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Abstract
Objectives: We aimed to predict the favor for a technocratic
government in the context of the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.
Method: We tested a multilevel mediated moderated model on
the ResPOnsE COVID-19 data set (rolling cross-section design,
quota sample of the Italian adult population, N = 8210, data
collected from March 17 to June 16, 2021).
Results: Subjective vulnerability to COVID-19 showed a pos-
itive relationship with trust in science and scientists, which, in
turn, had a positive relationship with favor for a technocratic
government, particularly among participants who had low trust
in the Italian Parliament. The prevalence of COVID-19 (mea-
sured at Level-2, with data nested by day of data collection)
also showed a positive association with favor for a technocratic
government.
Conclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic may have jeopar-
dized representative democracy: The objective and subjective
threats it triggered favor trust in science and scientists that, when
combined with a low level of trust toward political institutions,
fosters the desire for a technocratic government.
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In December 2019, the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus emerged in China. Because people’s immune systems
were not equipped to deal with it, a dramatic pandemic spread very quickly across the world, aided by the
strong interconnected nature of contemporary life. No drugs or vaccines were available, and health systems
in many countries were unable to respond effectively to the outbreak. The number of sick people and of
deaths began to rise exponentially, and countries’ economies were dramatically threatened. The situation
promoted subjective threat and the need to cope with the actual threat and with the radical lifestyle changes
that drastically limited personal freedom (Scardigno and Testa 2021). Beyond dramatic increases in anxiety,
depression, loneliness, and insomnia (Benke et al. 2022), research showed some political implications of
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the pandemic (Muldoon, Liu, and McHugh 2021). In this study, we aimed to expand our understanding of
the political consequences of COVID-19, by developing and testing a multilevel model of the effects of
the outbreak’s impact on people’s desire for a technocratic government.

Vulnerability and political consequences of COVID-19

After its onset, the population felt dramatically vulnerable to the COVID-19 pandemic both in health and
economic terms (Roccato et al. 2021a). When feeling vulnerable, people perceive a loss of control over
their lives, which lowers their psychological well-being and serves as a motivational drive to restore per-
ceived control (Landau, Kay, and Whitson 2015). Consistent with Kay et al.’s (2011) compensatory control
mechanism (CCM), people who feel unable to exert such control directly may turn to secondary sources
of control that provide order and predictability to the world, such as religion (Sibley and Bulbulia 2012),
political (Oneal and Bryan 1995) and super partes (Cavazza et al. 2022) institutions, and even anti-democratic
governments (Torres-Vega, Ruiz, and Moya 2021). This was also the case in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, which beyond the expected rally effect consisting of an increase in trust in democratic insti-
tutions (Bol et al. 2021), triggered the approval of anti-democratic governments and policies (Amat et al.
2020; Roccato et al. 2020). Given that both democratic institutions and anti-democratic governments can
act as secondary sources of control, these results are not as surprising as they might appear.

Scientists, science, and technocracy in pandemic times

As the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus was previously unknown and there were no solid guidelines for dealing
with it, political institutions resorted to a strategy of trial and error for long weeks and months after
the pandemic broke out. In many countries, political institutions failed the tough stress test the virus
represented (Barberia, Plümper, and Whitten 2021). For example, in the United States, face masks were not
recommended indoors until December 2020 (Broudi et al. 2022). In India, the introduction of lockdowns
and curfews led people who worked in major cities to return en masse to their homes and villages in the
countryside. This accelerated the spread of the virus outside the cities (Khanna 2020). This complexity
and unpredictability of ripple effects caused by institutional decisions reduced people’s perceived control
over their lives and fostered their sense of vulnerability (Roccato et al. 2021a). At the same time, science
and scientists were at the center of public debate and flooded the media with messages (about the spread
of the virus, the most effective preventive measures, the development of a vaccine against COVID-19,
the importance of a large-scale vaccination campaign, etc.) based on scientific data and arguments. Trust
in science emerged as the key factor in overcoming the public health crisis (Bicchieri et al. 2021). From a
social-psychological perspective, trust in scientists’ messages may act as a cognitive shortcut for decision
making, leading people to follow the recommended guidelines (Caceido-Montero et al. 2022). Moreover,
trust in science and scientists could serve as a strategy for coping with the existential, health, and economic
threats posed by the pandemic, by giving people who trust science and scientists a compensatory sense of
control over their lives and social environments (Kay et al. 2011).

We reasoned that this potential increase in trust in scientists in response to pandemic-related vulnera-
bility would be consistent with a parallel increase in people’s favor for a technocratic government. Indeed,
extensive research in recent decades shows a growing distrust of political institutions, a decline in the
importance of traditional ideologies, and a growing desire for unmediated political processes that chal-
lenge party democracy (Inglehart and Norris 2017). Technocratic governments, definable as the exercise
of political power by an elite of experts legitimized by their competence, efficiency, and neutrality, are
potential alternatives to representative party government (Ganuza and Font 2020), taken into consider-
ation due to the increased demand for technical skills and expertise needed to manage complex crises,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic. These alternatives are gaining popularity, especially in countries with
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COVID-19 AND TECHNOCRACY 197

strong political and institutional discontent and a history of widespread technocratic attitudes (Lavezzolo,
Ramiro, and Fernández-Vázquez 2022).

With the present study, we aimed to expand on this literature, developing a multilevel structural equa-
tions model to predict Italians’ favor for a technocratic government and testing it in the context of the
second year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the literature above, we reasoned that trust in science
and scientists and positive attitudes toward a technocratic government could help people cope with the
threat posed by the outbreak. Thus, we hypothesized that subjective health vulnerability (H1a) and sub-
jective economic vulnerability (H1b) due to the pandemic would be positively related to trust in science
and scientists. In addition, we hypothesized that trust in science and scientists would be positively related
to positive attitudes toward technocracy (H2), especially among people with low trust in political institu-
tions (H3). However, it is plausible that objective vulnerability could also lead people to view the idea of
a technocratic government favorably. Therefore, we hypothesized that the daily prevalence of COVID-19
should have a positive association with favor for a technocratic government (H4).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

We conducted a secondary analysis of data from the third wave of the ResPOnsE COVID-19 data set,
collected from March 17 to June 16, 2021, by the SPS TREND Lab at the University of Milan (for details
about the design, data collection, ethics approval, and recruitment, see Vezzoni et al. 2020). The peculiar-
ity of the study is its rolling cross-section (RCS) approach. In RCSs, one-shot cross-section surveys are
distributed over time in a controlled manner, administering the same questionnaire to independent sam-
ples in the same setting in different days. Thus, interviews collected on different field days differ only by
date and the probability that a respondent will be interviewed on a specific day is a product of random
selection. Since the basic characteristics of the daily samples do not vary systematically, RCSs allow for a
nesting based on daily samples (Lutz, De Rocchi, and Pekari 2013). Thus, we resorted to multilevel analysis,
using the numbers of the pandemic on a daily basis as a Level-2 variable measuring the daily COVID-19
prevalence.

The interviews were conducted via email. The sample, stratified by the district of residence and then
quoted by gender and age classes, included 8210 participants with approximately 89 respondents per day
(4232 men, 3978 women; Mage = 50.63, SDage = 15.71).

Level-1 measures

We measured perceived economic vulnerability using the following European Social Survey (ESS) item:
“Which of the following descriptions comes closest to how you feel about your household’s income nowa-
days? Living comfortably on present income ( = 1), coping on present income ( = 2), finding it difficult
on present income ( = 3), and finding it very difficult on present income ( = 4).”

Perceived health vulnerability was assessed using the following item: “How likely do you think it is that
you will become infected with Coronavirus in the coming months? I am sure ( = 6), Very likely ( = 5),
Quite likely ( = 4), Unlikely ( = 3), Very unlikely ( = 2) and I rule it out with certainty ( = 1).”

We measured trust in science and scientists with the following 4 items: (a) “What level of trust do you
personally place in scientists? (11 response categories, with 0 = complete lack of trust and 10 = complete
trust)”; (b) “Scientific research is capable of solving the problem of coronavirus (11 response categories,
with 0 = complete disagreement and 10 = complete agreement)”; (c) “Thanks to science and technology,
there will be more opportunities for the next generation (11 response categories, with 0 = complete dis-
agreement and 10 = complete agreement)”; and (d) “When it comes to vaccines, the recommendations
of science can be trusted” (five response alternatives, from 1 = complete disagreement to 5 = complete
agreement). After ranging these items to a 0–1 scale, the score for trust in science and scientists was mod-
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eled as a latent factor using confirmatory factor analysis, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.04. Factor
loadings ranged from 0.61 and 0.78, all ps < 0.001.

Trust in political institutions was measured using the following ESS item: “Please, tell me on a score of
0–10 how much you personally trust the Italian Parliament. Zero means you do not trust the Parliament
at all, and 10 means you have complete trust.”

Favor for a technocratic government was measured using the following World Values Survey: “How
good or bad would it be having experts that make decisions according to what they think is best for the
country for governing Italy nowadays?” (1 = “It would be a very bad system,” 4 = “It would be a very
good system”).

We computed the interaction between trust in science and scientists and trust in the Italian Parliament as
a latent variable, after centering the latter (it was not necessary to center the former since it was calculated
as latent factor as a standardized variable).

In the model, we partialed out gender (1 = woman), age, years of education, and geopolitical area of
residence (we entered living in North-Western Italy, North-Eastern Italy, Central Italy, and Southern Italy
in the model, using living in the main Italian islands as the reference category).

Level-2 measures

The daily COVID-19 prevalence was measured day by day by the following indicators: (a) number of peo-
ple ill with COVID-19, (b) number of deaths due to COVID-19, and (c) number of patients in the intensive
care unit due to COVID-19. The COVID-19 prevalence was modeled as a latent factor underlying these
variables, using confirmatory factor analysis, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00. Factor loadings
ranged from 0.91 and 1.00, all ps < 0.001.

We tested our hypotheses using a multilevel structural equation model with latent variables (when
possible) and a latent interaction. The analyses were conducted using MPLUS. The model integrates a
measurement and a dependency model and uses individuals as Level-1 units and days as Level-2 units.

RESULTS

A preliminary unconditional model showed that favor for technocracy varied across days (variance= 0.004,
SE = 0.000, p < 0.001, ICC = 0.05). Figure 1 shows the results of our model. Consistent with H1a and
H1b, subjective health vulnerability and subjective economic vulnerability showed positive associations
with trust in science and scientists, which, in turn, consistent with H2, showed a positive association
with a favorable attitude toward technocracy. Consistent with H3, trust in political institutions moderated
the latter association, which was stronger for participants with low (−1 SD) levels of trust in the Italian
Parliament (coeff. = 0.48, SE = 0.10, p < 0.001) than for participants with high (+1 SD) levels of trust in
the Italian Parliament (coeff. = 0.37, SE = 0.07, p < 0.001). Finally, consistent with H4, there was a positive
relationship between daily prevalence of COVID-19 and favor for technocracy.1

CONCLUSION

In this study, we modeled support for a technocratic government using both objective and subjective
variables as predictors and focusing on the role of trust in science and institutions as a possible coping
mechanism against the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our analyses have shown that—consistent
with theory and research on the CCM (Kay et al. 2011)—health and economic vulnerability are positively

1 Parallel analyses (complete results available from the corresponding author) showed that the cross-level interaction between trust in science and
scientists and COVID-19 daily incidence did not reach statistical significance, coeff = −0.01, SE = 0.01, p = 0.56.
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FIGURE 1 Multilevel regression model. **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

associated with trust in science and scientists and that this trust has a positive association with favoring a
technocratic government, particularly among people with low trust in the traditional political institutions.
Interestingly, the actual severity of the pandemic situation was also positively associated with support for
a technocratic government.

These findings contribute to our understanding of how public opinion responds to exogenous shocks
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and open the space for new research in this area of study. The extant
literature shows that the pandemic promoted trust in institutions (Bol et al. 2021) and support for anti-
democratic forms of government (Amat et al. 2020), primarily as a means to increase people’s control
over their lives and social environments. Our study extends these findings in two ways. First, it showed
that even trust in science and scientists can be enhanced in threatening situations. Second, in addition
to people’s subjective threats, the actual threat of the pandemic was found to be positively related to a
favorable attitude toward technocracy.

Almost one century ago, Lewin (1936) postulated that every social-psychological event depends on the
state of the person and, at the same time, on the state of the environment in which s/he lives. Our results
are explicitly consistent with this ancient intuition and make a strong case for the use of multilevel models
in analyzing how the public opinion responds to threatening and problematic situations. Another interest-
ing development of this research could extend this model to other threatening situations. Indeed, science
and scientists are adequate epistemic authorities to draw upon when dealing with a pandemic. Based on
the application of CCM to emergencies (Roccato et al. 2021b), we argue that more traditional exogenous
shocks, such as wars or terrorist attacks, might promote people’s trust in epistemic authorities appropriate
to such threats, such as the army or the police. An empirical test of this idea might be interesting.

From a political perspective, technocracy responds to several demands that are increasingly felt in the
electorate. It criticizes traditional democratic governance, considered inefficient to face complex crises
(Inglehart and Norris 2017). Nonetheless, technocratic governments pose a challenge to representative
democracy, which addresses complexity, not through unaccountable experts but by attempting to involve
at least all adults residing in a country in politics and governance. What will be the role of science and
scientists in society and in politics when the pandemic crisis will be over or when it will be endemic? Since
technocracy and democracy can coexist (e.g., with technocratic cabinets, as seen in various countries)
and potentially have different levels of integration (Bertsou and Caramani 2022), what balance between
technocratic and democratic governance should we expect? These issues will be of greatest interest in the
coming months and years.
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Our study has some limitations, mainly the cross-sectional nature of the Level-1 data, that affected
our possibility to make causal statements. However, the RCS approach brought the Level-2 section
close to causal inference because observations were distributed in time, even though they were closely
spaced (Johnson and Brady 2002). Nonetheless, a longitudinal replication of the study might be helpful to
understand how long the “crisis effect” we found will hold up.

However, our study also had some strong points: (a) very high-quality sample, both in terms of size and
method by which it was extracted from the general population; (b) the innovative use of a RCS design to
examine the public opinion during a pandemic; (c) its multilevel approach, which allowed us to establish a
direct relationship between the prevalence of COVID-19 and preference for a technocratic government.
Thus, we believe that our research represents a significant step forward in understanding changes in public
opinion during times of crisis.
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