more than Republicans with regard to COVID-19 attitudes, 

perhaps because partisanship and ideology place a cap on 

movement for GOP identifiers. 

The results here are rather rudimentary. Future directions 

for this research include tapping into geographic variance. 

Questions about governments’ COVID responses, particularly 

at a state level, should be placed in the context of those 

responses. For example, a relationship between wealth and 

state COVID restrictions takes place within the context of 

those states, because the restrictions may vary by state and 

wealth concentrates in certain states, as well. Another valuable 

direction would involve placing individuals within the context 

of their own social networks, rather than the more general 

relationship between partisanship, social trust, and COVID 

attitudes. 

 

References 

[1] Kaase, M. (1999). Interpersonal Trust, Political Trust and 
Non‐ institutionalised Political Participation in Western 
Europe. West European Politics, 22 (3), 1-21. doi: 
10.1080/01402389908425313. 

[2] Matthes, J. (2013). Do Hostile Opinion Environments Harm 
Political Participation? The Moderating Role of Generalized 
Social Trust. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 
25 (1), 23-42. doi: 10.1093/ijpor/eds006. 

[3] Bäck, M., & Christensen, H. S. (2016). When Trust 
Matters—a Multilevel Analysis of the Effect of Generalized 
Trust on Political Participation in 25 European Democracies. 
Journal of Civil Society, 12 (2), 178-197. doi: 
10.1080/17448689.2016.1176730. 

[4] Hooghe, M., & Marien, S. (2013). A Comparative Analysis of 
the Relation Between Political Trust and Forms of Political 
Participation in Europe. European Societies, 15 (1), 131-152. 
doi: 10.1080/14616696.2012.692807. 

[5] Goldstein, D., & Wiedemann, J. (2021). Who Do You Trust? 
The Consequences of Partisanship and Trust for Public 
Responsiveness to COVID-19 Orders. Perspectives on Politics, 
20 (2), 412-438. doi: 10.1017/S1537592721000049. 

[6] COVID-19 National Preparedness Collaborators (2022). 
Pandemic Preparedness and COVID-19: an Exploratory 
Analysis of Infection and Fatality Rates, and Contextual 
Factors Associated with Preparedness in 177 Countries, from 
Jan 1, 2020, to Sept 30, 2021. Lancet, 339 (10334), 1489-1512. 
doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(22)00172-6. 

[7] Bargain, O., & Aminjonov, U. (2020). Trust and Compliance 
to Public Health Policies in Times of COVID-19. Journal of 
Public Economics, 192. doi: 10.1016/j.jpubeco.2020.104316. 

[8] Min, J. (2020). Does Social Trust Slow Down or Speed Up the 
Transmission of COVID-19? PLoS ONE, 15 (12). doi: 
10.1371/journal.pone.0244273. 

[9] Kye, B., & Hwang, S. J. (2020). Social Trust in the Midst of 
Pandemic Crisis: Implications From COVID-19 of South 
Korea. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 68. doi: 
10.1016/j.rssm.2020.100523. 



 Journal of Political Science and International Relations 2022; 5(4): 112-116 116 

 

[10] Woelfert, F., & Kunst, J. (2020). Social Distancing Practiced 
During COVID-19 in Unexpected Ways. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 11. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.572966. 

[11] Engelhardt, N., Krause, M., Neukirchen, D., & Posch, P. Trust 
and Stock Market Volatility During the COVID-19 Crisis. 
Finance Research Letters, 38. doi: 10.1016/j.frl.2020.101873. 

[12] Mazumder, S. (2020). How Important is Social Trust During 
the COVID-19 Crisis Period? Evidence From the Fed 
Announcements. Journal of Behavioral and Experimental 
Finance, 28. doi: 10.1016/j.jbef.2020.100387. 

[13] Schernhammer, E., Weitzer, J., Laubichler, M., Birmann, B., 

Bertau, M., Zenk, L., Caniglia, G., Jäger, C., & Steiner, G. 
(2022). Correlates of COVID-19 Vaccine Hesitancy in Austria: 
Trust and the Government. Journal of Public Health, 44 (1), 
e106–e116. doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdab122. 

[14] Kahan, D., Peters, E., Wittlin, M., Slovic, P., Larrimore 
Ouellette, L., Braman, D., & Mandel, G. (2012). The 
Polarizing Impact of Science Literacy and Numeracy on 
Perceived Climate Change Risks. Nature Climate Change, 2, 
732–735. doi: 10.1038/nclimate1547. 

[15] Klar, S. (2014). Partisanship in a Social Setting. American 
Journal of Political Science, 58 (3), 687–704. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24363515 

 


