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COVID-19, arguably the new millennium’s most trying test of state capacity, 

caught the world off guard. In order to contain the spread of the virus, gov-

ernments had to respond quickly and comprehensively: strict lockdowns, 

movement restrictions, masks, and social distancing – measures that draw 

not only on public resources but also on the buy-in and cooperation of civil 

society. Citizen compliance and cooperation are founded on trust in govern-

ment institutions. As such, the pandemic has also been a stress test for trust 

in government. 

 • Trust in government is a crucial determinant of effective crisis management, 

and governments lacking such trust suffer a profound disadvantage. 

 • In many instances, strict lockdown measures were accompanied by an expan-

sion of executive powers. This creates power imbalances, or aggravates existing 

ones, and poses a threat to trust in government. 

 • High levels of vaccine hesitancy, a looming recession, and expectations of gov-

ernment support require ongoing efforts to build and ensure trust in govern-

ment.

Policy Implications
Even though many African countries seem to have gotten through the corona-

virus crisis relatively well until now, vaccine hesitancy and looming recessions 

pose ongoing challenges for trust in government. Hence, governments must ac-

tively engage in building trust as they prepare for future crises. The Ebola epi-

demic has shown that a bottom-up approach entailing collaboration with pre-

existing networks and institutions at the local level can facilitate this process. 

In contexts where executive powers have been expanded, the evolution of this 

process needs to be carefully monitored. 
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COVID-19: Did Sub-Saharan Africa Really Get Off Lightly?

The coronavirus has raged around the world for more than a year and claimed mil-

lions of lives. But while Europe and the United States are currently laboriously vac-

cinating themselves out of the crisis, one world region seems to have got off rela-

tively lightly: sub-Saharan Africa. At least, that is what the official statistics suggest: 

A year ago, experts feared a real catastrophe on the continent, but an examination 

of the official COVID-19 case numbers and deaths in the region demonstrate that 

the region has weathered the storm relatively well. According to the World Health 

Organization (WHO), sub-Saharan Africa accounts for only approximately 2 per 

cent of all global cases (WHO 2021). The obvious question is: Why? 

There have been many hypotheses, the following three arguably being the most 

plausible: First, sub-Saharan African countries have recent experience combating 

epidemics (for instance, Ebola). Second, they responded rapidly to the crisis, clos-

ing borders and schools, mandating social distancing, and banning crowds. Some 

countries went even further, imposing curfews and masking requirements in public. 

Third, the continent’s young population is seen as an asset in this pandemic, be-

cause the risk of severe COVID-19 courses increases significantly with age. 

However, there may be more to the story: Testing capacity in Africa is much low-

er than in other world regions, which might explain the low official numbers of cases. 

Moreover, tracking and tracing of infected persons is challenging. Hence, the number 

of undetected or unrecorded cases might be quite high. A recent study from Kenya 

supports this view: an analysis of blood samples from Nairobi suggests that, indeed, 

every second household was affected by at least one COVID case, implying that the 

spread of the virus was 42 times higher than previously known (Ngere et al. 2021). 

A resurgence of COVID-19 infections in many African countries is currently also a 

subject of concern (BBC 2021). In early May, John Nkengasong, the head of the Africa 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, warned that developments in Africa are 

“astonishingly similar” to those in India. Vaccination progress has been limited. Yet, 

despite limited doses, the level of uptake has also been low. Hence, the crisis might be 

far from averted, and any ongoing or future measures subject to resource constraints. 

The pandemic has left visible traces on the African economy. In 2020 the conti-

nent slipped into recession for the first time in 25 years, and despite the mobilisation 

of an additional EUR 82.3 billion at the recently concluded Paris Summit, govern-

ment resources in many countries are stretched thin. In light of the limited financial 

resources, averting a further COVID wave and promoting recovery will not be easy, 

and will pose a continuing test to public cooperation and trust in government. 

COVID-19: A Test of Trust in Government

While the myth of an autocratic Africa reigns, reality is more complex: Formally, 

more than 90 per cent of countries are organised as multiparty systems. But not 

all multiparty systems are democratic or free regimes. According to the Freedom 

House Index of 2020, only eight countries in sub-Saharan Africa are classified as 

free, 21 as partly free, and 20 as not free (compare also Basedau 2019 and Grau-

vogel and Heyl 2017). Especially in those “in-between” cases, citizens’ cooperation 

and trust in government are essential for creating states whose leaders face enough 
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constraints to prevent them becoming autocrats (again) but simultaneously have 

enough room to implement necessary policies and reforms.

Trust in government, meaning the willingness of citizens to rely on government 

to keep a commitment, mainly reflects government performance: citizens observe 

the actions of political actors – for example, their ability to control crime, how they 

manage the economy, whether they are involved in scandals – and based on this 

subjective performance criteria, they decide how much to trust (Keele 2007). Trust 

can also be achieved through “output” – meaning, the provision of public goods or 

social support. It is particularly important for governments to build trust, as this 

enables them to rule without coercion, thereby lowering transaction costs and in-

creasing their efficiency and effectiveness.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a test of government trust. During all stages 

of addressing the pandemic, including containment, mitigation, and recovery, trust 

in public institutions and compliance has been vital to any given government’s abil-

ity to respond. This is especially salient, as measures related to contact restrictions, 

quarantines, and testing are invasive or at least annoying – but non-compliance can 

turn lethal. Early studies on the connection between the coronavirus pandemic and 

trust confirm that trust in government institutions is associated with both higher 

compliance) and lower levels of mortality (Devine et al. 2021). Yet, trust in govern-

ment is also highly important for an inclusive recovery – for example, citizens trust-

ing their governments to ensure that COVID vaccines are safe. Vaccine hesitancy is 

an issue that many countries are currently grappling with and that is not unique to 

the African context. In light of the limited resources and potentially rising numbers 

of cases, it is an urgent issue that needs to be addressed. However, after months of 

citizens’ cooperation, fatigue might also be setting in. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has already illustrated the connection between trust 

in government and the management of the pandemic. Countries where trust in the 

president was high – such as Ghana and Senegal, for which the pan-African sur-

vey Afrobarometer reports levels of trust in the president at 70 and 73 per cent, 

respectively, and even higher ratings for state legitimacy (respectively, 84 and 78 

per cent) [1] – have seen high levels of compliance and praise for their measures. 

Governments of countries that entered the crisis with already low levels of trust in 

the president and state institutions, however, faced stronger resistance and experi-

enced more upheaval. In Malawi, for example, which ranked lowest in trust in the 

president (36 per cent) and state legitimacy (53 per cent) in the Afrobarometer sur-

vey, lockdown measures were not only challenged with a court case but have even 

sparked violence. The lack of trust was also reflected in the unsuccessful re-election 

campaign of the (now former) Malawian president Peter Mutharika. In Nigeria, 

where trust in the president is approximately 45 per cent, compliance with public 

safety measures was low, and the looting of government warehouses signalled dis-

content with government mandates. To ensure the stability of their governments 

and their countries, leaders have an incentive to make sure that containment poli-

cies are not only officially passed but also followed and supported by the public. 

African countries have considerable experience in combating epidemics, the 

most recent being the 2014–2016 Ebola epidemic in West Africa. While not entirely 

successful from the beginning, Ebola was contained in the end and did not spread 

to the extent feared. Aside from governments, state institutions, civil society or-

ganisations, non-state actors, and individuals also underwent a learning process. 

 

1 State legitimacy is 
measured by people’s 
responses to whether they 
agree that the police have 
the right to make people 
obey the law, courts have 
the right to make decisions 
that people must abide by, 
and tax authorities have 
the right to make people 
pay taxes.
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Back then, many citizens did not trust their governments to effectively manage the 

epidemic and did not follow containment policies, with severe, often fatal conse-

quences (Blair, Morse, and Tsai 2017). Yet, in the end, the Ebola epidemic was suc-

cessfully contained, and the question that arises naturally is: What can we learn?

Trust in Times of Crisis: Lessons from the Ebola Epidemic

The 2014–2016 Ebola outbreak first occurred in Guinea and then spread to neigh-

bouring countries, hitting Liberia and Sierra Leone particularly hard. Altogether, 

the WHO reported a total of 11,308 deaths and 28,610 suspected cases in those 

three countries during the 2014–2016 outbreak – the largest outbreak since the vi-

rus was discovered in 1976 (WHO 2016). The Ebola crisis was particularly alarming 

due to its high fatality rate of approximately 50 per cent, governments’ perceived in-

ability to control the spread of the disease, and citizens’ non-compliance – particu-

larly at the beginning of the outbreak (Blair, Morse, and Tsai 2017). The Democratic 

Republic of the Congo and Guinea have been hit more recently by the epidemic. 

However, the availability of vaccines increases hopes of curbing future outbreaks.

Lesson 1: Trust in government in times of public health crises matters and can have 

real effects on the spread of diseases.

As in neighbouring countries, distrust in institutions was widespread in Liberia 

during the 2014–2016 Ebola outbreak. In fact, a rumour that Ebola was a govern-

ment scam to attract aid money was spreading throughout the country. The epi-

demic was first a public health crisis, but later also turned into a governance crisis. 

According to a research study by Blair, Morse, and Tsai (2017), people with less 

trust in their government were also less likely to follow containment policies – for 

example, curfew rules and other hygiene measures. These people fuelled transmis-

sion rates. Another study, by Vinck et al. (2019), supports this finding: examining 

the 2018–2019 Ebola outbreak in the DRC, they find a link between low levels of 

trust in government, on one side, and belief in misinformation and lack of adher-

ence to prescribed preventive behaviours, on the other.

Lesson 2: Distrust towards the government spreads beyond the most affected  

areas, and rebuilding trust in government takes time.

Figure 1 shows the proportion of Liberians who trust their president, according 

to the Afrobarometer at three points in time: in 2012 (pre-Ebola), 2015 (during 

Ebola), and 2018 (after Ebola was successfully contained). The figure illustrates 

that trust in the president decreased significantly during the Ebola epidemic, and 

by 2018 had not caught up to pre-Ebola levels.

What also becomes visible in Figure 1 is that trust decreased not only in those coun-

ties with many Ebola cases (e.g. Montserrado and Margibi) but also in counties less af-

fected by the epidemic – for example, in Grand Gedeh, which experienced a total of 

four Ebola cases. Thus, distrust seems to spread beyond the most affected areas. 
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Comparing 2018 levels to pre-Ebola levels, levels of trust increased compared to 

2015, but did not catch up to pre-Ebola levels.

Lesson 3: Building trust in government requires working on the local level, entailing 

collaboration with pre-existing networks and institutions.

Studies on previous epidemics have shown that it makes sense to involve community 

leaders, such as religious leaders, in communication processes. This is because local 

intermediaries are more familiar with the context and often more trusted than the 

government. For example, according to the latest Afrobarometer surveys, religious 

leaders were trusted “somewhat” or “a lot” at a level 12 percentage points higher 

than presidents. Another way intermediaries are useful is that the local community 

can also monitor and sanction their behaviour more easily, as intermediaries usual-

ly live nearby and are more accessible (Tsai et al. 2020). In this sense, communities 

themselves can guarantee a certain level of accountability from intermediaries for 

distributed information and actions. Additionally, local intermediaries (religious 

leaders, NGOs, etc.) can help state institutions to monitor and implement measures 

and policies locally despite states’ weak capacities and geographical reach.

Have Ebola-Affected Countries Learned the Relevant Lessons?

In Liberia, the COVID lockdown started off chaotically, with excavators destroying 

informal market stalls in the capital’s busiest market and police officers using trun-

Figure 1 
Evolution of Trust in 
the President in Libe-
ria, 2012–2018

Source: Author’s own 
representation.
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cheons against residents. Thus, Liberia’s immediate actions were initiated by a top-

down decision of the government, and it took time for the state to turn to local actors 

as intermediaries. As in the Ebola epidemic, miscommunication, contradictions, and 

rumours about the spread of and possible cures for the virus challenged effective 

crisis management. For example, according to a survey from April 2020, three in 

five Liberians were convinced that lemon and vitamin C would prevent COVID-19 

transmission, and almost half of the respondents thought that the disease could be 

cured with garlic (Ipsos 2020). Thus, while the government’s response was fast, it 

seems that there was a lack of effective communication to inform citizens and gain or 

sustain trust in government. Still, in April 2020, a majority of Liberians stated that 

they were satisfied with their government’s response to COVID-19 – though a quar-

ter was very dissatisfied (Ipsos 2020). This overall satisfaction might be due to local 

institutions ultimately being brought in: according to a GIGA survey in more than 70 

rural villages, town chiefs controlled the implementation of COVID-related rules and 

disseminated information about the virus. However, the opposition coalition Collab-

orating Political Parties (CPP) received the most votes in Liberia’s Senate elections 

in December 2020, possibly indicating that Liberians want a change. These election 

results do not solely reflect citizens’ perceptions of the government’s public health 

policy, but they do indicate that trust in the government seems to be under threat.

Challenges for Trust in Government as Countries Eye Recovery

As the example from Liberia has shown, the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic is 

still subject to rumours, misinformation, and a lack of trust in government. This is 

also exemplified by the recent developments in Malawi. The country recently made 

news for burning 20,000 doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine – 5 per cent of the total 

vaccine doses available in the country. Health Minister Kumbize Kandodo put this 

down to the negative media coverage of the British–Swedish vaccine, which raised 

concerns among the population. 

Much of the success for recovery, however, will depend on how vaccine doses 

are distributed, and on whether governments manage to build the necessary trust 

in the vaccine’s safety. The signs are not too positive: a large majority in five West 

African countries do not seem to trust their governments to ensure the safety of 

COVID-19 vaccines and consequently see themselves as rather unlikely to attempt 

to get vaccinated (Figure 2). 

Figure 2 
Trust in Government 
and Likelihood of Try-
ing to Get Vaccinated 
(in %) 

Source: Seydou 2021.
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Building on the experiences of Liberia, more actively involving local opinion leaders 

in communication could be a fruitful avenue to reducing mistrust, not least because 

in many countries trust in religious leaders is as high if not higher than trust in the 

president (see Figure 3). 

Africa’s low COVID-19 case rate is often attributed to the fast – and in some coun-

tries very harsh – responses of the respective governments. But besides effectively 

limiting the spread of the virus, these harsh measures have come with a price – 

namely, an expansion of executive powers and restrictions on individual freedoms. 

These developments are not unique to Africa, as we observe similar measures in 

many countries in the world. Even in African countries that have been lauded for 

how they have addressed the crisis, such as Senegal, the executive has expanded its 

powers. In fact, Ghana, Senegal, Burkina Faso, Kenya, Guinea-Bissau, and Uganda 

have all passed controversial laws that extend the power of the executive and limit 

rights to assemble. If these laws are not reversed after the pandemic, they will cre-

ate an imbalance and threat to accountability – in fact, they threaten the very foun-

dations of democracy. Hence, the expansion of executive powers needs to be closely 

monitored. In its latest release, the Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG) 

also noted a slight decline in the overall perception of governance in West Africa 

(IIAG 2021). While the decline is small in numbers, it could be a warning sign, since 

it is the first time since 2010 that a decline has been noted. While in the past social 

and economic progress has offset poor governance performance, the looming reces-

sion and consequent slowdown and potential reversal of progress in this dimension 

is likely to bring government performance and trust in government much more to 

the forefront. The pandemic is expected to forestall the positive trend in poverty 

reduction, as the looming recession in sub-Saharan Africa is likely to complicate 

poverty reduction efforts. Hence, the expansion of social protection measures on 

the continent, while laudable, will prove challenging, as it has raised expectations 

upon which governments now have to deliver.  

Trust, but Verify

While trust in government is considered crucial for the containment of and recov-

ery from the COVID-19 pandemic, the optimal amount of trust is subject to debate: 

Figure 3 
Trust in the President 
vs. Other Opinion 
Leaders (in %)

Source: Afrobaro-
meter 2019, R7 2016/18.
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Trusting one’s own government too much can also have negative effects, in cases 

when citizens believe that their governments are effectively managing the pandem-

ic, when in fact they are not – or when trusted actors oppose containment policies, 

such as Tanzania’s ex-president John Magufuli, who declared Tanzania COVID-free 

after a three-day national prayer. But trusting too little can also be dangerous, as 

the 2014–2016 Ebola epidemic in West Africa has shown. Trust in government is 

essential to tackling COVID-19 and other health crises effectively. However, it is 

likely not sufficient, as many state institutions in sub-Saharan Africa suffer from 

weak capacity. This underscores the necessity for state institutions to not only build 

trust among local populations, but also actively seek out cooperative arrangements 

with local non-state actors, such as religious leaders, and with external actors, such 

as the United Nations.
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