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Abstract
COVID-19 pandemic brought us face to face with existential threats, a sense of insecurity and ideological challenges. 
Trust in institutions is a key issue for compliance with the measures and restrictions we were called upon to follow 
during the pandemic. Our studies explored with a mixed-methods approach the role of ideological and existential 
parameters in trust in institutions during COVID-19 pandemic. Students from several departments of National and 
Kapodistrian University of Athens and University of West Attica participated in our studies (219 in study 1 and 166 in 
study 2). Study 1, through a correlational and repeated cross-sectional survey explored the relationship of political ori-
entation on trust in institutions in college students during the 1st (June-July 2020) and 3rd (November-December 2021) 
wave of pandemic. Participants in 3rd wave reported statistically significant lower scores on trust on Prime Minister, 
Government, Doctor and Nurses and National Health System during 3rd wave of pandemic in comparison to 1st wave. 
In both waves, right political orientation was correlated with strong trust in Prime Minister, Government, Greek Army, 
Church and Greek Police. Study 2, through a quasi-experimental and correlational design, explored the role of ideolog-
ical and existential parameters in trust in institutions during the second wave of the pandemic (February –April 2021). 
Exposure to mortality salience was introduced in the experimental group by administering the Mortality Attitudes Per-
sonality Survey, while participants of the control group responded to a questionnaire about TV watching. Measures for 
both groups included the Social Dominance Orientation, the Right-Wing Authoritarianism, the Global Belief in a Just 
World, the Connection of the Soul Scale and a questionnaire included 16 domains of trust. Five factors were explicitly 
extracted in the Exploratory Factor Analysis (Political institutions, Health/Law institutions/Law, Local authorities, Ex-
ecutive institutions, Established order). Participants in mortality salience condition presented higher support in the 
Health/Law institutions. Mortality salience moderated the relationship between Social Dominance Orientation and 
trust in institutions. Predictive indicators of institutional trust emerged the post mortem expectations for connection 
with God and belief in a just world. Policy-making implications of these findings are discussed.
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Introduction

Trust in institutions
Trust in institutions is an important component of democrat-
ic societies, as it is essential for smooth interactions between 
the institutions of a country  and its citizens. It depends on 
individuals’ experiences in relevant settings (e.g. educational 
settings, work) [1], it is influenced by institution’s performance 
in particular domains [2] and it can be discerned as trust in 
institutions that implement public policies and trust in insti-
tutions that might represent individual’s ideology or interests 
[3]. There are different approaches on how trust in institutions 
is measured, including unidimensional (global trust) [4] and 
multidimensional measures (e.g. trust in national government, 
army or justice system) [5]. Through this study we explore trust 
in institutions in both ways. 

Greece, a country with traditionally low trust in institu-
tions [6], is an interesting setting to measure trust since the 
country had been experiencing a harsh socio-economic crisis 
10 years before the pandemic. According to Daskalopoulou 
[7], after three economic adjustment programmes, trust in 
Greece had declined significantly with higher decrease to be 
found in trust in political and impartial institutions [8-9]. In 
addition to low trust, Daskalopoulou [10] found low satisfac-
tion with democracy.  But even before the unfolding of the 
circumstances of the economic crisis, the levels of public trust 
in political and impartial institutions (i.e. the police and legal 
system) were found  also low (Ervasti et al. [8]; using data from 
(e.g., 2002 to 2011).

It’s not only the economic crises that interact with trust in 
institutions and put it under stress. Public health crises, like 
pandemics, have also a strong relationship with trust in in-
stitutions in many ways. Recent research exploring the trust 
during the pandemic at European level has yielded contra-
dictory results; an explanation of which might be the differ-
ent approaches in pandemic’s management followed by the 
countries. In a study in the UK [11] there was a decrease in 
trust while in France [12] and Italy [13] there was an increase 
in trust in institutions (‘rally-round-the-flag’ effect). However, 
as suggested by Kritzinger et al. [12] 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. However ac-
cording to rally effect is expected 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. Low levels of 
trust in institutions also reported in a study in USA [14] where, 
only slightly more than half of the respondents in our sample 
indicating they trusted the government or their neighbors to 
“do the right thing to get us through the crisis.”  As suggested 
by Devine et al. [15] during COVID-19, mortality was inverse-
ly correlated with trust in institutions and effectiveness in 
countries and communities across the spectrum of poorer to 
wealthier nations.

A public opinion survey conducting in Greece during the 
first months of the pandemic found that trust in judiciary, 

church, political parties decreased between January 2018 and 
April 2020, while trust in armed forces, police, Prime Minister, 
Mayor, government, regional governor, members of Parliament 
increased within the same period [16]. According to a recent 
study on trust in institutions, Greece is almost in the middle of 
the distribution compared to other European countries [17]. 

Next, we will refer to the connection of trust in institutions 
with ideological and existential parameters.

Ideology and trust in institutions
In the present study we explore how ideological constructs, 
such as political orientation, social dominance orientation, 
right-wing authoritarianism and belief in a just world are gen-
erally related to trust in institutions (e.g. global trust and do-
main-specific trust), in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in Greece. According to Jost et al. [18-19] the classic left–right 
political orientation belief system can be expressed through 
two dimensions a) advocating or resisting social change and 
b) rejecting or accepting inequality (or hierarchy). During 
COVID-19, political orientations and trust in institutions cor-
related with attitudes about containment measures during 
COVID-19 pandemic [20].

According to system justification theory [21], people are 
generally motivated to endorse ideologies that reinforce the 
status quo, but doing so involves a complex process of bal-
ancing needs for self, group and system justification. Three 
measures of individual differences in these motivations are 
Social Dominance Orientation (SDO: [22]) and Right-wing Au-
thoritarianism (RWA: [23]) and Belief in a Just World (BJW: [24]).

The ideological aspects of conservatism were based on 
the theoretical framework of Duckitt and Sibley [25-26] where 
SDO and RWA, are basic dimensions of ideological beliefs 
within the dual process motivational approach to ideological 
attitudes. People with high scores in SDO perceive the world 
as a jungle and value ingroup dominance, power and supe-
riority.  On the other hand,  those having high scores in RWA 
perceive the world as a threatening place and value societal 
security, order and stability [27]. Furthermore, SDO is defined 
as a competition-driven attitudinal expression of the values 
or motivational goals of power, dominance, and superiority 
and RWA is defined as a threat-driven attitudinal expression 
of the values or motivational goals of collective security, con-
trol, stability, and order [25].

In addition, people with high scores in SDO are expected 
to be less open to persuasion on the basis of scientific facts 
and this has an impact on trust in health-related institutions 
[28]. As the institutions are societal structures of authority and 
stability, as well as power and dominance we expect that trust 
in institutions will be associated with RWA and SDO. Moreover 
it was expected that SDO will be related with more trust Ex-
ecutive institutions (e.g. Government, Civil protection) and 
RWA with trust of Established order (e.g. Police, Army, Church). 

BJW states that people tend to believe that they live in a 
just world, in which everyone gets what they deserve, and 
physical and social environments around them are stable and 
orderly [29]. BJW is an ideological concept that is very close to 
concepts of existential worldview and it goes beyond the bi-
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polar conservatism of progressiveness. BJW is associated with 
trust [30-31] and trust in institutions [32-33]. As suggested by 
Zhang and Zhang [33] individuals with higher trust in insti-
tutions often strongly believe that the world around them is 
just and BJW serves as a bridge linking trust in institutions to 
life satisfaction. Therefore, in the face of stressful events such 
as the coronavirus pandemic, the BJW may promote a sense 
of trust in institutions and a stable perception of the envi-
ronment. We expect that BJW would be a robust predictor of 
global trust in institutions.

Existential parameters explain trust in institutions
Terror management theory (TMT) is a study field of exper-
imental existential psychology. Its basic assumption is that 
personal death causes a sense of threat and uncertainty in the 
ontological security of the individual [34-35], which has been 
predominant in the era of the pandemic. In such contexts of 
death-related uncertainties, people try to manage the aware-
ness of the inevitability of death. They do so in various ways, 
for example through myths, religion, science and medicine as 
well as through family and work [36], topics that have been 
highly debated in the era of the pandemic. According to TMT 
people create and maintain cultural systems of meaning and 
values in order to minimize the distress and anxiety related to 
death and instill hope through beliefs about immortality. We 
tend to seek security through explicit (post-mortem expecta-
tions) and implicit/symbolic immortality (cultural worldviews). 
The attachment to cultural values and institutions enables 
individuals to construe themselves as valuable, memorable 
contributors to larger entities that continue to exist after their 
death, such as family, communities or nations [37]. The notion 
that explicit and symbolic immortality contribute to the alle-
viation of existential anxiety has received considerable em-
pirical support [38]. Attachment to symbolic immortality was 
found to be negatively related to fear of death and defense 
after exposure to mortality salience [39]. Terror management 
theory poses that exposure to mortality salience increases de-
pendency on internalized cultural worldviews and preference 
for those who support these worldviews. 

As suggested by Pyszcynski et al. [40] the salience of death 
brought on by COVID-19 plays a central role in driving the 
attitudes and behavior of even those who believe that the 
dangers of the virus have been vastly exaggerated. Regard-
less of how contagious and lethal the virus is, the possibility 
of dying from it is highly salient and evident in ever-increasing 
death toll statistics, vivid images of overburdened hospitals 
and makeshift morgues, and the testimonials to victims of the 
virus, both famous and unknown [40].

During the development of the TMT, two different hypothe-
ses have been formulated based on the fact that the mortality 
salience promotes: a) worldview defense and b) conservative 
shift [41]. According to the worldview defense hypothesis, 
mortality salience leads people to cling to their preexisting 
worldview (adherence to one‘s pre-existing worldview) [42], 
while according to the conservative shift hypothesis [18], mor-
tality salience elicits a general shift toward more conservative 
values, attitudes and preferences.  

Rationale and Contribution of the Present Study
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that inves-
tigates the role of ideological and existential parameters on 
trust in institutions. Few studies have linked trust in institutions 
with conservatism and ideology such as authoritarianism [43-
45], which has been proved to be a slightly better predictor 
of trust in institutions than social dominance orientation [46].

The conceptualization when analyzing trust, and its determi-
nants, needs to be framed in the context of a specific phenome-
non [1]. The context of the study 1 was the first (June-July 2020) 
and the third wave (November-December 2021) of COVID-19. 
In the study 1 we explore the differences in the level of trust in 
institutions and the correlation of political orientation at two 
time points. Given that Greece during all the COVID-19 pan-
demic had a conservative government in Greece, we expected 
that right-wing political orientation would be related to trust in  
government and executive power as well as support for tradi-
tional conservative institutions (church, police, army). 

The study 2 was conducted during the second lockdown of 
the pandemic. According to Oxford COVID-19 Government Re-
sponse Tracker (OxCGRT) about lockdown policies, restrictions in 
Greece were among the strictest not only in Europe but also the 
entire world. The aim of the study 2 was to explore the impact 
of ideological and existential parameters on trust in institutions 
by implementing a quasi-experimental and correlational design 
that uses a sample of college students. Specifically, we examined 
the impact of mortality salience on a series of ideological factors 
and on global trust in institutions. Through the study 2 we want to 
investigate what will be the effect of existential factors (mortality 
salience) on the relationship between two distinct dimensions: 
conservatism and trust in institutions. The theoretical background 
for investigating the hypotheses of conservative shift and world-
view defense [41] was based on the model of Duckitt and Sibley 
[25]. In the study 1 we capture the relationship between trust in 
institutions and ideology, evaluating it in a rough way (political 
orientation left right). In the study 2 we further explore the rela-
tionship between ideology, as expressed through RWA and the 
SDO, and trust and at the same time we evaluate how it differs 
following exposure to an existential threat.

Subsequently, we examine the impact of existential param-
eters, either as a condition (exposure to mortality salience) or 
as a predisposition (post-mortem expectations) and ideological 
factors (SDO, RWA, BJW) on trust in institutions. Existential anx-
iety is included as a condition (exposure to mortality salience) 
as well as a predisposition (post-mortem expectations) in line 
with Terror Management Theory. This approach contributes to 
the relevant literature since the above-mentioned distinction 
has been investigated only limited.

Study 1

Methods
Participants
Two hundred nineteen (219) Greek students at various de-
partments in National and Kapodistrian University of Athens 
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and the University of West Attica participated in the study. 
After plausibility testing with anomaly index no indentified 
usual cases were observed. A Google Form questionnaire 
was distributed with a convenience and snowball sampling 
procedure. Participants, recruited through Universities’ social 
networking sites, were asked to use their own contacts and 
recruit others. Out of the 219 participants, 159 (72.6%) were 
female while the mean age of the sample was 25.9 years (SD 
= 8.9 years). 

Measurements
Trust in Institutions. We measured trust using a scale ranging 
from not at all (1) to the highest level of trust (7). In particular, 
items were selected from the public trust scale [47] that assessed 
trust in institutions. The exact wording of the question was “How 
much trust you would say that you have in each one of the fol-
lowing institutions, based on their role in the management of 
the pandemic?” including the: municipality authorities, county, 
government, Prime Minister, political parties, Greek Parliament, 
National Health System (ESY), doctors and nurses, Greek Judi-
ciary, Greek Army, public sector, Greek Police, civil protection, 
politicians, Church, World Health Organisation (WHO). 

Political orientation. Participants were asked to place 
themselves within the political spectrum extremely left–ex-
tremely right using a scale from 1 (extremely left) to 10 (ex-
tremely right) [48]. Two additional options, “Don’t know” and 
“Don’t answer” were available for participants who could not 
find a representative point on the scale.

Procedure
Data collection was carried out on-line during the first wave 
(June-July 2020)  and the third wave of pandemic (Novem-
ber-December 2021). The study 1 was a cross-sectional correla-
tional design with measurements in two different timepoints. 

Ethical Statement
The first page of the questionnaires (study 1 and 2) provided 
information about the study purposes and administration, as 
well as about data security and data use. A consent statement 
was requested at the end of this information to allow access 
to the main questionnaire. Data collection took place after in-
formed consent was granted. Participation was voluntary and 
no reward was offered. During the period of planning and im-
plementing the study, neither an ethics committee nor other 
relevant procedures for conducting a study was established in 
the host organization. The research team followed the 1964 
Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments.

Results
Differences between timepoints in demographic fac-
tors and political orientation
Regarding timepoint measurements, participants did not dif-
ferentiate in gender χ2(1)=0.01, p = .925, age t(217)=-0.23, p = 
.822 and political orientation t(149)= -0.54, p = .593.

Descriptive statistics in items 
The highest scores of trust in institutions were attributed to 
Doctors/Nurses, WHO, National Health System (ESY) and Greek 
Army.  Differentiations in trust in institutions with the lowest 
averages were detected between the two timepoints. At the 
first wave, the lowest trust was in the Greek Parliament, Church 
and Politicians while at the third wave the lowest trust was in 
the Government, the Prime Minister and Politicians (see Table 1).

Differences between timepoints measurements in 
Trust in institutions
Participants in timepoint 2 reported statistically significant 
lower scores of trust in Prime Minister, Government, Doctor 
and Nurses and National Health System compared to time-
point 1 (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Differences in items of trust in institutions between 
timepoints 

Τimepoint 1 
(n=105)

June-July 
2020

Τimepoint 2 
(n=114)

November- 
December 

2021

M SD M SD t d

Greek  
Parliament

2.50 1.45 2.35 1.41 0.80 0.105

Politicians 2.17 1.35 1.97 1.16 1.16 0.159

Public sector 3.10 1.55 3.04 1.46 0.30 0.040

Doctors/ 
Nurses

5.50 1.37 5.04 1.40 2.40* 0.332

National 
Health  
System (ESY)

4.01 1.64 3.41 1.59 2.74** 0.372

WHO 4.36 1.56 4.05 1.82 1.35 0.183

Greek  
Judiciary

3.32 1.61 3.15 1.70 0.78 0.103

Regional  
authorities

3.07 1.60 3.15 1.37 -0.41 -0.054

Municipality 
authorities

3.12 1.52 3.38 1.52 -1.23 -0.171

Prime  
Minister

2.86 1.85 2.31 1.82 2.22* 0.300

Government 3.08 1.79 2.33 1.57 3.25*** 0.446

Greek Army 3.40 1.98 3.63 1.91 -0.88 -0.118

Church 2.22 1.68 2.61 1.84 -1.66 -0.222

Greek Police 3.03 1.89 3.01 1.74 0.08 0.011

Note *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; d = Cohen’s d effect size. 

Relationship between political orientation and trust 
in institutions
Right political orientation was correlated with strong trust in 
Prime Minister, Government, Greek Army, Church and Greek 
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Police, regardless of the timepoint. At Timepoint 2 we also ob-
served significant correlation between right political orientation 
and Greek Parliament and National Health System (see Table 2).

Table 2. Correlation of right political orientation with trust in 
institutions during two timepoints measurements

Political orientation

Pearson r Τ1 Τ2

Greek Parliament .12 .32**

Politicians .16 .14

Public sector -.25* .22

Doctors/Nurses -.16 -.03

National Health System (ESY) .09 .36**

WHO .08 .09

Greek Judiciary .22 .19

Regional authorities .30** .22

Municipality authorities .14 .21

Prime Minister .41*** .59***

Government .41*** .52***

Greek Army .43*** .52***

Church .53*** .53***

Greek Police .46*** .65***

Note *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Study 2

Methods
Participants
A hundred seventy four (174) Greek students at various de-
partments in National and Kapodistrian University of Athens 
and the University of West Attica participated in the study. 
The recruitment process was the same with that described 
for study 1. The plausibility testing led to the final sample 
that included 166 participants. Out of the 166 participants, 
138 (83.1%) were female while the mean age of that sample 
was 23.3 years (SD = 7.07 years). Participants were randomly 
assigned to the mortality salience condition (n = 89, 53.6%) 
and the control condition (n = 77, 46.4%) (see Table 3). The 
two groups did not differ significantly in terms of gender, 
ideological parameters (SDO, RWA, BJW) and postmortem ex-
pectations. The sample size meets the general rule of thumb, 
according to which in order to detect reasonable-size effects 
with reasonable power, 10-20 observations per parameter 
(covariate) estimated are needed.

Measurements
Mortality salience. The Mortality Attitudes Personality Sur-
vey [49] was administered in the mortality salience condition. 
Participants were asked prototypical open-ended questions 
regarding their mortality: “Please briefly describe the thoughts 
and emotions that follow the idea of your own physical death” 
and “Write down in detail what you think will happen to you 
as you die and once you are physically dead” [49]. For the con-
trol condition, participants responded to two questions about 
TV watching and web TV programs. This is a commonly used 
manipulation for control groups in experimental designs of 
Terror Management Theory [50]. 

Delay condition. To provide a further distraction between 
the mortality salience exposure and the dependent measures, 
participants read a literary excerpt about the plasticity of the 
language. Then they were asked to guess the author’s gender 
and create four words by using specific letters from the text. 
The delay was 10-12 minutes duration. The length of the delay, 
combined with the assignment of simple cognitive tasks, is sup-
posed to increase the mortality salience effect even further [50].

Social dominance orientation (SDO). The SDO scale 
consisted of 16-item developed by Pratto et al. [22]. Example 
items include “Some groups of people are just more worthy 
than others,” and “It would be good if all groups could be equal” 
(reverse-coded). Participants responded on a 7-point scale 
(1=strongly disagree 7=strongly agree), and their scores were 
averaged to form an SDO index. Higher scores on the scale 
mean higher acceptance of social dominance on groups. The 
internal consistency was high (Cronbach’s a = 0.88).

Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA). The RWA scale 
consisted of the 15 item ([23] as adapted by Zakrisson [51]). 
The response scale ranged from 1 (very negative) to 7 (very 
positive), with higher scores meaning higher acceptance of 
right-wing conservative ideology. The scale had acceptable 
internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.77). 

Global Belief in a Just World (BJW). The BJW scale con-
sists of 7 items that tap a general belief in the world as just 
(e.g., “I feel that people get what they deserve”) [24]. Partic-
ipants were asked to express the degree of their agreement 
with each item on a 7-point Likert-type scale anchored from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Internal consistency 
was high (Cronbach’s a = 0.86).

Trust in Institutions. The public trust scale [47] was used, 
as in study 1, with the addition of one more item about trust 
in civil protection.

Post-mortem expectations. The Connection of Soul scale, 
which measures postmortem expectations (PME), was admin-
istered [52] for this study. The scale included 12 items summa-
rized in three dimensions: secular (4 items, e.g. “Regarding my 
life, after death everything is over”), God-centered (4 items, 
e.g. “After death I come to the community with God”) and cos-
mic-spiritual views (4 items, e.g. “After death my soul connects 
with the world spirit or the infinite force”). Participants assessed 
their level of agreement on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”). Internal consis-
tency was high (secular views: α = 0.94; God-centered views: 
α = 0.89; and cosmic-spiritual views: α = 0.87).
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Demographics
Participants filled in a demographic questionnaire their gen-
der, age, department of the university, health self-evaluation 
and if they belong to any of the epidemiologically vulnerable 
groups (see Table 3).

Table 3. Demographics of the sample (N=166)

N %

Gender

Male 28 16.9

Female 138 83.1

Vulnerable population 

Yes 21 12.7

No 145 87.3

Monthly income (€)

Less than 500€ 59 35.5

501 - 1.000€ 31 18.7

1.001 - 1.500€ 9 5.4

More than 1.501€ 8 4.8

Don’t know/ don’t answer 59 35.5

Range M SD

Age 18-52 23.30 7.05

Self evaluation of 
health status

1-7 5.67 1.15

Procedure
All measures were adapted to Greek from their original English 
versions by two bilingual researchers following back transla-
tion procedures [53]. Data collection was carried out on-line 
during the second lockdown in Greece (February –April 2021). 
Our study is a quasi-experimental and correlational design. 
The order in which the questionnaires were administered was 
as follows: SDO, RWA, BJW, Mortality salience manipulation, 
Delay condition, Trust in institutions and PME. Questionnaire 
completion time did not exceed 35 minutes.

Results
Exploratory Factor Analysis
To explore the factorial structure of trust in institutions we 
conducted an exploratory factor analysis with varimax rotation 
using the original 16 items. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure 
verified the sampling adequacy for the analysis, KMO = 0.90. 
Bartlett’s test of sphericity χ2(120) = 1754.12, p <.001, indicat-
ing that correlation structure is adequate for factor analyses. 
The maximum likelihood factor analysis with a cut-off point 
of 0.45 and the Kaiser’s criterion of eigenvalues greater than 
1 [54] yielded a five-factor solution as the best fit for the data, 
accounting for 67.4% of the variance. The results of this factor 
analysis are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4. Results from the Exploratory Factor Analysis of the Trust 
in institutions items 

Trust in insti-
tutions Factor loadings

Politi-
cal in-
stitu-
tions

Health 
institu-
tions / 

Law

Local 
autho
rities

Exec-
utive 

institu-
tions

Estab-
lished 
order

Political parties 0.83 0.09 0.15 0.22 0.08

Greek Parlia-
ment

0.74 0.26 0.29 0.25 0.16

Politicians 0.70 0.22 0.23 0.23 0.23

Public sector 0.50 0.24 0.26 0.08 0.23

Doctors/ Nurs-
es

0.12 0.75 0.00 0.02 0.20

National Health 
System (ESY)

0.31 0.59 0.30 0.33 0.08

WHO 0.09 0.58 0.07 0.16 0.12

Greek Judiciary 0.29 0.51 0.32 0.08 0.38

Regional au-
thorities

0.32 0.12 0.72 0.21 0.28

Municipality 
authorities

0.30 0.11 0.71 0.23 0.21

Prime Minister 0.33 0.21 0.21 0.85 0.21

Government 0.44 0.21 0.36 0.65 0.29

Civil protection 0.31 0.43 0.40 0.45 0.25

Greek Army 0.13 0.20 0.12 0.16 0.76

Church 0.21 0.19 0.36 0.12 0.60

Greek Police 0.23 0.39 0.24 0.27 0.51

M 2.31 4.17 3.14 2.46 2.93

SD 0.97 1.12 1.25 1.27 1.44

Cronbach’s α 0.87 0.87 0.85 0.91 0.80

Note. N=166. The extraction method was Maximum Likelihood. Rotation method 
is Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. Factor loadings above 0.45 are in bold.

Descriptive statistics in items and factors of trust in 
institutions
The highest scores of trust in institutions were attributed to 
Doctors/Nurses, WHO and National Health System (ESY); while 
the lowest to Prime Minister, Political parties and Politicians. 
When considering the factorial structure, trust in Health insti-
tutions / Law presented the highest score and trust in Political 
institutions the lowest score (see Table 5).
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Table 5. Descriptive statistics of trust in institutions items (range 1-7)

Trust in: M SD

Doctors/ Nurses 5.27 1.23

WHO 4.38 1.52

National Health System (ESY) 3.68 1.55

Greek Army 3.37 1.76

Greek Judiciary 3.36 1.45

Municipality authorities 3.27 1.39

Regional authorities 3.01 1.30

Civil protection 3.00 1.50

Public sector 2.91 1.27

Church 2.72 1.74

Greek Police 2.69 1.58

Greek Parliament 2.26 1.18

Government 2.25 1.29

Prime Minister 2.14 1.35

Political parties 2.10 1.12

Politicians 1.98 1.02

Differences between experimental  
(mortality salience) and control group
Participants of the experimental group reported significantly 
higher scores in the factor of trust in Health institutions / Law  
in comparison to participants of the control group (see Table 6). 

Table 6. Differences in factors of trust in institutions between 
experimental and control group 

Experi-
mental 
(n=89)

Control 
(n=77)

M SD M SD t d

Political institutions 2.35 0.95 2.27 1.00 0.54 0.08

Health institutions / Law 4.35 1.02 3.97 1.19 2.22* 0.34

Local authorities 3.27 1.32 2.99 1.16 1.40 0.23

Executive institutions 2.58 1.34 2.32 1.18 1.36 0.21

Established order 2.95 1.48 2.90 1.40 0.18 0.03

Note * p < .05.

Moderation of mortality salience on the relationship 
between conservatism and trust
A latent variable of trust was created in order to test the mod-
eration of experimental manipulation (experimental vs control 
group) on the relationship between SDO and RWA on global 
trust in institutions. The model demonstrated acceptable mod-
el fit (CMIN = 394.87, df = 218 p < .001 CMIN /df = 1.82, CFI = 
0.90, TLI = 0.88, IFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.07 [LO=0.06 HI = 0.08]). 
Experimental’s manipulation moderation was not statistically 
significant Δχ2(16)=22.07, p = .141,  suggesting that groups are 
not different at the model level. Based on differences on slope 
tests, statistically significant differences in experimental ma-
nipulation were observed on the path from SDO to trust t(10) 
= 3.25,  p = .009. A pattern of positive relationship between 
SDO and trust in institutions in mortality salience condition 
was also detected, while the relationship was inversed in con-
trol condition. Furthermore, while it was not statistically sig-
nificant, a pattern of no relationship between RWA and trust 
in institutions in mortality salience and positive relationship 
in the control group was found. The standardized path coef-
ficients (beta) can be seen in Figure 1 and 2.

Figure 1. Prediction of trust by RWA and SDO in the experimental group 
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Statistical prediction of Trust in institutions  
by ideological and existential parameters
A series of multiple regression analyses (using stepwise meth-
od) were performed in order to investigate whether belief in a 
Just World, Social Dominance Orientation, Right Wing Author-
itarianism, Post Mortem Expectations (Secular, God-centered, 
Cosmic-centered) and Experimental manipulation predict 
factors of trust in institutions (see Table 7). 

Trust in political institutions was significantly affected by be-
lief in a Just World and God-centered postmortem expectations, 
even though the magnitude of the effect was not very strong. 

God-centered post mortem expectations, mortality salience 
showing higher scores and Social dominance orientation were 
significant predictors of trust in health institutions / Law. Trust in 
local authorities was significantly associated with God-centered 
post mortem expectations and belief in a Just World; whereas 
trust in executive institutions was associated by God-centered 
post mortem expectations and belief in a Just World.  Trust in 
established order was highly affected by God-centered post 
mortem expectations, RWA, secular postmortem expectations 
and BJW. God-centered post mortem expectations and BJW 
had significant impact on global trust as it is seen in Table 7.

Figure 2. Prediction of trust by RWA and SDO in the control group
Note: CMIN = 394.87, df = 218, p < .001 CMIN /df = 1.81, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.88, IFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.07(LO=0.06 HI = 0.08).

Table 7. Multiple regression analysis for predicting factors of trust in institutions  
by BJW, SDO, RWA, Postmortem expectations and experimental manipulation

Political  
institutions

Health  
institutions / Law Local authorities Executive insti-

tutions
Established  

order Global trust

 
Final 
step
(ΔR2)

β
Final 
step
(ΔR2)

β
Final 
step
(ΔR2)

β
Final 
step
(ΔR2)

β
Final 
step
(ΔR2)

β
Final 
step
(ΔR2)

β

BJW 1(0.11) 0.25** 2(0.03) 0.21** 2(0.06) 0.26*** 2(0.05) 0.24*** 4(0.02) 0.14* 2(0.06) 0.27***

SDO 4(0.02) -0.16*

RWA 2(0.05) 0.19**

PME Secular 3(0.03) -0.19**

PME God-centered 2(0.03) 0.20* 1(0.16) 0.32*** 1(0.14) 0.27*** 1(0.16) 0.31*** 1(0.35) 0.37*** 1(0.26) 0.41***

PME Cosmic-cen-
tered
Experimental  
manipulation

3(0.03) 0.17*

R2 0.14 0.24 0.19 0.21 0.45 0.33

F2 0.16 0.32 0.23 0.27 0.82 0.49

Note *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. BJW = Belief in a Just World, SDO = Social dominance orientation, RWA = Right wing authoritarianism, PME = Post Mor-
tem Expectations. For experimental manipulation 0 = control group, 1 = experimental group (mortality salience) 
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Discussion

In this study we investigated the effect of ideological and ex-
istential parameters on trust in institutions during the second 
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic using samples of college 
students. Students reported higher trust in doctors, WHO and 
the National Health System. Similar findings can be found in 
studies in Slovakia [55], in Italy [56] and in Greece [47]. Our 
finding regarding high levels of trust in science in Greece is 
in line with the finding reported by Giovanetti et al. [57] and 
Pagliaro et al. [17]. The Government, the Prime Minister, the 
Political parties and the Politicians were the institutions with 
the lowest levels of trust. These findings are in line with a UK 
study [11] which reported decreased trust in government 
considering a similar time period as timepoint 1 in our case. 

Regarding differences between the two timepoints (June-July 
2020 vs November-December 2021, we found that participants 
during the third wave of the pandemic reported lower trust in 
the Prime Minister, Government, Doctor and Nurses and Nation-
al Health System. The management of the pandemic appears 
to have had a major impact on both citizens’ trust in health 
(although trust continues to have highest trust in comparison 
with other institutions) and trust in government. A decrease in 
trust in institutions for the period February 2020 to June 2020 
was recorded in Poland, Germany, Slovenia, and Israel [58-59]. 

Our hypothesis that right-wing political orientation would 
be positively linked with the executive and conservative insti-
tutions, was confirmed. Furthermore, observed correlations 
were stronger using measurements of the third pandemic wave. 

Although the factorial structure of the scale of trust in 
institutions has shown very clear factor  structure and satis-
factorily high loadings, the inclusion of the item about belief 
in justice in a factor that is mostly a health-related one, may 
be interpreted as a response to the corona virus’s existential 
threat as a worldview defense regardless of experimental 
manipulation. Belief in the institutions of health and justice 
may express confidence in institutions that are considered in 
Greece more impartial and less corrupt.

Regarding the experimental manipulation, the hypothesis 
of a conservative shift [18] was confirmed neither in the factors 
(e.g. Executive institutions, Established order) nor in the global 
index of trust. It was observed higher levels of trust in health/
justice factor in the experimental group. We will interpret our 
findings mainly in the context of the worldview defense [60] 
or control motivation [61] that is related to the pandemic. As 
the existential threat emerged (mortality salience), it led the 
participants to defend their worldview since the management 
to the pandemic was expected to come through science and 
medicine. Therefore, participants who exposed to mortality 
salience (experimental group) presented higher trust in the 
factor of Health institutions / Law. 

By examining the moderating effect of mortality salience 
on the relationship between two different aspects of con-
servatism, the picture is even more complex. The exposure 
to mortality salience differentiates the relationship between 
SDO and trust in institutions; for the participants in the exper-
imental condition we found negative direction of the effect 

of SDO and trust in institutions, while in the control group 
having a positive correlation. Possibly individuals high in SDO 
differ in their response to trust in institutions when faced with 
existential anxiety.

Strong predictive indicators for predicting trust and its 
dimensions were the postmortem expectations for union 
with God and belief in a just world. Given the threat posed 
by the pandemic, it seems that strong predictors are asso-
ciated with existential rather than ideological parameters. 
Postmortem expectation for union with God is considered as 
a latent measurement of religiosity and belief in a just world 
as a worldview orientation beyond the bipolar conservatism 
and progressiveness. 

However, other related studies have highlighted the great-
er contribution of ideological parameters versus existential 
orientations. According to Azevedo and Jost [28] the opera-
tional endorsement of politically conservative ideology was 
the dominant predictor of attitudes toward science and other 
factors, including partisanship and religiosity were less im-
portant, in comparison with ideology.

Regarding three post-mortem worldviews, the union with 
the God is a latent measure of the religiosity of the prevailing 
religion in Greece (Orthodox Christianity), the union with the 
universe (Cosmic-centered) was a latent measure of a “New 
Age” orientation and secular post-mortem orientation, as a la-
tent measure of atheism/ not trust in dominant religions [52]. 
Our findings were similar with those of Devos et al. [43] who 
pointed out that religious individuals motivated to preserve 
traditions, the status quo, and certainty in relationships with 
others—values with a strong affinity to trust in institutions.

Existential parameters as state (mortality salience) seemed 
to predict only trust in health/justice while existential param-
eters as trait (post mortem expectations) seemed to predict 
all trust in institutions factors. Stronger predictive effect of 
existential parameters as trait (post-mortem expectations) 
compared to state (mortality salience), can be found, also in 
the study regarding host acculturation expectations [62]. More-
over, while the relationship between religion and ideology is 
well-established through cross-cultural studies [63], religion 
orientation was not expected to be a stronger predictor of 
trust in institutions than ideology. 

Trust in health/law institutions was predicted inversely by 
SDO. People who score high on SDO, as expected, were less 
open to persuasion on the basis of scientific facts, all other 
things being equal [64]. Presumably, this is because the assump-
tion that “might make right,” which undergirds the ideology 
of the high SDO individual is fundamentally antidemocratic 
[23].  Trust in established order, as expected, was predicted 
positively by RWA. Considering the findings regarding the 
positive prediction of RWA to trust in established order and 
the negative prediction of SDO to trust in health/law institu-
tions capture two different images of conservatism. The above 
finding may reflect pandemic populism during lockdown that 
have pushed further the mobilization of the far right [65-66]. 
However, our results present a fairly weak relationship be-
tween RWA and SDO with trust in institutions are supported 
by previous findings before [67] and during pandemic [68].
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Finally, trust in established order was predicted by God-cen-
tered post mortem expectations and inversely by secular post 
mortem expectations. The findings were expected as the 
God-centered expresses a latent aspect of religiosity while the 
Secular lack of belief in prevailing religions / atheism. However 
a more secular worldview may be associated with the rejection 
of traditional conservative forces of enforcement and repres-
sion against legitimizing myths of maintaining the status quo.

Limitations

A number of limitations should be acknowledged. Our study 
(study 1) was a repeated cross-sectional survey. Future longi-
tudinal studies should be conducted to examine the evolution 
of the same participants across more than two consecutive 
timepoints and examine causal relationships between the 
variables. To our knowledge, this is the first study (study 2) that 
empirically investigates the impact of existential and ideological 
parameters on trust in institutions. Undoubtedly, more studies 
are necessary to validate our findings. It is not only the non-rep-
resentative sampling procedures that limit generalizability, but 
also the context-bound nature of our conclusions, especially 
in the rapidly changing landscape of pandemic COVID-19. 
As suggested by Devos et al. [43], interpretations of the links 
between trust in institutions, religiosity and ideology do not 
assume one-way causal paths; more likely, causal influences 
between these variables flow in both directions.

The present study has some significant theoretical and 
societal implications. It underlines the importance of inter-
actional and macro-level variables, such as existential world-
views and ideology, respectively, in understanding aspects of 
trust in institutions in modern societies. Humans are biased 
information-seekers that prefer to receive information that 
confirms their values and worldviews [68]. In terms of the-
ory, a connection is drawn between trust in institutions and 
existential anxiety both as an experimental condition and as 
a predisposition. Based on our findings on the contribution 
of belief to a just world, according to Wang et al. [69], gov-
ernment to confront the COVID-19 epidemic should help the 
public increase their sense of justice by commending medical 
staff, controlling prices, cracking down on people making a 
fortune from a disaster in the country, and actively reporting 
model cases of interpersonal trust. 
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