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Big Research Idea 

Incorporating Trust into Pandemic 
Preparedness and Response
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Overview

• The essential role of trust in health emergency response (e.g., H1N1, SARS, Ebola) 

• The need for a practical agenda for incorporating trust into pandemic preparedness and 

response planning

• Two strategies: 

• Sustaining the trust that already exist in a community during a crisis

• Fostering cooperation in communities that have historical reasons to mistrust

• Supported by regular monitoring of trust at national and local level as part of pandemic 

preparedness 

• A community platform for research, knowledge sharing, and exchange of best practice 
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Takeaways

• When confronted with a novel virus, the most effective way for a government to protect citizens 

is by convincing and enabling those citizens to take voluntary measures to protect themselves.

• This is especially true when benefits and cost of public health measures are asymmetric

• This asymmetry is likely to exist for other crisis (e.g. climate)

• Especially in democracies, the success of those efforts depends on trust—between citizens and 

their governments and among citizens themselves—that many communities no longer have. 

• Restoring faith in public health institutions and one another is essential, but governments must 

also prepare for advancing cooperation in communities as they currently are 

• Governments should monitor low trust as a pandemic risk, developing localized response plans 

that can succeed even where distrust runs the deepest
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Early research on cooperation in communities with 

low levels of trust

• Lessons from the limited research that exists on cooperation in low-trust societies and in 

response to extreme events and disasters:

1. Limited use of mandates, minimizing police engagement 

2. Ongoing community engagement of local kinship and social networks, alignment with local values, 
and coproduction of strategy with vulnerable, marginalized, partisan communities

3. Policies to facilitate opportunity for pro-social crisis response (paid sick, family leave).

4. Transparent, timely risk communication, emphasizing fairness and consistency in application, 
regularly updated, culturally appropriate

5. Clear criteria for an exit strategy 
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Principles of monitoring

• Use existing validated measures of trust

• Collect and analyze in real-time with high-

resolution

• Combine multiple methods: Surveys, social 

media, and ethnography

• Partner with researchers and establish 

infrastructures that deliver insights to all 

decision-making levels  


