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Abstract. The COVID-19 pandemic stressed national and international systems and relations and
demonstrated the vulnerability of modern societies. The governments were forced to implement
restrictive measures in order to protect public health. The most challenging aspect was balancing
between public health protection and the functioning of the economy. As this wasn’t easy to reach,
some of the governments faced challenges in communicating with the society, resulting in protests.
Under these brand-new challenges, the protests only made the task of the governments harder and
threatened to harm the fragile political stability. Thus, the aim of the current study is to identify the
problems related to the communication between the society and the government and to identify the
possible solutions for ensuring the dialogue in such situations. The study focuses on EU citizens
and their attitudes toward government measures related to the pandemic in 2020 and 2021. Our
materials and methods include review of scientific literature on the topics under considerations.
We also performed a secondary processing of quantitative data from Eurobarometer using IBM
SPSS v. 26. The results show that the measures limiting civil liberties lead to social tension
even if the governments adapt their approach and search for new opportunities. This leads to the
conclusion that in order to ensure the normal functioning of the social systems the governments
should find ways to include the stakeholders in the decision-making. The latter is possible through
digital tools and by developing a system to be implemented in times of crises even if the crisis
is not caused by pandemics.
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Xu3Hb B ycnosusax COVID-19:
HOBbl€ BO3MOXHOCTH
ANg 0ObIYHOW O0LLLEeCTBEHHO-MOJIMTUYECKOMN XXU3HUN
B HEOObIYHOM CUTyauumu

. Macrapmapxuesa © <], M. Aure;ioBa

Inosousckuii ynusepcumem Ilaucus Xunenoapckozo, Ilnoeous, boreapus

< daniela.pastarmadzhieva@uni-plovdiv.bg

Annoramus. Ilangemus COVID-19 nocraBuna mox ymap MHOTHE HaIl[MOHAIbHBIC
U MEXJYyHApOJHBbIC CHCTEMBl W OTHOIICHUS W TPOJEMOHCTPUPOBANA, HACKOIBKO YS3BUMBI
obmectBa. [IpaBuTenbcTBa OBUIM BBIHY)KICHBI NMPHHATH OTPAHUYHTEIBHBIC MEPBHI B IICIIX
3aIUTHI OOIIECTBEHHOTO 3/IpaBooxpaHeHus. Hanbonee ClIO)KHBIM aCTIEKTOM OBLIO JIOCTHKCHHE
OamaHca MEXIy OXpaHOH OOIIeCTBEHHOTO 3IpaBOOXpAaHCHHS ¥ (YHKIHOHHPOBAHUEM
9KOHOMHUKHU. [IOCKOJNIBKY 3TOH 1enu OBUIO JTOCTHUYh HEJIETKO, HEKOTOpPhIE IPaBUTEIbCTBA
CTOJIKHYIHUCH C IPOOIIeMaMH B KOMMYHHKAIIHY ¢ 00IIECTBOM BIUIOTH JIO IIPOTECTOB. B ycimoBumsx
COBEPIIEHHO HOBOTO BBI30Ba MPOTECTHI YCIOKHUIIIN 3a]jady MPaBUTEIBCTB U TPO3UIH HAHECTH
yIepO XpyNKOH MONIUTHIECKOH CTa0MIbHOCTH. L[eb HacTOsIIero HecneoBaHus 3aKII09aeTCs
B BBISBJICHHH TIPOOJIEM, CBSI3aHHBIX ¢ KOMMYHHKAIIUEH MEXIy OOIIECTBOM M MPAaBUTEIbCTBOM,
1 OTIPEICIICHUH BO3MOKHOTO PEIICHHUS TSI 00€CIICUSHSI THAI0Ta B TAKUX CUTyanusX. OObeKTOM
HCCIIeIOBAHUS ABISIOTCS TpakJiaHe rocyaapcTB — wieHoB EC, v B IeHTpe BHUMaHU I HAXOAUTCS
WX OTHONICHHE K MTPABUTEIbCTBEHHBIM MepaM, CBsi3aHHBIM ¢ maHAemue B 2020 u 2021 rr. Hamm
MaTepuaibl U METOJbl BKIIOYAIOT 0030p HAyYHOH JHMTEparypbl, MOCBSIICHHON 3THM TeMaM.
[MapamrenpbHO MBI IPOBETH BTOPHYHYIO 00pabOTKY KONMYECTBEHHBIX MaHHBIX EBpoOapomerpa
¢ ucnonbs3oBanueM IBM SPSS v. 26. PesynbraTsl 110Ka3bIBalOT, YTO MEphl, OIrpaHUYMBAIOIINE
TpaXXIaHCKUE CBOOOJBI, MPUBOIAT K COIMATFHONW HANPSHKEHHOCTH, NaXKe SCIIH MPaBHUTEIbCTBA
aJaNTUPYIOT CBOM IMOJIXOJM W MIIYT HOBBIE BO3MOXKHOCTH. DTO NMPUBOIUT K BBIBOAY, UTO IS
obecrieyeHHss HOPMAIBbHOTO (YHKIMOHHPOBAHUS COIUANBHBIX CHCTEM IIPAaBUTEIBCTBAM
CJIelyeT HAalTH crmoco0 BOBJICUEHUS 3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIX CTOPOH B MPOIIECC MIPUHATHS PEIICHHIA.
[TocnenHee BO3MOXKHO € IMTOMOIIBIO MTU(PPOBBIX HHCTPYMEHTOB H Pa3pabOTKN CUCTEMBI, KOTOpast
OyJIeT BHEIPSATHCS BO BPEeMsI KPU3HMCOB, JJAXKE €CITU 3TOT KPU3UC HE BHI3BAH MAHECMHUSMHU.

KiroueBnle cioBa: COVID-19, monutuueckas crabunbHocTh, EBpoOapomerp, um¢pposbie
pemreHus, TUQPOBU3AI

Jast wurupoBanusi: Pastarmadzhieva D., Angelova M. Living with COVID-19: Opportunities for
the usual socio-political life in an unusual situation / BectHux Poccuiickoro yHuBepcuTeTa ApyKObI
HaponoB. Cepust: [Tomuromorus. 2022. T. 24. Ne3. C. 562-572. https://doi.org/10.22363/2313-
1438-2022-24-3-562-572

Baaropapnocrn: Cratest sBiasieTcss 4YacTbio HayuHoro mnpoekra Ne KP-06-DK-2/7/2021,
BBITIOJTHSIEMOTO NpH Tozaeprkke HarronansHoro HayuHoro orga bonrapun.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic put under stress numerous national and international
systems and relations and demonstrated how vulnerable the societies are. The
processes of globalization and internationalization in fact forced the spread of the
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disease all over the world. The governments had to change their priorities and
transform the long-term policies. However, such transformations require adaptability,
time, high expertise, considering the needs of numerous stakeholders, etc. and
the effectiveness of such changes are highly dependent on the specific leadership
of the country at that time. Thus, the approaches varied across the countries and
across time. It seemed that there isn’t a consistency in the policies, and this affected
every social system on group level and personal level. Thus, it is important to think
of a way to ensure normal functioning of the systems even if unusual situations
occur. As the governments are responsible for the decisions in such critical situation,
they need certain level of stability in order to develop a strategy. However, the
society can be patient but for a limited time, and the governments need to learn
how to maintain the political stability in time of crisis. Thus, the aim of the current
study is to identify the problems related to communication between society and
government and to identify the possible solution for ensuring the dialogue in such
situations. The object of the study are the citizens of the EU member states and the
focus is their attitudes toward government measures related to the pandemic in 2020
and 2021. Our materials and methods include review of scientific literature focused
on the topics. We also performed a secondary processing of quantitative data from
Eurobarometer using IBM SPSS v. 26.

COVID-19 and the political (in)stability

According to Hurwitz, political stability may refer to “the absence of violence”,
“governmental longevity/duration”, “the existence of a legitimate constitutional
regime”, “the absence of structural change” and ‘“a multifaceted societal attribute”
[Hurwitz 1973]. Furthermore, according to Eckstein, the term stability implies three
conditions — “persistence of pattern, decisional effectiveness, and authenticity”
[Eckstein 1966]. The first condition, namely persistence of pattern, refers to the fact
that “a government will tend to be stable if its authority pattern is congruent with
the other authority patterns of the society of which it is a part” [Eckstein 1966]. The
congruence between the society’s expectations and government’s actions is required
for ensuring the stability of the political system. Thus, this is the aspect of the stability
that we are focused on in the current research. It should also be noted that the stability
and sustainability of the state system can be assessed [ Vilisov et al. 2021], which can
work as an early prevention of system disruptions.

COVID-19 has caused an unbelievable and unpredictable change in our way
of living and daily routines and has caused tremendous human suffering and
challenging the most basic foundations of societal well-being. The pandemic
changed our lives fundamentally, affecting both professional and personal
relationships, including interpersonal trust and sense of security'. This brand

' COVID-19: Protecting people and societies (OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus
(COVID-19)). (2020). [OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus (COVID-19)]. Retrieved June 07,
2020, from http:// doi.org/10.1787/e5c9dela-en
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new situation has forced the governments all over the world to act rapidly and
to apply innovative solutions in order to ensure protection for various stakeholders
[Hammad et al. 2021]. Furthermore, the international cooperation was hindered
because each of the countries had its own serious challenges and it required time
to adapt to the new situation and think of joint solutions [Pereirinha, Pereira 2021].
In such situation the governments need to act in flexible manner and to “provide
critical tools to support real time sharing of lessons on what is working, what
is not, what could work and for whom™2.

In this context at the beginning of 2022 the Organization for economic cooperation
and development identified fourteen key insights from evaluations of COVID-19
responses’. Alongside with the measures concerning healthcare system, economy,
internal communication, care for most vulnerable groups, etc., there are two insights
directly related to the current study, namely:

* “More targeted, informed and coherent messaging is needed to foster trust.”

* “Governments could involve civil society, the private sector and local actors more
to increase transparency in decision-making and facilitate the implementation
of crisis management responses.”

OECD stresses the importance of well-structured communication between the
central and the local levels. It draws attention to the options of “using both traditional
and new digital platforms for internal communication can lead to greater buy-in from
stakeholders™.

The pandemic put pressure on the governments and their decisions caused
various reactions across the societies. “If populations suffer shortages of food,
jobs, or medical supplies, one outcome, if governments are perceived as unable
to respond to social concerns, we may see this become a source of political
discontent or civil unrest in some areas” [Burns 2020]. There are studies which
identified a correlation between the stringency of measures and political instability.
The results show that “the introduction of stringent measures was less likely
to occur in countries characterized by political instability” [De Simone Mourao
2021]. Such results are explainable as the pandemic itself and the measures against
it led to civil movements, unrest and protests [van der Zwet et al. 2022]. In fact
it became obvious that the Coronavirus is not threat only to health and economy
but to the political stability as well [Woods et al. 2020]. One of the reasons is the
economic insecurity, which is a prerequisite for decreasing level of trust and
thus may cause political instability [Perry 2021]. There is evidence that protests
against the governments are symptom for political instability and the restrictions,
economic challenges and civil liberties limitations can trigger such civic unrest
[Herbert, Marquette 2021].

2 OECD. (2022). First lessons from government evaluations of COVID-19 responses. A synthesis.
OECD. Retrieved June 7, 2022, from https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/first-lessons-
from-government-evaluations-of-covid-19-responses-a-synthesis-483507d6/

3 Ibid.

4 Tbid.

MMOJIMTUYECKAA NTOJIAPU3ALINMA U MUHTEPHET-IIPOTECT 565


https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/first-lessons-from-government-evaluations-of-covid-19-responses-a-synthesis-483507d6/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/first-lessons-from-government-evaluations-of-covid-19-responses-a-synthesis-483507d6/

Pastarmadzhieva D., Angelova M. RUDN Journal of Political Science, 2022, 24(3), 562-572

Methodology, Results and Discussion

In order to achieve our goal, we used a secondary processing of quantitative
data. The latter comes from Eurobarometer 93.1° performed in July-August 2020 and
Eurobarometer 95.3°, performed in June-July 2021. We examined four main indicators:

1) satisfaction with the coronavirus measures;

2) justification of coronavirus restrictions;

3) determination of the EU priorities in fighting the pandemic;

4) assessment of the balance between health and economy.

The relevance of the selected indicators is based on the main conceptual framework
of the current study, namely the attitudes of the citizens and the potential for political
instability based on these attitudes.

For data processing we used IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26. We performed
Descriptive Statistics using Crosstabs.

Satisfaction with the coronavirus measures

The data presented on Fig. 1 shows that there is a decrease in the satisfaction with
the COVID-19 measures, taken by the national governments of the EU member states.

0,
0% 44%

45% 42%
40%
35% o
30% 259 28%
25% 20%
0,
20% 14% 14%
15% 9%
10% °
5%
0%
2020 2021 2020 2021 2020 2021 2020 2021
Very satisfied Fairly satisfied Not very satisfied Not at all satisfied

Fig. 1. Satisfaction with the measures of the national governments,
July-August 20207 and June-July 20218

Source: Based on data from Eurobarometer 93.1 and Eurobarometer 95.3.

5 European Commission, Brussels. (2022a). Eurobarometer 93.1 (2020) Eurobarometer 93.1
(2020): Standard Eurobarometer 93 (COVID-19 Pandemic): Standard Eurobarometer 93 (COVID-19
Pandemic) (2.0.0) [Data set]. GESIS. http://doi.org/10.4232/1.13866.

¢ European Commission, Brussels. (2022b). Eurobarometer 95.3 (2021) Eurobarometer 95.3
(2021): Standard Eurobarometer 95 (COVID-19 Pandemic): Standard Eurobarometer 95 (COVID-19
Pandemic) (1.0.0) [Data set]. GESIS. http://doi.org/10.4232/1.13826.

7 The respondents were asked “In general, how satisfied are you with the measures taken to fight
the Coronavirus outbreak by the (NATIONALITY) government?”. The figure shows the share of the
people who selected the corresponding answer.

8 The respondents were asked “In general, how satisfied are you with the measures taken to fight
the coronavirus pandemic by the (NATIONALITY)?”. The figure shows the share of the people who
selected the corresponding answer.
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In the summer of 2020 % of the EU citizens (25 %) were very satisfied with the
anti-Covid measures, but obviously the governments didn’t manage to keep the level
of trust. Thus, in 2021 the level of absolute satisfaction decreased with 11 percent
points reaching 14 %. As for the satisfaction of the EU citizens with the measures it is
obvious that there is a decrease in the satisfaction in 2021 compared to 2020. The total
share of citizens who were rather satisfied in 2020 is 69 % and in 2021 it is 56 %.

Justification
of coronavirus restrictions

Dealing with the pandemic required measures to limit the spread of the disease.
Such measures were grasped as limiting the civil liberties [Flood et al., 2020].
This belief may harm the trust in public authorities and lead to discontent and thus
to instability. The data displayed on Fig. 2 shows that at the beginning of the pandemic
in 2020 almost half of the citizens of the EU member states absolutely justified the
measures while in 2021 they constituted less than 30 %. However, the overall share
of citizens who rather justify the measure didn’t decrease too much. In 2020 it was
83 % and in 2021 it was 73 %. This demonstrates a high level of rationality in the
assessment of the situation. Nevertheless, it is not just the share of those who don’t
justify the restrictions but the level to which they disapprove them and whether they
are determined to fight against the restrictions [van der Zwet et al., 2022].

0% 46% 45%
45%
40% 37%
3% 28%
30% °
0,
25% 19%
20%
15% 12%
10% 5% 7%
5%
0%
2020 2021 2020 2021 2020 2021 2020 2021
Absolutely justified Somewhat justified Not very justified Not at all justified

Fig. 2. Justification of the restriction measures of the national governments,
July-August 2020° and June-July 202110

Source: Based on data from Eurobarometer 93.1 and Eurobarometer 95.3.

® The respondents were asked “Thinking about the measures taken by the public authorities
in (OUR COUNTRY) to fight the Coronavirus and its effects, would you say that...”. The figure shows
the share of the people who selected the corresponding answer.

" The respondents were asked “Thinking about the restriction measures taken by the public
authorities in (OUR COUNTRY) to fight the coronavirus and its effects, would you say that they
were... 7”. The figure shows the share of the people who selected the corresponding answer.
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Determination of the EU priorities in fighting the pandemic

The data on Fig. 3 shows that in 2020 according to the EU citizens the top priorities

of the EU regarding the response to Coronovirus are the vaccines and the development

of strategy for facing similar crisis in the future. In 2021 the top priority for the EU according

to its citizens should be the establishment of strategy for similar crisis (Fig. 4).

37% 37%
28%

40%

35%
30%

BN I N Y1 Jo 123pnq oy oseaIdu]

S ]9A3] [BIOURUL] AU} UO SI)LIS JOqUISJA
= L N AU} UGIMIOq UOHBUIPIOOD dINSUF
N3 S3IBIS JOQUIDIAL (T UAIMIDG

3

H I Equ>cEmo.@uoﬂ&ontmuﬁ\s@_sm

= NE oy urgpm

= L SOLISNPUI JO UONEBIO[AI 3y} dFeInoduy
ORI JOqUIBIAL N Y}

u2amIaq ALrepjos pue angoferp afeinoouy

x Ppre aje)s eia Surpnjour ‘AWou0d? 1oy}
M I toma:mo.mmaSmuBEmEDmo&uEa:m

N 2y ul SuoISaI pajdjye

I 1sow 3y 0 1oddns [erouruly 10U SPIAOL]

*IQUIDIA NF Y} 0) uowwod juswdinba
Teotpaw 01391ens Jo J1dx003s € Jo
UONBUIPIOOD PUE JUSWATRURW A1) dINSUF
S31e)S IOQUIBIN N

I [[€ ur A10A0991 ITe] Uk QAISN]OUT ‘O[qeure)sns

© 10J AWOU029 Ay} UI ASUOW AIOW ISIAU]

N4 9y Jo s10pioq
| [BUI2IX2 2y} JO [OIUOD 1AILLS © 90I0JUF

19%

21% - 20%

23%

P 0 ey usadon v dopraq

Iy oY) Ul SISLIO

e A —

QUIDIEA 10
JUSUNEAN) & puly 0 suedw [eroueulj dojoadq

25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Fig. 3. Priorities of the EU response to Coronavirus, July-August 2020

Source: Based on data from Eurobarometer 93.1.
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Fig. 4. Priorities of the EU response to Coronavirus, June-July 20212

Source: Based on data from Eurobarometer 95.3.

' The respondents were asked “And what should the European Union now prioritise in its response to the
Coronavirus outbreak?”’. The figure shows the share of the people who selected the corresponding answer.

12 The respondents were asked “And what should the European Union prioritise in its response to the
coronavirus pandemic?”. The figure shows the share of the people who selected the corresponding answer.
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Assessment
of the balance between health and economy

A crucial issue in dealing with the pandemic and ensuring social peace is the
balance between the protection of health and economy [Seghieri et al., 2021; Pronk
& Kassler, 2020; Mandel & Veetil, 2020]. Thus, we aimed at testing the views of the
citizens of the EU member states on whether the measures benefit health or economy.
The results for 2020 displayed on Fig. 5 show that 43 % of the respondents thought that
the measures ensured the balance between the health and the economy. It was followed
by the group of those, who believed that the measures were in benefit of the health and
only 21 % believed that measures benefitted the economy.

= these measures focus too much on health

43% to the detriment of the economy

= these measures focus too much on
economy to the detriment of health

a balance has been reached

21%

Fig. 5. Balance of health and economy, July-August 2020
Source: Based on data from Eurobarometer 93.1

The study of 2021 lacked an identical question, but the Eurobarometer provides
an assessment on the balance between the health benefit and economic damage. The
first three columns of Fig. 6 display the share of citizens who would rather support the
position that “the health benefits are greater than the economic damage.”. Their share
in 2021 was 58 %.

The results show that the citizens give credit to their national governments in times
of crises, but it is limited. During the crisis we have observed that the EU as a whole and
its member states have made efforts to improve their approach in handling the crisis,
while the satisfaction with the measures has decreased. On one hand, this can be an
indication of the failure with the measures, but on the other hand, this can be a result
of higher expectations and lack of patience among citizens. However, in both cases the
governments need to be aware of society’s concerns and must be able to answer them
before they grow into protests. The traditional approach for having data on citizens’

13 The respondents were asked “Thinking about the measures taken by the public authorities
in (OUR COUNTRY) to fight the Coronavirus and its effects, would you say that...?”. The figure shows
the share of the people who selected the corresponding answer.
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attitudes and preferences is sociological study, but the processes of digitalization
reinforced by the pandemic provided the governments with new tools to identify the
expectations of citizens [Volodenkov, Fedorchenko 2022]. The authorities can also
directly engage the stakeholders in decision making by creating a platform for such
interaction [Pastarmadzhieva et al. 2022].

30%
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20% 18% 18%
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15% o 12%
10%
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) I I

0%

2 3 4 5

1 The health 6 The economic
benefits are greater damage is greater
than the economic than the health

damage benefits

Fig. 6. Balance of health and economy, June-July 20214
Source: Based on data from Eurobarometer 95.3.

Conclusion

COVID-19 forced politicians, experts, scientists to think of solutions in unusual
situations to be able to continue living as usual. The biggest challenge is to consider the
needs of all stakeholders. In this regard, the hardest choice for the governments is to
balance between the healthcare system and the economy. The new digital tools provide
opportunities for effective interaction between the authorities and the stakeholders.
Thus, the government may adopt strategies in line with the expectations of the society,
and this is a prerequisite for protecting political stability and preventing social unrest.
However, such approach requires certain level of digitalization across the societies,
and this is an area which needs further examination.
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4 The respondents were asked “Thinking about the measures taken by the public authorities
in (OUR COUNTRY) to fight the Coronavirus and its effects, would you say that...?”. The figure shows
the share of the people who selected the corresponding answer.
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