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Abstract: The issue of trust, a central element in modernity not only in terms of personal ties but also in terms of 
trust in the institutions with which we share our daily lives, has once again come to the forefront of sociological 
reflection on the occasion of the COVID-19 pandemic. If, in fact, in the initial phase, faced with a new and alarming 
phenomenon, there was a ‘honeymoon’ effect between citizens and institutions, as the months went by, doubts, 
criticism, protests and opposition began (resulting in part in a distrust of vaccinating against the virus). Comparing 
the data available for European countries, a link seems to emerge, quite clearly, between a low level of trust in 
institutions and a high level of vaccination hesitation, as shown by the cases of Eastern countries on the one hand 
and Northern European countries on the other. In this scenario, Italy plays a special role: although traditionally a 
country with very low levels of trust in institutions, it has a high percentage of vaccinated people that can be 
attributed not only to purely political elements, but also to structural data, starting with demographic ones. 
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What would be needed to contain the spread of the virus? More trust, among other things. 
        - (Sgobba 2020, p.20) 

Modernity and Trust 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, sociologists warned of the ways in which industrialization and 
urbanization had transformed social relations, emphasizing the individualism that had undermined 
communities and warning that without generalized trust, without bonds holding it together, society would 
disintegrate. An alarm raised by Adam Seligman (1993) in the early 1990s: if “the problem of civil society is 
one of synthesis between collective solidarity and individualism and their dominant definitions, then the 
notion of trust, in institutions and at the interpersonal level, should be dominant” (p. 190). But the notion of 
trust, as Simmel (1998) has already pointed out, is semantically complex and multidimensional: “trust, 
insofar as it constitutes a hypothesis of future behaviour that is secure enough for practical action to be based 
on it, is an intermediate stage between knowledge and ignorance concerning man [...] What measures of 
knowledge and ignorance are to be mixed in order to make a single decision based on trust possible is 
decided by epochs, fields of interest, individuals” (p. 299). 

Luhmann (1968), who reiterates how trust constitutes the glue of social life that otherwise could not exist, 
distinguishes between personal trust, between individuals, and systemic trust, increasing in contemporary 
societies and based on the certainty that the system works. The latter, in fact, acquired after repeated positive 
experiences of interaction with the system, is able to reduce the complexity that surrounds us and 
consequently orient us in our knowledge of reality. 

In the 1990s, Anthony Giddens identifies trust as the hallmark of modernity, of a society so dilated in space 
and time that it necessarily relies on reliability in “systems of technical achievement or professional 
competence that organize large areas in the material and social environments in which we live today” (1994, 
p. 37), whereby “the nature of modern institutions is deeply linked to the mechanisms of trust in abstract 
systems” (p. 89). The British sociologist distinguishes this type of trust from personal trust, which is usually 
developed between individuals who know each other and who “on the basis of prolonged acquaintance have 
consolidated the guarantees that make one trustworthy in the eyes of the other” (p. 88), but for the purposes 
of this essay only trust in institutions will be considered. Compared to pre-modernity, Giddens argues, 
globalization has made it impossible for individuals not to come into contact, at so-called “access nodes”, 
with experts or their representatives and proxies (doctors, pilots, drivers, etc.), fallible people from whom 
reassurance is required. It is precisely on the experiences had at access nodes (as well as cognitive updates) 
that the attitude of trust or mistrust shown by each of us is based. Indeed, in our daily lives, the mechanisms 
underlying trust seem to act automatically, habitually, and are tacitly accepted by the individual, who 
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becomes aware of them when he or she has to make a choice, to act actively. An attitude that clearly emerges 
towards specialist knowledge, towards the layman maintains an ambivalent position, “a specific combination 
of deference and scepticism, comfort and fear” (p. 94). Trust thus acts as a mechanism for reducing social 
complexity and as an element of “balance between knowledge and ignorance, allowing us to act even where 
there is not full knowledge of the situations in which we find ourselves” (Bianchi and Liani, 2018). 

The centrality of institutional, or systemic, trust as a specific category of analysis and characteristic of 
modernity also emerges from the availability of research and surveys that for years have been concerned 
with surveying its level in the institutions of different countries, albeit bringing with them doubts and 
perplexities both on the correct identification of indicators capable of restoring the polysemy of the concept 
of trust, and on the ambiguity of its referent (is the trust expressed in general towards the institution or 
towards temporary representatives?). According to Hardin (2002), it is not even possible to speak of 
institutional trust since direct knowledge of public institutions is impossible for most citizens. Sciolla (2013, 
p. 168) overcomes the impasse by pointing out that “the degree of knowledge that can be achieved is not the 
same for all institutions” because not all of them “are placed at the same distance from the citizen” (e.g., the 
citizen experiences central government or supranational government, such as the European Union, 
differently from regional and local government). 

Research results show a steadily decreasing trend, both in our country and worldwide. According to Sgobba 
(2020), we have no longer trusted politicians, journalists or economists at least since 2008, as they have been 
unable to predict or manage the crises of our time. What is more, according to Eurofound surveys, the recent 
financial crisis has led to a marked decline in trust in people and institutions. Data from the EQLS-European 
Quality of Life Survey (Eurofound, 2018) suggest that trust in national institutions is generally more volatile 
in Southern and Eastern Europe and more stable in western and northern Europe and the Baltic States and, 
although it has partly recovered, it has not returned to pre-economic recession levels. In 2017, the New 
Scientist editorial questioned where trust in traditional institutions had gone; while in 2018, UN Secretary-
General António Guterres declared that “the world is suffering from a serious trust deficit disorder” (quoted 
in Sgobba, 2020, p. 24). 

While, on the one hand, trust has been undermined by “disappointment” in the expertise of experts, the 
spread of the internet and social networks, profoundly changing the way we acquire information and 
knowledge, has also changed the ways in which we do or do not trust, risking leaving us trapped in the echo 
chambers (Nguyen, 2018) that we have built for ourselves, in which only our own opinions always resonate, 
in which we only find confirmations and do not come into contact with different realities, or see reality only 
through the self-referentiality of filter bubbles (Pariser, 2011). If in the past democracy was based on trust in 
institutions and the truths they disseminated, today studies show that “people no longer trust the media and 
this loss of trust generates a crisis of truth, thus leading us towards a new phase, that of post-truth” (Second, 
2017; Ferrari and Moruzzi, 2020). The term, first used in 1992 in a report on the Gulf War by journalist and 
writer Steve Tesich, was elected word of the year in 2016 by Oxford Dictionaries, which defines it as a 
concept “indicating circumstances in which objective facts are less influential than the appeal to emotions 
and personal opinions in shaping public opinion” and in this sense “indicates the collapse of the modern 
project of disciplining knowledge through the promotion of the scientific model as the only legitimate form 
of knowledge” (Waisbord, 2018, p. 1869). Post-truth is typical of a social system in which a large amount of 
false or problematic information circulates, making the opinion-building process more difficult for citizens 
and generating a great deal of conflict over the definition of knowledge and truth, confusion and distrust 
(Balmas, 2014; Humprecht et al., 2020). 

The level and type of information acquired by citizens has a close link with the dynamics of trust in political 
institutions and science; Hooghe (et al, 2012) empirically demonstrated a positive correlation between 
cognitive ability (understood both as education and availability of information, and as cognitive capacity) 
and trust in institutions, emphasizing the knowledge-based nature (p. 605) of trust in institutional subjects: 
“we find ourselves in a condition of generalized erosion of epistemic authority, in which scepticism and 
mistrust of the figure of the expert and the intellectual grows, in which conspiracy theories and alternative 
theories multiply” (Gemini, Boccia Artieri et al, 2021, p. 67). 

According to the British philosopher Onora O’Neill (2002), although mistrust, as well as conspiracy and 
conspiracy theories, has been present for decades, at present - especially due to the practices and standards 
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introduced by new communication technologies - the situation appears decidedly more complex. O’Neill, 
however, in the chorus of unanimous consensus that there is an irreversible crisis of trust, dismantles the 
three main clichés around the topic (i.e., that there is a decline in trust, that we should trust more and that we 
should rebuild trust) by shifting the issue from trust to trustworthiness: that is, the problem is the ability of 
institutions and experts to show that they are trustworthy in a given circumstance. 

The Pandemic as a Test of Trust 

Even though the field of medicine “seems to be a privileged place of observation of the epistemological drift 
of post-truth and the dialectic between traditional and social media” (Gemini, Boccia Artieri et al., 2021, p. 
204), among the institutions to which we give less and less trust, the category of scientists and doctors seems 
to be saved. In today’s knowledge-based society, we are increasingly called upon to decide and act on issues 
about which we have no competence and in respect of which it is essential and unavoidable to have recourse 
to expert knowledge. In particular, scientists and researchers have been increasingly present in the public 
arena in recent decades (Albæk et al., 2003; Bentley and Kyvik, 2011; Rose et al., 2020), as health or 
environmental emergencies (Collins and Evans, 2002) have made scientific expertise “public” (Peters, 2008). 
Scientists often become “policy advisors” and “public communicators” and, although, the so-called “Sagan 
effect” assumes that publicly exposed scientists are professionally “worse” than those who do not engage in 
the public arena (Martinez-Conde, 2016), the data confirm that there is no “crisis of confidence in 
science”(Millstone and van Zwanenberg, 2000) or, as some observers claim, a real “war on science” 
(Achenbach, 2015) due to the emergence of a widespread pseudoscientific culture (Tipaldo, 2019). For 
instance, among the 13 institutions in the General Social Survey1, scientists are the only group for which 
public trust has remained stable since the 1970s (Norc, 2018). Similarly, the Wellcome Global Monitor 2019 
(the largest study of what people think about science) found a high level of trust in scientists in most 
countries of the world2. The trustworthiness of science is based, in part, on the fact that it proceeds 
independently of the particular values, desires and goals of the individual scientist and thus we can trust 
science because it reaches the same conclusions over and above the individual scientists involved in the 
process (Boulicault, Schroeder 2021), although this gnoseological-epistemological assumption does not find 
unanimous agreement. 

Belardinelli and Gili (2020), analyzing the theme of trust in the light of the health emergency from COVID-
19, distinguish four forms of it depending on the subject towards which it is directed (personal or 
institutional) and the dimension (specific or generalized): specific interpersonal trust, generalized 
interpersonal trust, specific institutional trust, systemic trust (which coincides with the trust already identified 
by Luhmann). To these he then adds a fifth, “second-level” form of trust, i.e., “trust in those who ascertain 
and verify who can be trusted” (Belardinelli and Gili, 2020, p. 82), mediators or certifiers (already identified 
by Coleman, 1990 and Mutti, 2003). In the COVID-19 pandemic we saw at least two categories of these at 
work: the experts and specialists, i.e., scientists (virologists, epidemiologists, infectiologists, etc.) and the 
institutions, both political-governmental and administrative (e.g., certifying and control institutions). But if 
political and governmental institutions do not usually enjoy the same levels of trust as scientific and medical 
experts, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic upset these dynamics. In fact, what US scholars call “rally 
’round the flag effects” (Mueller, 1970) have occurred, i.e., the tendency on the part of public opinion, at 
times of strong national crisis, to overcome their political, value and economic differences in the name of a 
higher ideal of identification with their own country: to “rally under the flag” (as happened, for example, 
after 11thSeptember 2001), thus generating an increase in trust in government institutions. It is a phenomenon 

                                                

1. The General Social Survey (GSS) has been studying American society through surveys and research since 1972. 

2. In the US socio-cultural context, citizens have particular trust in scientists, even more than in the military, and six out of ten US 
citizens say that scientists should participate more actively in political debates (Pew, 2019). The annual survey conducted in Germany 
by Wissenschaft im Dialog revealed that more than half of the respondents say they trust science and research, while only seven per 
cent take a distrustful attitude (Wissenschaft im Dialog, 2018). High levels of trust were recorded across Europe. In Sweden, the 
percentage of citizens with very high or fairly high trust in researchers is 84%. A trend that sees the level of trust steadily increasing 
(Vetenskap and Allmänhet, 2019). 
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that performs “an important social function, helping the community to react to a shock in a unified, rapid and 
efficient manner” (Roccato, 2021, p. 71)3.  

In fact, crises lead to an increase in the subjects’ sense of uncertainty and a decrease in the perception of 
security so that “there is a tendency to resort to compensatory control processes, relying on external agencies 
that one hopes can restore order, predictability and control to the world” (ibid.). It is uncertainty that is “the 
breeding ground for trust” (Mutti, 2006, p. 199). Although the “rally effect” is typically triggered by crises in 
which an enemy confronts a nation as a whole, as happens in wars (Aday, 2010) and terrorist attacks 
(Schubert, Stewart and Curran, 2002, Bol et al., 2021) have shown that even the COVID-19 emergency, 
triggered by an invisible and neutral enemy (the virus), led to a widespread increase in citizens’ trust in the 
national governments of 15 European countries (including Italy). The feeling that we no longer had control 
over our surroundings, over our own daily lives, led to a marked increase in trust in the national institutions 
most directly involved in the management of the pandemic. 

The effects, however, of the “rally’ round the flag”, of the so-called honeymoon between citizens and 
institutions, have a limited duration - usually 6 to 12 months - and in fact, when the state of health 
emergency becomes chronic, “old social, cultural, economic and political preferences and identifications 
tend to return salient and relevant, oppositions return to assert their demands, and the mainstream media 
withdraw their unconditional support for the decisions taken to tackle the crisis” (Roccato, 2021, p. 73)4. 

Data from Eurofound (2020, updated to April 2021) confirm that trust in institutions - especially trust in 
national governments (measured on a scale from 1 to 10) - plummeted from 4.6 in summer 2020 to 3.9 in 
spring 2021, falling below the levels recorded at the start of the pandemic.  

These figures, and similar ones available for several countries, show not only the delicate relationship 
between institutions, citizens and trust, but also the importance of clear and effective communication of 
science. The big loser seems to have been communication, which has missed its great opportunity to bring 
into play the result of decades of reflection, studies and models on the correct ways of informing citizens 
about scientific issues, promoting participatory and democratic action to help citizens navigate through 
information and identify reliable sources, which is indispensable for the governance of the global problems 
that the world is increasingly facing. 

The surprise and consequent dismay caused by the spread of the virus initially led to a complete reliance on 
scientists, in an attempt to understand the origin and spread of the virus, as well as diagnostic methods and 
possible treatments. The progressive overexposure, however, of virologists, doctors and immunologists in 
the various media, also with divergent positions, eventually created a climate of confusion and mistrust, 
giving the public the impression that they did not really know what to do and thus accentuating that feeling 
of uncertainty and lack of control that had prompted them to rely on experts. It is useful to recall the 
“ambivalence” that, as Belardinelli and Gili point out, the recourse to expert knowledge presents: “on the one 
hand, there is in fact the implicit idea that relying on the holders of “objective” scientific and technical 
knowledge frees us from the risk of trusting them because they are deemed intrinsically trustworthy. On the 
other hand, trust in expert systems is accompanied by a profound uncertainty stemming from the fact that 
this knowledge is in any case beyond the capacity of “laymen” to understand and control, and therefore they 
are constantly asked to “prove” the credibility they claim to have” (Belardinelli and Gili, 2020, p. 89-90). 

In effect, the achievements of science in dealing with COVID-19 have been absolutely remarkable. The 
isolation of virus sequences and structures and the development of vaccines have been achieved in record 
time, yet unfamiliarity with the practices and methods of the scientific method have undermined the wave of 
trust in science, generating scepticism and opposition (as shown by the spread of the no-vax movement). 

Scientific research by its very nature proceeds with debate, errors, second thoughts and corrections: it is 
precisely debate that leads to knowledge, thanks to public confrontation. The pandemic, on the other hand, 
“has highlighted how the erroneous idea that science immediately provides certain and unambiguous answers 
                                                
3.Again, Roccato (2021) pointed out that, in the months following the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, after years of a steady 
increase, votes for Italian populist parties in Italy declined, which can be attributed to the fact that an anti-establishment attitude is at 
the heart of populist orientations. 

4.For example, the rally effects observed in response to the Gulf War lasted about 10 months (Parker,1995) 
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is widespread not only among the general public, but also among many doctors and scientists: the lack of 
epistemological skills, combined with a certain amount of vanity and a lack of habit of dealing with the 
media, has meant that the scientific debate, no longer confined to laboratories and seminar rooms, has 
flattened out into sterile quarrels and media contrapositions” (Onesti, 2021). It is true that pockets of mistrust 
are in the minority, but it is essential to address the issue of trust, since it is through this that respect and the 
adoption of behaviours necessary to combat the spread of the virus pass. Moreover, it is precisely the 
pandemic that has given science the opportunity to have a decisive influence on political choices (indeed, it 
has sometimes been the shield behind which governments have justified unpopular decisions and measures), 
investing it with enormous responsibility with respect to the daily lives of each of us. In this scenario, in 
which the mechanisms and practices of scientific communication become clearer and more evident, as well 
as the links and the need for mediation between experts and citizens, it is useful to recall Zagzebski’s (2012) 
distinction between the expert and being “an epistemic authority”, where the latter represents not only a 
subject competent in his or her field, but a subject who has the capacity to “influence other individuals by 
“imposing” on them the adoption of a belief” (Croce, 2020, p. 17). 

Vaccines, Europe and Trust 

The topic of opposition to vaccines, although already well known, seems to have exploded on the occasion of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, gaining enormous visibility and becoming a fixed topic of public debate and 
information. As early as 2014, Tim Roberton, a researcher at the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health, 
after returning from a long stint in Africa, drew attention to the fact that the Ebola epidemic had worsened 
dramatically due to distrust of health personnel and the belief that the virus did not exist and that hospitals 
were a dangerous breeding ground for contagion. Not only that. False beliefs (today we would say fake news) 
had also spread, such as health workers were trying to lure people into hospitals to steal their organs.  Ideas 
that incredibly slowed down the vaccination campaign: “if health workers and local communities had been 
able to build a relationship based on trust before the epidemic worsened, the most important messages about 
the virus and how to fight it would have spread and easily reached many people much sooner” (APHA, 
2014). It was the forewarning of what then occurred with the COVID-19 pandemic, with which the link 
between trust in institutions (political, health, media) and the decision or not to vaccinate seems to have 
emerged overwhelmingly. 

 
Figure 1: Percentages of vaccinated subjects (at least 1 dose) in European countries. AGENAS data (9thJanuary 2022) 

Figure1 shows the percentages of those vaccinated against COVID-19 (with at least 1 dose) in European 
countries. As can be clearly seen, the last places are occupied by the Eastern countries, which share a recent 
historical past: an element that is not accidental but rather highlights the influence of the trust component in 
institutions. A Eurofound survey of July 2021, in fact, reports that Romanians, Bulgarians and Latvians show 
lower levels of trust in their governments than the EU average. Similarly, the regular Eurobarometer survey 
states that one in three people in most eastern EU countries have no trust in the healthcare system, against an 
EU average of 18%. Moreover, the area of no vax seems in general to be rather widespread, especially in the 
Eastern countries that have more recently joined the European Union. Several studies have traced these 
dynamics back to the communist past of these countries. According to Karlis Racenis, a representative of the 
Latvijas Ārstu biedrība (Medical Association of Latvia), “People do not want to vaccinate also because they 
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do not trust the ruling class. A feeling I attribute to the fact that a post-Soviet view of politics still runs in our 
blood, which leads everyone to think that politicians lie to us all the time”. Vanya Rangelova, professor of 
epidemiology at the University of Plovdiv in Bulgaria, also traces this mistrust to “the main drive that leads 
people not to get vaccinated” (Palazzolo, 2021). Similarly, Tomasz Sobierajski, a sociologist at the 
University of Warsaw, states that “vaccines show that the shadow of the Soviet Union still dominates 
consciences. Some people continue to live in fear and mistrust. Freedoms were curbed and the industry was 
monopolized by the state during the communist regime, a legacy now exacerbated by the growing influence 
of populist politicians who push people to be mistrustful”(https://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/dalla-romania-
lettonia-ecco-paesi-europei-dove-COVID-e-fuori-controllo-AEZP6lr, 8th February 2021). 

These countries also share not only a communist past, but also a complex and troubled current economic and 
political situation characterized (in addition to a high level of mistrust in institutions) by widespread 
misinformation about the pandemic, its origins and how to deal with it5. 

Despite the numbers, Romania, with only 30% of its population immunized, had, in early 2021, called its 
vaccination campaign a “success” and proclaimed the “defeat” of the pandemic. Even more optimistically, 
Slovenia, in mid-May 2020, was the first European nation to officially declare the end of the epidemic: a 
prediction so wrong that the country then found itself in the position of having to re-announce the beginning 
and again (for the second time) the end on 15thJune 2021. In this country, according to a survey carried out in 
November 2021 by the Valicon agency, only one-fifth of the respondents say they have confidence in the 
methods used by the government to counter the pandemic. 

The study by Joan Costa-Font, Jorge García-Hombrados and Anna Nicińska (2021) directly relates the low 
adherence to the vaccination campaign in the East to “the habit of distrusting public institutions developed 
during communism” (p. 6). Beginning with Wellcome Global’s vaccine trust datasets prior to the outbreak of 
the pandemic (Fig. 2), the scholars show how exposure to Soviet communism reduced trust in vaccines even 
before the spread of the coronavirus - an attitude later confirmed during the pandemic. In particular, 
according to a 2020 IPSOS survey, Poland, Hungary and Russia were the European countries with the 
highest vaccine hesitancy with respect to COVID-19. 

 
Figure 2: Trust in the efficacy of the vaccine (Source WGM 2018) 

The distrust shown towards the vaccine for COVID-19 seems therefore to be the result of a broader feeling 
of distrust in the government, medical personnel, and public and state institutions that developed during the 
Soviet communist regime. Indeed, at that time, mass vaccination was a pillar of the public health system and 
was widely used: for example, “Hungary succeeded in setting the standard used by the WHO to combat polio 
and Czechoslovakia was among the first countries to eradicate it” (Hull, Birmingham, Melgaard and Lee, 
1997). In the Cold War period, this too was an achievement to be flaunted against struggling Western nations 
but, after the fall of communism, “the military-style organization of vaccinations and compulsory 
participation led to a questioning of such campaigns” (Vargha, 2017, p. 6). It is therefore precisely those who 

                                                
5.“In Bulgaria there is no real trust in institutions, no real trust in our society, which is why it is a very fertile ground for conspiracy 
theories”, Alexander Simidchiev, a former MP and doctor specialising in lung diseases, told the Washington Post. The fake news 
about Bill Gates and microchips gained particular resonance in the nation, along with a flurry of other fake news. Doctors espousing 
anti-vaccine views are often invited to popular national television programmes, which rarely correct false claims. The government in 
Sofia itself delivered conflicting messages during the pandemic. Last year, the authorities set up two task forces on COVID-19, 
which offered contradictory advice, leaving citizens uncertain which were the valid ones. 
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lived under the Soviet regime who are less likely to trust the health advice given by their governments and 
doctors. 

Exposure to socio-political factors as an explanation for the vaccination hesitancy that now characterizes the 
former communist countries in particular is contrasted with the situation in Scandinavian countries, which 
are characterized by unparalleled pandemic management and countermeasures6. An analysis of the case of 
Denmark, for example, shows how this diversity is attributable to factors endemic to the country, starting 
with the Danish citizens’ high level of trust in their institutions (90% declare high or moderate trust in the 
health authorities), which is accompanied by a low level of political polarization and disinformation, and 
samfundssind, a Danish word that indicates precisely the community spirit and ethos. For this reason, the 
Danish government did not need to resort to strict rules and sanctions but introduced few restrictions and 
recommendations, appealing to the mutual moral duties of the citizenry, who followed them diligently. 
Consequently, the vaccination rate is also very high and was not even affected by the decision to temporarily 
suspend the administration of AstraZeneca in order to have more data on its safety with respect to side 
effects. 

Figure 3 shows comparative data from April 2020 to March 2021 on the level of trust expressed towards the 
government of one’s own country in 27 European countries, from which it is clear that the figure has 
dropped significantly in all states, with the exception of Denmark.   

 
Figure 3: Level of trust in one’s own country’s government - April 2020/March 2021(Eurofound data 2020; 2021) 

The Italian Case 

Lastly, it seems interesting to dwell on the Italian case, both because the dynamics between the degree of 
trust and the percentage of vaccinated persons appear to be in contrast with the hypotheses set out above, and 
because it found itself to be the first European country to tackle the health emergency, adopting particularly 
restrictive measures (lockdown of 10thMarch 2020) that constituted a forerunner, if not a model, for other 
European countries. 

In Italy, the low percentage of trust shown in political and governmental institutions is widely known and 
demonstrated by repeated surveys, which has been, on the other hand, accompanied - at least since 2005 - by 
a constant and substantial trust of citizens in science and scientists (Pellegrini and Rubin, 2020). According 
to Observa - Science in Society data, confirmed by Eurobarometer surveys, Italians’ trust in this area is in 
line with or above the European average (European Commission, 2001; 2005; 2010). 

A survey carried out by IPSOS between February and March 2021, i.e., at the height of the pandemic, on the 
image of science in various countries with a total of around 20,000 respondents, reveals a generally very high 
level of trust in science: in Italy (which took part for the first time) around 9 out of 10 people say they trust 
science absolutely. A sentiment also confirmed by the high percentages of behaviour that respects the rules 

                                                
6. See study by Peterson, Adler-Nissen, Lehmann, Roepstorff et al. (2022) on more than 400,000 questionnaires on behaviour and 
attitudes in Denmark, six other European countries and the United States. 
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imposed by institutions or suggested by experts: 93% confirmed they wore a mask in public places 
(compared with 83% globally), 90% avoided large gatherings (compared with 79%) and 85% washed their 
hands frequently (compared with 78% of the total survey respondents- 10thFebruary 2022). 

Italy experienced a peak of general consensus towards local, national and international institutions (including 
the WHO) in April 2020, and then experienced a gradual decline (Rapportoannuale2020, 13thJanuary 2022). 
A decline also increasingly began to affect the figures of scientific experts. The difference between the data 
collected by Observa in April and October 2020 and shown in Figs. 4 and 5 are illustrative: 

 
Figure 4: Responses to the question: With respect to the handling of the Coronavirus affair, how do you rate the actions of the 

following individuals? (%) Observa Science in Society data, 2020 

In the space of a few months, the percentage of citizens who judge the role of national scientific experts 
positively fell by 23% (Fig.4) and a quarter of citizens express a negative opinion of this figure. There are 
also critical judgements against the media overexposure of national scientific experts, which is perceived 
more as a source of confusion than real information (Fig.5). 

 
Figure 5: Answers to the question: Think about the Italian experts who have spoken publicly about the pandemic. Which 

statements do you agree with most? (%). Observa Science in Society data, 2020 

Approximately one year later, between March and April 2021 (i.e., in the middle of the vaccination 
campaign, which officially started on 27thDecember 2020), the Institute of Cognitive Science and 
Technology (ISTC) of the CNR carried out an experimental survey to analyze the confidence of Italian 
citizens (a sample of more than 4,000 Italian citizens aged between 18 and 87, 56% of whom were women) 
in vaccines and the vaccination against SARS-COV-2 (Falcone, Colì, Marini et.al., 2021). 88.8% stated 
either that they had already had the vaccine or were planning to do so7and 75.7% of the sample said they 
trusted “the public authority to manage the pandemic”, in particular the national government (74.5%). These 
data show a significantly higher trust in public authorities than in the usual surveys on the topic conducted in 
our country: for example, in the 22nd annual DEMOS & PI report Italians and the State, in the 2018 report  

                                                
7. In particular, 90.5% believe that vaccination can take us out of the pandemic, 89.5% that vaccines are safe and 93.7% that they are 
effective; while a minority (16.2%) consider vaccines risky for their health. 
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of the Euro Societal Change and Trust in Institutions (Eurofound, 2018) and in the Eurispes report Italia 
2020, the figure oscillated between 15 and 25%. 

Historically (Fig. 6), as is well known, the level of trust in institutions in our country has never been 
particularly high; Italians show “a relatively uniform estrangement from politics, from social isolation and 
mistrust” (Almond and Verba, 1963, p. 402) whereby administration and politics are seen “as threatening and 
unpredictable forces, and not as social institutions over which they can have an influence” (p. 403). An 
attitude repeatedly emphasised and recalled, so much so that the “failure to integrate the people into the 
institutions” is recognised as the constant feature of the detachment between citizens and state that has 
characterised Italy since unification (Cassese, 2011). 

 
Figure 6: Percentage of trust in government - Italy/EU15 (Source: Bordandini, Santana and Lobera, 2020) 

A reading of the graph clearly shows the decline in the already low percentage of trust expressed by Italians 
towards institutions in the hardest years of the economic crisis (the strongest effects of which were felt in 
Italy around 2011) and a rapid increase from 2019 onwards (in 2020, the OECD records 37.5% for our 
country). 

In spite of this, and in spite of our country’s long tradition of very low levels of trust in institutions, Italy has 
a high percentage of vaccinated people. The reasons for this seem to lie not only in purely political elements, 
but in structural ones, starting with demographic data. Italy is the oldest country in Europe, so the elderly 
(who were the first category to receive the vaccine) fully adhered to the campaign, also in view of the 
essential role they play within families with children, replacing often deficient and inadequate welfare 
policies. The most recalcitrant segment of the population, on the other hand, is the 50-year-olds (for whom, 
in fact, the government established compulsory vaccination with a super green pass in January 2022), which 
is also the one considered most at risk of falling ill. 

 
Figure 7: Vaccinated Italians by age group. Data from Extraordinary Commissioner for the COVID-19 emergency (February 

2022), elaboration by Sky TG 24 

It is evident from Fig. 7 (which shows data updated to February 2022) that the introduction of compulsory 
vaccination for this age group achieved - at least initially - the effect of significantly increasing the 
percentage of vaccinated persons. As of October 2021, in fact, most of the unvaccinated - a little over 3 
million - were in the 40-59 age group: specifically, 1,702,924 (19.3%) people aged between 40 and 49, and 
1,435,196 (14.9%) those aged between 50 and 59 with no vaccination: whereas the unvaccinated 60-year-
olds were 11.1%, the 70-year-olds 8%, and the over-80s only 5%. 
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Conclusions 

In academic research, for a long time, systemic or institutional trust enjoyed less attention than interpersonal 
trust, as Mutti (2003) pointed out some twenty years ago: it is “the type of trust least analysed both 
theoretically and empirically” (p. 526). At times, it has also been questioned, despite several positions 
recognising the close link and complementarity between the two forms (Nooteboom, 2002; Offe, 1999). 
More recently, it has been criticised not only for the vagueness of what “exactly measures trust in 
institutions”, but also why “it is important to have as much or as little as possible” (Cerase, 2018, p. 91). The 
question refers precisely to the attempt to understand how greater or lesser trust affects the effectiveness of 
institutional action and intervention programmes, i.e., areas where the success of public policies calls into 
question and requires the intervention and cooperation of citizens, as in the case of anti-COVID vaccination. 
For this reason, in general, “the achievement of a high degree of trust in institutions represents a highly 
desirable goal for a national community” (p. 93), also recalling the ineliminable “guardian function” of 
political institutions towards the rulers: since I, the citizen, do not necessarily understand what is good for 
me/us, I need someone to govern and make the necessary decisions for the collective good (Conte, 2013). 
The relationship between trust and democracy (Warren, 1999; Grönlund and Setälä, 2012), which share the 
“common recognition and acceptance of the principles that guide the way a given institution operates” 
(Cerase, 2018, p. 95), emerges quite clearly in the analysis carried out between the level of institutional trust 
declared by citizens and the vaccination rate in European countries, where the lowest results connote 
precisely those countries where the democratic tradition is recent or scarce and which have experienced an 
authoritarian regime such as the Soviet one. 

The increase in surveys and research on the topic of trust8has developed, in fact, in parallel with the growing 
feeling of “disaffection” (Pharr and Putnam, 2000) of citizens towards democracies who, dissatisfied and 
disillusioned with political institutions, are “implicitly questioning the basic assumption on which the theory 
of trust is based. If, in fact, our democracies are increasingly pervaded by mistrust and disappointment, what 
is to prevent society from shattering, following the destiny that Thomas Hobbes considered inescapable for 
human beings, to remain trapped in a condition of mutual suspicion, where the war of all against all prevails 
over the benevolent disposition to cooperate?” (Sciolla, 2013, p. 168). An answer can be found in the ever-
topical pages of Tocqueville, who identifies the basis of trust in institutions in the “habits of the heart” 
(Tocqueville, 1992, p. 290), i.e., in the traditions, customs and mores of community culture that form an 
individual attached to the political community, which transmit familiarity with the institution, even though it 
itself remains responsible - through practices and behaviour - to inspire trust or mistrust. 

As regards the Italian case, which seems to show an anomalous trend with respect to the hypothesis 
presented here of a correlation between institutional trust and the percentage of vaccinated citizens, it may be 
useful to recall - in addition to the structural and demographic elements already mentioned – Castelfranchi’s 
position according to which the widespread thesis of Italians’ chronic distrust in institutions is “artfully 
propagated, and even well-founded, but it is also really of convenience and for this reason very much 
cultivated and actively and practically constructed” (Castelfranchi, 2013, p. 114). In other words, according 
to the scholar, a vicious circle seems to be created between the feeling of mistrust towards institutions and 
their bad functioning: “not only do the latter establish the former but also vice versa, in a direct and indirect 
way, in that mistrust drives to, establishes and justifies bad practices that pollute institutions and social 
cooperation. Mistrust in institutions is not only a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ but is functional to its 
reproduction as the foundation of doing one’s own bidding (amoral familism, favouritism, clientelism, 
bribery, lodges, ‘knowledge’)” (ibid.). 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8. An increase in publications which, Sciolla (2013) points out, are not theoretical in nature, but are mainly descriptive of empirical 
results from international (e.g., Eurobarometer, World Values Survey, European Value Survey) and national (p.168) surveys. 
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