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Abstract: Social and cultural aspects (i.e., political decision making, discourses in the public sphere,
and people’s mindsets) played a crucial role in the ways people responded to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Framed with the Semiotic-Cultural Psychological Theory (SCPT), the present work aims to explore
how individual ways of making sense of their social environment affected individuals’ perception
of government measures aimed at managing the pandemic and the adherence to such measures.
An online survey was administered from January to April 2021 to the Italian population. Retrieved
questionnaires (N = 378) were analyzed through a Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) to detect
the factorial dimensions underpinning (dis)similarities in the respondents’ ways of interpreting their
social environment. Extracted factors were interpreted as markers of Latent Dimensions of Sense
(LDSs) organizing respondents’ worldviews. Finally, three regression models tested the role of LDSs
in supporting the individual satisfaction with the measures adopted to contain the social contagion
defined at national level, individual adherence to the containment measures and the perception of
the population’s adherence to them. Results highlight that all the three measures are associated with
a negative view of the social environment characterized by a lack of confidence in public institutions
(health system, government), public roles and other people. Findings are discussed on the one hand
to shed light on the role of deep-rooted cultural views in defining personal evaluations of government
measures and adherence capacity. On the other hand, we suggest that taking into account people’s
meaning-making can guide public health officials and policy makers to comprehend what favors or
hinders adaptive responses to emergencies or social crises.

Keywords: pandemic; adherence; satisfaction; culture; sense-making

1. Introduction

The global COVID-19 crisis has resulted in governments taking very strict measures
to contain the spreading of the virus (i.e., social distancing, self-isolation, increased hy-
giene procedures and lockdown) forcing people to re-shape their relationships and daily
activities. Research evidence studied citizens’ attitudes, compliance and adherence toward
the restrictive measures as key factors in counteracting the pandemic [1,2]. Several works
evidenced that adherence (or not) to containment measures depends on individual char-
acteristics such as gender [3,4], marital status [5], occupation [6], geographical area [7],
income [8], the presence of family and friends [9], the political environment and the timing
of each government’s introduction of measures [10]. Such results were consistent even
in the Italian context; for example, Lorettu and colleagues [11] highlighted adherence to
be associated with gender, education, geographical area, occupation and age. Similarly,
Carlucci and colleagues [12] found that women, the most educated people, residents of
Southern Italy, middle-aged people and health workers were more willing to adhere to the
quarantine guidelines. However, such evidence is conflicting: for example, Galende and

Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 3621. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043621 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043621
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043621
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3138-9875
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9495-171X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1682-1896
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2500-1766
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043621
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ijerph20043621?type=check_update&version=2


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 3621 2 of 15

colleagues [13] found that younger people were less willing to adhere, while Daoust [14]
states that older people, while being the most at-risk population group, do not always seem
to be among the most reactive in terms of adherence to constraint measures. Taken together,
the obtained results suggest that individual characteristics seem not be reliable benchmarks
for detecting individual predispositions to adhere to pandemic contrast measures; nor do
they offer an intervention perspective able to increase adherence or compliance.

Literature focusing on psychological factors such as attitudes [15], sense of control [16]
and risk perception [17,18] suggests that adherence to pandemic contrast measures depends
on their perceived efficacy [3,19–23], individual perceptions of stress [24], individual coping
strategies [25,26], perceived self-efficacy [27], individual health beliefs [28], and perceived
susceptibility to the virus [29]. Moreover, Ciacchella and colleagues [30] found that nonad-
herence was predicted by higher levels of dissociation, which in turn predicted low levels
of sense of community and high levels of hopelessness. Such results were confirmed even
in the Italian context. Carlucci and colleagues [12] found that people with high levels of
risk perception, anxiety and sensitivity to the risk of contracting the virus had higher levels
of adherence to restrictive measures. Similarly, Nese and colleagues [31] reported that,
concerning the restrictive measures, women showed higher levels of anxiety, intolerance of
uncertainty and perceived risk than men.

Further studies have focused on the psycho-social factors associated with adherence,
highlighting how the latter is also influenced by social norms [32,33], social support [34],
civic engagement [35,36] and trust in government [37,38], which seems to be a central
factor influencing adherence to containment measures [3,10,39,40]. However, Wong and
Jensen [41] pointed out that this can lead to a paradox; in fact, according to the authors,
trust can lead people to underestimate the risks associated with the spread of the virus
and thus reduce individual willingness to adhere to containment measures. Moreover,
trust in government seems to be influenced also by cultural factors such as individualism
and collectivism. For example, Travaglino and Moon [42] found that vertical collectivism
predicted greater shame, while horizontal collectivism predicted stronger confidence in
government action.

To the best of our knowledge, only three studies focused the role of sense-making and
cultural dimensions in affecting people’s adherence to restrictive measures: in the Italian
context, Procentese and colleagues [43] investigated sense-making processes in relation
to the pandemic, showing that the restrictive measures made by the Italian government
were interpreted in terms of adaptation to the health emergency. This interpretation of
the restrictions involved further attribution of new meanings to, for example, meaningful
relationships, where such redefinition resulted, according to the authors, in an influence on
individuals’ emotional, cognitive and activation arousal, as well as on socially embedded
sense-making processes. Similarly, Milman and colleagues [44,45] evidenced that stressful
or traumatic events—in this case, the COVID-19 pandemic—caused mental suffering by
disrupting meaning and creating processes that violate individual’s core beliefs, namely
implicit constructs regarding the world as a fair place where we individuals can influence
our circumstances [46].

Finally, Nair and colleagues [47] pointed out that different cultural dimensions, such
as individualism and collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity
and femininity, and future orientation, differentiate among protective behaviors adopted
by different countries during the pandemic, and propose that cultural awareness should
become an important element of crisis response policy. Despite the low amount of research
work, several psychological theories recognize that attitudes and the representation of
phenomena in the social environment are affected by the interpretation of the social context
in which they occur. For example, some studies have shown how social context perceptions
based on a foe-friend scheme may reflect the need to cope with the uncertainty of the
context of belonging [48,49]. Similarly, from a psychoanalytic perspective, it has been
suggested that affect-laden interpretations drive the meaning attributed to discrete elements
of experience [50,51]. Again, Weiss and Cropanzano [52] showed that offenders’ acts are
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interpreted in negative or positive terms on the basis of wider representations such as
in-group versus out-group belonging or dispositional versus situational causes.

Framed in this line of thought, the present work aims to shed light on the role of an
individual’s way of making sense of a social environment in affecting the individual’s
perception of government measures aimed at managing the pandemic and the adherence
to such measures. Specifically, according to the Semiotic-Cultural Psychological Theory
(SCPT) [53–55], we explored the role of affective dimension grounding individuals’ world-
views in predicting people’s adherence and satisfaction with the COVID-19 containment
measures adopted by the Italian government.

1.1. Theoretical Framework

The SCPT [53–55] posits that people’s sense-making is grounded in basic affect-laden
latent dimensions (LDSs) having a bipolar structure (e.g., pleasant versus unpleasant, passivity
versus engagement) embedded in sociocultural contexts (see, for instance, [46,56–61], which
organize the sense of self and the world (e.g., the belief that the world is a nice place to live
or that it is an inherent threat) and drive individuals’ social experience (see [51,62]).

Previous studies highlighted the role of LDSs in organizing individuals’ worldviews
which lay down the way to feel, act and face social phenomena: for example, Veltri and
colleagues [63] analyzed the role played by LDSs in the “leave/remain” preference at the
Brexit referendum and showed that regions of the United Kingdom with a high incidence
of “leave” votes could be fully differentiated from those with a low incidence of “leave”
votes according to LDSs. Mannarini and colleagues [64] analyzed the role played by LDSs
in the voting behavior of a representative sample of the Italian electorate and found that
anomic feelings and/or identity motivations favored voting for populist parties through
their negative impact on political attitudes. Venuleo and colleagues [65] point out that the
LDSs by which students interpret their role and educational context influence the likelihood
of dropping out of higher education. Again, Cordella and colleagues [66] estimated the
impact of LDSs on COVID-19 vaccine compliance on a representative sample of the Italian
population and found that trust in institutions was associated with vaccine compliance and
that this relationship was moderated by LDSs.

The acknowledgement that people’s ways of interpreting and acting on their social
experience are guided by affect-laden assumptions implies recognizing that in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic as well the public adherence towards advice and recommen-
dations does not depend simply on the clarity of the information offered (i.e., individual
and social risks related, numbers of deaths due to the contagion). Advice and recommen-
dations are not legitimated by the observation of the events, nor by logical and analytical
thinking [67,68]; rather they are considered on the basis of their consistency with beliefs,
feelings, and actions underpinned by the LDS.

For example, a person whose LDSs could be interpreted in terms of a “community of
fate” would interpret the compliance with the government’s measures to be mandatory in
order to fight together with the community the war against the health emergency. Opposite
LDSs, in contrast, support the view, as “masters of one’s own life”, that takes any limitation,
including measures and rules, as a violation of one’s own freedom. Social and political
processes (i.e., media, scientists, health and economic policies) influence how individuals
make sense of their outer and inner realities and their capacity to produce interpretations
aligned to the affect-laden assumptions. For instance, the uncertainty of the social-cultural
scenario can compromise the capacity to produce more fine-grained and differentiated
evaluations (see [69,70]). According to the SPCT, thus, we do not conceive LDSs as intra-
psychic structures; people interpret their identity and social experience on the basis of the
meanings available in their context of belonging. The LDSs are patterns of meanings that
are active within the social group’s cultural milieu [71,72]. This field has to be conceived
of as the semiotic field that frames similarities as well as differences among members’
sense-making (and related values, statements, attitudes and behavior).
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Framing individuals’ perceptions of enacted measures to manage the pandemic and
the adherence to them into the SCPT background would help to recognize how reactions to
events deal with wider attitudes toward life scenarios in which people are involved and,
most of all, would offer cues to bridge individual meaning making and enacted behaviors.

1.2. Aims

The above-mentioned SCPT perspective suggests the importance of considering ordi-
nary people’s perspectives to understand the ways that citizens experience, evaluate, cope,
and react to adopted government measures to contain the health emergency. Accordingly,
the present study aims to explore the role of LDSs, grounding individuals’ worldviews, in
predicting people’s adherence and satisfaction with the COVID-19 containment measures
adopted by the Italian government. Such a perspective, whether not directly focused on the
COVID-19 scenario, is not new in literature. Previous studies suggest that protective and
prosocial behaviors are related to a positive view of the social environment (e.g., a sense
of trust toward institutions and other people, a sense of belonging and social connected-
ness) [73–79]. Research work on disaster situations shows that the capacity to go beyond the
absolutization of one’s worldview [69] is crucial for collective and proactive responses [80].
In contrast, a negative view of the social environment—e.g., feeling of living in a anomic
and untrustful context where you cannot rely on anyone and/or institutions are perceived
as untrustful—was found to be related to risky behaviors [65,81–84], as well as—in the
context of the COVID-19 scenario—to conspiracy theories and negationist discourses and
attitudes about the nature of the virus [85]. Thus, based on the existing studies, we expect
that a low level of compliance, poor expectations towards the level of compliance expressed
by other people, and low satisfaction can be interpreted as some of the ways the subject acts
out the view of the relationship with the sphere of collective life (e.g., institutions, rules,
other people) in terms of disappointment, conflict and distrust.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

An online survey was distributed in the Italian context through social networks to
explore the role of LDSs in supporting or undermining individual adherence and satisfac-
tion with the measures adopted by the institutions to contain the COVID-19 pandemic. In
response to the first pandemic wave, several interventions were deployed by the Italian
government to contain the infection, firstly applied to the so-called “red-zone” (Lombardia
and fourteen provinces of Veneto, Emilia Romagna, Piemonte and Marche), then to the
whole country (Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers, 9 March 2020). School
closure was established at the national level on 5 March 2020 and a national lockdown (stay-
home mandate and closure of all nonessential productive activities) issued on 11 March,
then eased after 4 May 2020 [86]. During the national lockdown, people were asked to keep
a distance from others and to avoid any form of public and social gatherings, thus, to stop
visiting relatives and friends, to stop praying in the churches, to stop doing sports in the
gym and in the park, to stop visiting museums, watching films at the cinema, assisting in
social and cultural events, as well as to close their commercial activities, offices, cafes and
shops. The second wave of COVID-19 began in Italy in September 2020 and then sharply
increased, pushing the government to establish at the beginning of November a system
of physical distancing measures organized in progressively restrictive tiers imposed on a
regional basis according to epidemiological risk assessments.

We collected data from January 2021 till April 2021. The choice of the time window to
gather data reflects the need to gather individuals’ perceptions about the anti-contagious
measures on one hand, avoiding the moment of maximum emergency in which the per-
ception of their usefulness and adherence to them could be more or less taken for granted
given the serious situation on the Italian territory (for example, during the 2020 lockdown),
and on the other hand to gather data in a short-term perspective in which the restriction
measures, although less pervasive, had entered people’s daily habits.
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A sample of 378 questionnaires was collected (mean age: 35.87, SD: 14.143; male 29.3%,
females: 71.7%). Participation was voluntary and according to the aim of the work, namely,
to explore Italian perceptions of anti-contagious measures. The only inclusion criteria were
being adult (>18 years), living in the Italian territory and being able to understand the
Italian language.

2.2. Measures

The View of Context questionnaire (VOC) [87] was used to map the LDS through which
people interpret their social context. The VOC is a self-reporting instrument composed
of 29 items aimed at exploring the respondents’ perceptions, judgments and opinions
about micro/macro social environment (e.g., evaluation of the place where the respondents
live, level of reliability of social services, such as police, hospitals, schools and so on) and
moral/social values (e.g., study, stay with family, respect and so on). It is worth noting
that the items are designed to trigger generalized meanings—rather than, for instance, to
prompt circumstantiated reasoning. To this end, the items concern generic objects (e.g.,
‘Italian people’, ‘Italy’), which are more likely to work as—as indeed they were—a projective
stimulus. Furthermore, items are associated with response modes that force the respondent
to position himself in relation to a contrasting position. This makes the structure of the
response isomorphic to the oppositional structure of the LDSs. Each item is associated with
a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = totally disagree to 4 = totally agree (for details on
the methodology, see [88]). VOC proved to have satisfactory construct validity and internal
consistency (α = 0.70) [87].

Adherence to and satisfaction with the containment measures were assessed according
to three specific items that were used. Respondents were asked to rate on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all; 2 = a little; 3 = quite 4 = completely; 5 = I don’t know) (a) individual
satisfaction, (b) individual adherence and (c) their perception of the population’s adherence
to the containment measures defined at the national level. The issues of the Likert scales
were defined according to a consensus procedure between four researchers having at least
Ph.D. research experience.

All procedures performed in the study complied with the ethical standards of the
institutional research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amend-
ments or comparable ethical standards. Participants were informed about the general aim
of the research, the anonymity of responses, and the voluntary nature of participation and
signed informed consent. No incentive was given. The project was approved by the Ethics
Commission for Research in Psychology of the Department of History, Society and Human
Studies of the University of Salento (protocol n. 16881 of 2021/01/28).

2.3. Data Analysis

The method of analysis applied to the responses to the VOC is grounded on the
assumption that the meanings are shaped in terms of response variability. Multiple Corre-
spondence Analysis (MCA) [89] is consistent with this principle. MCA has been applied
through SPAD v5.5 software (Decisia, Pantin, France). MCA allows us to define LDS by
summing up the relations observed among nominal data by using a limited number of
factorial dimensions. Each factorial dimension extracted describes the juxtaposition of two
patterns of strongly associated (co-occurring) response modes (i.e., the tendency to respond
with the modality m to the item A, the modality n to the item B, the modality u to the item
C, and so forth). Insofar as the co-occurring responses (m, n, u . . . ) have no reciprocal
semantic linkage, their aggregation lends itself to being interpreted as the effect of a LDS
linking the response modalities independently of their specific content [90].

We focused on the first two factorial dimensions (henceforth: VOC 1 and VOC 2)
extracted from each MCA, as the ones explaining a relevant proportion of the data ma-
trix’s inertia. We adopted the subjects’ scores (factorial coordinates) on the two factorial
dimensions as measures of their LDSs. The higher the respondent’s factorial coordinate,
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the higher the degree of association between the respondent’s profile of answers and the
profile characterizing one of the two polarities of the factor/dimension of meaning.

The answers to the three items investigating compliance and satisfaction with the
measures adopted at the national level have been transformed into a quasi-cardinal scale
following the Thorgerson method which, according to the Thurstone approach, suggests
that each interviewee’s response is based on a latent variable having normal distribu-
tion [91,92]. Accordingly, for each modality of each variable Xj, we calculated the absolute
frequency. In our case, five modalities (corresponding to the five points of the Likert scale)
for each of the three variables were considered. Then we computed the cumulative relative
frequency, representing the estimation of the cumulative density function Fj(i) of the normal
distribution. Finally, the Φ−1[Fj(i)] represents the inverse function of the normal standard
distribution to compute quantile, τj, of the function.

Finally, to test the role of LDSs in explaining respondents’ satisfaction with and adher-
ence to the government’s containment measures, the two factorial coordinates measuring
the LDSs (i.e., VOC 1 and VOC 2) and the quantified evaluation concerning individuals’ ad-
herence to and satisfaction with COVID-19 containment measures have been transformed
into z points and subjected to a regression analysis. Specifically, three different regression
models, having each measure rating as independent variables and VOC 1 and VOC 2
as dependent variables were performed through the SPSS software version 26.0 (IBM,
Armonk, NY, USA).

3. Results

The MCA applied to the answers to the VOC questionnaire detected two factorial dimen-
sions. The matrix under analysis being highly dispersive, the variance was re-evaluated through
the Benzécri [93] formula. The first factor (VOC 1) explained the 47.394% of the re-evaluated
variance and the second factor (VOC 2) explained the 21.193%. Tables 1 and 2 illustrate, respec-
tively, the VOC 1 and VOC 2 reporting the ten more representative (positive and negative) items
and their level of association (V-test) with the factor [94]. Moreover, in Figure 1 we reported
individuals’ distribution in the retrieved factors’ plan.

Table 1. Response modalities associated with the first factorial dimension (VOC 1).

(−) Social Trust

Item Response Mode V-Test

Government Somewhat reliable −9.18
It is useless to bustle about, since you cannot affect what will happen Strongly disagree −8.92
Public administration Somewhat reliable −7.9
To a great extent, my life is controlled by accidental happenings Strongly disagree −7.81
There’s little use in writing to public officials because often they aren’t really interested
in the problems of the average man Somewhat disagree −7.7

These days a person doesn’t really know whom he can count on Somewhat disagree −7.28
How will you live here? Better −7.22
People are unable to change Strongly disagree −7.05
It is not possible at all to make any provision for the future Somewhat disagree −7.03
Having few scruples Not at all −6.9

(+) Social Untrust

Item Response Mode V-Test

In spite of what some people say, the lot of the average man is getting worse, not better Strongly agree 6.58
Having few scruples Very 6.75
There’s little use in writing to public officials because often they aren’t really interested
in the problems of the average man Strongly agree 6.81

It is not possible at all to make any provision about the future Strongly agree 7
It is useless to bustle about, since you cannot affect what will happen Strongly agree 7.03
It is not possible at all to make any provision for the future Strongly agree 7.05
Health care services Not at all reliable 7.43
These days a person doesn’t really know whom he can count on Strongly agree 7.49
Nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let tomorrow take care of itself Strongly agree 8.52
Government Not at all reliable 9.14
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Table 2. Response modalities associated to the first factorial dimension (VOC 1).

(−) Moderation

Item Response Mode V-Test

My life is determined by my own actions Somewhat agree −8.4
Nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let tomorrow take care of itself Somewhat agree −8.7
These days a person doesn’t really know whom he can count on Somewhat agree −7.51
In spite of what some people say, the lot of the average man is getting worse, not better Somewhat agree −7.4
It is useless to bustle about, since you cannot affect what will happen Somewhat disagree −7.05
Police Somewhat reliable −6.6
It’s hardly fair to bring children into the world, the way things look for the future Somewhat disagree −6.41
My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others Somewhat disagree −6.27
To a great extent, my life is controlled by accidental happenings Somewhat disagree −6.16
It is not possible at all to make any provision about the future Somewhat agree −6.12

(+) Reactivity

Item Response Mode V-Test

There’s little use in writing to public officials because often they aren’t really interested
in the problems of the average man Strongly disagree 6.57

Those who succeed in life have luck on their side Strongly disagree 6.62
My life is determined by my own actions Strongly agree 6.72
It is useless to bustle about, since you cannot affect what will happen Strongly disagree 7.03
Sometimes one has to break the rules to help one’s loved ones Strongly agree 7.06
In spite of what some people say, the lot of the average man is getting worse, not better Strongly agree 7.81
To a great extent, my life is controlled by accidental happenings Strongly disagree 7.81
These days a person doesn’t really know whom he can count on Strongly agree 8.17
People are unable to change Strongly disagree 8.22
Nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let tomorrow take care of itself Strongly agree 8.42Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 16 
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Figure 1. Individual positioning on the retrieved factors space.

Retrieved factors have been interpreted according to the items characterizing them.
On one hand, VOC 1 has been interpreted in terms of trust in the social environment:
social trust (−) versus social untrust (+). As a matter of fact, such a dimension opposes
two patterns of answers that have been interpreted as the markers of LDS consisting of
two ways of evaluating the social environment. Social trust (−). The pattern of answer
modalities highlights trust in social structures such as the government and the public
administration, as well as trust in people (for instance, disagreement is expressed with
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respect to statements such as “it is useless to turn to those in public roles” or “nowadays
people do not know who to rely on”) and the future (“it will be better”). Within this
scenario, a feeling of having a role in influencing what happens is at stake (for instance,
strong disagreement is expressed in statements such as “it is useless to bargain, so it is not
possible to influence what happens” and “my life is controlled largely by the case”).

Social untrust (+). The pattern of answers highlights a lack of confidence in public
institutions (health system, government), public roles (high agreement is expressed with
respect to statements like “it is useless to turn to those in public roles”) and other people
(“nowadays people do not know who to rely on”). Within this critical scenario, the future
appears to be uncertain (“It is not possible to predict the future”), and both the sense of
individual agency and rules appear to be compromised (“it is useless to bargain; you cannot
influence what happens so much”, “nowadays, people are forced to live day by day, “in
life it’s important not to have too many scruples”).

On the other hand, VOC 2 has been interpreted in terms of modes of acting in the
social environment: Moderation (−) versus Reactivity (+). This dimension opposes two
patterns of answers that have been interpreted as the markers of LDS consisting of two
different models of acting in the social environment. Differently from VOC 1, VOC 2 lends
itself to be interpreted not in terms of its content, but in terms of the response modality, and
as such is reflected in the tendency to modulate judgments and positions or to generalize
the connotations of the objects.

Moderation (−). Answers adopting intermediate choices on the Likert scale (“quite
agree” or “quite disagree”) are aggregated, marking a generalized modality of perceiving
experience characterized by an attitude of moderation, such as reflected in the tendency
to modulate judgment and positions toward the object of the experience. The contents of
the answers reflect on the one hand the sense of individual agency (enough agreement
is expressed in statements such as “my life is determined by my actions” and enough
disagreement about statements such as “my life is under the control of influential people”
and “my life is controlled largely by chance”); on the other hand, the sense of living in
a critical scenario which is not totally under individual control (“Nowadays people are
forced to live day by day”; “It is not possible to make predictions about the future”).

Reactivity (+). Answers adopting the extreme choices on the Likert scale (“Strongly
agree” or “strongly disagree”) are aggregated, reflecting a reactive attitude towards experi-
ence. In this case, the sense of individual agency (“My life is determined by my actions”)
and the feeling of living in a very strong critical scenario where you cannot rely on other
people seems to be interpreted in a self-referential way. In other words, the respect for the
rules can be subordinated to the interests of ones’ own group of belonging (“sometimes you
need to break the rules to help loved ones”) and a day-by-day attitude toward experience
(“Nowadays people are forced to live day by day”).

A chi square tested the distribution of respondents according to gender into the
quadrants of the retrieved factors plan. No differences related to gender were found
(χ2 2.346; df 3, p = 0.504).

The regression models highlighted meaningful results. Specifically, the satisfaction
with measures adopted to contain the social contagion is meaningfully predicted by both
VOC 1 and VOC 2, namely trust (VOC 1) and the modes of acting in the social environment
(F = 29.933; p < 0.001) with a R2 of 0.138. The regression model concerning the personal
level of adherence to the contagion containment measures was significantly (F = 4.448;
p = 0.012) with a R2 of 0.023 predicted by the modes of acting in the social environment.
Moreover, modes of acting in the social environment predicted meaningfully the percep-
tion of the level of adhesion of the general population containment measures (F = 5.619;
p = 0.004) with a R2 of 0.029.

The parameters of the regression models reported in Table 3 highlight the specificity
of the effects. Specifically, a significant effect of both the factorial dimensions (VOC 1:
β = −0.333; p = 0.001; VOC 2: β = −0.164; p = 0.001) was found on the satisfaction with the
measures adopted to contain the COVID-19 contagion. The negative scores indicate that the
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social trust and the moderation poles (respectively, the polarity indicated by the negative
scores of VOC 1 and VOC 2) are associated with higher levels of satisfaction (Item 1).

Table 3. Regression models parameters.

Item Factorial Dimensions (LDSs) B Std. Error Beta T Sig

Satisfaction (item 1) VOC 1 (social trust vs. social untrust) −0.333 0.48 −0.333 −6.942 0.001
VOC 2 (moderation vs. reactivity) −0.164 0.48 −0.164 −3.418 0.001

Personal adherence (item 2) VOC 1 (social trust vs. social untrust) −0.128 0.051 −0.128 −2.512 0.012
VOC 2 (moderation vs. reactivity) −0.082 0.051 −0.082 −1.609 0.108

Population adherence (item 3) VOC 1 (social trust vs. social untrust) −0.171 0.051 −0.171 −3.351 0.001
VOC 2 (moderation vs. reactivity) 0.006 0.051 0.006 0.121 0.905

A significant effect of VOC 1 was found either on the personal level of adherence to
the contagion containment measures (item 2) (β = −0.128; p = 0.012), and on the perceived
level of the general population’s adherence to the containment measures (β = −0.171;
p = 0.001) with the negative scores indicating an association between social trust and
personal (Item 2) and general adherence (Item 3).

4. Discussion

According to the SPCT, we argued that the individuals do not deal with single events or
contents of experience, including norms and measures adopted by governments to contain
the COVID-19 pandemic emergency, but that rather they react to the single event as a
function of their more general way of interpreting the scenario where they live. Consistently,
the current study explores the way in which individuals’ attitudes toward the government
measures (adherence and satisfaction) were predicted by LDS grounding people’s views of
the world.

It is worth noting that the first retrieved factorial dimension (VOC 1) has been inter-
preted as a global connotation of the domain of experience in positive versus negative terms,
while the second one (VOC 2) concerns opposite attitudes of response related to the way of
acting in the social environment: moderation versus reactivity. This result supports the way
the LDSs have been conceptualized within the SPCT framework: generalized meanings
homogenizing the specific objects of experience beyond their semantic peculiarity and
differences. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the factorial dimensions identified in this
study are consistent with the ones identified in previous studies analyzing the view of the
social environment in social groups differently characterized for age, health status, and
attitudes towards risk behaviors (e.g., [65,83]). Such a result supports the idea that varia-
tions of the LDSs move within the meanings active within the cultural milieu [95]: in other
words, what changes is their distribution within the social group, rather than their content
and reciprocal connection. The results of the regression models support our hypothesis
that respondents expressing a different view of the social environment give a different
assessment of the individual satisfaction, individual adherence and perceived adherence by
the general population toward the measures adopted by the Italian government to contain
the spread of COVID-19.

Specifically, one out of two LDSs defining the cultural field—the one labelled as
trust in the social environment (VOC 1)—is associated with all the three items related
to satisfaction, individual and perceived general adherence to COVID-19 containment
measures. Specifically, the higher the subjects’ score on “Social untrust”, which reveals
a tendency to homogenously evaluate unreliable social structures and people, the lower
the satisfaction, the individual adherence and the perceived adherence by the general
population. This result is easily understandable. The sense of trust in social norms and
institutions and hope in the future encourages the commitment to social “feed and bond”
behavior and practices consistent with social norms. In contrast, social untrust entails
a “day-by-day” perspective which has no hope of a better future; one might suppose
that without hope in the subject’s power to get ahead, commonly held values appear
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meaningless and lose their normative power [96]. The low adherence and satisfaction with
the government measures can be understood as a way to remark on their disappointment
in an “unhealthy” and unwelcoming world. Similarly, the perceived low adherence to the
measures expressed by other people may be understood as the reflex of the affect-laden
idea that we live in a world where people care only about their own interests.

Such findings are consistent with previous research emphasizing the role of social
trust in enhancing protective behaviors and commitment to the community’s values and
norms. In the same vein, if social trust erodes, people will be less likely to identify with the
rules of their own conduct [97,98] and more likely to adopt risky behaviors [99,100]. For
instance, in a study of Venuleo and colleagues [84], subjects differing in their evaluation of
the macro-social environment as a reliable or unreliable place also differ in their evaluation
of the degree of social approval towards illicit hazardous behavior. The more reliable the
environment is perceived to be, the greater the effect on social approval of illicit behavior
and the lower the effect on illicit hazardous behaviors. In other words, the more people
identify with their social environment, the greater the likelihood of social disapproval
towards behavior that is not legitimated by the rules and is less compatible with what
society expects. Similarly, a greater concern about anti-contagious measures may reflect the
common trust in official criteria on what has to be approved or not.

The satisfaction expressed toward the anti-contagious measures related also to the
acting attitude in the social environment (VOC 2). The higher the subjects’ score on the
reactivity pole, the lower the satisfaction. In contrast, the higher the subjects’ score on the
moderation pole, the higher the satisfaction. One can see that reactivity corresponds to a
condition of intense affective activation that triggers a homogenizing form of thinking and
polarized evaluations [51,101]. Respondents with higher scores on this polarity express
homogenous negative connotations of what is other by itself: they cannot trust anybody.
This view in turn seems to feed a day-by-day attitude toward experience, as if the present
was the only representable time, and a self-referential way to interpret his/her power to
determinate his/her own life resting merely on personal preference and the interests of
ones’ own group of belonging. Within this interpretative frame, it is understandable that
measures which foreground the public interests are devalued as constraints on individual
“freedom to act as one pleases”. Such results are consistent with the findings from recent
studies among European societies, revealing that about 40% of the respondents view the
external world as something capable of disrupting their living space [54].

5. Conclusions

Some limits of the present study need to be highlighted. First, this work is based on a
convenience sample located in a specific geographic area, thus the content and strength of
the relationship between LDSs and measures rating satisfaction and adherence might differ
in other countries. What appears to be generalizable is the relationship between people’s
worldviews and attitudes toward anti-contagious measures; nevertheless, the content, the
strength and the nature of this relationship is probably context-specific. Second, the study
adopted three single items to assess satisfaction and adherence among the respondents
which could be in some way misinterpreted by respondents. Furthermore, given the nature
of the analysis, the interpretations proposed above on the association between LDSs and
rating on the measures cannot but be speculative. Our suggestion is that LDSs serve as a
frame for driving people towards a certain evaluation of the measures. However, regression
models do not allow us to take the results as evidence of a causal effect of LDSs, nor to rule
out that other individual or social factors may mediate the effect of LDSs. Further research
work will try to overcome these limits and should seek to establish longitudinal research
designs to study how LDSs tends to modify in time. Nevertheless, the findings discussed
above deserve attention, both at the theoretical and methodological level. At the theoretical
level, results highlight the role of sense-making and encourage the hypothesis that people’s
worldviews orient the way people interpret and therefore deal with the measures that
institutions adopt to in a response to a health crisis
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At the methodological level, our results suggest that a teaching top-down approach
on what is needed to face a national and global crisis is not enough to solicit citizens’
compliance. Government advice traditionally took the form of transmission of knowledge
about the risks and harmful implications of not respecting the measures adopted. This kind
of intervention is based on the assumption that knowledge is the means by which healthy
behaviors can be promoted and harmful ones prevented. However, if—as suggested by
the results of this study—the way people assess the anti-contagious measure is related to
their view of the social context, no preventive action can be carried out effectively without
taking into account the meaning, for the target population, of acting adaptively within
their social environment. Their risk evaluations are more than a mere result of an error or
of a gap (of information, skill and so on), but rather a powerful semiotic organizer of the
mind, orienting the way they feel and think about their experience and how they make
sense of what the experts define as risky behavior (e.g., not staying at home, not wearing a
mask, not avoiding social aggregation) and relate to the contents of the strategies addressed
to them.

In our view, social untrust and reactivity cannot be addressed if they are understood
simply as undesirable individual attitudes. As we suggested, people interpret their ex-
perience and the social environment they are part of on the basis of a defined system of
meanings negotiated and shared in that context and in the frame of the semiotic resources
(e.g., values, beliefs, metaphors, norms, linguistic and action codes) available in their cul-
tural milieu. This means that communicative practices and discourses exchanged in the
interpersonal contexts (e.g., family, educational and work environment) play a crucial role
in shaping contents and the direction of people’s sense-making. However, the interpersonal
sphere represents only one side of the issue. The feeling of living in an unreliable context
where you can rely only on yourself emerged as an important constraint to the identifica-
tion with measures and decisions adopted by the government; a constraint that requires
innovative and effective efforts at community and political levels. The SPCT, as well as
findings of studies based on the Terror Management Theory [102,103], suggest that the
more the uncertainty of the scenario, the more sense-makers are likely to restore the stability
of their sense-making through their adherence to generalized worldviews [104,105]. Unem-
ployment, worsening of living conditions, lack of resources and poor political investment
in sectors felt as crucial (as example health and education) feed uncertainty in the future.
Consequently, the lack of hope in a better future, norms lose their regulative power as well
as the desire to be part of the same community, in which individuals plays a crucial part.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.G., T.M., B.C. and C.V.; Formal analysis, A.G., M.R.
and T.M.; Methodology, A.G., M.R. and T.M.; Supervision, C.V.; Visualization, M.C. and C.L.C.;
Writing—original draft, A.G., M.R. and C.V.; Writing—review & editing, B.C., M.C. and C.L.C. All
authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki and approved by the Ethics Commission for Research in Psychology of the Department
of History, Society and Human Studies of the University of Salento (protocol n. 16881 of 2021.01.28).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all participants involved in
the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Duradoni, M.; Fiorenza, M.; Guazzini, A. When Italians Follow the Rules against COVID Infection: A Psychological Profile for

Compliance. COVID 2021, 1, 246–262. [CrossRef]
2. Greenstone, M.; Nigam, V. Does Social Distancing Matter? SSRN Electron. J. 2020. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.3390/covid1010020
http://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3561244


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 3621 12 of 15

3. Nwakasi, C.; Esiaka, D.; Uchendu, I.; Bosun-Arije, S. Factors Influencing Compliance with Public Health Directives and Support
for Government’s Actions against COVID-19: A Nigerian Case Study. Sci. Afr. 2022, 15, e01089. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Procaccia, R.; Segre, G.; Manzoni, G.M. Psychological Effects of COVID-19 in General Italian Population in Function of Age and
Gender. Mediterr. J. Clin. Psychol. 2022, 10, 1–28. [CrossRef]

5. Chan, E.Y.Y.; Huang, Z.; Lo, E.S.K.; Hung, K.K.C.; Wong, E.L.Y.; Wong, S.Y.S. Sociodemographic Predictors of Health Risk
Perception, Attitude and Behavior Practices Associated with Health-Emergency Disaster Risk Management for Biological
Hazards: The Case of COVID-19 Pandemic in Hong Kong, SAR China. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 3869. [CrossRef]

6. Abeya, S.G.; Barkesa, S.B.; Sadi, C.G.; Gemeda, D.D.; Muleta, F.Y.; Tolera, A.F.; Ayana, D.N.; Mohammed, S.A.; Wako, E.B.; Hurisa,
M.B.; et al. Adherence to COVID-19 Preventive Measures and Associated Factors in Oromia Regional State of Ethiopia. PLoS
ONE 2021, 16, e0257373. [CrossRef]

7. Al-Sabbagh, M.Q.; Al-Ani, A.; Mafrachi, B.; Siyam, A.; Isleem, U.; Massad, F.I.; Alsabbagh, Q.; Abufaraj, M. Predictors of
Adherence with Home Quarantine during COVID-19 Crisis: The Case of Health Belief Model. Psychol. Health Med. 2022, 27,
215–227. [CrossRef]

8. Pollak, Y.; Dayan, H.; Shoham, R.; Berger, I. Predictors of Non-Adherence to Public Health Instructions during the COVID-19
Pandemic. Psychiatry Clin. Neurosci. 2020, 74, 602–604. [CrossRef]

9. Kaim, A.; Siman-Tov, M.; Jaffe, E.; Adini, B. Factors That Enhance or Impede Compliance of the Public with Governmental
Regulation of Lockdown during COVID-19 in Israel. Int. J. Disaster Risk Reduct. 2021, 66, 102596. [CrossRef]

10. Altiparmakis, A.; Bojar, A.; Brouard, S.; Foucault, M.; Kriesi, H.; Nadeau, R. Pandemic Politics: Policy Evaluations of Government
Responses to COVID-19. West Eur. Politics 2021, 44, 1159–1179. [CrossRef]

11. Lorettu, L.; Mastrangelo, G.; Stepien, J.; Grabowski, J.; Meloni, R.; Piu, D.; Michalski, T.; Waszak, P.M.; Bellizzi, S.; Cegolon, L.
Attitudes and Perceptions of Health Protection Measures against the Spread of COVID-19 in Italy and Poland. Front. Psychol.
2021, 12, 805790. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

12. Carlucci, L.; D’Ambrosio, I.; Balsamo, M. Demographic and Attitudinal Factors of Adherence to Quarantine Guidelines during
COVID-19: The Italian Model. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 559288. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

13. Galende, N.; Redondo, I.; Dosil-Santamaria, M.; Ozamiz-Etxebarria, N. Factors Influencing Compliance with COVID-19 Health
Measures: A Spanish Study to Improve Adherence Campaigns. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 4853. [CrossRef]

14. Daoust, J.-F. Elderly People and Responses to COVID-19 in 27 Countries. PLoS ONE 2020, 15, e0235590. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Nasirzadeh, M.; Aligol, M. Assessmentof Knowledge, Attitude, and Factors Associated with the Preventive Behaviors of

COVID-19 in Qom, Iran, in 2020. Qom Univ. Med. Sci. J. 2020, 14, 50–57. [CrossRef]
16. Brailovskaia, J.; Margraf, J. Relationship between Sense of Control, Psychological Burden, Sources of Information and Adherence

to Anti-COVID-19 Rules. J. Affect. Disord. Rep. 2022, 8, 100317. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
17. Azene, Z.N.; Merid, M.W.; Muluneh, A.G.; Geberu, D.M.; Kassa, G.M.; Yenit, M.K.; Tilahun, S.Y.; Gelaye, K.A.; Mekonnen,

H.S.; Azagew, A.W.; et al. Adherence towards COVID-19 Mitigation Measures and Its Associated Factors among Gondar City
Residents: A Community-Based Cross-Sectional Study in Northwest Ethiopia. PLoS ONE 2020, 15, e0244265. [CrossRef]

18. Iorfa, S.K.; Ottu, I.F.A.; Oguntayo, R.; Ayandele, O.; Kolawole, S.O.; Gandi, J.C.; Dangiwa, A.L.; Olapegba, P.O. COVID-19
Knowledge, Risk Perception, and Precautionary Behavior among Nigerians: A Moderated Mediation Approach. Front. Psychol.
2020, 11, 566773. [CrossRef]

19. Al-Hasan, A.; Yim, D.; Khuntia, J. Citizens’ Adherence to COVID-19 Mitigation Recommendations by the Government: A 3-
Country Comparative Evaluation Using Web-Based Cross-Sectional Survey Data. J. Med. Internet Res. 2020, 22, e20634. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

20. Georgieva, I.; Lantta, T.; Lickiewicz, J.; Pekara, J.; Wikman, S.; Loseviča, M.; Raveesh, B.N.; Mihai, A.; Lepping, P. Perceived
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