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Restrictions to curb the spread of COVID-19 have required widespread compliance over long periods, but citizens’ attitudes to these often change over time. Here, we examine the time course of political attitudes in New Zealand over the months before and after the announcement of the country’s first nationwide COVID-19 lockdown in 2020 using a large-scale national survey (Ns = 41,831-42,663). Government satisfaction increased immediately following the lockdown announcement and remained elevated 5 months later. Trust in institutions and political efficacy also increased gradually over the same period. However, these trends varied by political party vote: Compared to center-left voters who supported the largest governing party, center-right voters who supported the opposition party returned to baseline levels of government satisfaction quicker and showed more pronounced dips in their satisfaction with the economy. These same attitudes also predicted compliance with COVID-19 guidelines. Results illustrate a rally-around-the-flag effect during the pandemic and suggest that support wanes faster among center-right (opposition party) voters.
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Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many nations have witnessed their citizens “rally-around-the-flag” (Mueller, 1973), whereby approval of incumbent political leaders soars in the face of a collective threat (Sibley et al., 2020; Yam et al., 2020; Bol et al., 2021; Lupu and Zechmeister, 2021; Roccato et al., 2021). Such rapid increases in institutional support during times of crisis are thought to be adaptive because they can induce a unified identity among the public which enables a more cohesive response to threat (see Bavel et al., 2020). Despite the impressive body of work documenting this phenomenon, the duration of rally effects—both in general and as they relate to COVID-19—is relatively underexplored. This oversight is problematic because unlike some crises (e.g., an earthquake), the COVID-19 pandemic has required prolonged periods of compliance with mitigation efforts, rendering concerns about fatiguing the public with lengthy restrictions on their individual freedoms (World Health Organization, 2020). Clearly, this unique set of factors necessitates tracking attitudes over extended periods to understand how long favorable opinions of political incumbents endure.

Further complicating our understanding of rally effects in the context of COVID-19 is that their magnitude and longevity may vary across the political spectrum, as conservatives and liberals have had contrasting responses to the pandemic. For example, political conservatives (relative to liberals) have been less compliant with health guidelines on social distancing (Becher et al., 2021; Koetke et al., 2021), less likely to engage in precautionary behaviors (Samore et al., 2021), and express less concern about the pandemic in general (Gadarian et al., 2021; Ruisch et al., 2021). Indeed, Shino and Binder (2020) showed that partisanship dampened rally effects among Florida voters in the United States after the state’s Republican governor launched a “Safer at Home” campaign. Likewise, a multi-wave study by Kritzinger et al. (2021) suggests political polarization may help to explain the lack of a rally effect in France at the beginning of the pandemic. Together, these findings suggest that political party affiliation may be a key qualifier to the persistence of any rally effects during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The aims of the current study are twofold: to examine the duration of rally effects in the population and to investigate whether these trends differ by political party voters. We conduct a day-by-day time course analysis of political attitudes in the months prior to—and following—the announcement of New Zealand’s first nationwide lockdown in March 2020. New Zealand’s first nationwide lockdown was remarkable relative to other countries’ pandemic mitigation approaches with respect to its intensity and scope, and has been described as some of the most severe restrictions worldwide (Jones, 2020). Our analyses allow us to identify both how much political attitudes changed—and for how long—in response to the lockdown, and whether these attitudinal trajectories differ between voters for the largest, center-left governing party (Labour) and voters for the largest, center-right opposition party (National). Given the important health implications of compliance during the pandemic, we also examine whether these political attitudes predict willingness to comply with directives from the governing health body in New Zealand.


Attitude change in response to COVID-19

Crisis points can elicit rally-around-the-flag effects, which refer to a dramatic uptick in support for political leaders and institutions that occupy power (Mueller, 1973). To date, research on rally effects have largely focused on responses to terrorism, with cross-national research showing that support for incumbent governments increases among the public in the wake of an attack (e.g., Chanley, 2002; Satherley et al., 2021) even among opposition party elites (Chowanietz, 2011). Although a distinct threat from terrorism, rally effects have also been documented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, Baekgaard et al. (2020) showed that even those most vulnerable to economic shocks caused by COVID-19 (i.e., unemployed people) expressed greater trust in political institutions during the initial 3 weeks of Denmark’s lockdown in March 2020. Likewise, Sibley et al. (2020) identified increased satisfaction with, and trust in, the government during the first 18 days of New Zealand’s nationwide lockdown in March 2020 (see also Goldfinch et al., 2021). Further, Bol et al. (2021) demonstrated greater vote intentions for the governing party, trust in government, and satisfaction with democracy across several European countries—although the authors argue this likely resulted from people evaluating lockdown policies as good and necessary.

Although research demonstrates that the COVID-19 pandemic elicited substantial increases in government support, the longevity of these effects is poorly understood. This poses a barrier to pandemic mitigation, given the tension between the theorized benefits of rally effects to manage threats (Bavel et al., 2020) and the enduring nature of the COVID-19 pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020). Prior work analyzing political attitudes following various terror events reveals that support for, and satisfaction with, the government can remain elevated for some time, ranging from 8 to 20 weeks (Geys and Hernæs, 2021; Satherley et al., 2021). With respect to the duration of rally effects during pandemics, Baekgaard et al. (2020) found increased trust in Denmark persisted 3 weeks after the first COVID-19 lockdown but they did not assess attitudes beyond that point. Bangerter et al. (2012) examined trust in Swiss institutions’ response to the 2009 H1N1/H5N1 pandemic, finding high trust in 2009 but widespread decreases 1 year later. Likewise, Johansson et al. (2021) found that government approval in Sweden declined between April and September 2020 after an initial spike in support. Collectively, this work indicates that rally effects are important for pandemic management, but that they wane over time.

Why rally effects decline over time may be due to the perceived trade-offs caused by restrictions such as lockdowns, border controls, and gathering limits. These strategies reduce illness and death, but can also place heavy burdens on individual freedoms and the economy (e.g., Daniele et al., 2020; Carrieri et al., 2021; Oana et al., 2021). Crucially, these perceived trade-offs change as the pandemic progresses. For example, Naumann et al. (2020) found that German respondents thought the societal benefits of COVID-19 mandates outweighed the economic cost initially, but these perceptions started to decline 2 weeks into Germany’s March 2020 lockdown. Martinez-Garcia et al. (2021) also found lockdown fatigue in relation to economic and psychological impacts in Spain. Specifically, respondents were less willing to be locked down for a long period of time further into the pandemic (i.e., in September 2020 compared to in April 2020). Moreover, as the pandemic wore on, the economic impact of the lockdown had a larger effect than the psychological impact on willingness to comply. Notably, Sibley et al. (2020) identified little-to-no evidence of changes in mean-levels of New Zealanders’ sense of national wellbeing (including satisfaction with business and the economy) within the first 18 days of lockdown (compared to mean levels prior to COVID-19). However, this research was conducted over a short interval, whereas decreases in national wellbeing seem more likely to appear over a greater period.



Political differences in COVID-19 attitudes

In addition to examining the duration of rally effects, a comprehensive understanding of responses to the pandemic requires a focus on how different people reacted to the various mitigation measures. To these ends, voter differences in COVID-19 attitudes have been widely identified (e.g., Collins et al., 2021), and the magnitude and duration of COVID-19 rally effects may be another point of difference between those on the left vs. right. In the United States, for example, Republicans tend to be more concerned with the impact of COVID-19 on the economy (Samore et al., 2021). Shino and Binder’s (2020) sample of Florida voters showed 83% of Democrats considered COVID-19 a greater public health (vs. economic) threat, compared to 52% of Republicans. Analyses of Republican legislators’ Twitter content similarly reveal a greater focus on economic recovery and assisting small businesses compared to Democrats, who tend to focus more on support for unemployment, housing, and loss of life (Guntuku et al., 2021). In New Zealand, the state of the economy has been a top political issue in recent elections (Vowles et al., 2017; Elder et al., 2021). However, during the October 2020 election, National voters (i.e., the main center-right party) prioritized the economy more than Labour voters (i.e., the main center-left party), viewing it as more important than even COVID-19 (Elder et al., 2021).

These political differences are perhaps unsurprising, given the various epistemic, existential, and relational motivations underlying political ideology (Jost et al., 2009; see also Collins et al., 2021). Indeed, Ruisch et al. (2021) found differences in empathy could (partly) explain the link between ideology and concern about COVID-19. Political differences may also emerge from partisans’ motivation to view their party’s position on political issues positively and consistent with their own view (Bolsen et al., 2014; Leeper and Slothuus, 2014). For example, Goldstein and Wiedemann (2022) identified greater compliance with stay-at-home orders within Republican-leaning counties that had Republican rather than Democrat governors. Further, Jørgensen et al. (2021) found voting for the government to be a strong predictor of support for the government COVID-19 response across eight Western democracies. This suggests that partisans who typically oppose the governing party may be less motivated to listen to, and maintain compliance with, the wishes of that party over time. As such, satisfaction with the governing party may decrease, and concerns about other issues such as the impact of lockdowns on the economy may increase quicker over time. Thus, COVID-19 restrictions may impact political attitudes differently due to both how partisans view the restrictions and their outcomes, and partisans’ receptivity to messaging from the party in power.



Overview and hypotheses

Here, we used a large national probability sample of New Zealand adults from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study (NZAVS) to examine trends in key political attitudes in the days and months prior to, and following, New Zealand’s first nationwide COVID-19 lockdown. Announced on March 23, 2020, New Zealanders first learned the government was willing to take sudden and drastic action to reduce the spread of COVID-19 (Bloomfield, 2020). Given the unitary system in New Zealand, these restrictions applied equally to approximately 5 million New Zealanders, regardless of region. Figure 1 provides a timeline of data collection before and after this announcement, along with notable COVID-19 events. The lockdown commenced with “Alert Level 4” of New Zealand’s initial COVID-19 protection framework on March 25. This required non-essential businesses, education and workplaces to close, and everyone to remain in household bubbles, leaving only for exercise or for essential travel (with some exceptions including single person households and shared childcare arrangements). After approximately 1 month, the country shifted to “Alert Level 3,” which also required people to stay home but enabled them to go to work if they could not do so remotely. Some children were also allowed to return to schools at Alert Level 3. “Alert Level 2” was gradually introduced from May 13, allowing restaurants, shops, and eventually bars to reopen, but with limits on gathering sizes. Finally, the country moved to “Alert Level 1” from June 8, which saw remaining restrictions dropped and resembled life before COVID-19, but with the national border remaining closed.1 As the NZAVS sampled participants between approximately October 2019 and October 2020, our analyses span the approximately 5 months prior to the lockdown announcement, the duration of the initial lockdown restrictions (approximately 77 days) and the return to normal routines.
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FIGURE 1
 Timeline of responses received during data collection for Time 11, along with COVID-19 and other notable events occurring in New Zealand.


We examined changes in several political attitudes, including support for the Labour (major governing party) and National (major opposition party) parties, satisfaction with the government, trust in politicians and science, political efficacy and satisfaction with national wellbeing (the economy, business, and social conditions). By taking this broad approach, our analyses provide comprehensive information about the types of political attitudes that may have changed over time (i.e., attitudes assessing the government, as well as attitudes which may be more relevant to pandemic fatigue, such as national wellbeing). We expect to replicate Sibley et al.’s (2021) general findings by identifying an increase in government satisfaction, as well as trust in politicians and science, immediately following the lockdown announcement. That is, we expected to identify a rally effect in these political attitudes. We also expected that, after the initial increase, these attitudes would generally decline over time.

Notably, Sibley et al. (2020) found that New Zealanders’ perceptions of national wellbeing were largely unchanged in the first 18 days of lockdown, compared to pre-pandemic. As economic concerns appear to increase as the pandemic persisted (e.g., Naumann et al., 2020), we expected that perceptions of national wellbeing would gradually (rather than suddenly) decrease following the lockdown announcement. That said, differences between Labour (center-left) and National (center-right) voters should emerge. In short, we expected the rallying effects in government satisfaction and support would wear off more quickly for National voters who should be less motivated to support the governing Labour party over time. We also expected National voters to become more concerned than Labour voters about the economy, perhaps compounding their weakening support for the government.

Given that COVID-19 lockdowns required actions from the public (e.g., stay home and follow public health mandates) to reduce the impacts of the virus, we also assessed perceptions of political efficacy over time. Prior research demonstrates that New Zealanders’ levels of political efficacy were higher during the lockdown, compared to before (Milfont et al., 2022). However, we hypothesized here that political efficacy would increase gradually (rather than suddenly) after the lockdown announcement, as New Zealanders received feedback that their compliance with the mandates was effective. For example, during this time, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern fronted daily press conferences where she both thanked New Zealanders for their compliance (Montiel et al., 2021), and remarked that “You are breaking the chain of transmission” (Jacinda Ardern, 9 April 2020) as COVID-19 cases dropped, fostering a sense of collective agency (Vignoles et al., 2021). Because everyone was required to comply with lockdown mandates, these trends might be similar across voter groups. However, center-right National voters may have been less receptive to this out-party messaging, thereby attenuating (or mitigating entirely) the increase in efficacy among this group.

Finally, we also investigate the potential consequences of these rally effects by examining this set of political attitudes as predictors of compliance with Ministry of Health COVID-19 guidelines in 2021. We generally expected support for the Labour party, satisfaction with the government, trust, efficacy, and satisfaction with national wellbeing indicators to predict higher odds of compliance. However, we expected institutional trust and government satisfaction to be the best predictors of compliance, given their frequent association with measures of COVID-19 directive compliance in the literature (e.g., Bargain and Aminjonov, 2020; Wright et al., 2021). Although we did not have formal hypotheses for comparisons between voters, we were broadly interested in whether, for example, concern about the economy and satisfaction with the government might have a larger impact on compliance among National (vs. Labour) voters. In any case, this analysis allowed us to evaluate how consequential the rally effect and time-course of political attitudes may have been for compliance (which we were unable to assess during the 2020 data collection wave).




Materials and methods


Sampling procedure

Data come from Time 11 (2020) and Time 12 (2021) of the NZAVS, a national longitudinal probability sample. Time 11 data were used to assess change in political attitudes pre- and post-lockdown announcement (during 2020), while Time 12 data were used to assess the effect of political attitudes on Ministry of Health guideline compliance (as this variable was only available from Time 12). The full Time 11 (2019) NZAVS contained responses from 42,684 participants. Of these, 36,522 were retained from one or more previous wave of the study, originally sampled from the New Zealand electoral roll. This contains the details of New Zealanders aged 18 and over and who are enrolled to vote, where enrolment is compulsory barring exceptions concerning privacy. A Facebook advertisement also targeted people living in New Zealand aged 18 and over from 4th April to 4th July and 18th August to 4th September 2020 in order to ensure the sample size was maximized during the COVID-19 lockdown and recovery phase. This advertising led to an additional 4,734 participants entering the study and a further 1,372 previously ‘lost’ participants re-joining the study. The Time 12 (2020) NZAVS contained responses from 38,551 participants (38,345 retained from one or more previous wave). In both Time 11 and Time 12, participants were provided a link to complete the questionnaire online, but were otherwise sent a physical survey to complete if they had not completed it online or did not provide an email address.



Participants

Participants in the Time 11 wave had a mean age of 51.56 (SD = 13.88), and 64% were women. Regarding ethnicity, 93% identified as New Zealand European, 10% as Māori (Indigenous), 4% as Asian, 3% as Pacific, and 3% as some other ethnicity (percentages do not sum to 100 as people could report more than one ethnic group).

Participants in the Time 12 wave had a mean age of 52.96 (SD = 13.7), and 64% were women. Regarding ethnicity, 92% identified as New Zealand European, 9% as Māori, 4% as Asian, 2% as Pacific, and 4% as some other ethnicity.



Measures

In Time 11 and Time 12, participants stated the party of whom they intended to give (or had given) their party vote at the 2020 election, with 15,211 participants (36.5% of valid responses in Time 11) indicating the Labour party and 9,843 (23.6%) indicating National party (remaining responses included those voting for other minor parties, and those who were unsure or had no intention to vote). They also provided their level of support for the governing, center-left Labour party and opposition, center-right National party from 1 (Strongly oppose) to 7 (Strongly support), and their satisfaction with “the performance of the current New Zealand government,” “the economic situation in New Zealand,” “business in New Zealand,” and “the social conditions in New Zealand” from 0 (Completely dissatisfied) to 10 (Completely satisfied).

Trust in politicians was assessed with the single item, “Politicians in New Zealand can generally be trusted” from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Trust in science was assessed with the items “Our society places too much emphasis on science” (reverse-scored) and “I have a high degree of confidence in the scientific community” (r = 0.50), rated from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

Political efficacy was assessed as the average of three items (α = 0.61): “By taking an active part in political and social affairs we, the people, can control world events,” “The average citizen can have an influence on government decisions,” and “With enough effort we can wipe out political corruption.” Items were rated from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree) and were based on Paulhus and Van Selst’s (1990) socio-political control scale.

Finally, in Time 12, compliance with COVID-19 mandates was assessed with the item “I am willing to strictly follow any and all guidelines provided by the Ministry of Health for managing COVID-19 in New Zealand.” This item was rated from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).



Analytic strategy

To assess which political attitudes changed, and for how long, following the COVID-19 lockdown announcement, we conducted a regression discontinuity analysis with maximum likelihood estimation on the full Time 11 sample, and then among Labour and National party voters separately. This method allows us to assess whether a discontinuity (or “step”) in political attitudes occurred among Time 11 responses received in the days immediately following, compared to immediately before, the lockdown announcement. In other words, it is a between-persons analysis that detects trends in attitudes over time both before and after the lockdown announcement, based on responses received by independent samples of participants who responded before and after the announcement.

We used the day in which each participant completed the survey to predict each political attitude, with the day-by-day series centered on 23 March 2020 (the day New Zealand’s Prime Minister and leader of the Labour Party, Jacinda Ardern, announced the country would enter a full “Level 4” lockdown on 25th March), such that 0 represented 23 March 2020. A discontinuity, or “d,” variable was coded 0 for values prior to zero/23 March, and 1 for values equal to or greater than zero/23 March. Thus, the d value represents the difference in the outcome variable or political attitude between responses received before and after the announcement. By including linear, quadratic, and cubed values of day of survey completion, as well as interaction terms between ‘d’ and each of these values, the model accounts for both non-linear trends in political attitudes over time and a change in the trend over time after the lockdown announcement. This allows us to detect a “bottoming out” or peaking of each political attitude as participants respond to the lockdown, as well as any subsequent reversion back to “baseline” levels. Tables 1–3 display the coefficients for these models. Although the models were conducted on all responses received over a one-year period, we plotted the data over the 150 days prior to (approximately 5 months), and 150 days following, the lockdown announcement, as sample sizes per week were notably smaller in the final month of data collection for the Time 11 wave (i.e., during September 2020).



TABLE 1 Regression coefficients estimating trajectories of support for the Labour party, National party, and satisfaction with the government, before and after the lockdown announcement.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Regression coefficients estimating trajectories of trust in science, politicians, and political efficacy, before and after the lockdown announcement.
[image: Table2]



TABLE 3 Regression coefficients estimating trajectories of satisfaction with the economy, social conditions, and business, before and after the lockdown announcement.
[image: Table3]

Following our analysis of change in political attitudes before and after the March 2020 lockdown, we conducted a regression analysis using the Time 12 (2021) sample to determine which political attitudes contributed to peoples’ willingness to follow New Zealand Ministry of Health’s guidelines for reducing the spread of COVID-19 (e.g., social distancing). Although responses could vary from 1 to 7, most participants expressed the maximum (7; 65.1%) or near maximum (6; 19.7%) levels of agreement with the item. In other words, the variable was highly skewed with the clear majority selecting these two response options. Although we have a large sample size, this represented severe skewness in the variable. Thus, instead of analyzing the data with a standard linear regression or alternative models that may help account for the skewness, we opted to dichotomize responses into those who expressed agreement with the item (ratings of 5–7; scored 1) and those who were at the mid-point or disagreed with the item (ratings of 1–4; scored 0) and used a logistic regression to predict these responses. Dichotomizing the variable in this case provided both practical utility (i.e., it is practical to know who will comply and why, and who is unsure or will not) and greater confidence in both the model assumptions being met and regression effects. For ease of interpreting the relative effects of each predictor variable, we also rescaled all variables to range from 0 to 1 for this analysis. Regression estimates and odds ratios therefore reflect the difference between the highest and lowest scores on each predictor.




Results


Time course of political attitudes before and after the march 2020 lockdown


Attitudes toward government

Support for the governing center-left (Labour) party and satisfaction with the government each increased immediately following the Level 4 lockdown announcement (see d coefficients in Table 1; Figure 2 for the overall trend). Although there was a gradual decrease in support and satisfaction, both attitudes remained elevated above pre-lockdown levels of the duration examined (approximately 5 months). There were, however, notable differences when examining Labour and National voters separately. Labour voters did not change their levels of support for the Labour party following the lockdown announcement, nor during the next 5 months (indicated by the non-significant d coefficient and interaction terms in Table 1). This was likely due to ceiling effects in their levels of support. By contrast, National voters saw an immediate increase in support for the Labour party (d coefficient = 0.33, p = 0.016; Table 1), returning to pre-lockdown levels after approximately 29 days. Both Labour and National voters also saw an immediate increase in their satisfaction with the government (d coefficient = 0.70 and 1.73 respectively, ps < 0.001; Table 1). Whereas Labour voters maintained this increase in satisfaction throughout the 5-month post-lockdown period, National voters returned to pre-lockdown levels after about 60 days. Support for the opposition center-right National party is also displayed for comparison, with support decreasing among the total sample and Labour voters specifically, and not recovering during the period examined (although it remained very high among National voters).

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Trajectories of support for the Labour party, National party and satisfaction with the government pre- and post-Lockdown. Regression coefficients for the trajectories can be found in Table 1.


Overall, National voters’ initially lower levels of support for the Labour party and satisfaction with the government resulted in a bigger boost in these attitudes relative to Labour voters immediately following lockdown. However, these boosts, or rallying effects, dissipated after 60 days. As such, National voters tended to rally around the government for a shorter period following the announcement of the Level 4 lockdown.



Trust and political efficacy

Figure 3 displays the trajectories of trust in politicians, trust in science, and political efficacy, with regression results displayed in Table 2. Increases in trust in both politicians and science, as well as political efficacy, were also observed after the Level 4 lockdown announcement. Trust in politicians increased immediately following the announcement, for the total sample (d coefficient = 0.44, p < 0.001) and Labour (d coefficient = 0.36, p < 0.001) and National voters (d coefficient = 0.30, p = 0.043) separately. Moreover, these increased levels of trust remained steady throughout the 5 months following the announcement (note that the apparent decreasing trend in trust in politicians for Labour voters in Figure 3 is non-significant; see Table 2). Trust in science also increased after the lockdown announcement, but not immediately. Instead, trust in science grew gradually over time for both Labour and National voters. For both Labour and National voters, trust in science tended back toward pre-lockdown levels toward the end of the 5-month period, reaching pre-lockdown levels slightly sooner for National voters (around 3-months on) compared to Labour voters (see Figure 3). Finally, political efficacy increased in the total sample, and among Labour voters (but not National voters; see non-significant effects of d x day, day2 and day3 in Table 2), gradually following the lockdown announcement.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Trajectories of trust in politicians, trust in science, and political efficacy pre- and post-Lockdown. Regression coefficients for the trajectories can be found in Table 2 (note the downward trend in trust in politicians among Labour voters post-Lockdown is not significant).




National wellbeing

Figure 4 displays the trends in different indices of national wellbeing before and after the lockdown, with corresponding regression coefficients presented in Table 3. Here, analysis of the total sample indicates relatively subdued changes in each measure following the lockdown. Satisfaction with the economy was on a small downward trend prior to the lockdown announcement, yet increased slightly immediately after the announcement (d coefficient = 0.38, p < 0.001), before decreasing below pre-lockdown levels. A similar trend was observed for satisfaction with social conditions (d coefficient = 0.29, p = 0.002) and business, although there was no change in satisfaction immediately following the lockdown announcement for business (d coefficient = 0.11, p = 0.182). In each case, satisfaction by the end of the 5-month post-lockdown period was about where it was just before the lockdown.
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FIGURE 4
 Trajectories of satisfaction with the economy, social conditions, and business, pre- and post-Lockdown. Regression coefficients for the trajectories can be found in Table 3.


Differences between Labour and National voters were also evident. Labour voters’ satisfaction with the economy, business, and social conditions was generally similar to the total sample over time. By contrast, National voters’ satisfaction with the economy and business dropped drastically over time (see Figure 4). Their satisfaction with social conditions did not significantly change immediately, but instead, very subtly decreased before increasing again. Satisfaction with the economy bottomed out approximately 66 days after the lockdown announcement, at a rating of 4.05 (compared to 5.27 just before the announcement), with a slow recovery in satisfaction seen thereafter, but which remained well below pre-lockdown levels. Satisfaction with business reached its lowest point approximately 55 days following the lockdown announcement, before also recovering slightly. Notably, the timing of these trends aligns roughly with when restrictions were lifted in New Zealand, as the country took more significant steps toward normality on 11 May (47 days post-lockdown), and relaxed restrictions on social gatherings from 25 May (61 days post-lockdown).




Which political attitudes matter most in predicting compliance?

Table 4 displays correlations between our focal measures at Time 12 (2021), and means and standard deviations at Time 11 (2020) and Time 12. Labour party support (r = 0.39), satisfaction with the government (r = 0.39), and trust in politicians (r = 0.30) had the highest correlations with Ministry of Health guideline compliance when measured on the original (1–7) scale. Table 5 displays logistic regression estimates for each political attitude predicting COVID-19 guideline compliance (where 1 indicates agreement to comply, and 0 indicates uncertainty or disagreement with complying) for the total sample, as well as separately for Labour (governing) and National (opposition) voters using the full Time 12 wave of the NZAVS.2 In the total sample, all political attitudes predicted the odds of following guidelines, with trust in science having the largest positive effect (whereby higher levels of trust predicted greater odds of compliance), followed by satisfaction with the government. Satisfaction with different aspects of national wellbeing had comparatively smaller effects, where greater satisfaction with the economy and business, but less satisfaction with social conditions, was associated with greater odds of compliance. Differences were, however, again present between Labour and National voters when conducting the regression among these groups separately. For Labour voters, trust in science had by far the largest effect on compliance, as the odds of compliance for those expressing maximum levels of trust were 15.7 times higher than the odds of those with the lowest levels of trust. Satisfaction with the government, followed by satisfaction with business, were the second and third most influential political attitudes (respectively), with the odds those with the highest levels of satisfaction about 4.6 and 4.1 times the odds of those with the lowest levels of satisfaction.



TABLE 4 Correlations between focal measures at Time 12 (2021) and means and standard deviations at Time 11 (2020) and 12.
[image: Table4]



TABLE 5 Logistic regression of political attitudes predicting compliance with Ministry of Health COVID-19 guidelines.
[image: Table5]

Among National voters, satisfaction with the government produced the largest effect on compliance, followed by trust in science. For National voters with the maximum level of satisfaction with the government, the odds of compliance were 9.9 times higher than the odds of those with the lowest satisfaction. For trust in science, odds of compliance were 7.6 times higher at the highest levels of trust vs. lowest levels. Despite National voters expressing notable decreases in satisfaction with the economy and business during lockdown, satisfaction with the economy had a comparatively smaller effect on compliance, with an odds ratio of 2.1 between the highest and lowest levels of satisfaction, while satisfaction with business was unassociated with compliance. These differences should also be kept in perspective with the overall extremely high rates of compliance in New Zealand. Specifically, only 8.1% of the total sample were unsure or unwilling to comply with all guidelines from the Ministry of Health. Nevertheless, this percentage was notably higher among National voters (11.6%) compared to Labour voters (2.8%).




Discussion

Effective pandemic management requires prolonged cooperation among all segments of society. Although rally-around-the-flag effects have been documented in the initial phases of the COVID-19 pandemic (Sibley et al., 2020; Bol et al., 2021), less is known about how long public opinion remains favorable toward political institutions and whether these trends vary by political party vote. In the current study, we (a) analyzed the trajectory of political attitudes before and after New Zealand’s March 2020 COVID-19 lockdown, (b) examined differences in these trends between center-right National and center-left Labour voters, and (c) tested the associations between these political attitudes and participants’ willingness to follow guidelines to reduce the spread of COVID-19.

Our results identified rally-around-the-flag effects such that New Zealanders’ support for the (governing) Labour party and satisfaction with the government increased following the lockdown announcement and remained elevated for the following 5 months. This likely translated to the unprecedented party vote received by the Labour party in the October 2020 national election. Specifically, Labour’s vote share increased by 13 percentage points to 50%, allowing the party to govern alone. Trust in politicians and science similarly increased following the lockdown and remained above baseline levels for a full 5 months, while political efficacy also gradually increased over that time, perhaps due to persistent political messaging from the government that New Zealanders’ efforts to stay at home effectively reduced the spread of COVID-19. By contrast, despite some indications that perceptions of national wellbeing initially increased following the lockdown announcement, satisfaction with the economy, business, and social conditions tended to decrease over time, and remained below baseline for the following 5 months (economy), or recovered toward the end of the period examined (social conditions and business).

Overall, these results provide crucial insights into how, and for how long, citizens’ political attitudes shifted in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, we observed shifts in some attitudes that exceeded 5 months—shifts that are similar to, if not longer than, attitude change generated by other major events such as terror attacks (Geys and Hernæs, 2021; Satherley et al., 2021). Notably, in the case of New Zealand, increased satisfaction and trust in national institutions, as well as an increased sense of political efficacy, persisted for the duration of (and beyond) the lockdown and government mandates, likely contributing to New Zealand’s successful COVID-19 response. Whereas we largely replicate Sibley et al. (2020) by finding immediate boosts in government and institutional satisfaction, we also identified decreases in national wellbeing that generally emerged over time (rather than immediately following the lockdown). This underscores the importance of examining changes over time in response to large scale events such as the COVD-19 pandemic, particularly as conditions change over time.

Our results also revealed that the duration of political attitude change depends on party vote. Whereas center-left Labour voters tended to resemble the overall sample trends, center-right National voters reverted to baseline levels of support for Labour and satisfaction with the government after about 60 days. National voters also did not experience a boost in political efficacy. Rather, they saw sharp decreases in satisfaction with the economy and business, which did not recover during the 5-month post-lockdown period examined. As such, our results suggest that political divisions may increase throughout the pandemic. Indeed, consistent with past research (Elder et al., 2021) and our hypothesis, the economy appears to be of particular concern for center-right voters. These concerns may be buffered, however, by the increased trust in science and politicians also experienced by National voters. Given trust in both politicians and scientists implies a willingness to listen to those institutions (even if one does not fully understand or agree with them), it may be the key attitude that can bridge political divides and foster mass compliance among the public. Consistent with this thesis, high levels of trust in science attenuates the gap in social distancing practices between conservatives and liberals in the United States (Koetke et al., 2021).

Follow-up analyses approximately 1 year later revealed that every political attitude examined here predicted a willingness to follow Ministry of Health COVID-19 guidelines, underscoring their importance to understanding peoples’ behavior during pandemics. However, trust in science and satisfaction with the government had the largest effects on compliance. The order of importance of these effects did, however, differ between Labour and National voters. Whereas trust in science had the largest effect among Labour voters (i.e., voters for the governing party), satisfaction with the government had the largest effect on compliance among National voters. Notably, although National voters exhibited a sizeable dip in their satisfaction with the economy following the 2020 lockdown, economic satisfaction played a relatively smaller role in predicting compliance. As such, while a key motivation for examining partisan differences in political attitude change was borne out (i.e., increased concern about the economy on the right), these concerns may not play a large role when it comes to compliance. Instead, a government response that garners satisfaction on both the left and right (perhaps including how economic impacts may be mitigated) appears to be the more important factor in reducing partisan divisions when managing COVID-19.


Strengths, limitations, and future directions

Our analyses utilize data from a large national probability survey of New Zealanders collected over a long period of time. This allows us to generate reasonably reliable estimates of how the public’s political attitudes changed in response to lockdown in a country that has had good success in dealing with COVID-19, particularly by eliminating it early on in the pandemic (Baker et al., 2020). Whereas much work on COVID-19 has focused on attitudes and behaviors specifically about COVID-19, our focus on general political attitudes has multiple benefits. First, it meant we could compare attitude trajectories from before to after COVID-19 became a significant issue, thus providing a useful baseline for assessing change in response to the lockdown. Second, it provides a more nuanced understanding of which attitudes change in response to lockdown, and thus greater insight into citizens’ concerns. Finally, we were able to assess which specific factors contribute most to compliance.

Some attitudes, like satisfaction with the government, seem subject to rally effects that exhibit immediate upticks. Conversely, other attitudes that foster public compliance (e.g., institutional trust and political efficacy) seem to develop over time, possibly through effective and informative communication as the pandemic progresses. These are notable distinctions, as trust in science in particular appears to have the largest influence on compliance within the public on the whole. Other attitudes—specifically, concern about the economy—tend to develop over time, rather than respond immediately to lockdowns (e.g., Sibley et al., 2020). Thus, when faced with sudden drastic events such as global pandemics, governments might expect general immediate support from their citizens. This support may, however, wane over time (especially for opposition party voters) and require counteracting by instilling trust in the institutional response and a sense of efficacy among the public.

It is important to recognize that our analysis represents attitude change in response to the New Zealand context. While this highlights how political attitudes can be expected to change in response to a well-managed institutional response, it also means our results may not reflect attitude change in other countries. Nevertheless, it provides a useful comparison to the sizeable international literature on COVID-19 attitudes, and attitude change across nations. Future research could compare political attitude change across countries that pursued various COVID-19 responses in terms of style (for example, countries with even longer lockdowns or who initiated lockdowns later in the pandemic) and success. Similarly, future research could examine whether rally effects are as large or enduring during subsequent lockdown events (for example, New Zealand was placed in another less restrictive lockdown toward the end of the data collection period for this study, and a strict lockdown for a second time in August 2021).

It is also important to bear in mind that our analyses of attitude trajectories are between-person analyses based on different participants responding at different times. This may be particularly important when considering differences in attitude trajectories between Labour and National voters, as people’s intended party vote for the 2020 election may have simultaneously changed with their attitudes (indeed, this is likely reflected in the historic election win for Labour in October 2020). In this sense, apparent increased political divisions in response to COVID-19 restrictions may result in part from only the most committed National supporters maintaining their intended vote for the party over time. Nonetheless, the analyses present a continuous snapshot of Labour and National voters’ attitudes over time based on the day-by-day voter base for each party.

Although our predictions for voter differences in attitude change were based on past theory and research on ideology and partisanship, our analyses cannot distinguish between these factors. The findings here may reflect one or both of ideological differences between voters and partisan differences (particularly regarding whether a voter’s preferred party was in power or not). Finally, we were unable to assess COVID-19 attitudes (i.e., compliance) among participants during the first 2020 lockdown and, thus, our analyses of compliance are from data collected after the lockdown and restrictions ended. This was a time in which New Zealanders enjoyed reasonably lengthy periods of restriction-free life, with the tail end of data collection occurring during the nation’s second significant lockdown in response to the Delta outbreak. As such, compliance, and predictors of compliance, may have differed during lockdowns or during other specific periods of the pandemic.




Conclusion

A key issue facing nations throughout the COVID-19 pandemic has been ensuring compliance with restrictive and unprecedented lockdowns among citizens over extended periods. The current study produced insights into how New Zealanders’ political attitudes changed over time in response to the first March 2020 COVID-19 lockdown, and how these differed among center-right and center-left National and Labour voters, respectively. Overall, New Zealanders exhibited immediate increases in support for the governing Labour party and satisfaction with the government—changes which endured for the 5-month post-lockdown period examined. Trust in politicians and science, as well as political efficacy, also grew gradually from the start of lockdown. Nevertheless, partisan differences in the time course of these attitudes emerged, as National voters experienced a large and growing concern about the economy, and quickly returned to baseline levels of support for, and satisfaction with, the government. Finally, trust in science and satisfaction with the government emerged as the most influential predictors of compliance, although the order of importance was reversed for National voters. Overall, these results highlight immediate rallying effects in citizens’ attitudes toward their government following COVID-19 lockdown. However, trajectories and magnitudes of change in attitudes over time depend on both the attitude examined and left vs. right party vote.
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Footnotes

1See https://covid19.govt.nz/about-our-covid-19-response/history-of-the-covid-19-alert-system/ for full details on the alert level timeline and restrictions at each level during New Zealand’s COVID-19 response.

2Although we opted to use logistic regression here, the effects across predictors in terms of significance and direction were consistent with the logistic regression models when running the model as a standard multiple linear regression.
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