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ABSTRACT
During international crises, trust in government is expected to increase irre-
spective of the wisdom of the policies it pursues. This has been called a 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect. This article examines whether the COVID-19 crisis 
has resulted in such a rally effect. Using multi-wave panel surveys conducted 
in Austria and France starting from March 2020, in the article it is examined 
how government trust was affected by the perceived threats to the nation’s 
health and economy created by the pandemic as well as by the perceived 
appropriateness of the government’s crisis response. A strong rally effect is 
shown in Austria, where trust was closely tied to perceived health risks, but 
faded away quickly over time. Perceptions of government measures mattered, 
too, while perceived economic threat only played a minor role. In France, in 
contrast, a strong partisan divide is found and no rally effect.

KEYWORDS COVID-19; trust in government; rally effect; panel data; threat perceptions; 
crisis management

During international crises, support for the government is expected to 
increase even regardless of the wisdom of the policies it pursues (Mueller 
1970, 1973). This effect is commonly called the ‘rally-round-the-flag’ 
effect. As international crises create unexpected and profound challenges 
to the status quo, such an increase in support for the government helps 
politicians in objectively bad times to enact specific emergency policies 
(Davis and Silver 2004). While political support is critical for society’s 
functioning even under normal circumstances (Zmerli and van der Meer 
2017), trust in the government in times of crisis becomes ever more 
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important as it may serve as a resource for compliance with potentially 
life-saving measures.

The current COVID-19 pandemic can be considered a case of such an 
international crisis inflicting sudden and unprecedented hardship on soci-
eties at large. Importantly, the COVID-19 pandemic has simultaneously 
posed both health and economic threats. While the spreading of COVID-19 
led to (the fear of) the collapse of the healthcare system, increasing num-
bers of patients and death tolls, containment measures brought the eco-
nomic system to a standstill resulting in a severe economic downturn and 
high unemployment rates. COVID-19 thus created simultaneously two 
types of crises that national governments had to handle. While COVID-19 
and the health crisis it provoked did hardly result from government actions 
themselves but rather was brought to the country as a ‘foreign’ shock (e.g. 
Baum 2002), the subsequent economic crisis was in part a direct conse-
quence of the various severe lockdown measures that governments were 
taking to contain the health crisis. This soon provoked debates about the 
appropriateness of the crisis response by the government.

In this article, we study the underpinnings and temporal dynamics of 
trust in government during the COVID-19 crisis. Specifically, we inves-
tigate whether COVID-19 created a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect. We argue 
that a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect should manifest itself in a direct link 
to threat perceptions rather than in a relationship with the perceived 
quality of the crisis management by the government. To examine this 
conjecture, we assess the effects on trust in the national government of 
both types of consequences of the COVID-19 crisis (i.e. the perceived 
health and economic threats) simultaneously, and contrast their role with 
the effects of the perceived appropriateness of government measures. We 
argue further that opposition supporters should revert quickly to their 
normal critical stance towards the government as soon as the perceived 
level of health threat decreases.

We test these expectations in two countries, namely Austria and France, 
which differ substantially in terms of the initial level of trust in govern-
ment, with the Austrian government enjoying average levels of support, 
and trust in government being markedly lower in France. While both 
countries were severely hit by COVID-19 from both a health and economic 
perspective, the reactions of the opposition parties towards the govern-
ments’ crisis management differ in the two countries: in Austria an all-party 
support of the government’s COVID-19 measures was immediately reached, 
while in France in the lower chamber the left-wing opposition never 
supported the anti-COVID-19 legislation. We rely on two multi-wave panel 
surveys, conducted independently in these two countries between March 
and June/July 2020, that included similar questions. The panel structure 
of the data allows following the same respondents across the turbulent 
weeks of March and April 2020, and then through a period when 
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lockdown measures were successively relieved or even lifted. Overall, the 
article aims to contribute to our understanding of public opinion during 
the COVID-19 crisis in line with the aim of this Special Issue.

The article’s structure is as follows: first, we outline the underlying 
theoretical considerations and derive several hypotheses based on previous 
research; next, we provide further details on the data and methods used, 
and on the two countries studied; and finally, we present our results and 
conclude with a discussion of the theoretical and practical implications 
of our findings.

Theoretical considerations and previous research: the COVID-
19 pandemic and trust in government

The COVID-19 pandemic has created unique challenges to political sys-
tems and, thus, to the political status quo. Sudden crisis situations often 
result in an increase in government support caused by a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ 
effect (Mueller 1970). These effects have mainly been observed in con-
nection with crises that are sudden, dramatic, and international in scope 
(Baker and O’Neal 2001), which is often the case with military conflict 
and terrorist attacks (e.g. following the 9/11 terror attacks and the US-led 
military intervention ‘Operation Desert Storm’ (Hetherington and Nelson 
2003)). The magnitude and longevity of these rally effects have been 
varying from huge effects (e.g. 35 percentage points increase in presi-
dential approval after 9/11) lasting for more than a year (Gaines 2002), 
to medium and smaller effects (e.g. 10 to 20 percentage points increase) 
lasting only for a few weeks or months (Hetherington and Nelson 2003).1 
One argument suggests that rally effects are due to the fact that citizens 
turn towards political actors who can enact policies that shall protect 
them from the risks international crises pose (Albertson and Gadarian 
2015). Another argument sees people offsetting the uncertainty and dis-
tress created by international crises by increasing trust in internal actors 
such as the government (Druckman and McDermott 2008). In both cases, 
international crises provide politicians with the possibility to strengthen 
citizens’ faith in their competences and decision-making.

Previous research has shown that threat perceptions caused by inter-
national crises can indeed increase government trust (e.g. Hetherington 
and Nelson 2003; Albertson and Gadarian 2015).2 Yet, the emerging 
literature about the political consequences of the COVID-19 crisis offers 
mixed findings in this regard. Analysing 15 Western European countries, 
Bol et al. (2021) show that the lockdown has increased satisfaction with 
democracy, trust in government and (albeit to lesser extent) vote inten-
tions for the party of the Prime Minister/President. However, when they 
tried to test whether such an increase in political support was due to 
the health crisis itself, and its incidence, they could not detect a 
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‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect, at least not in the short temporal interval of 
their survey (less than a month). Other studies instead, conducted in 
the immediate aftermath of the implementation of lockdown measures, 
observed increases in government support in Canada (Merkley et al. 
2020), Bavaria (Leininger and Schaub 2020), Sweden (Esaiasson et al. 
2020), and the Netherlands (Schraff 2020), as well as a rise in the pop-
ularity of leaders such as Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, Justin 
Trudeau, or Boris Johnson (The Economist, 9 May 2020). Meanwhile, 
the opposite effect could be observed in other countries, with declining 
levels of government support, such as in the United States (Gadarian 
et al. 2021), and lower popularity rates for leaders like Jair Bolsonaro in 
Brazil or Shinzo Abe in Japan (The Economist 2020).

The overwhelming majority of these studies has looked at the 
aggregate-level effect of the health crisis (e.g. number of infections or 
deaths) on government support. Building up on this research, we focus 
instead on the individual-level dynamics of government trust in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, we investigate the effects 
of individual threat perceptions, cross-sectionally and over time. At the 
same time, we assess the role of perceptions of the appropriateness of 
government measures as a potential alternative explanation of why people 
trust the government in times of crisis. We study these perceptions 
simultaneously for government and opposition party supporters.

Hypotheses

As emphasised, the rally effect should manifest itself in high levels of 
government trust3 that are directly linked to the perceived threats posed 
by the crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic is both a health and an economic 
crisis. Many political leaders faced the dilemma that measures aiming at 
containing health-related threats may reinforce the negative economic 
consequences of the pandemic (e.g. Baekgaard et al. 2020). Overall, both 
policy areas necessitate coordinated government action to attenuate the 
threats that accompany them, and both of them may, in principle, affect 
citizens’ level of trust in government.

Starting with the health aspect, recent research confirms that citizens 
react with anxiety when confronted with the existential threat posed by 
COVID-19 and its potential impact on the health and well-being of the 
population (Tabri et al. 2020). Similar to what happens after terror attacks, 
governments may, once sudden health threats emerge, ‘[…] function as 
aides for citizens to manage a deep-seated, primal fear of death’ (Baekgaard 
et al. 2020: 6), and thus may be less blamed for health-related threats. 
For these reasons, we expect a positive relationship between the perceived 
health threats and the degree of trust in government.
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The expected surge in government trust that characterises a 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect due to the health crisis should present another 
important feature: the levels of trust in government should be subject 
to little or no partisan polarisation. That is, the higher level of govern-
ment trust due to high perceptions of a health threat should not exclu-
sively be driven by government party supporters, but it should be 
observable among all partisan groups. We know that people’s attitudes 
towards the government are, in normal times, strongly shaped by their 
partisanship (Evans and Chzhen 2016; though some have questioned this 
argument, e.g. Lewis-Beck et al. 2008). However, in times of crisis, the 
literature has shown that a cross-partisan consensus is more likely to 
happen (e.g. Merkley et al. 2020), also affecting the trust levels of oppo-
sition parties’ supporters. This may particularly be the case when oppo-
sition parties support the policies taken by the government to address 
the crisis (e.g. Brody 1984). In such a situation, and when the level of 
perceived threat is high, the difference in trust between supporters of 
incumbent parties and other party supporters should be reduced. Based 
on these considerations, we hypothesise that:

Hypothesis 1: A larger perceived threat to public health is associated with 
a higher level of trust in the government.

The health threats caused by COVID-19 were imposed on citizens by 
external circumstances and rather unexpectedly, like terror attacks. To 
some extent, this is true for the economic threats as well, with unem-
ployment numbers surging dramatically in the early stage of the crisis. 
The economic threats, however, were more directly caused by the gov-
ernments’ decisions bringing the economic life with the implemented 
lockdown measures to an immediate and unprecedented halt. From the 
literature on retrospective economic voting (e.g. Anderson 2007; 
Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000), we know that governments are blamed 
for bad economic performance. Even more importantly, Chanley et al. 
(2000) have also shown that economic pessimism reduces trust in gov-
ernment substantially. Thus, citizens could also hold the government 
responsible for the economic consequences of the pandemic and sanction 
it accordingly with lower levels in government trust. However, as con-
flicting motives – threat perceptions and the accountability mechanism 
– might cancel each other out, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 2: The association between perceived economic threats and trust 
in government is weaker, or even in the opposite direction, compared to the 
association between perceived health threats and trust in government.
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Apart from health and economic threats, the governments’ performance 
in handling the crisis might play an important role. Most notably, Bol 
et al. (2021) conclude that the surge in government trust amidst the 
COVID-19 pandemic was mainly driven by assessments of the govern-
ment’s performance in handling the crisis rather than by a rally effect. 
To speak of a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect, they argue, the increased level 
of trust in government should be due to the crisis itself, rather than a 
reaction to the policies implemented by the government in a logic of 
‘reward’ and ‘punishment’ and voter gratitude for beneficial policy deci-
sions (e.g. Key 1966; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011). Hence, as citizens’ 
perceptions of the government’s crisis management may provide an alter-
native (or complementary) explanation, it seems essential to assess its 
relevance alongside that of threat perceptions. This leads to our third 
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: The perception of government’s measures to deal with the 
COVID-19 crisis as being too extreme (or not sufficient) will have a negative 
association with trust in government.

Note that Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 actually result in two different types 
of observable implications: first of all, between groups of citizens 
cross-sectionally, and second, longitudinally over time. Cross-sectionally, 
following Hypothesis 1, we expect higher trust among citizens who per-
ceive more health threats compared to citizens with lower health threat 
perceptions. We assume this to be true across the partisan spectrum, 
but that it should be most notably visible among the opposition party 
supporters, creating a moment of unity amidst the crisis. For the econ-
omy, due to conflicting motives between threat perceptions and account-
ability mechanisms, we conjecture based on Hypothesis 2 that the 
association between threat perceptions and trust will be weaker or neg-
ative. Hence, there will be fewer differences in trust in government across 
varying levels of perceived economic threat. When it comes to perfor-
mance of the government, we expect based on Hypothesis 3 that citizens 
who perceive the government’s measures as too extreme or insufficient 
have lower trust compared to those perceiving these measures to be 
appropriate.

With regards to longitudinal effects over time, we expect based on 
Hypothesis 1 that if the level of health threat perceived by a given citizen 
declines over time, his or her trust in government should weaken. In 
other words, a decrease in perceived levels of threat could explain the 
fading away of the ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect often observed in the 
existing literature (e.g. Gaines 2002; Hetherington and Nelson 2003). In 
contrast, a decline in perceived economic threats over time, following 
Hypothesis 2, would be expected to result in only rather little change in 
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government trust due to the conflicting underlying motives. Yet, in the 
spirit of Hypothesis 3, a decrease in government trust at the individual 
level could also (or alternatively) be related to a decline in the perceived 
appropriateness of the government’s measures.

Finally, we have a longitudinal hypothesis that focuses explicitly on 
the differences between partisan groups. As outlined, the rally effect is 
supposed to bridge the gap in trust between supporters of the government 
and the opposition. However, as the crisis continues, partisan differences 
should again become more evident with a return to a more standard 
pattern of partisan polarisation. This ‘normalisation’ is expected to be 
mainly due to the fact that declining health threat perceptions will lower 
citizens’ deep-seated, primal fear of death (Baekgaard et al. 2020). Citizens 
will resort to long-standing partisan identities when assigning trust to 
the government. With opposition parties increasingly returning to ‘normal’ 
daily political competition (Chowanietz 2011), trust in government among 
opposition party supporters is expected to decline over the months, 
leading to our fourth hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: The trust gap between supporters of government parties and 
supporters of the opposition should grow larger over time.

Data and methods

In order to test our hypotheses, we make use of two unique online panel 
surveys conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic in Austria and France. 
Data for France were collected as part of the project ‘Citizens’ Attitudes 
Under the COVID-19 Pandemic’. The data collection of this survey started 
on March 16, 2020, with weekly panel waves until early May (wave 8), 
and then further waves in the second halves of May and June. About 
1,000 respondents participated in wave 1, and about 2,000 from wave 2 
to wave 10 (June 2020). For Austria, data are from the Austrian Corona 
Panel Project (ACPP; Kittel et al. 2020a), an online panel survey in which 
around 1,500 panellists participated first in weekly waves from March 
27, 2020 until June 3, 2020 (Wave 1 until Wave 10), and then in bi-weekly 
waves until July 15, 2020 (Wave 11 till Wave 13).4 Both panel data col-
lection efforts were implemented independently in the two countries at 
the time when the respective government announced its various lockdown 
measures, or shortly after, and ran throughout the following stages of 
the crisis when lockdown measures were being lifted. The design of the 
two longitudinal studies is very similar, and they are, thus, ideally suited 
to test our hypotheses on the ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect both 
cross-sectionally and longitudinally.5

With regards to our dependent variable, ‘trust in government’, both 
datasets include measures asked on a (almost) weekly basis. Respondents 
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in Austria were asked: ‘Do you have much, some, little or no trust in 
each of the institutions mentioned in the context of the Corona crisis?’, 
including in the list of institutions amongst others also ‘The Federal 
Government’. Answers were given on an 11-point scale, ranging from 0 
‘No trust at all’ to 10 ‘Much trust’. Participants in the French panel were 
asked ‘How much [they] trust the Government’, as part of a battery 
about trust in a number of institutions or groups. They answered using 
a four-point scale, with categories ‘Trust completely’, ‘Trust somewhat’, 
‘Don’t trust a lot’, and ‘Don’t trust at all’.6 For both countries, we recode 
answers to the 0–1 range.7

Questions on perceived health and economic threats posed by the 
pandemic to society at large were asked in slightly different ways in the 
two studies. In Austria, the corresponding questions were ‘How great do 
you estimate the health [economic] risk posed by the coronavirus to the 
Austrian population?’. In France, respondents were asked ‘Would you say 
that the consequences of the coronavirus epidemic for health [the econ-
omy] in France are today…?’. In both countries responses were given on 
a five-point scale (‘very large’, ‘large’, ‘average’, ‘small’, ‘very small’ in 
Austria; ‘very serious’, ‘quite serious’, ‘somewhat serious’, ‘not serious’, 
‘not at all serious’ in France). For the present analyses, all of these vari-
ables were recoded to the 0–1 range, with higher values indicating per-
ceptions of a more acute threat.

The appropriateness of the government’s COVID-19 measures was also 
assessed. In France, respondents were invited to evaluate ‘the measures 
taken by the President and its government’ to protect ‘the health of the 
French’. Answers to this question were recorded on a five-point scale 
(with categories ‘Really exaggerated’, ‘Somewhat exaggerated’, ‘Neither 
inadequate, nor exaggerated’, ‘Somewhat inadequate’, and ‘Very inade-
quate’). In Austria, there was one question on that topic, asking ‘Do you 
consider the reaction of the Austrian Government in view of the outbreak 
of coronavirus to be insufficient, appropriate or too extreme?’ with 
response options on a 5-point scale (ranging from ‘not sufficient at all’ 
to ‘too extreme’). As non-linear effects are to be expected in this, with 
citizens being more sceptical of the government when it does too little 
or too much, we recode the responses into three categories (‘not enough’, 
‘appropriate’, ‘too extreme’), and insert them using dummy variables into 
our models.

Party preferences are assessed by a measure of vote choice. In the 
case of France, this is a prospective measure (‘If the first round of par-
liamentary elections took place next Sunday…’), whereas in Austria we 
rely on the reported voting behaviour in the last parliamentary election 
that was held on September 29, 2019 as a substitute. We differentiate 
between three categories of respondents: supporters of government parties, 
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of opposition parties, and a residual category of those that do not report 
to support either of them (i.e. who say they would or did not vote, cast 
a blank or invalid vote or refused to answer). In Austria, government 
supporters are those who voted for the Christian-Democratic ÖVP or 
the Green Party, while opposition supporters voted for the 
Social-Democratic SPÖ, the right-wing populist FPÖ, the liberal NEOS, 
or other minor parties. In France, supporters of the incumbent govern-
ment reported intending to vote for La République en Marche (LREM) 
or its ally, the Mouvement Démocrate (MoDem). Respondents who intend 
to vote for any other of the French parties (including among others the 
conservative Republicans, the Social-Democratic Socialists, and the 
far-right party, Rassemblement National), we group together as supporters 
of the opposition. We also include gender, age and education as controls 
in our cross-sectional analysis.

Our strategy of analysis is three-fold. First, we start with some descrip-
tive statistics to show how the main variables – trust in government, 
health and economic threats perceptions as well as perceptions of gov-
ernment measures – evolved over time in the two countries. The data 
will be weighted by demographic weights to ensure that the sample 
composition closely matches population targets at every point in time. 
The purpose of this analysis is to provide relevant background informa-
tion on the two countries and to inspect the overall trends at the 
aggregate-level.

Second, we evaluate differences across groups of respondents 
cross-sectionally. We use data from the first wave in Austria and the 
second wave in France as they were conducted almost at the same time 
during the critical phase of rising infection numbers and the economy 
coming to a standstill, namely at the end of March 2020 (see also Online 
Appendix A). Using OLS regression, we start out by estimating some 
baseline models, including stagewise first our sociodemographic control 
variables and then party preferences (for the results of the baseline 
models, see Models 1 and 2 in Table C1 and C2 in Online Appendix 
C). Then follows the cross-sectional tests of Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, by 
adding the perceived threat to public health and the economy to the 
model, along with the measure of the appropriateness of the government’s 
COVID-19 measures and interactions with party preferences.

In the third part of our analysis, we make use of the panel structure 
of our data using fixed-effect panel regressions (Brüderl and Ludwig 
2015), studying whether and why the levels of trust tend to decline over 
time. To assess Hypothesis 4, whether it is in particular supporters of 
opposition parties reverting to their critical stance towards the govern-
ment, we first estimate a model including a time trend for each group. 
We then include again the key independent variables – perceived threats 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
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(health and economy) and perceived appropriateness of the measures – 
in conjunction with partisan preferences. To ensure temporal ordering 
of the dependent and independent variables and avoid simultaneity prob-
lems, we lag the independent variables by one interval (lag-1) in this 
analysis. This analysis offers a test of the longitudinal impact of our 
Hypotheses 1 to 3.

We estimate separate regression models for Austria and France.8 
To evaluate the observable implications of our hypotheses, we inspect 
the relevant plots of predicted values and marginal effects. This is 
in line with the recommendations of the literature on interpreting 
models including interactions (Brambor et al. 2006; Franzese and 
Kam 2009) and facilitates a straightforward interpretation of the 
results. The full estimation tables for all models are included in 
Online Appendix C.

The COVID-19 crisis in Austria and France

We focus in our analysis on two countries, Austria and France, who 
approached the COVID-19 crisis rather similarly with regards to the 
lockdown and the later lifting of measures. France declared a lockdown 
on March 17, 2020, while the Austrian government announced on March 
13, 2020 that a lockdown was set to start on March 16, 2020. Immediately, 
after the announcement of the lockdown, a broad national reaction across 
all ideological camps followed in Austria: all political parties represented 
in the Austrian parliament announced their support of this government 
decision. The newly formed coalition government between the 
Christian-Democratic ÖVP and the Greens could thus rely on a broad 
consensus amongst all parties when introducing their various measures, 
both with regard to health and economic policies. Meanwhile, in France 
opposition parties did not unanimously support the government’s emer-
gency laws, neither during the first lockdown nor afterwards. For instance, 
left-wing Members of Parliament (Les Echos 2020) either voted against 
the emergency law introduced in the wake of the first lockdown or 
abstained. These differences may be based in the set-up of the political 
system and the government composition of the two countries. While 
based on their constitutions both countries can qualify as semi-presidential 
systems, Austria, in practice, operates like a classical parliamentary system 
(Duverger 1980; Müller 1999) with coalition governments being able to 
rely on a comfortable majority in the parliament. Instead France has 
often been considered as the supposed primordial case of a 
semi-presidential system with a strong president and a less powerful 
government in comparison (Duverger 1980; but see Elgie 2009). While 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
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Austria is commonly characterised as a consensual political system with 
a proportional electoral system, coalition governments, and government 
and opposition parties working together at different levels (e.g. in the 
social partnerships, at the regional levels, etc.), France with its majori-
tarian electoral institutions had been a classical example of left–right 
bi-polarisation for decades until the rise of the far-right resulted into a 
tripartite structure of opposition (Bornschier and Lachat 2009; 
Sauger 2009).

Another stark contrast between the two countries is evident when 
considering the distribution of our dependent variable, trust in govern-
ment, and how it changed over time. Figure 1 presents the average levels 
of trust in each panel wave, as well as a baseline value, taken from 
separate surveys conducted in January of the same year. On the 0–1 
scale, the pre-crisis level of trust in government was substantially higher 
in Austria (just below 0.5) than in France (about 0.3). While the level 
of trust was higher in both countries after the first confinement measures, 
this surge was clearly more pronounced in Austria, reaching an impressive 

Figure 1.  Dynamics of trust in government in Austria and France during the COVID-19 
crisis.

Note: Data for Austria are from the Austrian Corona Panel Project (ACPP), for France 
from the dataset on ‘Citizens’ Attitudes Under the COVID-19 Pandemic’. Reference 
values for January (grey dashed lines) come from the AUTNES Online Panel Study 
2017–2019 (Aichholzer et al. 2020), wave 13 (10.–24.1.2020), and the Baromètre de 
la Confiance Politique (28.1.–4.2.2020). For further details on the two panel surveys 
and question wording, see Online Appendix A and B.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017


1216 S. KRITZINGER ET AL.

value of 0.7 in the first wave of the Austrian panel. However, this very 
high value in Austria in late March then declined steadily over the next 
three months, while the corresponding attitudes among respondents in 
France did not vary much over time. This also means that at the end 
of our period of observation the gap between the two countries is again 
similar to the pre-crisis level. Whereas the pattern in Austria is consistent 
with the notion of a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect, in France, we see much 
less change in average trust over time.

Moving to the perceived threats posed by the pandemic, Figure 2 
shows that French and Austrian citizens perceived its consequences for 
health rather differently. French respondents assessed its consequences 
as being serious or very serious throughout March and April (average 
values above 0.8), with a small decline in the last two waves, reaching 
an average value of 0.7 in late June. In contrast, Austrian citizens, while 
certainly being concerned about the health threat particularly at the 
beginning of the lockdown, showed lower health threat perceptions and 
on average they also became less concerned over time. The results in 
Figure 2 largely meet face validity. While a number of factors might be 
responsible for this result, the differences we observe are at least con-
sistent with the differences in the rate of COVID-19 related deaths and 
infections in the two countries (see Online Appendix A). While Austria 
could contain both overall infection rates and death tolls relatively fast 
and did not experience problems in its health system capacities, France, 
in contrast, faced problems on all these dimensions resulting even in 
COVID-19 patients to be transferred to German or Austrian hospitals 
(Busse et al. 2020).

With regards to respondents’ economic threat perceptions, we see from 
the upper right panel in Figure 2 that citizens in both countries through-
out our period of observation considered the economy to be endangered 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. While the French citizens expect the eco-
nomic consequences to be very serious throughout the period of obser-
vation, Austrian citizens become slightly less fearful over time, though 
the average perceived threat remains well above 0.5. Overall, in both 
countries, the perceived economic threats are on average deemed to be 
more serious than the health-related threats.9

Lastly, perceptions of the appropriateness of government measures 
vary substantially both between and within the two countries. A large 
majority of Austrian citizens consider the measures adopted by their 
government to address the COVID-19 crisis as appropriate. While this 
proportion declines slightly over time, it remains at a very high level 
throughout the period of observation: above 70 per cent until early May, 
and above 60 per cent in all later waves. In contrast, French citizens 
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expressed less satisfaction in the evaluation of their government’s handling 
of the crisis. Throughout the lockdown period (from March 17 to May 
11), the modal answer was that the government’s measures were not 
sufficient – a proportion that reached 60 per cent in late March and 
early April. It is only in later waves of the panel that we can observe a 
slight decrease in the number of French respondents that are critical of 
their government’s response.

Results

Cross-sectional analysis: who trusts the government in times of 
crisis?

In the following, we look at the results of our cross-sectional regression 
analysis run on data collected in both countries at the end of March 
2020. We start by estimating the impact of the perceived health and 
economic threats posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as of the 

Figure 2. P erceptions of threats and government measures in Austria and France 
during the COVID-19 crisis.
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Figure 3. T rust in government and threat perceptions during the COVID-19 crisis 
(cross-sectional analysis).

Note: Fitted values from a model with socio-demographic variables, party preferences, 
threat perceptions, and evaluations of government measures (Model 3, Table C1 and 
C2 in Online Appendix C). Data for Austria come from wave 1 (27.–30.3.2020) and 
for France from wave 2 (24.–25.3.2020).

evaluation of the government’s response, to assess the group differences 
derived from our first three hypotheses.

Figure 3 reveals that health threat perceptions are significantly and 
positively related to trust in government in Austria, while there seems 
to be no significant association in France. Higher economic threat per-
ceptions, in contrast, are not associated with government trust at all at 
the beginning of the pandemic. The right-hand panel of Figure 3 may 
suggest a slightly negative relation in Austria and a slightly positive one 
in France, but neither of these associations are significant.

The results in Austria are in line with the first two hypotheses. First, 
in line with Hypothesis 1 derived from the notion of a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ 
effect, at the beginning of a crisis, citizens who perceive larger health 
threats from the pandemic do express higher trust in government. Second, 
as expected by Hypothesis 2, the corresponding association with economic 
threats is weaker; in fact, it is essentially zero. While these results in 
Austria are in line with the first two hypotheses, these hypotheses find 
no support in France, where there is little evidence of a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ 
effect. We saw earlier that the initial increase in government support has 
been very limited (Figure 1), especially compared to Austria. We now 
further observe that the level of government trust among French citizens 
is not systematically related to the perceived threats of the crisis, neither 
for health nor for the economy. In line with Hypothesis 3, however, we 
find in both countries a systematic relation between the evaluation of the 
government measures and the degree of trust in government (Figure 4), 
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with citizens regarding the measures to be appropriate displaying the 
highest level of trust in both countries.

In another cross-sectional model, we interact threat perceptions and 
evaluations of government measures with party preferences. The results 
offer again distinct patterns in Austria and France; but they offer addi-
tional evidence in line with a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect in Austria. 
Starting with the latter country, we see in the left-hand panel of Figure 5 
that the different partisan groups become more similar to one another 
as they perceive greater health threats. Among those who consider the 
health-related threat of the pandemic to be very severe, trust in govern-
ment is high, regardless of their party preferences. If these threats are 
perceived at a lower level, in contrast, trust in government is more 
strongly structured by partisanship. This is entirely consistent with the 
expectation of a rally effect.

In contrast, in France, we cannot observe such a pattern. We see a 
clear difference between government supporters and opposition support-
ers, with the former expressing a much higher level of trust when they 
consider the health threats of the pandemic to be very severe, while the 
opposite is true for supporters of opposition parties. The differences 
between partisan groups are less clear at lower levels of threats percep-
tions, given that we have fewer such respondents. However, by all 
accounts, the partisan structuring of government trust is much stronger 
in France than in Austria even when considering perceptions of health 
threats caused by COVID-19.

The patterns are somewhat different for the economic threat percep-
tions. In Austria, government trust across levels of perceived economic 
threat does not differ significantly between partisan groups. In France, 

Figure 4. T rust in government and perceptions of government measures during the 
COVID-19 crisis (cross-sectional analysis).

Note: Fitted values from a model including socio-demographic variables, party pref-
erences, threat perceptions, and perceptions of government measures (Model 3, Table 
C1 and C2 in Online Appendix C). Data for Austria come from wave 1 (27.–30.3.2020) 
and for France from wave 2 (24.–25.3.2020).

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
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the direction and intensity of these associations seems to vary somewhat 
between these groups – though the uncertainty surrounding these esti-
mates is relatively large. The results suggest that government party sup-
porters are more likely to display less trust in their government if they 
perceive economic threats to be high, similar to a pattern of economic 
accountability. Other partisan groups, in contrast, always express low 
trust in the government. In any case, these results show that the asso-
ciation with partisanship is much stronger in France than that with threat 
perceptions, whereas the effect of partisanship is weak or absent in 
Austria, in line with the expectations of a rally effect.

This pattern also appears clearly with respect to the evaluation of the 
government’s measures (Figure 5, lower panel). In both France and 
Austria, citizens who deem these measures to be either too extreme or 
not sufficient express lower trust in their national government than those 
who consider them to be appropriate, regardless of their party preference. 
In France, however, we see a much larger gap in trust between 

Figure 5. I nteractions with party preference (cross-sectional analysis).

Note: Fitted values from a model including socio-demographic variables, party prefer-
ences, threat perceptions, perceptions of government measures, and interactions with 
party preference (Model 4, Table C1 and C2 in Online Appendix C). Data for Austria 
come from wave 1 (27.–30.3.2020) and for France from wave 2 (24.–25.3.2020).
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government and opposition supporters, suggesting that partisanship 
strongly shaped trust in the government.

Panel analysis: why does trust in government decline over time?

Next, we focus on individual-level changes. While the previous analyses 
studied government trust by comparing groups of respondents, we now 
focus on intra-individual changes over time. We estimate a series of 
fixed-effect panel regression models to study the effects of threat per-
ceptions, evaluations of government measures, and party preferences (for 
all estimation tables, see Tables C3 and C4 in Online Appendix C).

First, we focus on the time path of trust in government among dif-
ferent partisan groups to evaluate Hypothesis 4. As already hinted at by 
the descriptive statistics, trust in government declined significantly over 
time in Austria for all party supporters (Figure 6). But most importantly, 
in line with Hypothesis 4, we now also observe that this decline is sig-
nificantly larger for opposition party supporters than for government 
supporters. This supports another aspect of the expected 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect in Austria: not only did it lead to higher 
government trust, it also reduced partisan gap. With time passing, how-
ever, citizens tend to return to their ‘normal’ level of government trust, 
and the association with party predispositions becomes again stronger. 
In France, we can also observe a significant decline in government trust, 
in all three partisan groups. But the decrease is much smaller than in 
Austria, which is not surprising given that trust in the French government 
was rather low to start with, and a comparable strong ‘rally-round-the-flag’ 
effect was never observable in the French case.

Second, we are taking health and economic threat perceptions into 
account. Again, we find patterns in line with a rally effect in Austria 
while in France changes in perceived threats does not affect trust in 
government over time (Figure 7), corroborating our cross-sectional find-
ings. In Austria, we observe that changes in health threat perceptions 
are associated with changes in government trust, providing evidence for 
the longitudinal observable implications of Hypothesis 1. We also see that 
this effect is conditional on partisanship. Among government supporters, 
the effect of changes in health threat perceptions is clearly smaller than 
in the other partisan groups. In other words, as the perceived threat on 
health decreases, opposition party supporters see a stronger decline in 
their level of government trust, in line with the expected patterns of 
Hypothesis 4. Again, this is consistent with a pattern of a declining 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect in Austria, and with the absence of such an 
effect in France. Furthermore, we find again that this decline in Austria 
was related only to health threat perceptions, not to economic ones. The 
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latter do not appear to be associated with government trust – with the 
exception of opposition party supporters in Austria trusting the govern-
ment less when levels of economic threat increase, but this effect is 
substantively rather small. While this difference in the effects of  
both types of threat is in line with the longitudinal considerations of 
Hypothesis 2, it basically shows that changes in the respondents’ percep-
tion of the pandemic’s economic impact in both countries did not modify 
their level of government trust.

Finally, we assess the role of perceptions of the government’s mea-
sures (Figure 8). Again, we do not find any significant effects for 
France: regardless of whether government actions become considered 
too extreme or not sufficient, trust in government does not change 
significantly over time. For Austria the story is different. There, trust 
in government decreases significantly more strongly when respondents 
change their appraisal of how the crisis is handled from appropriate 
to too extreme. This is true across all partisan groups. Thus, Hypothesis 
3 considered from a longitudinal perspective gets partially supported 
in the case of Austria. Taken together, the findings suggest that the 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect fades away not only once the health threat 
perception decreases but also when the government measures become 
increasingly considered as too extreme. These results show that 

Figure 6. T he effect of time on trust in government (panel analysis).

Note: Estimates are marginal effects for time trend (1 unit = 8 weeks) from a linear 
fixed-effects panel model (Model 1, Table C3 and C4 in Online Appendix C).
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government trust in times of crisis is affected by complementary factors 
– perceptions of threats and government measures –, which are not 
mutually exclusive from each other, but jointly seem to shape the 
dynamics of public opinion.10

Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this article was to contribute to our understanding of public 
opinion during the COVID-19 crisis by using panel data from two coun-
tries – Austria and France – collected since the beginning of the crisis. 
The findings from this article show that the COVID-19 crisis provoked 
a substantial rally effect, at least in one of the two countries that we 
examine, namely Austria. High levels of government trust in Austria 
were closely tied to health threat perceptions cross-sectionally and over 
the course of the crisis, with supporters of the opposition parties quickly 
reverting to a more critical view of the government as time went on. 
Yet, while health threats were associated with trust in government, this 
was less the case for economic threat perceptions, possibly due to the 
conflicting motives between economic threat perceptions and account-
ability mechanisms as outlined in the theory section. Perceptions of the 

Figure 7. T he effects of perceived threats for public health and the economy on 
trust in government (panel analysis).

Note: Estimates are marginal effects for perceived threats (range: 0–1) from a linear 
fixed-effects panel model (Model 2, Table C3 and C4 in Online Appendix C).

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017


1224 S. KRITZINGER ET AL.

appropriateness of the government’s response mattered, too. While they 
played a rather minor role in bridging the trust gap between government 
and opposition supporters, they contributed significantly to the dynamics 
of trust over time affecting government and opposition supporters about 
equally. Taken together, the results for Austria suggest that trust in gov-
ernment was jointly influenced both by the health threat directly caused 
by the crisis (Schraff 2020; Esaiasson 2020) and by performance evalu-
ations of the government’s policies (Bol et al. 2021). The French case 
shows that an international health crisis does, however, not automatically 
provoke a ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect. While in Austria both supporters 
of government and opposition parties feature high trust in government, 
a sharp divide between the two groups of party supporters can be 
observed in France. It seems that initially low levels of trust in govern-
ment and high levels of partisan polarisation have reduced the chances 
that citizens rally behind its government.

We can speculate about possible reasons responsible for the contrast 
in the two countries. As outlined, Austria and France differed quite 
substantially in how the national political actors approached the crisis. 
Opposition parties in Austria initially supported the government, with 
most laws passed with unanimity in the early stage of the crisis, whereas 
public discourse in France was marked by controversial debates from the 

Figure 8. T he effect of the perceptions of government measures on trust in gov-
ernment (panel analysis).

Note: Estimates are marginal effects for perceptions of government measures (dummy 
0/1) from a linear fixed-effects panel model (Model 2, Table C3 and C4 in Online 
Appendix C).
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beginning. Also, the government support started from different baselines, 
most likely given by the differing electoral cycles in the two countries. 
While in France the government has been in place since 2017, in Austria 
the ÖVP-Green coalition government was inaugurated just two months 
(January 7, 2020) before the lockdown was imposed on the Austrian 
population. In line with these notions, the political baseline from which 
the two countries had to face and manage the initial phases of the 
COVID-19 crisis differs quite substantially which seems to have had 
implications on government trust. However, future research needs to look 
more closely into factors at the country level, and their effects on crisis 
perception and government trust; comparative research can indeed help 
to identify the condition under which threat might give rise to a 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect.

We believe that we contribute in at least two important ways to our 
understanding of public opinion. First, most of the existing literature on 
the ‘rally-round-the-flag’ phenomenon has focussed on international crises 
posited by terrorist attacks (Albertson and Gadarian 2015; Balcells and 
Torrats-Espinosa 2018). As such, we still know little about the impact 
of other types of crises on trust in government, especially if those crises 
pose more than one type of threat at once within different political 
settings. Our findings show that in the context of the COVID-19 crisis 
with different types of threats arising simultaneously, perceived threats 
to public health shaped trust in government more strongly than economic 
concerns.

Second, our analyses on the temporal dynamics of the rally effect 
shed light on the important question of the duration of a rally effect. 
In other words, how long can the government rely on the strong support 
of its citizens? In our hypothesis focussing on developments throughout 
time we already hinted at the possibility that rally effects might decay 
differently for different groups (e.g. supporters from opposition versus 
government parties). Furthermore, Baum (2002) has shown for the US 
case that contextual factors can also influence the longevity of the 
‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect. We suggest that the rally effect should be 
understood as a short-term reaction to an immediate threat that motivates 
supporters of the opposition to lend support to the government for a 
limited amount of time, with support decreasing rather quickly as soon 
as the immediate danger has been averted. A precondition for the rally 
effect to happen seems to be a sufficient level of societal consensus that 
does not get undermined, for example, by very high levels of partisan 
polarisation. Future studies should investigate these aspects further.

In practical terms, these results have implications for what to expect 
and how to effectively overcome a moment of crisis. First, the rally effect 



1226 S. KRITZINGER ET AL.

is transient in its very nature. Mismanagement of the crisis, of course, 
may add to a more rapid decline and could have possibly even further 
detrimental side effects. Yet, even if the government manages a crisis 
perfectly well, it is to be expected that the government will lose support 
over time due to the declining levels of perceived threat and supporters 
of the opposition returning to their normal critical assessment of the 
government. Finally, to overcome a crisis effectively, a basic level 
cross-partisan consensus should be maintained even in regular times, as 
a crisis may strike suddenly, and the effectiveness of containment policies 
(e.g. Kittel et al. 2021) may in the end depend as well on the undivided 
or at least strong support for the government in society at large.

Notes

	 1.	 Most of the literature on the ‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect explores the United 
States. Effects are thus studied and observed on the approval of or trust 
in the president and not on the government as such.

	 2.	 However, it must not be necessarily that citizens become more trusting of 
the government per se, rather individuals could simply increase their trust 
toward the relevant political actors, like in health authorities as it was the 
case with smallpox influenza (Albertson and Gadarian 2015).

	 3.	 Note that the variable trust in government can be seen as either a spe-
cific or diffuse type of support for the government (Easton 1965), as the 
term ‘government’ can refer to both the current composition of the gov-
ernment and the institution itself (Bol et al. 2021). We will come back to 
this issue in the empirical analysis of this paper.

	 4.	 For a detailed description of the ACPP dataset, see Kittel et al. (2020b).
	 5.	 See Online Appendix A for an overview over the schedule of waves against 

the background of the daily numbers of new COVID-19 cases (per million 
inhabitants) as well as an analysis of panel retention.

	 6.	 For the question wording of the dependent and independent variables, see 
also Online Appendix B.

	 7.	 The datasets also include a measure of satisfaction with the current gov-
ernment. Empirically, we find that this measure is strongly correlated with 
the measure of trust in government (.78 in Austria and .76 in France), 
suggesting a close relationship under the given circumstances.

	 8.	 Running a pooled model with country dummies and level interactions 
leads to substantially identical results.

	 9.	 While this holds for each wave and country, the difference is larger in 
Austria (average difference of 0.20) than France (average of 0.06).

	10.	 In a supplementary analysis (Online Appendix D), we analyse the role of 
time-varying effects to assess to what extent the rally effect is the result 
of changes in the salience of perceptions of threats and government mea-
sures in addition to changes in the mean level of these perceptions. The 
results show that the decline in government trust in Austria was associ-
ated not only with a decrease in levels of perceived health threat, but also 
with a decline in salience of these perceptions as a dimension to evaluate 
the government. In contrast, perceived economic threat became more 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2021.1925017


West European Politics 1227

salient over time, with higher levels of economic threat being associated 
with a decrease in government trust. Also, perceptions of the government 
measures being too extreme slightly gained in salience. Overall, however, 
both of the latter two effects were relatively small in size, suggesting that 
the main factor behind the decline in levels of government trust in Austria 
were the changes in the levels and salience of perceived health threats. 
For France, we see fewer dynamics in general and there is considerable 
uncertainty. If anything, the results suggest that the salience of perceived 
economic threat grew slightly over time, suggesting that the French gov-
ernment became increasingly punished for the economic consequences of 
the crisis.
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