1

[bookmark: _GoBack]Social capital during the Covid-19 pandemic threat: The Russian experience

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, many studies have been conducted to explore the role of social capital in overcoming the negative consequences of the pandemic. However, it has not been studied how the pandemic itself can affect social capital. Trying to fill this gap, we studied the relationship between perceived coronavirus threat and such indicators of social capital, as social trust, institutional trust and various types of social relationships (with family, friends, colleagues, neighbors, residents of a locality, residents of a country). 
We expect that perceived coronavirus threat and the associated restriction of social contacts may have negative consequences for social capital. In particular, social ties between people will not be maintained and will become weaker, as a result of the above-mentioned fears and xenophobia, people's trust may decrease. Based on this reasoning, we can formulate 
Hypothesis 1:
  H1: The perceived threat of coronavirus will be negatively associated with social capital (social and institutional trust, social relationships with others).
On the other hand, it is important to note that the COVID-19 pandemic is different from pandemics in the past: we now have advanced communication and information technologies available at our fingertips. Staying at home no longer means near complete isolation. We can work, study, see family and friends, and even our physicians and therapists online (Jurcik et al., 2020). 
Nevertheless, does this mean that there is no threat to social capital? Scientists argue that today there are many ambiguities regarding the use of digital technology in new realities, as people may be uncertain about how to use them appropriately and effectively. Moreover, digital communication is not an equivalent substitute for personal interaction (Claridge, 2020; Pitas & Ehmer, 2020). However, it is reasonable to expect that the use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) can mitigate the decline in social capital. Analogously, there is evidence that long-distance psychotherapies can be as effective as therapies that are delivered face-to-face (Carlbring et al., 2018), even though digitally guided expert treatments may not be the preferred modality by the public (Renn et al., 2019). Such findings beg the question as to whether being able to communicate via social media, email, text, and online platforms such as Zoom or Skype, can afford a level of social capital that can be as effective as communicating in person, at least for some people. 
Moreover, there is the evidence that disasters can, perhaps paradoxically, strengthen social capital (Dussaillant & Guzman, 2015). Dussaillant and Guzman (2015) found that in some cases trust increased after an earthquake and tsunami; disasters influence people's attitudes, behavior and social norms, and thus provide an opportunity to strengthen their social ties. Similarly, the pandemic has led to new opportunities for social connections and collaboration, where some people may make an extra effort to connect with others online, even over large distances (see Jurcik et al., 2020). Indeed, despite some of the negative effects on socialization during the mass quarantines there was a significant increase in social contacts through digital technology according to one large scale international study (Ammar et al., 2020). The authors suggested wide scale interventions that would promote social inclusion through technology. Thus, the question about how the pandemic affects social capital remains open and the present study contributes to empirically addressing this issue. 
Accordingly, an alternative hypothesis can also be proposed that posits that the perception of the coronavirus threat does not reduce social capital but even increases it, because ICT opens up new opportunities for people to contact and interact with each other. In addition, in lockdown conditions, contacts with close people, for example, with family members, can become even more intense and frequent.
Н2:  The perceived threat of the coronavirus will be positively associated with social relationships with others.
The sample consisted of 500 respondents, the data were collected in different regions of the Russian Federation. 

The vast majority of available research on social capital in the context of COVID-19 shows that social capital is a good resource for mitigating the rise in morbidity and preventing the spread of infection (see the research review by Wu, 2021). However, researchers overlook the fact that the pandemic itself can be associated with psychosocial phenomena underlying social capital (i.e., various types of trust and social relationships). This study intended to fill this particular gap.  
The results of the study demonstrate that greater perceived coronavirus threat was linked to higher institutional trust in older participants. This pattern can be interpreted as the activation of psychological defense mechanisms.  This effect was not observed among young people, for whom the infection is less dangerous (Bonanad et al., 2020). In contrast, the perceived threat of the coronavirus was not related to social trust. As for social ties, our study indicated that “strong” ties (with family, colleagues, and friends) either remained unchanged or were intensified in the face of the epidemiological threat. “Weak ties” (with neighbors, residents of the same locality, and fellow citizens) have tended to weaken even more. Accordingly, the possible effects of the pandemic on social capital are ambiguous and may impact various parameters of social capital in differential ways. We can see social disintegration combined with a growth in paternalism and increased ties with the immediate social environment. Overall, this could be interpreted as more of a negative effect on social capital than a neutral one. Future research needs to be conducted examining the relations between public health and media messages, pandemic outcomes, and institutional trust. 
