
 

 

 

 

 

 

THE INTELLIGENT LOCKDOWN: COMPLIANCE WITH COVID-19 
MITIGATION MEASURES IN THE NETHERLANDS 

 

 

Malouke Esra Kuiper 

Anne Leonore de Bruijn 

Chris Reinders Folmer 

Elke Olthuis 

Megan Brownlee 

Emmeke Barbara Kooistra 

Adam Fine 

Benjamin van Rooij 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Amsterdam Law School Legal Studies Research Paper No. 2020-20 

General Subserie Research Paper No. 2020-02 

This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215



 1 

The intelligent lockdown: Compliance with COVID-19 mitigation 
measures in the Netherlands 

 
Malouke Esra Kuiper*<, Anne Leonore de Bruijn*, Chris Reinders Folmer*, Elke Olthuis*, 

Megan Brownlee*, Emmeke Barbara Kooistra*, Adam Fine^, & Benjamin van Rooij*±< 

 
*University of Amsterdam, School of Law 

±University of California, Irvine, School of Law 
^ Arizona State University, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice  

<corresponding authors: m.e.kuiper@uva.nl, b.vanrooij@uva.nl  

 
Abstract  
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Dutch government has introduced an “intelligent 
lockdown” with stay at home and social distancing measures. The Dutch approach to mitigate 
the virus focuses less on repression and more on moral appeals and self-discipline. This study 
assessed what factors influence whether Dutch people comply with the measures. We analyzed 
data from an online survey (N = 568) conducted between April 7-14. The overall results showed 
that reported compliance was high. Analyzing what shaped such compliance, shows that the 
the Dutch approach has to some extent worked as hoped in practice. Repression did not play a 
significant role in compliance, while intrinsic (moral and social) motivations promoted 
compliance. Yet appeals on self-discipline did not work for everyone, and people who reported 
more impulsivity were more likely to violate the rules. In addition, compliance was lower for 
people who lacked the practical capacity to follow the measures and for those who have the 
opportunity to break the measures. Sustained compliance, therefore, relies on support to aid 
people to maintain social distancing and restrictions to reduce opportunities for unsafe 
gatherings. These findings suggest several important practical recommendations for combating 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 

Introduction 

The new SARS-CoV-2 virus (also known as Coronavirus; the cause of Corona Virus Disease 

(COVID-19), which originated in Wuhan, China in December 2019) has rapidly spread across 

the world, and resulted in a once-in-a-century pandemic (Gates 2020, Zhou et al. 2020). As no 

treatment or vaccine is available yet, individual behavior is crucial to mitigate the spread of this 

virus (Anderson et al. 2020, Chen et al. 2020). Various measures to further contain the spread 

have been initiated globally, such as social distancing, quarantine, isolation, or community 

containment (Anderson et al. 2020, Wilder-Smith and Freedman 2020). But in order for such 

measures to be effective, it is crucial that citizens effectively comply with them (Sailer et al. 
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2020). As such, compliance with the mitigation measures is essential to decrease mortality and 

to reduce an overburden of health care systems (Walker et al. 2020). 

 This paper studies compliance with COVID-19 mitigation measures in the Netherlands. 

The Dutch authorities have adopted a combination of stay at home and social distancing 

measures that they have labeled as an “intelligent lockdown.”i With this, the Dutch measures 

contrast with those in most other European countries that allow far less freedom of movement. 

Whereas people in Italy, Spain, or France are only allowed to leave their house under certain 

circumstances (e.g., grocery shopping or medical needs), people in the Netherlands were still 

allowed to go outside for a walk or a work-out by themselves. Parks and beaches were still 

open, and people did not need proof of the essentiality to be outside.ii Instead, with the 

intelligent lockdown, the Dutch Government appealed to people’s own responsibility and self-

discipline. Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte underlined this in one of his speeches, by stating 

that the Netherlands is a “mature democratic country” which does not need a government that 

tells people what to do.iii  

 This study seeks to investigate the Dutch approach to mitigate the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Specifically, we aim to answer the following two questions. First, we investigate to what extent 

people report compliance with the measures. Second, we examine what factors have played a 

role in shaping people’s compliance with the with the measures based on insights from prior 

compliance research.  

 In answering these questions, we hope to shed light into on the effectiveness of the 

Dutch approach that primarily focused on peoples’ own responsibility and self-discipline. 

 

Literature overview 

Several authors have published reviews of insights from social and behavioral sciences 

to give governments and policy-makers recommendations on how to fight the outbreak of 
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COVID-19 from a behavioral point of view. For example, Lunn et al. (2020) provided a 

narrative review on evidence from behavioral science, covering 5 issues: handwashing, face 

touching, self-isolation, public-spirited behavior, and responses to crisis communication. Based 

on their review, their main finding was that the effectiveness of communication stands out as a 

crucial issue to generate desirable behavior. Furthermore, Van Bavel et al. (2020) provided a 

review of insights from social and behavioral sciences on how to align human behavior with 

recommendations from health care experts and epidemiologists. They used evidence from a 

selection of research topics relevant to pandemics, such as social and cultural influences on 

behavior, moral decision-making, and leadership. Although we can learn some lessons from 

previous pandemics such as Influenza A, the COVID-19 pandemic differs from other 

pandemics (e.g.,  the reproduction number), and a lot is still unknown about the current 

pandemic (Anderson et al. 2020). This means that additional insight into how and why 

individuals respond to the specific COVID-19 measures is necessary. Thus, it is crucial to test 

a wide set of factors that may influence people’s compliance with the measures to contain 

COVID-19 to get a broader understanding of what influences compliance with the measures. 

Fortunately, there is a rapidly growing body of research into social responses to COVID-

19, including research regarding compliance with the mitigation measures. Studies have 

examined the variation in compliance globally (Fetzer et al. 2020), or specifically within the 

Netherlands (I&O Research and Universiteit Twente 2020). Others have looked into more 

specific factors that are associated with compliance. For example, Zettler et al. (2020) 

investigated whether various personality characteristics could be linked to people’s willingness 

in accepting personal restrictions for fighting COVID-19 with a Danish sample. Results of the 

study showed that Emotionality (from the HEXACO Personality Scale), as well as Dark Factor 

of Personality explained who were more willing to accept restrictions. A study conducted in 

Germany, the United States (“US”), and the United Kingdom (“UK”) showed that empathy for 

This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215



 4 

vulnerable members of the society was associated with compliance (Pfattheicher et al. 2020). 

In the US, studies found that subjective self-interest was also associated with compliance 

(Oosterhoff and Palmer 2020). In the US, political orientation was associated with compliance 

(Kushner Gadarian, Goodman, and Pepinsky 2020, Painter and Qiu 2020), in contrast to the 

UK, where political orientation was not associated with compliance (Harper et al. 2020). Plohl 

and Musil (2020) found in their global sample that trust in science predicts compliance with 

COVID-19 measures; people who have greater trust in science appeared to show greater 

compliance. Sailer et al. (2020) found that in the US, more science knowledge and trust in 

medicine affects individual behavior, motivating, for example, social distancing. The perceived 

fear of the COVID-19 virus is globally associated with increased compliance (Harper et al. 

2020). Results of this study showed that people with greater fear of COVID-19 are more likely 

to positively change their behaviors (i.e., social distancing, improved hand washing). A study 

in Italy found that being negatively surprised by a hypothetical extension of the measures was 

associated with a lower willingness to comply (Briscese et al. 2020). Wright et al. (2020), found 

that in the US, economic endowments meaningfully influence compliance with stay at home 

measures and that targeted economic aid may enhance the effectiveness of local stay at home 

policies. Thus, prior research has identified a range of individual and contextual factors that 

may impact compliance with mitigation measures.  

Nevertheless, these studies have only focused on a small number of possible factors that 

potentially influence compliance with the measures. They have not focused specifically on 

variables that are known to affect compliance (van Rooij and Sokol 2021 (Forthcoming)).  

 

The COVID-19 response in the Netherlands 

We conducted an online survey in the Netherlands between April 7 and April 14 to study 

the influence of various factors on people’s compliance with two key mitigation measures: stay 
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at home orders and social distancing. These measures were applied in the whole of the 

Netherlands at the time.iv The first patient was tested positively for COVID-19 in the 

Netherlands on February 27, 2020.v This led to a first set of measures that were adopted on 

March 6, namely that residents of the province of North-Brabant, where most confirmed 

Coronavirus cases appeared, were ordered to work from home as much as possible, and all 

citizens that showed any COVID-19 related symptoms should stay at home.vi On March 9, 

authorities advised to stop shaking hands, in an addition to the hygiene measures of washing 

hands for a minimum of 20 seconds and sneezing into their elbow.vii On March 12, authorities 

proclaimed a stay at home measure, and everyone was asked to work from home if possible or 

to spread workhours. Also, all events and gatherings with more than 100 people were 

prohibited.viii In addition, colleges and universities were ordered to switch to online teaching 

platforms. Quickly after, on March 15, the authorities ordered the closure of all schools, cafes 

and restaurants, and sport locations. Citizens were also asked to try to stay inside as much as 

possible, with exception for essential activities such as grocery shopping, helping others, or for 

fresh air. Furthermore, citizens were asked to always keep a safe distance of 1.5 meters from 

others outside of their own household.ix In response to crowded beaches and parks during the 

weekend of March 21-22, the Government sharpened the measures. Events were canceled until  

June 1, gatherings of three people or more outside of one’s direct household were banned, 

businesses in contact-based industries were shut down, and places such as shops or public 

transit that could not guarantee the 1.5-meter distance had to close.x The measures were 

extended until May 20, and they will be evaluated the week prior to the now standing end date.xi 

 The Dutch approach to mitigate COVID-19 seeks to reduce social contacts while still 

allowing some individual freedom. To implement this so-called “intelligent lockdown,” 

authorities have stressed that people’s own sense of responsibility and their self-discipline are 

vital. Authorities have appealed to people’s sense of morality. They have asked Dutch people 
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to help “flatten the curve” so that intensive care units can cope with the flood of serious 

Coronavirus cases.xii They have also morally condemned citizens that decided to visit crowded 

beaches and parks in the weekend of March 21-22. For instance, Prime Minister Rutte described 

such people anti-social and uncivilized.xiii In the same speech he asked people for solidarity, 

especially he addressed his words to younger people that may think they are less at risk. 

Explicitly, he said: “maybe not for yourself, but you do not live for yourself only, we are with 

17 million people in this country, do this for the elderly, people with poor health, who do run a 

risk when you infect them.”xiv A couple of weeks into the measures, the Prime Minister asked 

people continue to follow the guidelines and stay at home as much as possible. He explained: 

“[i]f people think they can ease up with the measures, we immediately see a new spike in 

cases”.xv 

 Beside the appeal to own responsibility and self-discipline, the Dutch Government used 

several other approaches to ensure compliance with the measures. After many people ignored 

the measures during the weekend of March 21-22,xvi fines were introduced. People who violated 

the rules could receive a warning or a fine up to €400,xvii and by April 23, authorities had issued 

over 5,500 fines.xviii Municipalities got the authority to close down public venues if necessary,xix 

for example, Amsterdam closed its canals to prohibit people from boating,xx and Lisse closed 

its roads to the flower fields after a busy Easter Saturday.xxi To prevent great negative 

consequences from the crisis, the Government introduced several measures such as the 

economic measure of compensation for labor costs for companies,xxii or the ban on evictions.xxiii 

Moreover, authorities have raised awareness of the measures by using campaigns on television, 

radio, posters in public venues, and social media, called “[o]nly together we can control Corona: 

wash your hands, stay at home, and keep distance”.xxiv As a final approach, authorities have 

emphasized that most citizens are in compliance. Prime Minister Rutte explained in his speech 

on March 23: “[m]ost of us comply with the measures, almost all do so (…) when you see the 
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empty streets, the empty offices, the empty highways, the empty train platforms, I think the 

message has landed with many people in the country, and many comply with the measures.”xxv   

Prime Minister Rutte additionally attempted to emphasize the norm of 1.5 meters of distance, 

as he referred to the society as a “one-and-a-half-meter-society.”xxvi  

 

The present study  

The present study aimed to examine citizens’ compliance with these measures, as well 

as the factors that contributed to this. To this end, respondents were asked to report the 

frequency in which they had engaged in behaviors desired or prohibited by the measures. The 

first subset of questions focused on social distancing: the extent to which people kept the 

recommended 1.5-meter distance from others outside their direct household and refrained from 

meeting people outside of their direct household. The other subset of questions focused on 

staying at home as much as possible, and only going outside for essential activities.  

 Additionally, this study assessed a set of factors that potentially shaped the way people 

have responded to the measures, based on insights from literature of psychology, criminology, 

sociology, and economy on why people obey or break rules (Feldman 2018, Friedman 2016, 

van Rooij and Sokol 2021 (Forthcoming)).   

 The first factor we expected to influence compliance with the mitigation measures is the 

extent to which people agreed with the substance of the measures, also known as substantive 

moral support (Tyler 1997, 2006). First, we asked participants how they perceived the threat of 

the virus for themselves, loved ones, and public health in general. Second, we assessed whether 

they morally supported the measures themselves. Third, we studied to what extent people 

thought the overall approach taken by the authorities was consistent and adequate. We used 

these elements to study whether more moral support for the measures was associated with 

higher compliance.  
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 Second, we studied whether costs of compliance and strain experience from following 

the measures were associated with compliance. Based on the theory of rational choice 

(Donovan and Blake 1992, Paternoster and Simpson 1993), we expected that higher costs of 

compliance would be associated with less compliance. In addition, we expected that people 

who experienced more strain and negative emotions because of the measures would display 

lower compliance, based on strain theory. This assumes that people might cope with the 

negative emotions and strain by violating the rules (Agnew 1992, 2007, Agnew et al. 2002, 

Agnew and White 1992, Baron 2004, Botchkovar, Tittle, and Antonaccio 2009, Piquero and 

Sealock 2004). 

 As a third factor that may influence compliance, we studied the deterrent effect of the 

measures. According to general deterrence theory, people comply more with rules when there 

is a greater certainty and severity of punishment (Becker 1968, Polinsky and Shavell 2000, 

Shavell 1991). There is no conclusive evidence that stronger punishment alone deters (Braga, 

Weisburd, and Turchan 2019); this only has an effect after there is a threshold level of certainty 

of punishment (Brown 1978, Chamlin 1991, Nagin 2013). In addition, the perception of 

punishment is important (Waldo and Chiricos 1972). Research shows that deterrence is a 

subjective mechanism (Apel 2013, Decker, Wright, and Logie 1993), and, therefore, it is 

important to study both the perceptions people have of certainty of punishment as well as the 

impact it may have on their lives (Grasmick and Bryjak 1980). We expected that greater 

certainty and greater severity of punishment would have a deterrent effect, and therefore would 

result in more compliant behavior with the measures.  

 The fourth factor we expected to influence compliance was the capacity people have to 

comply with mitigation measures. It makes sense that, if people are practically unable to comply 

with the rules, they would be less likely to report compliant behavior. For people to have the 

capacity to comply, it is also important that they have sufficient knowledge of what is expected 
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of them (Darley, Carlsmith, and Robinson 2001, Kim 1999, van Rooij 2021 (Forthcoming)). 

Therefore, we expected that people with more knowledge of the rules, would report more 

compliant behavior. Finally, we expected that the more unclear the rules were to people, the 

more difficult it was to know what was expected from them, which would therefore lead to less 

compliant behavior (Feldman and Teichman 2009).  

 Fifth, we expected that people with less opportunity to break the rules would report less 

rule breaking, based on insights from routine activities theory (Cohen and Felson 1979, Osgood 

et al. 1996, Spano and Freilich 2009) and situational crime prevention (Clarke 2003, 2005).  

 A sixth factor we expected may influence compliance was an individual’s level of 

impulsivity. Previous criminological findings have shown that high levels of impulsivity predict 

deviant behavior (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990, Pratt and Cullen 2000, 2005, Pratt and Llouyd 

2021 (Forthcoming), Vazsonyi, Mikuška, and Kelley 2017), therefore,  we expected that higher 

levels of impulsivity to be associated with lower levels of compliance.  

As a seventh possible factor, we expected descriptive social norm to influence 

compliance. Research has shown that people are more likely to comply when they see others 

comply with rules of requests. Research has also found that the more people see others violate 

rules, the more likely they are to violate the rules  themselves (Cialdini et al. 2006, Cialdini and 

Trost 1998, Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius 2008, Schultz et al. 2007). We studied 

whether perceptions of whether others followed the rules predicted respondent’s own 

compliance.  

 The eighth factor we expected to be associated with compliance was obligation to obey 

the law (“OOL”) and procedural justice (“PJ”). People who feel more obligated to obey the law 

are more likely to comply (Tyler 2006). OOL appears to have two dimensions. First, OOL has 

a normative dimension; people voluntarily obey the rules if these are made in a procedurally 

just way, by a properly established authority (Fine et al. 2020, Fine et al. 2016, Nagin and Telep 
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2017, Tyler 1997, 2006, 2017). When people think that the rules are created and enforced by 

authorities in a procedurally fair and just manner, there is a greater OOL (Nagin and Telep 

2017, Tyler 1997, 2006, 2017, Walters and Bolger 2019). Second, OOL has a non-normative 

dimension; when people feel that they have no other choice but to obey, they rather obey out 

of coercion and fear of authorities (Posch et al. 2020). We expected that normative OOL (“N-

OOL”), non-normative OOL (“NN-OOL”), and PJ would be associated with greater 

compliance.  

 The ninth factor that we expected to influence compliance is political orientation. People 

learned about the pandemic and its measures through news and social media, communication 

sources that could be aligned with a particular political orientation (Baum and Groeling 2008, 

Fletcher and Nielsen 2017, Prior 2013, Spohr 2017). This could determine the way that people 

learned about the pandemic and may have influenced how they viewed the measures and 

authorities (Fine, Rowan, and Simmons 2019) which, eventually, affected whether they 

complied or not. This is in line with previous work on political orientation and compliance with 

COVID-19 measures (Kushner Gadarian, Goodman, and Pepinsky 2020, Painter and Qiu 

2020). Thus, we studied the association between political orientation and compliance.  

   

Methods 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Review Board of the University of 

Amsterdam on April 3, 2020. All participants provided consent before participating in the 

study. Participation was voluntary, and all participants could stop the survey at any time.   

 

Participants 

Participants were recruited through the online platform Prolific Academic and were 

redirected to Qualtrics to fill out an English survey. Only English-speaking residents of the 

This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215



 11 

Netherlands1 over the age of 18 were allowed to participate in the survey and were paid $3.00 

for participation. The sample consisted of N = 614 participants of which 32 participants were 

excluded for not finishing the survey. Furthermore, eight participants were excluded because 

they provided professional care for COVID-19 patients, and seven participants were excluded 

because they failed the attention check.2 Table 1 shows the sample characteristics. 

 
Table 1. 
Sample characteristics for N = 568. 

Characteristic  

Age (Mean (SD)) 27.55 (8.50) 

Gender  

 Female 44.2% 

 Male 54.8% 

 Other (non-binary) 1.1% 

Ethnic minority  

 Yes 16.9% 

 No 81.0% 

Education  

 No diploma 1.2% 

 High school degree 35.8% 

 College degree and higher 63.0% 
Political view  

 Very progressive 29.6% 

 Slightly progressive 42.3% 

 Slightly conservative 13.6% 

 Very conservative 3.2% 

Note. Ethnic minority and political view – percentages may 

not add up to 100% as subjects could select the option “prefer 

not to say” 

Materials 

 Control variables. The following descriptive statistics were recorded: age, gender, 

nationality, information on residency (country, province), employment status, occupation, 

education, household residents (total number and number of children or minors), part of ethnic 

minority, social economic status before and after COVID-19 (MacArthur Scale of Subjective 

Social Status; Adler et al. 2000). Furthermore, participants indicated whether they provided 

professional care for COVID-19 patients, whether they visited friends or family over the age of 

75 on a regular basis prior to the outbreak of the virus, and whether they themselves or anyone 

 
1 The Netherlands is ranked first regarding English skills after exclusion of native English countries (https://www.ef.com/wwen/epi/); more 

than 90% of Dutch people rate themselves as reasonable to fluent in English (Edwards 2014). 
2 One participant was excluded based on overlap in exclusion criteria; both providing professional care and failing the attention check 
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they knew had underlying health issues that would make them more at-risk for contracting 

COVID-19. Finally, participants were asked to indicate their trust in science (on a single item 

taken from McCright et al. 2013), and trust in media reporting on a single item, similar to the 

item of trust in science.  

 Compliance with COVID-19 measures. Compliance was measured on two main 

COVID-19 mitigation measures: “social distancing” and “stay at home” measures. Four items 

(a = .65) measured whether participants complied with social distancing measures. For social 

distancing, three items were reverse scored. Compliance with stay at home measures was 

measured using a single item. Participants answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 

“never” to (7) “always.” A factor analysis of the compliance measures resulted in all items 

loading on one factor. We therefore decided to use the combined compliance measure for 

further analysis, despite that the combined compliance measures (a = .68) did not reach the 

often-used cut-off point of a = .70. Higher values indicated greater compliance with COVID-

19 mitigation measures.  

 Substantive moral support. Substantive moral support was measured on three 

subscales; perceived threat, specific moral alignment, and support for current policies. 

 Perceived threat. Perceived threat was measured using three items (a = .76), on which 

participants indicated to what extent they believed the Coronavirus was a threat to themselves, 

friends and relatives, or the general public, rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 

“very strongly disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” Higher scores indicated higher perceived 

threat. 

 Specific moral alignment. Specific moral alignment was measured using two items (a 

= .85), on which participants indicated to what extent they believed people should follow the 

COVID-19 mitigation measures, rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “very strongly 
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disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” The mean score was calculated and higher values 

indicated more specific moral alignment. 

 Support for current policies. Support for current policies was measured using three 

items (a = .40), on which participants indicated to what extent they supported the authorities in 

adopting the COVID-19 mitigation measures, rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 

“very strongly disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” One item was reverse scored. The mean 

score was calculated and higher values indicated more support for the authorities adopting the 

COVID-19 measures. One item correlated poorly. If removed, Cronbach’s alpha rose to a = 

.77, and this item was excluded from further analysis.  

 Costs of compliance and strain. Costs of compliance and strain were measured on two 

sub-scales; costs of compliance, and negative emotions.  

 Costs of compliance. Participants indicated on five items (a = .74) how likely it was 

that compliance with the COVID-19 mitigation measures would have a negative impact on 

them. Participants answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “extremely unlikely” to 

(7) “extremely likely.” A higher score indicated that people thought it was more likely that 

COVID-19 measures would have a negative impact on them.  

 Negative emotions. Negative emotions due to COVID-19 was measured on six items 

(a = .84) assessing different negative emotions, rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 

(1) “very strongly disagree” tot (7) “very strongly agree.” Means were calculated and higher 

values indicated higher negative emotions.  

 Deterrence. Deterrence was measured for the two COVID-19 mitigation measures 

separately on two subscales: certainty and severity.  

Certainty. Two items (social distancing a = .72; stay at home a = .81) measured the 

perceived certainty of apprehension and punishment for violating COVID-19 measures, 

answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “extremely improbable” to (7) “extremely 
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probable.” As the two items for social distancing and stay at home measures showed strong 

internal consistency (a = .80), they were combined into aggregated scale measures of certainty 

of punishment. Higher scores indicated greater certainty of punishment for violating COVID-

19 measures. 

Severity. On one item for the severity of punishment, participants indicated how much 

they believed they would suffer if punished for violating COVID-19 measures. Subjective 

severity of punishment (social distancing and stay at home combined a = .88) was answered 

on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “extreme suffering” to (6) “no suffering at all.” 

Higher scored indicated lower suffering from punishment for violating COVID-19 measures.  

 Capacity to comply. The capacity to comply was measured using three subscales; 

practical capacity to comply, knowledge of the current measures, and perceived clarity of 

current measures. 

 Practical capacity to comply. Three items (a = .53) measured to what extent participants 

are practically able to comply with the COVID-19 mitigation measures, on a 7-point Likert 

scale ranging from (1) “very strongly disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” One item 

correlated poorly (a = .54 if deleted). This item was excluded from further analysis. Higher 

scores indicated more practical ability to comply.  

Knowledge of current measures. Participants indicated for seven statements which 

COVID-19 mitigation measures currently apply to them, with three answer options 

(yes/no/unsure). As all measures were in force within the Netherlands at time this survey was 

conducted, the total number of “yes” answers given (range 0-7) was used as an indicator of 

legal knowledge. Higher scores indicated more knowledge of current measures.  

 Perceived clarity of current measures. Furthermore, participants were asked on one 

item whether the COVID-19 measures were clear to them (“[t]he measures authorities have 

adopted to reduce the spread of the Coronavirus are…”) answered on a 7-point Likert scale 
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ranging from (1) “extremely unclear” to “extremely clear,” where higher scores indicated 

greater clarity of the current measures. 

 Opportunity to violate. Five items (a = .78) measured to what extent participants had 

the opportunity in practice to violate the COVID-19 mitigation measures, on a 7-point Likert 

scale ranging from (1) “very strongly disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” Higher scores 

indicated more opportunity to violate the COVID-19 mitigation measures.  

 Impulsivity. Impulsivity was measured using a subset of five items (a = .76) taken from 

the 8-item impulse control subscale from the Weinberger Adjustment Inventory (WAI; 

Weinberger and Schwartz 1990). The items were answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 

from (1) “false” to (5) “true.” One item was reverse scored, and means were calculated such 

that higher scores indicated higher impulsivity.  

 Descriptive social norms. Participants rated to what extent people they know comply 

with the COVID-19 measures (one item for each measure, a = .87), on a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from (1) “very strongly disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” Higher scores indicated 

more compliant descriptive social norms.  

 Obligation to obey the law (OOL). OOL was measured using three subscales; 

normative obligation to obey the law, non-normative obligation to obey the law, and procedural 

justice.  

 Normative obligation to obey the law. Normative obligation to obey the law was 

measured with a single item, “I feel like it is sometimes okay to break the law”, on a 7-point 

Likert scale ranging from (1) “strongly agree” to (7) “strongly disagree.” This item was created 

for the current study based on existent work (e.g., Estévez and Emler 2010, Fine et al. 2020, 

Reisig, Bratton, and Gertz 2007). Higher scores indicated greater normative obligation to obey 

the law.  
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 Non-normative obligation to obey the law. Non-normative obligation to obey the law 

was measured using a single item, “I only obey the authorities handling the Coronavirus 

because I am afraid of them” (adapted for this study following Posch et al. 2020, Tankebe, 

Reisig, and Wang 2016), measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “very strongly 

disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” Higher scores indicated higher non-normative obligation 

to obey the law.  

 Procedural justice (PJ). PJ was measured by adapting instruments for evaluating 

perceived fairness of law enforcement (Baker and Gau 2018, Gau 2014, Tyler 1997, Wolfe et 

al. 2016). Three items measured PJ in creating the COVID-19 mitigation measures, and four 

items measured PJ in enforcing the COVID-19 mitigation measures. The items were answered 

on a 7-point Likert scare ranging from (1) “very strongly disagree” to (7) “very strongly agree.” 

Because the PJ perceptions for creation and enforcement were strongly correlated (a = .91), we 

used a scale with the combined PJ, with higher values indicating higher PJ.  

 Political orientation. Political orientation was measured with a single item (adapted 

from Fine, Rowan, and Simmons 2019, Hasson et al. 2018, Wojcik et al. 2015) with four answer 

possibilities, ranging from “very progressive” to “very conservative.” Additionally, participants 

could indicate that they “prefer not to say.” If so, they were excluded from analyses that include 

this variable. 

Results 

Compliance with COVID-19 measures 

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the compliance with COVID-19 measures. 

For all items means were considerably large, indicating that overall, participants self-reported 

high rates of compliance.  
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Table 2. 
Descriptive statistics of Compliance with COVID-19 measures on a 7-point Likert scale from (1) “never” to (7) “always”. 

Item Mean Sd 

Since the authorities took measures to contain the Coronavirus:    

Social distancing   

 I still meet people outside of my direct household.^ 5.89 1.11 

 I keep a safe distance from people outside of my direct household. 6.04 1.15 

 I still visit others (friends, relatives) outside of my direct household.^ 6.24 0.96 

 I still allow others (friends, relative) to visit my direct household.^ 6.15 0.98 

Stay at home   
 I have stayed at home after I was ordered to do so, apart from engaging 

 in essential activities (e.g., grocery shopping, medical appointments) 

5.93 1.24 

 

Combined measure 6.05 0.73 

Note. ^ - reverse scored.  

 

Descriptive statistics 

 Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics for the control variables. Table 4 shows the 

descriptive statistics for independent variables.  

 
     Table 3. 
       Descriptive statistics (M(SD), or percentages) of  
       control variables for N = 568. 

Variables Descriptive  

Statistics 

Scale 

N household   
N children   

SES pre-COVID-19 6.34 (1.56) 1-10 

SES post-COVID-19 6.26 (1.67) 1-10 
Friends/family 75+ 34.5%  

Health issues self 13.0%  

Health issues others 74.6%  

Trust in science 4.29 (0.80) 1-5 
Trust in media 2.93 (1.11) 1-5 
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    Table 4. 
     Descriptive statistics (M(SD) of independent variables for N = 568. 

Variables M (SD) Scale 

Substantive moral alignment   
 Perceived threat 4.97 (1.10) 1-7 

 Specific moral alignment 6.25 (1.06) 1-7 

 Support current policies 4.47 (1.19) 1-7 
Costs of compliance 4.03 (1.34) 1-7 

Negative emotions 4.09 (1.16) 1-7 

Deterrence   

 Certainty 3.48 (1.27) 1-7 
 Severity 3.62 (1.15) 1-6 

Capacity to comply   

 Practical capacity to comply 5.50 (1.12) 1-7 
 Knowledge 5.22 (1.67) 0-7 

 Clarity of current measures 5.32 (1.32) 1-7 

Opportunity to comply 3.85 (1.38) 1-7 
Impulsivity 2.11 (0.80) 1-5 

Descriptive social norms 5.40 (1.15) 1-7 

OOL and PJ   

 Normative OOL 4.36 (1.70) 1-7 
 Non-normative OOL 2.12 (1.20) 1-7 

 PJ 5.35 (1.10) 1-7 

 
Correlations 

 Table 5 shows the correlations between the compliance measure and the control 

variables. Table 6 shows the correlations between the compliance measure and the independent 

variables. We found a positive correlation between compliance and (i) perceived threat (r = 

.23), (ii) specific moral alignment (r = .37), (iii) negative emotions (r = .07), (iv) capacity to 

comply (r = .29), (v) clarity of current measures (r = .08), (vi) knowledge of current measures 

(r = .24), (vii) social norms (r = .07), (viii) normative OOL (r = .19), and (ix) PJ (r = .08). This 

suggests that more perceived threat, greater specific moral alignment, more negative emotions, 

more capacity to comply, greater clarity of current measures, more knowledge of current 

measures, more social norms, more normative OOL, and greater PJ is associated with more 

compliance. We found a negative correlation between compliance and (i) opportunity to violate 

(r = -.10), (ii) impulsivity (r = -.10), and (iii) non-normative OOL (r = -.11). This suggests that 

more opportunity to violate, more impulsivity and more non-normative OOL is associated with 

less compliance.  
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Table 5.  
Kendall’s tau correlations of control variables (N = 568). 
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Education 
 

.424** .088*            

N Household 
 

-.251** -.086* -.212**           

N Children 
 

.308** -.061 .132** .260**          

Ethnicity 
 

.100** -.115** .006 -.010 .038         

SES pre-COVID-19 
 

.025 -.124** .112** .092** .127** .111**        

SES post-COVID-19 
 

.009 -.138** .086* .078* .116** .116** .779**       

Friends/family 75+ 
 

.016 -.056 -.029 .064 .073 .210** .104* .117**      

Health issues self 
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Health issues other 
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Trust in science 
 

-.025 -.033 .073* -.011 -.047 .102** .055 .054 .065 -.018 .079   
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Compliance 
 

.073* .128** .039 -.092** .043 -.062 -.015 .004 -.030 .080*  .073* .083* .024 

Note.  * – Correlation is significant at the .05 level. ** – Correlation is significant at the .01 level. Ethnicity – N = 556 
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Table 6. 
Kendall’s tau correlations of independent variables (N = 568). 
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.359**                 

Support for  
current policies 

.009 .003                

Costs  
of compliance 

.076 .007 -.048               

Negative 
emotions 

.191** .053 -.076* .209**              

Deterrence 
certainty 

.068* .022 .076* .051 .018             

Deterrence 
severity 

-.056 .056 -.019 -.032 -.067* -.085**            

Capacity  
to comply 

.122** .294** .046 .011 .035 -.007 .035           

Clarity  
current measures 

.087** .113** .343** -.044 -.066* .109** .046 .107**          

Knowledge 
 

.171** .197** -.007 .034 .054 .074* -.012 .156** .142**         

Opportunity  
to violate 

-.149** -.098** .011 -.041 -.082* -.148** .026 -.033 -.057 -.103**        

Social norms 
 

-.022 .083* .137** -.079 -.060 .020 .015 .171** .129** .020 .011       

Impulsivity 
 

.005 -.009 .003 .000 .081** -.054 .031 -.026 -.041 .037 -.053 .003      

Normative OOL 
 

.218** .163** .072* .005 .077* .060 .000 .103** .134** .159** -.082** .059 -.135**     

Non-normative 
OOL 

-.064 -.133** -.042 .034 .046 .065* -.068* -.132** -.043 .060 -.066* -.122** .126** -.068*    

PJ 
 

.031 .106** .161** -.027 -.074* .040 -.002 .132** .178** .052 -.044 .157** -.037 .186** -.141**   

Political 
orientation 

-.037 -.052 -.020 -.018 -.141** .018 -.020 -.068 .011 .032 .054 -.079* .071* .038 .128** .038  

Compliance 
 

.234** .370** -.049 .044 .069* .002 .040 .292** .075* .243** -.104** .071* -.096** .190** -.111** .081** -.058 

Note.  * – Correlation is significant at the .05 level. ** – Correlation is significant at the .01 level. Political orientation – N = 503. 
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Regression analysis  

 We performed a series of ordinary least-squares regressions using the compliance 

measure as a dependent variable. For each predictor or subscale, a separate regression model 

was estimated utilizing a comprehensive set of control variables that were significantly 

correlated with compliance (Table 2), including: age, gender, number of people in direct 

household, having health issues that put you at-risk, knowing others with health issues that put 

them at-risk, and trust in science. Regressions were adjusted for heteroscedasticity using 

Huber/White robust standard error estimation. Table 7 shows the results of the OLS regressions. 

 

     Table 7.  
                 Separate OLS regression analysis of compliance (N=568), adjusted for  

      control variables, with coefficient B, Standard Error (SE) and R2 
 B SE RSq 
Substantive moral support    
 Perceived threat .17** .03 .13 
 Moral belief .22** .04 .17 
 Support for current policies -.03 .03 .07 
Cost of compliance .05 .02 .07 
Negative emotions .03 .03 .07 
Deterrence    
 Certainty .02 .02 .07 
 Severity .04 .03 .07 
Capacity to comply    
 Practical capacity .19** .03 .15 
 Clarity of current measures .03* .02 .08 
 Knowledge .13** .02 .16 
Opportunity to violate -.09** .02 .09 
Impulsivity -.11* .04 .09 
Descriptive social norms .04 .03 .07 
OOL    
 Normative OOL .07** .02 .10 
 Non-normative OOL -.03 .03 .07 
 PJ .05 .03 .07 
Political orientation -.01 .04 .05 

Note. * - Correlation is significant at the .05 level. ** - Correlation is significant 
         at the .001 level. Political orientation – N = 503 
 

 

The data show that several independent variables were significantly associated with 

compliance. We found positive, significant associations with compliance for perceived threat, 

moral belief, practical capacity, clarity of current measures, knowledge, and normative OOL. 

We found negative, significant associations with compliance for opportunity to violate, and 

This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215



 22 

impulsivity. For all other independent variables, no significant associations with compliance 

were observed.  

 To complement these separate regression models, we also conducted a series of stepwise 

regressions, in which multiple predictors were included in the same model (see table 8). This 

approach allows us to examine whether the associations with compliance remained when taking 

into account the effects of other independent variables. For these models, collinearity statistics 

indicated no issues with multicollinearity (all VIFs £ 1.44; all tolerances ³ .69). 

 In the first step (model 0), we included only the control variables that significantly 

correlated with compliance (see Table 6). Results indicate that gender and trust in science 

showed significant associations with compliance, such that women and people that have more 

trust in science show greater compliance with COVID-19 mitigation measures. Age, number of 

members of direct household, personal health issues, and health issues of others were not related 

to compliance. 

 In model 1, we added the measures of substantive moral support (perceived threat, 

specific moral alignment, support for current policies), costs of compliance (costs of 

compliance and negative emotions) and impulsivity. Results indicate that perceived threat, 

specific moral alignment and impulsivity showed significant associations with compliance, 

such that participants who perceived more threat of the COVID-19 virus for themselves and 

others, who more strongly believed people should follow the COVID-19 mitigation measures, 

and who were less impulsive, showed greater compliance with the COVID-19 mitigation 

measures. Relative to model 0, the percentage of explained variance in compliance increased 

from 7% to 21%. Support for current policies, costs of compliance and negative emotions were 

unrelated to compliance. 

 In model 2, we added the measures of deterrence (certainty and severity) and descriptive 

social norms. Results indicate that descriptive social norms were significantly associated with 
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compliance, such that people who reported more compliant descriptive social norms showed 

greater compliance. Relative to model 2, the percentage of explained variance in compliance 

increased from 21% to 23%. Deterrence was unrelated to compliance.  

 In model 3, we included the measures of capacity to comply (practical capacity, clarity 

of measures, knowledge) and opportunity to violate. Results indicate that practical capacity to 

comply, knowledge of measures, and the opportunity to violate were significantly associated 

with compliance, such that people who had greater ability to comply, who had more knowledge 

of the measures, and had less opportunity to violate, showed greater compliance with the 

COVID-19 mitigation measures. Relative to model 2, the percentage of explained variance 

increased from 23% to 32%. Clarity of the current measures was not associated with 

compliance.  

 In model 4, we added the measures of OOL (normative OOL, non-normative OOL, PJ). 

Results indicated that none of these measures were associated with compliance. Relative to 

model 3, the percentage of explained variance did not change. 

 Last, in model 5, we added the measure of political orientation. The results indicated 

that political orientation was not associated with compliance. Relative to model 3 and 4, the 

percentage of explained variance did not change.  
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Table 8. 
Step-wise regression models of compliance with N = 568 

 Model 0. 
Baseline 
model 
(controls 
only) 

Model 1 
+ Substantive 
moral support, 
Costs of 
compliance, 
impulsivity 

Model 2 
 
 
 
+ Deterrence, 
Social norms 

Model 3 
 
+ Capacity to 
comply, 
opportunity to 
violate 

Model 4 
 
 
+ Obligation 
to obey the 
law 

Model 5 
 
 
 
+ Political 
orientation 

 B(SE) B(SE) B(SE) B(SE) B(SE) B(SE) 
Age .01 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) 
Gender       
    i female .20** (.06) .09 (.06) .09 (.06) .12* (.06) .11 (.06) .08 (.06) 
    ii other -.02 (.29) -.19 (.27) -.22 (.27) -.28 (.27) -.29 (.27) -.32 (.26) 
N household -.02 (.02) -.03 (.02) -.03 (.02) -.02 (.02) -.02 (.02) -.02 (.02) 
Health (self) .14 (.08) .07 (.08) .08 (.08) .08 (.07) .08 (.08) .10 (.08) 
Health (other) .05 (.07) .04 (.07) .03 (.07) .07 (.06) .07 (.06) .07 (.07) 
Trust  
in science 

.15*** (.04) .08 (.05) .07 (.05) .07 (.04) .06 (.05) .06 (.05) 

Perceived threat  .10** (.03) .11*** (.03) .07 (.03) .07* (.03) .07* (.03) 
Specific moral 
alignment 

 .19*** (.04) .18*** (.04) .13** (.04) .13** (.04) .14*** (.04) 

Support current 
measures 

 -.03 (.03) -.04 (.03) -.05 (.03) -.05 (.03) -.05 (.03) 

Cost of compliance  .03 (.02) .03 (.02) .03 (.02) .03 (.02) .04 (.02) 
Negative emotions  .00 (.03) .01 (.03) .00 (.03) .00 (.03) .02 (.03) 
Impulsivity  -.13** (.04) -.14** (.04) -.13** (.04) -.13** (.04) -.14** (.04) 
Deterrence certainty   -.00 (.02) -.02 (.02) -.02 (.02) -.02 (.02) 
Deterrence severity   .04 (.02) .04 (.02) .04 (.02) .05 (.03) 
Descriptive social 
norms 

  .06* (.03) .04 (.02) .04 (.03) .04 (.03) 

Practical capacity to 
comply  

   .12*** (.03) .12*** (.03) .12*** (.03) 

Clarity of measures    .01 (.02) .02 (.02) .02 (.03) 
Knowledge    .08*** (.02) .08*** (.02) .08*** (.01) 
Opportunity to 
violate 

   -.06* (.02) -.06* (.02) -.07** (.03) 

NOOL     .02 (.02) .00 (.02) 
NNOOL     -.01 (.02) -.02 (.03) 
PJ     -.01 (.03) -.02 (.03) 
Political orientation       .02 (.04) 
Rsq .07 .21 .23 .32 .32 .32 
Rsq change  .14 .02 .09 0 0 

Note. * - Correlation is significant at the .05 level. ** - Correlation is significant at the .01 level. *** - Correlation is significant 
at the .001 level. Model 5 – N = 503 
 

 

Discussion 

This study had two main purposes. First, we investigated to what extent people residing 

in the Netherlands have complied with the measures taken to slow the spread of COVID-19 

virus. Overall, we found relatively high self-reported compliance with coronavirus mitigation 

measures in the Netherlands. This is generally in line with the previous Dutch study of I&O 

Research and Universiteit Twente (2020). In their study, they found that 99% of the people kept 

a safe distance of 1.5 meters of others, and that 87% stayed at home if they did not feel well. 
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However, our study does not allow us to analyze any change in behavior, because we only used 

one moment of measurement. 

Second, we analyzed why people complied with the measures, based on insights from 

prior insights on compliance and rule breaking. We found mixed results about whether overall 

substantive moral support for the measures was related to compliant behavior. On one hand, we 

found a positive association between reported compliance and both whether people feared the 

COVID-19 virus and whether people morally believed that measures should be followed. On 

the other hand, counterintuitively, we did not find an association between compliance and 

whether people generally supported the measures. As such, personal fear of the virus and 

specific moral beliefs about compliance with the measures played a significant role in 

behavioral responses to the measures.   

 We expected that greater costs of compliance would predict less compliance; as the 

higher costs of compliance the less likely people will rationally decide to obey the measures 

(Donovan and Blake 1992, Paternoster and Simpson 1993). However, the results showed no 

relation between costs of compliance and compliant behavior. In addition, we expected that 

more negative emotions would predict less compliant behavior (Agnew 1992, 2007, Agnew et 

al. 2002, Agnew and White 1992, Botchkovar, Tittle, and Antonaccio 2009, Piquero and 

Sealock 2004). We found no relation between negative emotions and compliance. A possible 

explanation could be that at the time this survey was conducted, the measures were in place 

only for a relatively short time and that the costs of compliance had not strongly materialized 

yet. It may well be that, as the measures stay in place longer, or should they be reinstituted in 

the case of a second wave, the costs and negative emotions may come to negatively affect 

compliance as strain theory suggests.  

 We investigated whether the deterrent effect of measures is associated with compliance. 

We found no relation for severity of deterrence with compliance, which is not entirely 
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surprising, because existing data shows inconclusive evidence that stricter punishment alone 

can deter offending (Nagin 2013, Nagin, Cullen, and Jonson 2009, Nagin and Pepper 2012, 

Simpson et al. 2014). In the deterrence literature, what matters most is certainty of punishment. 

However, we found no relation between certainty of punishment and compliance. A possible 

reason could be that certainty of detection and punishment for violating COVID-19 mitigation 

measures in the Netherlands does not meet the minimum threshold. Research shows that below 

a minimum threshold, punishment will not deter (Brown 1978, Chamlin 1991). Achieving a 

minimum threshold for the certainty of detection could be challenging in the Netherlands where 

people are still allowed to go outside without an official statement, as opposed to for example 

in France. Since the strict COVID-19 mitigation measures starting on March 17, French police 

conducted 11.8 million checks in one month, and gave 700.000 fines during these checks.xxvii 

As a comparison, the Dutch police gave around 5.500 fines for violating COVID-19 measures 

from the end of March until April 23.xxviii Nevertheless, even without a significant association 

between deterrence and compliance, people reported relatively high compliance. It seems that 

compliance in the Netherlands is voluntary rather than enforced. Thus, this is in line with the 

principles of the intelligent lockdown that emphasize self-discipline and moral responsibility.  

 Overall, we found that two core elements of people’s capacity to comply were 

associated with compliance. The results showed a positive association between people’s ability 

to comply and compliance, meaning that people who are less able to comply with the measures 

(e.g., less able to work from home or to keep a safe distance from others) are indeed less likely 

to keep social distance and stay at home. We also found that people with more knowledge about 

the measures show more compliant behavior, which is in line with previous research (Darley, 

Carlsmith, and Robinson 2001, Kim 1999, van Rooij and Sokol 2021 (Forthcoming)). 

Nonetheless, we did not find a relation between clarity of the measures and compliance, as we 

expected based on Feldman and Teichman (2009). As such, the ability to comply with the 
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measures and knowledge about the measures played a significant role in the behavioral 

responses to the measures.  

 The data further showed that people with more opportunity to violate the measures 

showed less compliant behavior. This finding is in line with the expectations (Clarke 2003, 

2005, Cohen and Felson 1979, Osgood et al. 1996, Spano and Freilich 2009). This means that 

people who can, for example, still visit people outside of their household, or go outside for non-

essential activities are more likely to violate the measures. In reality, many beaches in the 

Netherlands were busy during the first weekend after the measures were implemented because 

people still had the opportunity to go there.xxix After closing the roads to the beaches, and 

therefore taking away the opportunity, beaches were almost empty the week after.xxx When 

considered alongside the deterrence findings, this provides clear guidance to policymakers and 

practitioners; deterrence threats of fines, fees, and punishments may have little impact, whereas 

physically closing locations and making violating restrictions more difficult appears far more 

impactful for enhancing compliance.  

 The data further shows that impulsivity is associated with noncompliance. This is in line 

with the expectations based on the study of self-control in offending behavior (Gottfredson and 

Hirschi 1990, Pratt and Cullen 2000, 2005, Pratt and Llouyd 2021 (Forthcoming), Vazsonyi, 

Mikuška, and Kelley 2017). It means that people who reported to be more impulsive are less 

likely to comply with the measures to mitigate COVID-19. Although the intelligent lockdown 

asks people to maintain self-discipline, these findings show that this will not be possible for 

everyone equally.  

 We found a positive association between descriptive social norms and compliance, 

meaning that the more people see others comply, the more likely they are to keep social distance 

and to stay at home. Previous research about social norms has shown that social norms can have 

a powerful influence on compliance (Cialdini et al. 2006, Cialdini and Trost 1998, Goldstein, 

This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3598215



 28 

Cialdini, and Griskevicius 2008, Schultz et al. 2007). In a short period of time, we see a 

fundamental change in descriptive social norms. Suddenly most people stay at home, refrain 

from meeting people outside of their household and keep a safe distance. People who don’t 

comply can expect anger directed toward them on social media about their behavior.xxxi It seems 

that the Dutch Government has been smart in emphasizing the positive social norms and in 

subsequent press conferences stating how many people are complying with the measures, and 

how we are moving into a normal situation of social distancing with the 1.5 meter society.xxxii 

 We found no association between obligation to obey the law and compliance, or with 

procedural justice and compliance. Similar, we found no association between political 

orientation and compliance. A possible explanation could be that in times of crisis, people 

support their leader regardless of political ideology, also known as ‘rally around the flag’ 

(Mueller 1970, Mueller 1973). Dutch polls show that eight of out ten people support the 

approach of the Government to mitigate the virus, and that people show more trust in both 

Premier Rutte and the Government in March as compared to February.xxxiii Furthermore, both 

members of the Dutch Cabinet and leaders of the opposition parties have emphasized that the 

approach of this crisis is unrelated to political ideology and that the right approach should be 

based on advice of experts and scientists.xxxiv 

 

Limitations 

Some limitations of this study must be acknowledged. As a first limitation, we used self-

reported compliance data that may be subjected to response biases, such as imperfect recall or 

social desirability bias (Bauhoff 2011, Van de Mortel 2008). However, the finding of high self-

reported compliance is in line with objective data from Google COVID19 Community 

Mobility,xxxv that shows large drops in human activity trends compared to data from before the 

pandemic in retail and recreation, use of transit stations, and visits to workplaces. Also, existing 
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research shows that there can be strong concordance between self-reported and objective 

compliance measures when surveys are utilized (Bachmann et al. 1999, Dieltjens et al. 2013, 

Garber et al. 2004, Rauscher et al. 1993, Ridgers et al. 2012). More specifically, a recent study 

found that social desirability bias did not inflate the estimates of compliance with COVID-19 

measures in online surveys (Larsen, Petersen, and Nyrup 2020). However, it is still possible 

that there is a sampling bias in our study. While our sample showed diversity in terms of 

demographic variables (age, gender, ethnicity, political orientation and geographical locations), 

we cannot claim to have a full representative statement for the Netherlands. It might thus be 

possible that there are unobserved differences that have affected study outcomes (i.e., 

unobserved variable bias). Finally, in the analyses, we limited ourselves to multivariate 

regressions for all controls and independent variables. We have not yet conducted interactions 

or models of sets of variables to gain more insights about how different variables may mediate 

others.  

 

Conclusion  

The ‘intelligent lockdown’ in the Netherlands can be seen as an appeal to citizens’ 

own responsibility and sense of self-discipline. Citizens in the Netherlands have been allowed 

more freedom to leave their house and authorities have focused less on repression and more 

on moral appeals and messages stressing positive behavior. Yet, in reality the intelligent 

lockdown also did restrict freedom, by closing public venues, restricting parking at parks and 

beaches, and with shops limiting the number of customers, resulting in less freedom and less 

choice.  

 The results from this study show that the principles of the intelligent lockdown are 

mostly in line with what we found has influenced compliance at the time of our study. We 

indeed found that deterrence was not at play in compliance, and as such that a strategy to 
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achieve compliance through punishment and repression would not have been effective. We 

found that people’s intrinsic motivation was key and that compliance originated from an 

overall fear of disease, a moral support for compliance with the measures and a social view 

that compliance is normal. At the same time, we see that such an intrinsic motivation did not 

operate alone. People also complied because they were able to do so and because they had 

less opportunity to break the rules. Reducing such opportunities is particularly important, as 

not everyone has the self-discipline that the authorities ask for, and people with lower self-

control are more likely to break the rules.  

 Our data only  allow us to assess what influenced compliance on April 7-14. We can 

only speculate what will happen in the upcoming period of time. As people see the number of 

infections and deaths decrease as a result of the initial measures, it is possible that people start 

to fear the virus less, and they might have less substantive moral support for compliance with 

the measures. We expect that the longer people have to maintain social distance and stay at 

home, the costs of compliance will increase, for example by losing income or even jobs. This 

could undermine their capacity to comply, which could lead to less compliant behavior. We 

speculate that if the costs of compliance increase, negative emotions will also increase, 

enabling people to cope through offending based on strain theory (Agnew 1992, 2007, Agnew 

et al. 2002, Agnew and White 1992, Baron 2004, Botchkovar, Tittle, and Antonaccio 2009, 

Piquero and Sealock 2004). Under the pressure of the rising costs, authorities will likely lift 

some of the current restrictions (e.g., authorities have already decided to open up primary 

schoolsxxxvi). By doing so, opportunity to violate the measures will increase, which could have 

negative consequences for compliance. Once more people start to violate the rules because of 

the loosened restrictions, social norms will start to shift and non-compliance may normalize. 

This could cause a change in factors that influence compliance with the measures.   
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Without a vaccine, social distancing measures may be necessary until 2022 to prevent 

a second outbreak from happening (Kissler et al. 2020). To continue the intelligent lockdown, 

it is therefore crucial that authorities maintain balance between ensuring freedom where 

needed and possible, while maintaining sufficient sources of influence that keep people from 

resorting back to their pre-corona lives en masse before it is safe to do so. We intend to 

continue our study in several more waves in the coming weeks to track how compliance 

develops as circumstances change, to help ensure that authorities take the right steps to 

continue to mitigate COVID-19.  
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