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ABSTRACT

This study investigated how political trust shaped citizens' aspirations to influence others on social media during a COVID-19
pandemic. Using four-wave longitudinal survey data (2017-2021; N = 2172) collected from 543 citizens in Finland, we first analysed
how political trust moderated the temporal development of individuals' aspirations to influence others online. We then examined

how trust and influence aspirations jointly contributed to citizens' social media behaviour during the COVID-19 pandemic. The

findings showed that aspirations to influence declined during the crisis, particularly among those with high political trust. In

contrast, individuals with low trust typically maintained their influence aspirations and were more likely to engage on social media
and to criticise public authorities. High political trust, on the other hand, did not promote criticism but was instead positively
associated with support. Overall, these findings clarify social media engagement dynamics in times of crisis and the tendency of
online discussions to amplify the voices of those who are politically frustrated or sceptical. From a policy perspective, the results

highlight how trust asymmetries shape visible participation in digital spaces, offering evidence relevant to the design of crisis

communication, platform governance, and strategies for engaging both vocal critics and less visible, high-trust citizens.

1 | Introduction

Social media has become a powerful platform for persuasion,
shaping public opinion and influencing political behaviour
(Zhuravskaya et al. 2020). Prior research has shown that ex-
posure to social media content can predict changes in in-
dividuals' political attitudes (Gil de Zuiiga et al. 2025). This
influence is particularly salient during crises, when social media
often serves as the first source of information. In such moments,
informal mediators, such as influencers, play a decisive role in
framing narratives and shaping people's opinions, attitudes, and
behaviours (Malinen and Koivula 2024). As social media con-
tent is largely user-generated, it is essential to understand the
motivations behind its creation, as well as the factors that dis-
courage participation, to grasp both what is expressed and what
remains unheard.

While previous research has examined why individuals try to
persuade others online, less is known about the political
incentives behind such aspirations (Druckman 2022). The
role of political trust is particularly unclear. Given its well-
established link to political participation (Citrin and Stoker
2018), trust may also shape individuals' willingness to influence
others on social media, but this dimension has been largely
overlooked in current scholarship. This gap matters: If trust
affects not only whether people engage but also how they seek
to persuade others, it becomes a key variable for understanding
digital political discourse. Integrating political trust into
analyses of online influence thus provides new insights into
why social media has become a contested arena, especially
during crises when trust is volatile and the stakes of persuasion
are highest.
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In this study, we analyse four-wave longitudinal survey data
collected between 2017 and 2021 (N =2172) from 543 Finnish
citizens to investigate the ambivalent consequences of political
trust on social media during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
pandemic offers a unique context for examining the impact of
political trust on political influence within hybrid media sys-
tems where political actors, experts, journalists, and citizens
converge (Chadwick 2017). During this crisis, social media
became central to communication and persuasion, enabling
citizens to both support and criticise government decisions and
propose alternative responses (Chen et al. 2020). However,
important questions remain: Why did some individuals actively
participate in social media campaigns while others remained
passive observers?

To address this gap, this article asks: How does political trust
influence individuals' motivations to persuade others on social
media during times of crisis, and what mechanisms account for
both active engagement and silence in digital political
discourse?

The implications of trust can be viewed from three perspectives.
First, the pandemic may have fostered discontent and eroded
trust. When trust is low, political and opinion leaders struggle to
mobilise support, while scepticism and misinformation thrive.
Such low trust can fuel political influencing and activism in
public arenas, especially on social media (Van Stekelenburg and
Klandermans 2013). Second, the epistemic uncertainty of the
COVID-19 era may have increased reliance on national leaders.
Greater trust could encourage compliance with government
guidelines, leading citizens to delegate opinion leadership to
institutional figures and dampen their own motivation for
active advocacy (Baker and Oneal 2001). Third, from a gov-
ernance perspective, political trust is not only a determinant of
political behaviour but also one of diagnostic indicators of how
citizens perceive institutional transparency, credibility, and
responsiveness in crisis communication (Bouckaert and Van de
Walle 2003; Christensen and Leaegreid 2020).

This study makes four contributions to research on political
trust and influence on social media. First, in digital partici-
pation research, it shifts attention from the production of
political content to the motivation to influence. Second, it
extends the literature on political trust by showing how trust
shapes not only whether individuals participate but also why
they engage in or refrain from persuasive action, especially
during crises. Third, by drawing on unique four-wave panel
data collected before and after the pandemic, it captures both
between-person differences and within-person changes, of-
fering a dynamic view of online political behaviour. Finally,
tracking trust alongside patterns of online participation allows
insight into how institutional communication coincides with
public confidence and engagement under conditions of
heightened uncertainty. Together, these contributions provide
new insights into the role of trust in hybrid media systems,
highlighting how social media functions as a platform for
political expression, as well as a site where institutional
legitimacy and public authority are negotiated in times of
uncertainty. As public authorities increasingly rely on social
media platforms to disseminate information and solicit
feedback, understanding how trust conditions participation
becomes central to evidence-based governance, mis-
information management, and democratic resilience.

2 | Theoretical Background
2.1 | Opinion Leadership in the Context of Crisis

Previous research has examined individual differences in
both the ability to influence others and susceptibility to
influence, as well as the conditions that facilitate influence
on social media (Huffaker 2010; Weeks et al. 2017; Diehl
et al. 2016). A classical definition of roles in opinion influ-
encing is offered by Katz and Lazarsfeld's (1955) two-step
flow of communication model, in which mass media audi-
ences are roughly divided into opinion leaders and opinion
followers. Opinion leaders absorb information from the
media and transmit it to others, thereby shaping public
opinion and influencing behaviour through interpersonal
communication. While this model assumes a relatively stable
media environment and confidence in those who lead
opinions, more recent contexts, such as social media, espe-
cially in times of crisis, may alter individuals’ willingness
and ability to take on this role.

Compared to traditional mass media, the current social media
landscape is characterised by multidirectional information
flows and hybrid networks (e.g., Chadwick 2017). Despite these
differences, the general attributes of opinion leadership remain
applicable in understanding the flow of information among
social media users. In traditional media settings, opinion lea-
ders are usually recognised as experts who confidently convey
expertise and cultivate networks for information dissemination
(Rogers and Cartano 1962; Burt 1999). Social media use has
amplified this dynamic by allowing well-connected, active
content producers to transmit information more effectively to
influence their followers' political attitudes (Huffaker
2010; Weeks et al. 2017; Yoon et al. 2022). As social media has
diversified the ways in which influence can be exerted, the
classical concept of opinion leadership has broadened, en-
couraging a wider range of actors to aspire to influence despite
its uneven distribution (Gil de Zufiiga et al. 2018; Yoon
et al. 2022; Weeks et al. 2017).

During times of crisis, the established information landscape
and conventional notions of opinion leadership are chal-
lenged. This was seen in the early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic, when traditional experts and authorities were
unable to provide sufficient information to be passed on,
leading to an information context characterised by epistemic
uncertainty. The sudden outbreak of the crisis disrupted
people’s existing cognitive structures (e.g., Dow et al. 2021),
complicating the formation of informed opinions. Further-
more, the fragmented nature of COVID-19 information un-
dermined the development of expertise and self-confidence,
two key attributes of opinion leadership (Bandura 1977; Keller
and Berry 2003). This fragmentation made it especially diffi-
cult for ordinary citizens to take the role of opinion leaders in
the midst of a crisis. Finally, the widespread consensus on the
severity of the crisis and the acceptance of proposed solutions
posed a challenge to traditional opinion leadership, which
typically involves aligning with and reinforcing group norms
(Rogers and Cartano 1962). Thus, in response to these pro-
found shifts in the information landscape, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H1. Aspirations to influence online decrease during a time of
crisis.
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2.2 | The Impact of Political Trust on Aspirations
to Influence Others During Crises

We propose that individuals' aspirations to influence online are
shaped by the level of trust they place in political institutions
and actors. Political trust refers to citizens' confidence in the
capacity of institutions and leaders to act in the public interest
and address societal challenges (Citrin and Stoker 2018). Trust
functions as a societal glue; it simplifies a complex political
landscape by allowing citizens to believe that their interests will
be considered even without constant monitoring (Luhmann
1979). Political trust is both an affective attachment and an
evaluative judgement, amounting to a comprehensive assess-
ment of political actors and the expectation that they will
uphold democratic norms (Hooghe 2011). At the same time, it is
relational and conditional, extended selectively to particular
actors and domains (Levi and Stoker 2000).

Understanding why trust predicts the aspiration to influence
others is tied to expectations and their fulfilment (Baier 1986).
Research has linked trust to political participation (Citrin and
Stoker 2018) and to social capital more broadly, in which trust
facilitates cooperation and lowers the perceived costs of col-
lective action (Gabriel 2017). Institutionalised participation,
such as voting or joining a party, reflects an acceptance of the
political system and its normative expectations (Grénlund &
Setéld 2007; Hooghe and Marien 2013).

Trust functions differently in non-institutional participation.
Because trust entails risk, its violation generates discontent,
which may prompt citizens to bypass traditional channels and act
directly through protests, boycotts, or other forms of contention
(Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2013; Braun and
Hutter 2016). Social media participation is typically categorised as
non-institutional (Bennett 2012), and studies have consistently
linked it to lower political trust (Koivula et al. 2022; Waeterloos
et al. 2023), echoing findings on face-to-face influence (Weimann
1994; Gamson 1968). In hybrid media systems, such participation
becomes especially visible as institutional actors, journalists, and
citizens operate in the same digital arenas and compete for
influence (Chadwick 2017). As a result, social media platforms
provide an effective avenue for translating low trust levels into
political influence. Thus, we hypothesise:

H2. High trust in political institutions decreases aspirations to
influence.

Political trust is highly responsive to contextual change, which can
shape its role in citizens' willingness to influence others. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, trust in political leaders initially increased
(Esaiasson et al. 2020; Kritzinger et al. 2021), reflecting the classic
‘rallyround the flag’ effect (Mueller 1970). Unlike conventional
trust drivers, such as economic satisfaction or generalised social
trust (Schraff 2021), this surge was rooted in emotional responses,
including fear, anxiety, and the need for security, which en-
couraged reliance on political institutions and national leaders (de
Leon et al. 2022). In this context, many citizens delegated opinion
leadership to political authorities rather than attempting to influ-
ence others themselves (Baker and Oneal 2001; Brody 1991).

However, evidence also shows that elevated trust tends to erode
as crises become prolonged and political disagreements
reemerge (Kritzinger et al. 2021). As compliance fatigue and
dissatisfaction with government responses grow (Verbalyte and
Eigmiiller 2022), citizens may increasingly challenge official

narratives and assume more active roles in shaping public
opinion (Zaller 1991). Taken together, this suggests that higher
political trust during crises dampens aspirations to influence, as
citizens rely more on authorities for communication. Con-
versely, as trust wanes, the motivation for citizen-initiated
opinion leadership increases. Accordingly, we hypothesise:

H3. During crises, high political trust reduces aspirations to
influence, whereas declining trust increases them.

2.3 | The Moderating Effect of Political Trust in
Citizens' Social Media Communication During
Crises

To understand how political trust shapes citizens' attempts to exert
influence on social media during crises requires examining how
trust and aspirations to influence interact in public discourse. User-
generated content plays a central role in crisis communication,
covering information production, filtration, and validation (Chew
and Eysenbach 2010; Tsao et al. 2021). Active participation involves
reacting to decision makers' messages (Utz et al. 2013; Xie
et al. 2017) and may range from support and appreciation to criti-
cism and rejection of prevailing opinions (Liu et al. 2011).

Citizens' motivations to participate in political communication
often stem from a desire to bring about change by influencing
government decisions (Shah et al. 2005; Shirky 2011). This
aspiration highlights the role of individuals in shaping crisis
discourse. Whether supportive or critical, influence attempts
reflect both perceived expertise and a wish to persuade others,
particularly within one's social network.

While previous studies have examined primarily organisational
crisis communication (Utz et al. 2013; Schultz et al. 2011), our
research focuses on how citizens respond to public governance
and authorities. We propose that political trust shapes these
responses in three ways. First, grievances and discontent often
motivate online political discourse (Van Stekelenburg and
Klandermans 2013). Second, research has found a link between
trust and compliance: High levels of trust encourage adherence
to recommendations and reduce public protest (Hetherington
and Rudolph 2022; Gabriel 2017). Third, social media can serve
as a channel for both expressing distrust in institutions (Koivula
et al. 2022; Waeterloos et al. 2023) and supporting them
(Groshek and Koc-Michalska 2017).

Due to conflicting findings in previous research, we propose the
following parallel hypotheses:

Hd4a. Political trust reduces the likelihood that aspirations to
influence manifest as criticism of public administration during a
crisis.
H4b. Political trust raises the likelihood that aspirations to
influence manifest as support for public administration during a
crisis.

3 | Methodology
3.1 | Study Context

Our study is based in Finland, which provides a context of
advanced ICT use and digital participation, two-phase pan-
demic management, and observable shifts in political trust and
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party support during the pandemic years. The country com-
bines high digital penetration with strong political institutions:
Over 70% of adults actively use social media, and Finland
consistently ranks among the global leaders in ICT infra-
structure and digital literacy (Organisation for Economic
Development [OECD] 2021).

The Finnish government pursued two distinct phases of pan-
demic management. In 2020, strict restrictions were imposed
under the Emergency Law, closing schools, restaurants, and
public spaces, and limiting mobility. These measures kept
infection rates relatively low but also entailed unprecedented
state intervention in daily life. By late 2021, however, the con-
text had changed: The spread of Delta and Omicron variants
had driven case numbers sharply upward. Rather than re-
introducing full lockdowns, the government prioritised keeping
society open, focusing on vaccination campaigns and applying
targeted restrictions on gatherings.

Finland entered the pandemic with traditionally high levels of
political trust (OECD 2021), and trust in national institutions
increased further in the first year (Kestild-Kekkonen et al.
2022). Party support initially followed a ‘rally'round the flag’
pattern, with the governing Social Democratic Party gaining
traction in early 2020. As the crisis persisted, however, this
momentum gradually shifted towards the opposition National
Coalition Party.

3.2 | Participants

This study relied on the Digital Age in Finland longitudinal
survey, which tracked the same group of participants across
four waves between 2017 and 2021. The initial survey (T1) was
conducted in December 2017 with a probability sample of 3724
Finnish individuals aged 18-74 drawn from the Finnish Popu-
lation Register, supplemented with respondents recruited via
the Taloustutkimus Ltd. online panel.

The follow-up surveys proceeded in three phases. The second
wave (T2) took place in spring 2019, with 1134 respondents (a
response rate of 30.5% of the original sample). The third wave
(T3) was fielded during the first wave of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in May-June 2020, involving 735 respondents (64.8% of
T1 respondents). The final wave (T4) was conducted in
December 2021 with 543 respondents (73.9% of T2 respon-
dents). This study focuses on the 543 participants who com-
pleted all three follow-up surveys (T2-T4).

The demographic composition of the balanced panel demon-
strated good representativeness in terms of age (mean
48.1 years, SD 15.5) and gender distribution (52.8% male).
However, as is common in longitudinal studies, the sample is
skewed toward individuals with higher education (48.3% held a
college or university degree) and pensioners (32.4%). Concern-
ing attrition, a considerable number of participants dis-
continued participation across the survey waves, introducing
shifts in representativeness. A detailed attrition analysis is
provided in the Appendix, covering gender, age, education, and
party affiliation at each measurement point. Importantly,
because our analyses focused on within-person changes in
political trust and influence aspirations, these modest patterns
of attrition are unlikely to bias the estimated relationships
(Gustavson et al. 2012).

All surveys were conducted in accordance with the principle of
informed consent. Before participation, respondents were in-
formed about the study's content and explicitly asked to consent
to the collection of sensitive information, including political
affiliation and health-related data concerning COVID-19. A
separate privacy notice was provided to ensure transparency in
data management. At each wave, participants renewed their
consent to stay in the longitudinal panel and to allow storage of
their contact information for follow-up purposes. In line with
current standards of research transparency, metadata and
measurement instruments used in this study are publicly
available (see Koivula et al. 2020 for further details), while
analysis scripts and survey data are available from the corre-
sponding author upon reasonable request.

3.3 | Measures

A summary of the variables used is shown in Table 1. First, we
constructed the variable ‘aspiration to influence’. Drawing on
the two-step flow of communication model and previous
research on opinion leadership, the measure incorporates ele-
ments, such as interactive use of social networks (Diehl
et al. 2016; Huffaker 2010), producing and sharing political
content (Weeks et al. 2017; Klein and Robison 2020), and self-
perceived influencing (Weeks et al. 2017; Rogers and
Cartano 1962). From this threefold starting point, we combined
the following items: I use social media to (1) share useful
information with others, (2) express my political opinions, and (3)
affect the opinions of others. Optional responses were presented
on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5
(completely agree). The consistency of the variables was high,
based on a pooled Cronbach's alpha score of 0.86.

Political trust is defined as citizens' confidence in the core
political institutions and actors in a representative democracy.
We used a measure previously applied in similar studies,
combining trust in parliament, politicians, and political parties
(Marien 2017; Kestild-Kekkonen et al. 2022). Each item was
presented in a consistent manner across different rounds of the
survey—How trustworthy do you consider the following?—and
was rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (not trustworthy at all) to 5
(very trustworthy). The internal consistency of the items scored
0.71 on the pooled Cronbach'’s alpha test. We used the measure
as a continuous and time-varying variable to account for
changes in political trust over the course of the study.

In the second phase, we examined citizens' participation in public
crisis communication on social media. Following Neubaum et al.
(2014), we constructed measures capturing two dimensions of
crisis communication: (1) the use of social media to criticise
public administration and (2) the use of social media to support
public administration. The criticism construct was measured with
three items (pooled o =0.89): (1) to express criticism about the
measures presented by authorities or other public sources, (2) to
share information not presented by authorities or other public
sources, and (3) to express criticism toward political actors.
Responses were recorded on a five-point scale from 1 (not at all)
to 5 (very much). The support construct was measured with two
items (pooled o =0.87): (1) to express support for official recom-
mendations during the pandemic and (2) to urge others to follow
the recommendations and restrictions of authorities.
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TABLE 1 | Summary of the applied variables.

N Mean SD Min Max
Aspirations to influence others on social media (T1-T4) 1896 2.14 0.89 1 5
Political trust (T1-T4) 1896 3.20 0.75 1 5
Criticising the public administration on social media (T3-T4) 920 1.37 0.75 1 5
Supporting the public administration on social media (T3-T4) 920 2.05 1.19 1 5
Political interest (T1-T4) 1893 6.39 2.58 0 10
Subjective political competence (T1-T4) 1892 7.7 1.66 0 10
Social media use frequency (T1-T4) 1885 3.33 1.22 1 5
Party preference (T2)
Government 1881 0.55 0.50 0 1
Opposition 1881 0.34 0.48 0 1
Other/NA 1881 0.11 0.31 0 1
Birth year (T2) 1896 1970.6 15.5 1943 1999
Female (T2) 1896 0.49 0.50 0 1
Tertiary degree (T2) 1894 0.51 0.50 0 1

Note: Measurement points in parentheses: T1 =12/2017, T2 = 3-4/2019, T3 = 5-6/2020, and T4 = 12/2021.

3.3.1 | Measurement Invariance

To ensure that the constructs were comparable across survey
waves, we conducted longitudinal measurement invariance
checks using multigroup confirmatory factor analysis. For
aspiration to influence, the results supported configural, metric,
and scalar invariance (all p-values for loadings and inter-
cepts > 0.22), indicating consistent measurement across waves.
For political trust, configural, metric, and scalar invariance was
also supported (all p-values>0.17). For criticism, configural
and metric invariance was supported (all loadings were non-
significant, p > 0.30), but scalar invariance was not, as inter-
cepts for two items differed significantly across waves (p = 0.007
and p = 0.036). For support, which was measured with only two
items, formal invariance testing was not feasible. Since our
analyses are based on composite mean scores rather than latent
means, we relied primarily on internal consistency (pooled o
values ranging from 0.71 to 0.89), together with evidence of
invariance testing, to justify comparability across survey waves.

3.3.2 | Control Variables

We acknowledge that aspirations to influence and political trust
depend on interest in politics and subjective political competence,
which can vary significantly among individuals (e.g., Kestild-
Kekkonen et al. 2022; Gamson 1968). We assessed political
competence by asking respondents to rate their understanding of
political issues on a scale from 0 (very poor) to 10 (very good).
Additionally, political interest was measured on an 11-point scale
that asked respondents to rate their level of interest in politics
based on the question, ‘How would you rate your interest in
politics on a scale from 0 (not at all interested) to 10 (very inter-
ested)? in each round of the study. By including these variables in
our analyses, we sought to ensure that these potentially con-
founding factors did not influence our results.

Through our analyses, we controlled for the frequency of social
media use, age, education, gender, and party preference. Social
media use was assessed by asking respondents about the fre-
quency of their engagement with various social network

platforms, including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, on a
5-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (many hours per day).
Age was measured in years, and gender was treated as binary.
Education considered three categories: ‘primary’, ‘secondary’, and
‘tertiary’. Party preference was measured by inquiring, ‘Which of
the following parties would you vote for if the parliamentary
elections were held now? in the second round, 1 month before
the 2019 parliamentary elections. In the analysis, we compared
respondents according to whether their preferred party was in
government or in opposition throughout the COVID-19 period.
We also distinguished respondents who did not express a party
preference or who supported a minor party.

3.4 | Data Analysis

We used a longitudinal design to study how aspirations to
influence others on social media evolved during the COVID-19
crisis and how these were shaped by political trust. All four
waves of panel data were used, applying random effects within—
between (REWB) models (also known as hybrid models) to
exploit both within-individual and between-individual varia-
tions (Bell et al. 2019). The REWB models decompose time-
varying predictors into two components: the within-person
effect, captured by the wave-specific deviation from an in-
dividual's overall mean, and the between-person effect, repre-
sented by the individual's mean across all waves. This structure
allowed us to distinguish short-term changes from stable indi-
vidual differences.

In the first phase, we analysed how influencing aspirations and
political trust evolved among the participants during the study
period. Subsequently, we examined whether political trust
predicts the aspiration to influence others on social media. First,
we formed a baseline REWB model that included political trust
and relevant covariates. Second, we added time indicators
(measurement waves) to capture period-specific effects. In the
final model, we estimated a cross-level interaction between
between-person political trust and within-person time, allowing
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us to assess whether temporal changes in aspirations to influ-
ence were conditioned by individuals' overall levels of trust.

In the second phase, we focused on the COVID-19 period (final
two waves) to analyse how political trust moderates the rela-
tionship between changes in aspirations to influence and crisis-
related social media behaviour, specifically the expression of
political criticism and political support. Here again, we em-
ployed REWB models with cross-level interactions, treating
political trust as a between-level moderator and aspirations to
influence as a within-level predictor. Additionally, within-
person variations in political trust were included to account for
dynamic trust changes over time.

All models included random intercepts to account for baseline
differences in outcomes. In models with cross-level interactions,
we further specified random slopes for the relevant within-
person predictors (time and aspirations to influence), allowing
the effect of these variables to vary across individuals.

4 | Results

Figure 1 shows the longitudinal changes in the respondents’
aspirations to influence and political trust. The results revealed
that participants' aspirations to influence in general were sig-
nificantly lower during the COVID-19 pandemic than before.
The findings indicate that the levels of aspirations to influence
were lower at the third measurement point (B=-0.101,
p=0.008) and at the fourth measurement point (B =-0.270,
p <0.001) when compared to the second point. Additionally,
the results showed that the trend in political trust reversed at
the fourth point after the apparent increase at the third mea-
surement point.

Next, we analysed the longitudinal relationship between
respondents’ aspirations to influence and political trust. The
results presented in Table 2 show a negative association
between political trust and aspirations to influence at both the
within-individual (B=-0.09, p =0.02) and between-individual
(B=-0.11, p=0.05) levels. That is, higher levels of political
trust were associated with lower levels of aspiration to influ-
ence. Substantively, the estimated coefficients indicate that a

The standardized scores

one-point difference in political trust was associated with an
approximately 2% difference in individuals' aspirations to
influence others online.

The within-individual results further indicated that higher
levels of political interest, subjective political competence, and
social media activity were associated with higher aspirations to
influence. At the between-individual level, higher average as-
pirations to influence were observed among respondents with
higher political interest, greater social media activity, and
younger age. No statistically significant differences (p < 0.05)
were observed with respect to political competence, education,
party preference, or gender.

We next examined how the association between political trust
and aspirations to influence varied across measurement points.
After including time in the model, the main association with
political trust was clearly declined, suggesting that the negative
association was closely linked to specific waves in the data. We
then estimated a model including an interaction between sur-
vey waves and respondents’ mean level of political trust. This
interaction was not statistically significant. However, as illus-
trated in Figure 2, aspirations to influence showed a more
pronounced decline during the pandemic period (between wave
3 and wave 4) among respondents with high or moderate levels
of trust, whereas no comparable pattern was observed among
those with low trust. Importantly, the results did not indicate an
increase in aspirations to influence among individuals with low
or very low levels of political trust.

Finally, we examined how aspiration to influence and political
trust were longitudinally related to participation in public crisis
communication, focusing on criticism and support of the public
administration on social media. The results are presented in
Table 3. The within-respondent analyses indicated that changes
in political trust were not associated with changes in criticism
(B=0.07, p=0.205), but were weakly associated with higher
levels of support for the administration (B=0.17, p =0.054).
Changes in aspiration to influence were positively associated
with both criticism (B=0.174, p <0.001) and support for the
administration (B=0.185, p =0.002). The between-individual
analyses showed that individuals with higher overall levels of
political trust expressed lower levels of criticism (B=-0.228,

—e— Aspiration to Influence
—e— Political trust

T T T
12/2017 4/2019 5-6/2020

T
12/2021

Measurementpoint (month/year)

FIGURE1 |
vals (95%).

Changes in aspirations to influence and political trust between 2017 and 2021. The standardised scores with confidence inter-

6 of 13

Policy & Internet, 2026

85U8017 SUOWWIOD AITEID) 8|t jdde ay) Aq peusencb 8. oo VO ‘88N JO S9N 10} AeIq1T 8UIUO AB]1/W UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLLIBI WD A8 | im" Afeq 1 jpul U0//SANY) SUORIPUOD pue SWie | 8y} 8es *[920z/y0/ET] uo AridiTaulluo A8|IM ‘MNL JO AIsBAIUN Ad 0£00, '€10d/Z00T OT/I0p/W0D" A8 1M Ale.q1Bul|uo//:Sdny Woi) pepeojumoq ‘T ‘9202 ‘998Zrr6T



TABLE 2 | The effects of political trust, measurement point, and covariate variables on aspirations to influence. The REWB-models.

Aspirations to influence

Variables M1 M2 M3

Level 1 (within individuals)

Political trust —0.09% (0.04) —0.05 (0.04) —0.04 (0.04)
Time: T2 (4/2019) Ref. Ref.

T1 (12/2017) 0.02 (0.04) 0.05 (0.19)
T3 (5-6/2020) —0.09% (0.04) —0.11 (0.19)
T4 (12/2021) —0.16%* (0.05) —0.03 (0.19)
Political interest 0.03* (0.01) 0.04* (0.01) 0.04** (0.01)
Political competence 0.06*** (0.02) 0.07%+* (0.02) 0.05** (0.02)
Social media activity 0.10%** (0.01) 0.05%* (0.02) 0.05 (0.02)
Level 2 (between individuals)

Political trust —0.11% (0.05) —0.12% (0.05) —0.10 (0.06)
Political interest 0.08*** (0.02) 0.09%** (0.02) 0.09%** (0.02)
Political competence 0.04 (0.03) 0.04 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03)
Social media activity 0.36%** (0.04) 0.36%** (0.04) 0.25%%* (0.03)
Party: opposition (Ref.)

Other/NA —0.06 (0.08) —0.06 (0.08) —0.05 (0.08)
Government —0.08 (0.13) —0.07 (0.13) —0.06 (0.13)
Birth year —0.00 (0.00) —0.00 (0.00) —0.00 (0.00)
Female —0.02 (0.07) —0.02 (0.07) —0.04 (0.07)
High education -0.10" (0.06) —0.09 (0.06) —0.08 (0.06)
Cross-level interaction

T2 * political trust (between) Ref.

T1 * political trust (between) 0.00 (0.05)
T3 * political trust (between) 0.00 (0.05)
T4 * political trust (between) -0.07 (0.05)
Random-effect variance components

Random intercept (individual) 0.640 (0.024) 0.644 (0.023) 0.627 (0.037)
Random slope for time 0.494 (0.037)
Residual 0.517 (0.009) 0.501 (0.009) 0.492 (0.010)
Observations 1853 1853 1853

Number of individuals 512 512 512

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001.
*p<o.l.

p <0.001) and higher levels of support for the administration
(B=0.228, p<0.001). In addition, higher average levels of
aspiration to influence were associated with higher levels of
both criticism (B =0.35, p < 0.001) and support for the admin-
istration (B=0.67, p <0.001).

To examine our fourth dual hypothesis, a cross-level interaction
term between political trust and aspiration to influence was
included in the second set of models. The results were con-
sistent with H4a, showing that the association between aspira-
tion to influence and criticism of the administration was weaker
at higher levels of political trust (B=-0.138, p=0.005). In
contrast, H4b was not supported, as the association between
aspiration to influence and support for the administration did
not vary significantly across levels of political trust (B =0.034,
p=0.664).

Figure 3 illustrates these interaction patterns. The plots show
that higher aspirations to influence were associated with higher
levels of both criticism and support for governance. For criti-
cism, this association differed by level of political trust: when
political trust was one standard deviation below the mean,
aspiration to influence was more strongly associated with crit-
icism than when political trust was higher. No comparable
interaction pattern was observed for support for governance
during the crisis.

5 | Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to examine how polit-
ical trust affected citizens' aspirations to influence others on
social media during the COVID-19 crisis. Specifically, we
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FIGURE 2 | The cross-level interaction between political trust (between individuals) and measurement point (within individuals) when pre-
dicting changes in aspirations to influence. The standardised scores with confidence intervals (95%) from the REWB models.

TABLE 3 | The effects of political trust, aspirations to influence, and covariate variables on criticism and support for public administration
during the COVID-crisis. The REWB-models.

Criticising the public administration Supporting the public administration

Variables M1 M2 M1 M2
Within individuals
Political trust 0.053 (0.054) 0.058 (0.054) 0.111 (0.087) 0.106 (0.087)
Aspirations to influence 0.236%** (0.041) 0.649%** (0.194) 0.232%** (0.066) 0.100 (0.305)
Political interest —0.025 (0.020) —0.022 (0.020)  —0.032 (0.033) —0.032 (0.033)
Political competence 0.045 (0.027) 0.039 (0.027) —0.022 (0.043) —0.021 (0.043)
Social media activity 0.014 (0.040) 0.012 (0.040) 0.034 (0.065) 0.033 (0.065)
Between individuals
Political trust —0.221%** (0.041) —0.226%** (0.041) 0.242%%* (0.061) 0.243%+* (0.061)
Aspirations to influence 0.409%** (0.037) 0.409%** (0.037) 0.771%** (0.055) 0.771%%* (0.055)
Political interest 0.000 (0.017) 0.000 (0.016)  —0.024 (0.024) —0.024 (0.024)
Political competence —0.036 (0.026) —0.036 (0.026) 0.030 (0.038) 0.031 (0.038)
Social media activity 0.013 (0.026) 0.012 (0.025)  0.146™*  (0.038)  0.147**  (0.038)
Government party —0.197%*  (0.058)  -0.195**  (0.057) 0.120 (0.085) 0.120 (0.085)
No party preference —0.229* (0.096) —0.236* (0.096) 0.025 (0.142) 0.029 (0.142)
Birth year —0.229%*  (0.096)  —0.236*  (0.096) 0.025 (0.142) 0.029 (0.142)
Female —0.229%*  (0.096)  —0.236*  (0.096) 0.025 (0.142) 0.029 (0.142)
High education —0.229*  (0.096)  —0.236*  (0.096) 0.025 (0.142) 0.029 (0.142)
Cross-level interaction
Asp. to influence —0.133** (0.060) 0.044 (0.095)
(within) x political trust
(between)
Randome-effect variance components
Intercept (individuals) 0.214 (0.023) 0.219 (0.034) 0.401 (0.051) 0.401 (0.050)
Slope for aspiration to 0.023 (0.030) 0.023 (0.071)
influence
Residual (individual) 0.199 (0.014) 0.197 (0.014) 0.549 (0.038) 0.544 (0.040)
Observations 898 898 898 898
Number of individuals 488 488 488 488

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.

*p <0.05; **p <0.01; **p <0.001.

*p<o0.1.
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predicting the criticising and supporting public administration in social media during COVID-19. Predicted scores with confidence intervals (95%)

post-estimated from the REWB models presented in Table 3.

examined how this relationship evolved during the first 2 years
of the pandemic in Finland. Furthermore, we explored how the
complex dynamics between citizens' aspirations to influence
and their levels of political trust resulted in contrasting ways of
communicating about the pandemic.

To confirm our first hypothesis (H1), we found that, at a general
level, aspiration to influence decreased during the early stages
of the pandemic when information about the disease, its
symptoms, cures, and prevention was very uncertain. This
supports our theoretical expectation that crisis conditions un-
dermine the key attributes of opinion leadership, such as per-
ceived expertise and communicative confidence (Bandura 1977;
Rogers and Cartano 1962). When individuals lack clear and
reliable information, their willingness to take on persuasive
roles diminishes. In this respect, while social media offers a
platform for broad participation, our results show that, in times
of epistemic uncertainty, this potential is not always realised.
This also means that the absence of reliable information creates
more space for unreliable actors to take over opinion leadership,
resulting in the spread of misinformation and conspiracy the-
ories (Dow et al. 2021).

Our analyses confirmed the second hypothesis (H2), revealing
a negative association between high political trust and as-
pirations to influence during a crisis. This finding is consistent
with our theoretical framework, which conceptualised that
high trust would reduce individuals’ perceived need to engage
in persuasive efforts. When citizens trust political institutions
to act in their interests, they may feel less personal responsi-
bility to shape public opinion or hold leaders accountable in
public forums. In this way, political trust operates as a psy-
chological substitute for active participation, reflecting the
normative expectations embedded in institutions’ performance
(Gamson 1968; Hooghe and Marien 2013).

However, interpreting these results became a more complex
task when considering the crisis period. Despite the absence of
statistically significant interactions and confirmation of the
third hypothesis (H3), the interaction analyses between political
trust and the crisis period suggested that the negative effect of
political trust was significantly influenced by the societal con-
ditions at the time of data collection. This period coincided with
a levelling off in the earlier ‘rallyround the flag’ surge in
political trust (Esaiasson et al. 2020; Johansson et al. 2021). The
adverse influence of political trust was particularly evident at
the final measurement point, approximately a year and a half
after the onset of the pandemic. The pattern suggests that, while
trust continued to reduce aspirations to influence, its impact
was shaped by broader societal dynamics and public mood over
the course of the crisis.

In the second part of our study, aligned with the first part of our
fourth hypothesis (H4a), we found that high levels of political
trust reduced the tendency to criticise the administration, even
when the aspiration to influence increased. At the same time,
low trust with strong aspirations to influence predicted more
active engagement on social media in criticising governing
bodies. However, H4b was not supported, as high trust did not
increase the manifestation of aspiration to influence in support
of governance during the crisis. Thus, it seems that the as-
pirations to influence only motivate individuals with low trust
to participate more actively, and this is primarily expressed
through criticism. However, people who trust do not convert
their influencing aspirations into active support in the
same way.

Our findings indicate that political trust plays a differentiating
role in individuals’' behaviour during times of crisis. Extending
prior research linking political trust to institutional participa-
tion (Citrin and Stoker 2018; Druckman 2022), we found that
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high levels of trust are associated with lower aspiration to
influence, while those who are sceptical of political institutions
continue to strive to influence as before. This pattern is par-
ticularly relevant for debates on digital democracy, as it suggests
that online participatory spaces may become selectively popu-
lated depending on citizens' trust orientations.

These findings, therefore, add nuance to what we already knew
about trust and non-institutional participation. Prior research
has shown that citizens with low trust are more likely to engage
in extra-institutional activities (Hooghe and Marien 2013). Our
study confirms this tendency in the digital sphere and adds a
qualification: During the crisis, low-trust individuals not only
maintained their aspirations to influence but also used social
media disproportionately to criticise the authorities. High-trust
citizens, in contrast, quelled their aspirations to influence,
effectively muting their voices in the online arena. In this way,
the crisis amplified the relative visibility of low-trust people and
silenced the high-trust people. From a digital governance per-
spective, this asymmetry implies that online public debate
during crises may systematically overrepresent critical or
sceptical voices, even in contexts where institutional trust
remains relatively high at the population level.

These findings support prior research indicating that opponents
of pandemic policies dominated online discourse (Verbalyte
and Eigmiiller 2022), largely because supporters refrained from
participating. To refine this approach, we suggest that a high
level of political trust may function as a silencing factor, espe-
cially during a societal crisis. In such contexts, fragmented
information and heightened uncertainty challenge citizens'
ability to navigate complex media environments. Supporters of
official measures may have lacked the confidence needed to
express their views with certainty. Consequently, as the crisis
generated a climate of uncertainty in our societies, it may have
promoted trust to a deactivating and silencing role with regard
to citizen participation, while distrust activated engagement,
particularly in online discussions. This has implications for
misinformation management, as the withdrawal of trustful and
supportive citizens may reduce the presence of corrective,
experience-based, or institutionally aligned narratives in online
discussions.

These results also speak to a broader theoretical point: they
suggest that the patterns observed are not unique to the
COVID-19 case. Crises generally share conditions, such as
heightened uncertainty, contested authority, and volatile
information environments, which recalibrate the relationship
between political trust and participation. In such contexts,
political trust appears to function less as a linear correlate of
engagement and more as a contextual moderator shaping how
and by whom digital participation is expressed. Accordingly,
our findings contribute to a more general framework for un-
derstanding how crises reshape digital political discourse and
participation. Similar patterns are likely to emerge during
financial crashes, environmental disasters, migration emer-
gencies, or legitimacy scandals.

From a governance perspective, this highlights the relevance of
approaches, such as those advanced by the European Union
through the Digital Services Act (DSA, Regulation EU 2022/
2065), and the European Democracy Action Plan, which aim to
protect open debate while promoting pluralistic representation

and resilience against communicative distortions in digital en-
vironments, for example through enhanced transparency of
platform moderation practices and systemic measures to
counter disinformation. In line with the DSA, measures aimed
at limiting algorithmic steering can help mitigate the dis-
proportionate amplification of minority or highly sceptical
viewpoints on social media. Overall, greater algorithmic trans-
parency enables users to understand why certain content is
displayed. This makes it easier to identify whether recommen-
dation systems amplify specific viewpoints, thereby introducing
political bias by overrepresenting controversial content.

Looking ahead to future crises, our findings carry two impor-
tant lessons for governments and crisis communication pro-
fessionals. Policymakers and communicators should avoid
relying on social media feedback as a straightforward indicator
of public opinion, since online discourse tends to reflect the
views of low trust and sceptical citizens disproportionately.
Importantly, silence on social media should not be automati-
cally interpreted as disengagement or apathy; in many cases, it
signals trust in and acceptance of authorities’ decisions. Simi-
larly, very high levels of trust, while beneficial for compliance,
may unintentionally reduce citizens’ willingness to participate
in public debate. From a democratic perspective, this creates a
risk: If only the distrustful remain vocal online, political con-
versations become skewed toward critical voices. Authorities
must therefore balance the benefits of trust with the need to
actively encourage constructive participation among supportive
citizens, ensuring that crises do not distort democratic delib-
eration in the digital sphere.

Policy interventions could, therefore, focus on creating low-
threshold, non-confrontational participation channels that do
not require public visibility. In several European contexts,
participatory tools, such as Your Voice in Europe, national
Otakantaa platforms in Finland, and invitation-based digital
citizen panels have been used to gather input without requiring
open social media engagement. In addition, deliberative mini-
publics facilitate decision-making by providing a structured
means of gathering the views of citizens who prefer institu-
tionally mediated participation. Prior research indicates that
these processes can foster political trust and reduce perceived
distance between citizens and decision-makers (Setild
et al. 2023; Setdld 2017).

As correlations between political trust and social media influ-
encing are closely related to society's contextual factors, our
results are not directly generalisable to other national contexts
or other crises. Additionally, it may be that the self-selected
respondents in our sample do not represent the general Finnish
public. In particular, the sample is skewed in favour of highly
educated individuals, which may affect the representativeness
of different levels of trust. Future research should therefore rely
on more heterogeneous samples to capture a wider range of
perspectives. Nevertheless, while these kinds of longitudinal
surveys always suffer from self-selection, they provide crucial
knowledge that facilitates monitoring changes in participants’
attitudes and behaviour in a precise manner. While our quan-
titative analysis offers important insights, incorporating in-
depth qualitative methods is essential to uncover deeper con-
nections between political trust and influencing behaviour.
Such methods would provide a more nuanced understanding of
the dynamics at play.
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Overall, this study provides new information on the multiple
contours of political trust and political influence on social
media during the COVID-19 pandemic, an episode that can
be seen as the most prominent crisis to date in the 21st
century. To our knowledge, this is the first study to show
that, in general, citizens did not seek to influence others more
during the pandemic than before. Instead, our findings sug-
gest that aspirations to influence others' opinions on social
media declined. Further, during the pandemic, political
influence became concentrated among certain individuals,
especially those with low trust in politicians and political
institutions. Accordingly, in line with previous research on
trust and social media participation (Koivula et al. 2022;
Waeterloos et al. 2023), it appears that when citizens perceive
their views as absent from public discourse surrounding a
crisis, low trust may motivate them to express their opinions
on social media. From a policy perspective, the results
highlight that crisis communication in digital environments
can intensify imbalance in participation and visibility, shap-
ing public debate in ways that extend beyond the spread of
misinformation alone. Ethical digital governance therefore
requires not only efforts to address misleading content, but
also careful consideration of who participates, whose voices
are amplified, and whose remain silent.
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