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Abstract

How do organized economic interests affect the governance of the coronavirus disease
2019 (Covid-19) pandemic? We investigate whether the structural and instrumental
power of employer organizations and unions impact upon the stringency of contain-
ment measures implemented by governing authorities to tackle the Covid-19
pandemic, focusing on ltaly during the first Covid-19 wave of early 2020 as a crucial
case. Using Hausman-Taylor panel regression models and original indicators of
regional stringency and of unions and employers’ organizations’ efforts to exercise
instrumental power via public pressure on social media, we find that the intensity of
public pressure by employer organizations is negatively correlated with the stringency
of the policy responses implemented by regional authorities to tackle the Covid-19
pandemic, whilst union pressures only show a limited effect. Our findings demonstrate
that business pressure and the interplay of economic and class interests are constitu-
tive of the governance of a crucial social and public health phenomenon such as the
Covid-19 pandemic.
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1. Introduction

Policymakers tackling the coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) pandemic have faced the
challenge of balancing two objectives: on the one hand, safeguarding public health; on the
other, preserving economic and business activity to maintain economic growth and prevent
employment destruction and firms’ closures (Anderson et al., 2020; Deb et al., 2020; Konig
and Winkler, 2020). The tension between these two principles in policy formulation has
played out most evidently with regard to the timing and extensiveness of restrictions im-
posed on public life, and on economic and productive activities in particular. Governments’
decisions about the timing, stringency and focus of such non-pharmaceutical containment
measures have been found to have significant implications for both the evolution of mortal-
ity rates (Cross et al., 2020; Fuller et al., 2021) and for the economic impacts of the pan-
demic (Deb et al., 2020; Demirgii¢-Kunt et al., 2020; Konig and Winkler, 2021). It is
therefore important to understand what has shaped the decisions of public authorities on
this highly consequential matter.

An emerging body of literature analyses the determinants of timing and stringency of
Covid-19 lockdown measures and other non-pharmaceutical responses to the pandemic
(Capano et al., 2020; Ferraresi et al., 2020; Kavakli, 2020; Engler et al., 2021; Pulejo and
Querubin, 2021; Toshkov et al., 2021; Popic and Moise, 2022). These works highlight that
the stringency of governmental responses to the pandemic can be shaped by factors includ-
ing epidemiological indicators, governmental ideology, economic development and the
closeness of elections. However, one potential determinant of such decisions with particular
relevance for scholars of political economy and socio-economics has received thus far scant
attention in the literature, and deserves closer investigation: the impact of organized eco-
nomic interests—unions and employer organizations—on governments’ decisions about the
stringency of containment measures.

This issue is potentially important because, in numerous instances across various
European countries, the debate over the stringency of Covid-19 containment measures, es-
pecially in the first phase of the pandemic, has been characterized by a prominent class
cleavage and an emerging clash in the public perception between ‘health’ and ‘economic’
motives as supposedly opposed priorities for government action. Whilst unions generally
called for stricter closures, governments were accused in media debates of having
‘capitulated’ to the pressures of powerful business and employer groups when hesitating to
implement fast and extensive restrictions on economic activity or when planning easing of
lockdowns without sufficient restrictions on workplace operations (e.g. Mania, 2020;
Union News, 2020). The counter-posing of the ‘health vs economy’ rationales as suppos-
edly opposed priorities for government action became less acute as the long-run economic
benefits of early and effective lockdowns became more widely recognized (Demirgtic-Kunt
et al., 2020; Konig and Winkler, 2021). However, as recent research has shown (cf. Popic
and Moise, 2022), concerns over the adverse economic effects of lockdowns continued to
play a role in shaping government’s decisions on how to handle restrictions also well be-
yond the first wave, especially in more socio-economically weak countries. The polarization
in positions over lockdowns between business and labour organizations and the exercise of
pressure on policymakers by both sides remained thus an important characterizing feature
of the politics of the pandemic management. But did these pressures actually have any
impacts on policy decisions? To shed light over this issue, this article asks: To what extent
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is the stringency of Covid-19 containment measures shaped by the power and pressure of
employer organizations and of trade unions vis-a-vis public authorities?

To answer this question, we conduct an exploratory study on the case of Italy. Among
European countries, Italy was hit sooner and hardest by the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020
(Ortenzi et al., 2020). However, it displayed considerable regional variation in the spread
of the pandemic and in the stringency of the restrictive measures implemented in the first
phase of the outbreak (Armillei ez al., 2021; Bosa et al., 2021; Busetta et al., 2023). In a gen-
eral context of high public opinion saliency around the Covid-19 pandemic (see
Supplementary Appendix 1) and of the health risks of the pandemic more specifically (Sabat
et al., 2020), the public debate about the stringency of containment measures in Italy was
characterized by a clear division across the business-labour divide. Whilst unions pushed
for stricter containment measures and even threatened a general strike in March 2020 push-
ing for the closure of non-essential workplaces, employer organizations were among the
most sceptical actors about the implementation of strict containment measures at the onset
of the pandemic, and then most vocal in demanding looser restrictions and earlier re-
openings. Pressures by employer organizations on regional authorities were frequently
pointed at in the media as one of the main causes behind the delays in the implementation
of lockdown measures and the at times uncoordinated nature of its initial response (see e.g.
Associated Press, 2020; Conte, 2020). Given the high visibility of this labour—capital con-
flict over lockdowns in the public debate, Italy is thus a crucial case of the ‘most likely’ vari-
ant (Gerring and Cojocaru, 2016) to investigate the impact of unions and organized
employers’ pressure on stringency, whilst holding other contextual variables constant.
Indeed, if no effects are detected in a context where the pressures of employer organizations
and unions had such public and political visibility, they are likely not observed in other con-
texts either.

To this effect, we construct an original regional stringency index, adapting the approach
developed by Hale et al. (2020) for the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response
Tracker’s Stringency Index. Our regional stringency index charts weekly variation in the
stringency of Covid-19-related containment measures implemented across Italian regions
during the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic (February-June 2020). We then test
whether the level of stringency is correlated to the structural power and to the effort to exer-
cise instrumental power (Fuchs, 2007; Fuchs and Lederer, 2007; Culpepper, 2010) of em-
ployer organizations and unions at the regional level, or to other determinants identified by
the literature as potentially relevant. We measure structural power through economic indi-
cators, and efforts to exercise instrumental power through an indicator of public organized
producer groups’ pressure constructed from text-as-data sentiment analysis of employer
organizations’ and unions’ social media communications on the social network Twitter.
Our results indicate that, alongside the epidemiological intensity of the pandemic, the pub-
lic pressure of employer organizations was a significant determinant of the variation in the
stringency of Covid-19 containment pressures across Italian regions during the first wave of
the pandemic in 2020, whilst union pressure had only very limited effects. This underscores
the importance of considering employers’ efforts to exercise instrumental power via outside
lobbying strategies as a significant determinant of public policy decisions related to the
management of the pandemic—with considerable implications for both health and eco-

nomic outcomes.
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2. Literature review and theoretical expectations

What factors influence policymakers’ choices for more or less stringent lockdown measures
in response to the outbreak of a pandemic? The available empirical evidence highlights sev-
eral factors that might play a significant role in shaping the response strategies of local and
national governments to the evolution of the Covid-19 pandemic—albeit with often contra-
dictory or inconclusive findings.

First, in a functional logic of governmental policy action, governments might be
expected to implement more or less stringent measures depending on objective parameters
in crisis intensity, such as the intensity and severity of the pandemic in the relevant jurisdic-
tion in terms of number of infections, or the capacity of the healthcare system (Matthews
Pillemer et al., 2015; Toshkov et al., 2021; Popic and Moise, 2022).

A second strand highlights the potential role of features of the institutional context and
of general governance capacity in shaping speed and depth of responses to the Covid-19
outbreak. More decentralized or federalist countries have been found to implement less
stringent responses due to coordination issues between central and regional authorities
(Ferraresi et al., 2020; Yan et al., 2020; Hegele and Schnabel, 2021; Toshkov et al., 2021).
Capano et al. (2020) highlight the importance of institutional capacity—such as previous
experiences of pandemic management and availability of resources for crisis management—
in driving the timing and speed of introduction of Covid-19 responses. Toshkov et al.
(2021), however, find opposite effects through a cross-sectional study. They find that high
governance capacity is associated with the slower introduction of mobility restrictions in re-
sponse to Covid-19—as decision-makers’ awareness of lower governance capacity might
lead them to intervene more heavy-handedly through lockdown restrictions, due to the lack
of other means to handle the pandemic. In a similar vein, Popic and Moise (2022) find that
low health system capacities led Eastern European governments to introduce restrictions
earlier (in epidemiological terms) than their Western counterparts during the first wave.
Other works point instead to the importance of local political culture—for example, how
tight and cohesive a polity is (Yan et al., 2020) or how engrained the principles of defence
of democratic norms are (Engler ez al., 2021)—in shaping authorities’ readiness to imple-
ment more or less strict containment measures; with countries with more authoritarian lega-
cies found to have, on the whole, greater propensity to implement hard lockdown measures
faster (Toshkov et al., 2021).

A third set of factors pertains to the role of political aspects such as the electoral cycle
and government partisanship. Concerning the electoral cycle, Ferraresi et al. (2020) find
that governments close to facing re-election have a greater propensity to implement strict
lockdown measures, as they might be able to use drastic lockdown decisions as a tool for
credit-claiming. Conversely, Pulejo and Querubin (2021) find that incumbent governments
close to re-election implement less stringent restrictions, to avoid the negative electoral costs
arising from the negative economic impact of Covid-19-related closures. With regard to
partisanship, Kavakli (2020) shows that governments with a populist right-wing ideology
implement slower and less stringent lockdown measures. Conversely, Toshkov et al. (2021)
find that governments with more right-wing and authoritarian/nationalist inclinations are
marginally faster in imposing restrictive measures. Right-wing partisanship has also been
found, alongside low trust in policymakers (Bargain and Aminjonov, 2020), to have an im-
pact on individuals’ compliance with social distancing measures (Barbieri and Bonini, 2021;
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Gadarian et al., 2021, Goldstein and Wiedemann, 2022), which might extend to govern-
mental authorities’ attitudes towards lockdown measures.

Fourthly, structural features of the economy might impact governing authorities’ will-
ingness to implement more or less strict containment measures. Wealthier countries or
regions might be more able to implement strict lockdown measures leading to the interrup-
tion of economic activities, as they might have greater availability of resources to weather
the economic impact of closures; as opposed to poorer countries or regions for which the
economic impacts could be greater (see Barnett-Howell and Mobarak, 2020). In their study
of the determinants of lockdown timings across Eastern and Western Europe, Popic and
Moise (2022) find indeed that the socio-economically weaker countries of Eastern Europe
eased their restrictions sooner than their Western counterparts due to concerns over the eco-
nomically adverse impacts of harsh lockdown measures.

Amid these rich—yet often partly inconclusive—findings, one set of factors has not yet
received attention in the debate on determinants of Covid-19-related stringency measures:
the influence of industrial relations’ actors and organized producer groups—i.e. employer
organizations and unions on policymakers’ decisions. This oversight is partly surprising.
From the heyday of corporatist scholarship (Grant, 1985; Lehmbruch and Schmitter, 1982)
to the most recent currents of CPE literature (Baccaro et al., 2022), the influence of orga-
nized economic interests representing key economic sectors and constituencies of the work-
force on key decisions in economic and social policy has been highlighted as a defining
feature of politics in advanced capitalist economies.

In particular, a key insight from recent scholarship in comparative political economy
and industrial relations is that business power and the political preferences of business own-
ers, employers and managerial organizations have become key to shaping policy outcomes
across advanced political economies (Culpepper, 2010, 2015, 2021; Busemeyer, 2012;
Walker and Rea, 2014; Fairfield, 2015; Wright, 2017; Bohle and Regan, 2021; Morgan and
Ibsen, 2021), in some cases at the expense of the power and influence of organized labour,
which has been portrayed as having suffered considerable decline in the age of liberalization
(Culpepper and Regan, 2014; Baccaro and Howell, 2017; Rathgeb and Tassinari, 2022).

The scholarship on business power in policymaking distinguishes between two types of
business power. The structural power of business refers to the power that business can exer-
cise on policymakers in light of the economic weight that specific business groups have in a
political economy, which in turn makes them and their investment decisions fundamental
for supporting accumulation, creating a reciprocal dependence between business and state
authorities (Lindblom, 1977; Culpepper, 2015, p. 397). The instrumental power of business
refers instead to the organized pressure that business and employer associations can bring
to bear on the political process to ‘obtain a political edge’ (Culpepper, 2015, p. 396) by mo-
bilizing various resources, ‘such as campaign donations and the use of lobbying, either di-
rectly as a firm or collectively, through business associations’ (Culpepper, 20135, p. 396; see
also Fuchs, 2007; Fairfield, 2015). Business organizations can exercise influence on
decision-makers by mobilizing the consent or opposition of their associates through their
organizational capacity (Olson, 1971) or through the provision of technical expertise of
specific interest to policymakers (Furlong and Kerwin, 2004) or of other resources valuable
to policymakers (e.g. funding).

Prior research on the politics of health policy has highlighted that the exercise of instru-
mental power by industrial and business interest groups through lobbying, the provision of
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expertise or the brokerage of disconnected interests has played an important role in shaping
various aspects of health policy and regulation, including occupational health and safety, in
diverse empirical settings (cf. Szasz, 1984; Bergthold, 1991; Clark, 1999; Heaney, 2006;
Adamini et al., 2009; Rasmussen, 2015), sometimes giving rise to instances of regula-
tory capture.

Accordingly, the power of business groups and employer organizations could be
expected to play a role also in shaping governmental responses to the pandemic. Harsh
lockdown measures—involving mobility restrictions and the closing down of workplaces,
shops and services—have a direct, immediately adverse impact on the capacity of most
manufacturing and service sector firms to function; as well as an indirect impact on con-
sumer demand and consumer confidence—all factors which, combined, reduce the profit-
ability of almost all segments of the economy and in many cases threaten the very
sustainability of many firms. In light of these anticipated or observed adverse effects, busi-
ness and employer organizations in both manufacturing and services were in many coun-
tries among the most vocal players advocating caution in the implementation of harsh
lockdowns at the very onset of the pandemic; and amid those advocating for faster re-
openings after the ‘acute’ phase of the first wave. These positions in some cases became
more nuanced over time—as the risks associated with an excessively laissez-faire attitude
became clearer as the pandemic unfolded—or were mitigated with associated demands for
greater testing/vaccination capacity and government support to implement health and safety
measures to make re-opening of workplaces and services ‘safer’. However, in general terms,
business and employer associations can be expected to prefer less stringent restrictive meas-
ures—both for what pertains the closure of workplaces and of public commercial activities
more broadly. Such a preference can be expected to be stronger for those employer organi-
zations and business groups operating in sectors most directly affected by closures, which
cannot easily switch to remote working or remote delivery of services—such as manufactur-
ing, retail and hospitality—and weaker for business groups operating in high value-added
services (e.g. banking, finance, ICT, etc.), more easily able to switch to remote working.

Policymakers, in turn, might have two distinct reasons to be influenced by the preferences of
employer organizations regarding lockdown stringency. First, employer organizations in key
sectors of the economy, i.e. sectors that account for a high share of GDP and are thus central to
the accumulation strategies and to the viability of the national/local economy, could be
expected to be able to exercise structural power vis-a-vis policymakers, as the latter depend on
the investment decisions and on the employment-generating capacity of the former to sustain
economically their constituencies. Policymakers might thus be prone to respond to the preferen-
ces of those employer groups that enjoy structural power in the local and national economy
over the issue of lockdown stringency, so as to not harm accumulation in the short run and to
preserve business confidence and future investments in the long run. Secondly, employer organi-
zations might attempt to exercise instrumental power vis-a-vis policymakers, by mobilizing
their resources to apply pressure either through direct lobbying (so-called ‘inside’ lobbying) or
through public media campaigns, including activity on social media (so-called ‘outside’ lobby-
ing) (cf. Bruycker and Beyers, 2019; Widner et al., 2020). Governments might be prone to re-
spond to these pressures for various reasons. First, they might depend directly on such business
or employer groups for either political or material support (e.g. financing, interlocking director-
ates, etc.). Secondly, the capacity of business to mobilize their associates against the decisions of
governing authorities might in turn negatively affect public opinion against the responsible
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politicians, with possibly negative consequences for re-election in the long run and societal trust
in the short run. This mechanism of pressure might be particularly relevant in contexts where
governing parties have large employers or SME (small- and medium-sized enterprise) owners
among their key electoral constituencies. Thirdly, employer or business organizations with high
associational density and embeddedness in the local economy might be able to provide policy-
makers with issue-specific knowledge and expertise, as well as assistance in policy implementa-
tion on the ground, that policymakers might consider particularly valuable—thus leading
politicians to appease these organizations’ preferences in order to ensure their compliance.

At the same time, employer power could also be expected to not play a role in shaping pub-
lic policy responses in the context of the pandemic. Indeed, previous research (cf. Culpepper,
2010; Rasmussen, 2015) has highlighted how business is usually able to exercise greater influ-
ence on policy areas characterized by low issue salience, where public attention on the issues at
stake is low and thus dynamics of ‘quiet politics’ dominate; as opposed to more politically sa-
lient issue areas, where governments become more responsive to the views and opinions of the
electorate. The spread of the pandemic and the implementation of restrictions became a highly
salient issue in public opinion in affected countries, especially during the first wave (Trein and
Vagionaki, 2022), overtaking in public opinion the salience of other issues such as the perfor-
mance of the economy (Singer, 2021). Arguably, the issue of closures relating to Covid-19 con-
stitutes therefore a ‘hard test’ for arguments around business power: in the sense that if
employers can attain their preferences there, they can make it anywhere.

These observations lead us to formulate two distinct hypotheses regarding the impact of
business power on stringency. First, we hypothesize that in contexts where structurally
powerful sectors (i.e. sectors that are crucial to the viability of the local or national econ-
omy) are negatively affected by lockdown measures, due to their reliance on in-person pro-
duction, the stringency of lockdown measures will be lower. As noted above, the sectors
most affected by closures are those which cannot easily shift their activities to remote work-
ing or remote delivery of services—i.e. manufacturing and services which rely on in-person
delivery and interactions such as hospitality, accommodation and retail. Given that
manufacturing exports have been, since the Great Recession, the main driver of economic
growth in Italy (Perez and Matsaganis, 2019; Bulfone and Tassinari, 2020), we assume
that, in our case of interest, the structural power of export-oriented manufacturing business
will be generally higher than that of domestic-oriented business groups, due to their strate-
gic centrality in the economy. Hence, we expect that in those regions where manufacturing
has greater weight in the regional economy, the stringency of closure measures will be lower

in virtue of the high structural power of manufacturing business.

H1: The stringency of lockdown measures is lower in regions where manufacturing plays a
greater role in the local economy.

Secondly, we hypothesize that in those contexts where powerful economic actors put
greater effort in attempting to exercise their instrumental power vis-a-vis policymakers to
push against lockdown stringency by applying public pressure, the stringency of imple-
mented measures will also be lower.

H2: The stringency of lockdown measures is lower in regions where public pressure of employer
groups against lockdown measures is more intense.
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Extant literature highlights that the political power of organized labour and its capacity
to influence policy developments has been in decline across advanced political economies,
especially since the Great Recession (cf. Culpepper and Regan, 2014; Baccaro and Howell,
2017; Rathgeb and Tassinari, 2022), due to labour declining density and political legiti-
macy and the adverse regulatory-political environment arising from the liberalization of in-
dustrial relations. However, policymakers might still have incentives to respond to the
public pressures of trade unions regarding the timing and stringency of lockdown measures.
First, trade unions can inflict political costs on governments through their mobilization, es-
pecially if governing parties come from the left of the political spectrum (Johnston et al.,
2021). In crisis situations, governments might be particularly keen to avoid the emergence
of social discontent and to maintain social peace, thus granting unions a potential channel
of influence. Secondly, especially in a pandemic context, governments and local authorities
might need the active cooperation of unions for implementing their crisis-responsive poli-
cies, especially for what concerns the management of workplace-level measures and the ad-
ministration of income support policies (Meardi and Tassinari, 2022). Thirdly, during a
health emergency, trade unions might be able to recuperate some of their depleted power
resources, especially for what concerns their societal power and discursive legitimacy on
issues of health and safety—thus being able to influence public opinion against or in favour
of governmental policy action. Hence, we test whether the stringency of lockdown measures
is higher in regions where trade unions’ pressures for stricter lockdown measures are
more intense.

H3: The stringency of lockdown measures is higher in regions where public pressure of trade
unions about lockdown measures is more intense.

We also address possible alternative explanations, which are derived from the literature
on the determinants of Covid-19 non-pharmaceutical responses reviewed above. First, we
check whether governments respond to the intensity of the pandemic in devising the strin-
gency of their lockdown measures, by including an indicator for the evolution of the epide-
miological situation (as measured by the cumulative number of deaths or infections
weighted by the regional population).

Secondly, we control for the partisan orientation of the regional government, to address
the alternative explanation that regions governed by a centre-right party might adopt poli-
cies more favourable to the interests of firms, thus adopting a more lenient approach with
regards to the stringency of lockdown measures; whilst regions governed by the centre-left
might adopt more stringent policies, prioritizing the health interests of the population and
the workforce.

Thirdly, following the findings of Toshkov ez al. (2021), we control for regions’ gover-
nance and response capacity—as captured by a higher GDP per capita, a proxy for the
resources available to local governments to direct towards crisis management—to verify
whether regions with stronger response capacities implement less stringent responses than
regions with a lower governance capacity.

Lastly, we check whether policymakers adapt the stringency of restrictions depending
on the levels of compliance of the population and of the efficacy of previously introduced
restrictive measures, as measured by the levels of individual mobility captured through
Google Mobility data two weeks prior to the time of observation. We assume that the
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actual levels of individuals mobility registered at t0 might influence policymakers’ decisions
on restrictions at t2. If time spent at home/in residential areas is low, this might indicate
low compliance with and effectiveness of the introduced restrictive measures and it might
therefore trigger the introduction of harsher restrictions later on. Conversely, higher levels
of mobility in residential areas (i.e. longer time spent at home) might indicate effectiveness
of the introduced measures, which might lead to a relaxation of restrictions further along
in time.

Institutional factors—such as the degree of centralization/decentralization—and local
political culture can be considered as ‘constant’ in our research design, given that we con-

sider regions nested within the same nation.

3. Rationale for case selection: the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic
in ltaly

As the first country in Europe to have experienced the intense hit of the Covid-19 pandemic,
Italy exemplifies clearly the class dimension surrounding political conflict over the strin-
gency of lockdown measures, making it an apt case to test our expectations.

The official starting point of the Covid-19 pandemic in Italy (see Panarello and
Tassinari, 2022) was on February 21, 2020, when the first positive case of an Italian citizen
who had not been to China was identified in the province of Lodi, in the northern region of
Lombardy. After a few hours, a ‘red zone’—i.e. a set of severe restrictions involving closure
of schools and economic activities deemed to be unessential, as well as harsh restrictions on
the mobility of citizens—was established in the southern area of the province of Lodi.
Within 4 days, the ‘red zone’ got extended into six out of seven northern Italian regions,
and from March 5 all schools and universities were closed in the entire country. The initial
response with regard to the closure of workplaces and firms was however relatively slow.
The pandemic quickly spread and on March 10—one day before the declaration of Covid-
19 as a pandemic by the World Health Organization (Rozanova ef al., 2020)—a generalized
lockdown was established over the entire country, leading to a national-level stringency
score of 82 points out of 100 (see Figure 1). Although most public-facing commercial activi-
ties were closed down, most economic activities (such as agriculture, food industry, phar-
maceuticals, banks and so on) remained operational, accounting for a large share of the
dependent labour force (Di Porto et al., 2022).

Employer associations and business groups were particularly vocal in expressing their
opposition to the introduction of a blanket lockdown in late February—early March. This
passage from an Associated Press (Associated Press, 2020) article asking ‘what went wrong’
in Italy during the first wave highlighted the possible role of such pressure in delaying the

initial response.

(...) Unions and mayors of some of Lombardy’s hardest-hit cities now say the country’s main
industrial lobby group, Confindustria, put enormous pressure on authorities to resist production
shutdowns, claiming the economic cost would be too great in a region responsible for 21% of
Italy’s GDP. On February 28, a week into Italy’s outbreak and well after more than 100 cases
had been registered in Bergamo, the province’s branch of Confindustria launched a social media
campaign aimed at reassuring skittish investors. It insisted the outbreak was no worse than
elsewhere and that production in provincial steel mills and other industries was unaffected. Even
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Figure 1. National stringency index, January-June 2020.
Source: Hale et al. (2020), COVID-19 Government Response Tracker.

after the national government locked down all of Lombardy on March 7, it allowed factories to
stay open, sparking strikes from workers worried that their health was being sacrificed.

Employer organizations also continued to exercise pressure for the easing of the lock-
down after this was implemented nationwide. By way of illustration, in April 2020, the
grouping of the northern regions in the manufacturing employers’ confederation,

‘Confindustria Nord’, issued a document stating the following:

If the four main regions of the north, that account for 45% of Italian GDP, won’t manage to
start again in the short term, the country runs the risk of shutting down its engines for good.
Every day that goes by represents an additional risk for not being able to ever starting it again.
Prolonging the lockdown means continuing to not produce, lose clients and international rela-
tionships, not generate profits, with the effect that many firms won’t be able to pay salaries next
month. (Confindustria del Nord, April 2020; authors’ translation from Italian)

Similar declarations were made in the Italian press almost daily. Conversely, trade
unions were vocal in consistently criticizing the government and regional authorities for not
implementing restrictive enough measures and more extensive closures of workplaces and
of productive and commercial activities, with a view to safeguarding employees’ health. In
light of the deteriorating epidemiological situation and with the threat of a general strike by
the three main unions, a more restrictive lockdown of all ‘non-essential’ activities was
implemented from March 24 onwards, following a heated tripartite negotiation between
the government, unions and business groups (Meardi and Tassinari, 2022). However, even
after this fuller lockdown was implemented, several firms in ‘non-essential’ sectors were
able to continue to operate after filing a request for permission (aperture in deroga) to the
local government authorities (Prefetture); and many deviations from the national rules
regarding the closure and/or operational guidelines applying to specific sectors, including
essential sectors, were implemented by the local regional authorities.
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Figure 2. Regional stringency index.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

This discretion by regional authorities to introduce deviations from the national rules
leads to some non-negligible regional variation in the stringency of non-pharmaceutical
Covid-19 restrictive measures during the first wave of the pandemic (see Figure 2 and
Table 1), most visible at the beginning and at the end of the period in question (see
Table 1). To determine whether the regional variation is substantive, a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was performed to separately determine the effect of time and region on
the regional stringency level. Stringency levels are statistically different with respect to both
time (F(19, 380) = 873.27, p = 0.0000) and region (F(20, 380) = 5.88, p = 0.0000).

The variation across regions might appear small if compared to the shared national
trend in ‘baseline’ stringency, consequence of the national-level lockdown measures from
which regional-level decisions could only deviate by introducing exceptions, waivers or ad-
ditional restrictions. However, this regional variation is substantively important because, as
evidenced in the regression models presented in Supplementary Appendix 4, it has a statisti-
cally significant impact on the behaviours of people on the ground—in particular their mo-
bility towards workplaces. Moreover, the Google’s residential mobility index shows a
85.3% correlation with our regional stringency index and a 80.3% correlation with the
national-level stringency index, highlighting that regional differences in people’s mobility
are better captured by also considering the regional variations in the adopted restrictive
measures, rather than just the national baseline measure. This indicates that, even if small,
regional differences in stringency are consequential and substantively meaningful.

This variation, in turn, makes the Italian case in the stringency of Covid-19 restrictive meas-
ures apt to test the localized impact of unions and employer pressure vis-a-vis other political
and contextual variables, when other ‘national’ conditions are held constant. These constant
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Table 1. Variability of the regional stringency index at each time point

Time Obs. Mean Std. dev. Min Max Coefficient

of variation

1 21 0 0 0 0 0

2 21 0 0 0 0 0

3 21 3.52 5.55 0 15.00 1.574
4 21 5.48 5.22 0 15.00 0.953
N 21 10.00 4.24 2.00 17.00 0.424
6 21 36.35 2.63 32.00 44.09 0.072
7 21 43.70 1.73 38.00 46.09 0.040
8 21 43.79 1.51 41.00 47.09 0.034
9 21 44.02 1.46 41.06 47.09 0.033
10 21 42.35 0.80 40.64 44.76 0.019
11 21 42.03 1.02 39.58 44.76 0.024
12 21 41.47 1.35 39.52 45.24 0.032
13 21 40.67 2.05 37.94 45.64 0.050
14 21 40.08 1.79 37.49 43.18 0.045
15 21 29.13 3.24 21.88 35.88 0.111
16 21 28.10 2.87 20.82 32.18 0.102
17 21 27.08 3.22 20.76 33.70 0.119
18 21 26.05 245 20.70 31.12 0.094
19 21 25.85 2.52 20.67 31.12 0.097
20 21 25.76 2.48 20.67 31.12 0.096

conditions at the national level include, importantly, the measures of economic and credit sup-
port for businesses and workers introduced to weather the effects of the lockdown, which were
implemented and administered by the national government and homogenous across the na-
tional territory (Puca and Pignatti, 2022).

From the end of April 2020, the diffusion of the pandemic started to decline.
Consequently, the Italian Government progressively reduced the stringency and extensive-
ness of the lockdown, both for what concerns productive activities and citizens’ mobility.
We focus on developments in this first phase of the pandemic (February—June 2020) as the
governance dynamics of lockdown rules changed considerably in the second wave, from
October 2020 onwards when homogenous national criteria for governing stringency at the
regional level were introduced.

To understand the specificities of the Italian context, it is important to underline that the
Italian Constitution grants regional authorities ample powers on health as well as on many
other issues, including those concerning the authorization for the execution of productive
and commercial activities and the organization of local transport. The policies enacted to
prevent and contrast the pandemic during the first wave have been greatly differentiated
across Italian regions in terms of timing and stringency (Bosa et al., 2021). At the same
time, other aspects of pandemic management (e.g. economic support for firms and workers)
have been national. This provides the empirical base and rationale for our research design.

The strength and orientation of business and economic interests also vary across regions.
The Italian growth model has increasingly been dependent on manufacturing exports since
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the launch of Euro (Simonazzi et al., 2013). This pattern has been deepened by the Great
Recession (Perez and Matsaganis, 2019), thus increasing the structural power—i.e. the eco-
nomic-systemic importance—of export-oriented manufacturing business in the national
economy. The manufacturing business confederation (Confindustria) is the most powerful
business group, and has in recent years been highly influential in orienting government poli-
cies in the economic and labour policy fields to push for measures enhancing the external
competitiveness of the Italian economy (Pritoni and Sacchi, 2019; Bulfone and Tassinari,
2020). The 21 Italian regions and Autonomous provinces display, however, considerable
variation in the degree of economic development (reflected in differences in GDP per cap-
ita), in their degree of manufacturing and export orientation (which, where higher, implies
a higher structural power of export-oriented manufacturing business groups vis-a-vis local
authorities), as well as in the associational power of unions and employer organizations.
Hence, this makes the Italian case theoretically and empirically apt to investigate whether
the strength of export-oriented manufacturing economic interests at a regional level, and
their capacity to exercise instrumental power, is correlated with the stringency of pandemic
responses, whilst holding other factors constant.

Throughout the first wave of the pandemic, the issue salience of the health implications
of the Covid-19 pandemic among the general public in Italy was high. For instance, survey
data from April 2020 registered high levels of concern among the Italian population for the
potential overloading of the health system arising from the pandemic—around 81%, higher
than in other European countries, and homogenous across regions; whilst concerns for the
economic impacts of the pandemic were generally lower, around 55% (Sabat et al., 2020).
Public opinion support towards the lockdowns was generally very high—averaging around
70-80% throughout the period (IPSOS, 2021), and public support for stricter restrictions
remained constant and even increased towards the end of the first phase of the pandemic
(Vezzoni et al., 2020). The high salience of the health risks associated with the Covid-19
pandemic in Italian public opinion makes this case a ‘hard test’ for our hypotheses about
the influence of business power on policymakers, whilst the highly political visibility of the
opposition between public opinion and unions’ preferences on the one hand, and employ-
ers’ preferences on the other, makes the case a crucial case to test the potential effects of
business power or trade union power over policymaking (cf. Culpepper, 2015).

4. Data and models

We use Italian regional-level data (for 19 Italian regions and 2 Autonomous provinces) re-
ferring to the period running from February 1 to June 30, 2020, aggregated into 20 time
points, each corresponding to 1 week (four time points for each of the five considered
months). The dataset was built from several sources, and is available as part of the
Supplementary Material. Descriptive statistics of the whole set of implemented variables are
presented in Table 2.

4.1 Dependent variable: the regional stringency index

Our main dependent variable is an original regional-level stringency index (Figure 2 and
Table 1), tracing the response of Italian regional governments to the pandemic outbreak
over time at weekly intervals. To capture the evolution of the non-pharmaceutical response
policies implemented in the various Italian regions, we draw upon and adapt the
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methodology developed by Hale ez al. (2020) for their Oxford COVID-19 Government
Response Tracker’s Stringency Index. Following the coding scheme of Hale ez al. (2020),
we hand-coded all relevant regional ordinances and regulations and developed a composite
index with different scores for each time point (week) and region. Our index is built from
17 indicators which capture, for each week, the policies in force at the regional level on
closings of schools and universities, closing of workplaces in essential and non-essential sec-
tors, cancelling of public events, restrictions on private gatherings, closing of public trans-
port, stay-at-home requirements, restrictions on internal movements and restrictions on
international travel. We deviate from Hale et al. (2020) because we code measures at the re-
gional level and introduce more fine-grained operationalization of the specific economic sec-
tors affected by restrictions. When coding the restrictions for workplaces and commercial
activities, we distinguish between different kinds of public/commercial activities (public
ones such as museums vs. private ones such as bars, restaurants); between macro-sectors
(retail, professionals, industry, agriculture) and between sectors that were categorized as
‘essential’ and ‘non-essential’ by Italian state authorities, as different baseline general rules
for operation applied to these macro-categories of sectors. We treat the measures in force
for each sub-sector as a separate dimension of the total stringency indicator. That is why
our index comprises 17 indicators of containment measures, compared to the eight dimen-
sions of the Hale ez al.’s (2020) Stringency Index.

We also add a further 18th dimension, which captures the exemptions and deviations
from the national rules implemented at the regional level for the operation of specific eco-
nomic sectors or subsectors. In the coding process, the presence (0 if absent, 1 if present)
and content of such exemptions were recorded. Cases where an exception was present were
assigned a positive score (+1), if they entailed higher restrictions than the national baseline
for the operation of the specific sector; and a negative score (—1), if they entailed lower
restrictions. The score assigned was scaled based on the relative occupational importance of
each economic category affected by the exemptions with respect to the regional total, by
multiplying it by the share of people employed in the affected sector at the regional level. In
the absence of such information at a regional level, the national weight was used.

This indicator is important for our analytical purposes as it captures a specific dimension
of the discretionary permissiveness of regional regulations with regard to the operation of
business and productive activities. In weeks where multiple measures were introduced at
the regional level for the same dimension, the most stringent value was recorded. The syn-
thetic indicator of regional stringency is then computed as an unweighted sum of the simple
scores of the 18 indicators listed. The codebook, details of the coding procedure and of the
documents coded to construct our Regional Stringency Index are included in
Supplementary Appendix 2.

4.2 Independent variables

Business structural power

To measure the degree of business’s structural power at the regional level, we use an indica-
tor of value-added from manufacturing in regional GDP (which is a proxy of the centrality
of the sector in the accumulation model of the regional economy), and the number of
employees in manufacturing over the regional population (which is a proxy of the impor-

tance of the sector for regional employment).
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We also control for the value-added or the number of employees in sectors connected to
the hospitality and retail industry. All of these indicators are taken as time-invariant, as
they are only available on a yearly basis. In the models that include the measures of value-
added of manufacturing/services over GDP as a measure of business structural power, we

also include regional GDP per capita as a further control variable.

Business and unions’ instrumental power (public pressure)

To measure the intensity of the pressure exercised by employer organizations and trade
unions on policymakers (our proxy for the attempt to exercise instrumental power), due to
the lack of information about direct ‘inside’ lobbying activities, we construct an indicator of
public pressure by analysing through text-as-data methods the social media communica-
tions on Twitter of employer organizations and trade unions in the period of interest, which
we take as a proxy of the public pressure exercised by these organizations in the public
sphere and on policymakers. The social media communication activities of interest groups
are considered in the literature as a crucial and increasingly important strategy for ‘outside’
lobbying efforts both by business organizations (cf. Shotton and Chalmers, 2015; Brown,
2016; Widner et al., 2020) and by unions (cf. Frangi et al., 2020), thus making Twitter ac-
tivity an adequate measure to empirically measure these groups’ lobbying efforts. The rele-
vance of social media communications as an avenue of public pressure became even more
relevant during the pandemic, as widespread bans on public protests and in-person gather-
ings, especially during the first lockdowns (cf. Kriesi and Oana, 2023) led to a ‘forced digi-
talisation’ of tactics employed by pressure groups and social movements to influence
policymakers (Pleyers, 2020).

Specifically, we conduct a dictionary-based sentiment analysis (Iglesias and Moreno,
2020) of all the Covid-19-related messages posted on Twitter in the period February—June
2020 by the regional chapters of the main organized producer groups in Italy, for a total of
28,331 tweets: Confindustria, CNA, Confcommercio and Confartigianato for the business
organizations side, CGIL, CISL and UIL for the trade unions side; and classified them into
positive, negative, and neutral tweets by comparing the results of three polarized dictionar-
ies: Subjectivity Lexicon (Wilson et al., 2005), NRC Word-Emotion Association Lexicon
(Mohammad and Turney, 2013) and OpeNER Sentiment Lexicon Italian—LMF (Russo
et al., 2016) (for methodological details of the sentiment analysis, see Supplementary
Appendix 3).

Given the generally opposite orientation of employer organizations and trade unions
vis-a-vis the government’s approach to lockdown measures, we treat the incidence of nega-
tive tweets by employer organizations as an indicator of pressure against the stringency of
lockdown measures. Conversely, we treat the incidence of negative tweets by trade unions
as an indicator of pressure for greater stringency of lockdown measures. Our operationali-
zation was validated through the manual coding of a sub-sample of tweets. We then calcu-
late two weekly pressure indexes—one concerning trade unions and one related to
employer organizations—by dividing the number of negative Covid-19-related tweets by
the total number of tweets published in the same period by the organization. This captures
the relative importance of Covid-19-related communications proportional to the overall so-
cial media activity of these organizations (thus controlling for the relative levels of activity

of these organizations on social media).
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Figure 3. Business-side pressure index.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

In alternative specifications of the models, we also use the absolute number of weekly
Covid-19-related tweets with a negative meaning instead of the pressure indexes. The corre-
lation between pressure indexes and negative Covid-19 tweets is 65.5% for firms and
60.4% for trade unions. In this way, we can consider the absolute impact of the volume of
social media activity of trade unions and employer organizations, which might also affect
public opinion and hence policymakers’ orientations (see Massaro et al., 2021). The inten-
sity of the employer-side pressure index is plotted in Figure 3, whilst the pressure index for
trade unions is depicted in Figure 4.

4.3 Controls

Epidemiological intensity of the pandemic

To measure the intensity of the pandemic, we collected the distribution of Covid-19 deaths,
made available by the Italian Civil Protection (Dipartimento della Protezione Civile, 2020).
For each region, we divided the cumulative number of deaths recorded on the last day of
the considered time point by the regional population. In general, the deaths’ count is af-
fected by recurrent under- and overestimations due to e.g. registration delays and erroneous
duplicate data, which usually get corrected over time (Panarello and Tassinari, 2022), thus
making the cumulative count more reliable than daily or weekly figures. Weekly deaths’
data for each region are shown in Figure 5. As a robustness check, we also run a set of mod-
els including the regional-level cumulative count of infections divided by the regional popu-
lation, rather than the number of deaths. As the correlation between the two measures is
96.4%, the two variables can either way be considered ultimately equivalent and driven by
the same latent phenomenon.
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Figure 4. Trade unions’ side pressure index.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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Figure 5. Cumulative weekly deaths by region.

Source: Dipartimento della Protezione Civile Italiana
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Mobility

To control for the compliance with and effectiveness of implemented lockdown measures
on the ground, we made use of Google’s Community Mobility Reports, capturing regional-
level mobility trends over time across different categories of places (Google LLC, 2020).
Such anonymized data are collected from millions of users of Google’s products, such as
Maps, to show real-time congestion at several locations. They measure daily percentage
changes from a pre-pandemic baseline, consisting in the median value for each day of the
week in the period running from January 3 to February 6, 2020. We obtain a single value
for each time point by calculating the average daily percentage change over each considered
period. Community Mobility Reports are not available for the first two weeks in our data-
set. For our analyses, we include mobility data related to residential areas, which measures
percentage changes in the duration of stay in the place of residence. Hence, higher levels of
Residence mobility indicate a greater proportion of time spent at home, in compliance with
mobility restrictions.

Additional controls

Lastly, we complement these sources with the quarterly unemployment rate and three time-
invariant variables describing the socio-economic and political features of the analysed
regions, taken from the Italian National Institute of Statistics (Istat): percentage of firms
with 10 or more employees; political orientation of the regional government (which is a
dichotomic variable taking value O for centre-left and 1 for centre-right); and a dichotomic
variable connected to the electoral cycle (which takes the value of 1 if regional elections are
going to take place within the following 12 months).

4.4 Models

To test our hypotheses, we estimate three sets of eight models (Tables 3-5) of Hausman—
Taylor panel regressions. In Hausman-Taylor regressions, some covariates are allowed to
be correlated with the unobserved panel-level random effects (Hausman and Taylor, 1981;
Greene, 2012) so as to address any potential endogeneity issues arising from stringency that
may partly predict the values of interest groups’ pressure, deaths’ count, and people’s mo-
bility. The variables pertaining to epidemiological intensity, mobility and pressure are set as
endogenous. The Hausman-Taylor model specification ensures that the instruments of in-
terest are still valid in the case of endogeneity problems arising.

Our analysis consists in three sets of eight models regressing the regional stringency in-
dex on the above-mentioned covariates, considering different sets of covariates separately
and with alternative operationalizations as robustness checks. Specifically, in models 1a—8a
(Table 3) and 1c—8c (Table 5), the epidemiological intensity is measured by the cumulative
death count, whilst in models 1b-8b (Table 4) it is instead measured by the cumulative
number of infections. To capture the effect of time and of cross-regional variation in strin-
gency, in models 1a-8a and 1b-8b we include a time-trend variable and the average
regional-level stringency scored registered on the considered week. Models 1¢—8c¢ include in-
stead time fixed effects (a dummy for each week) as an alternative specification of the time-
trend and to control for cross-regional differences in each of the considered weeks. The four
variables described in the ‘Additional controls’ section are also included in all models.
Models la—1c consider the epidemiological intensity of the pandemic (measured either as
number of deaths or as number of infections) along with business structural power,
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measured by means of the number of employees in manufacturing and in hotels, restaurants
and retail services. Then, models 2a-2c are estimated on Google Mobility data for
residential areas and business structural power measured by number of employees in
manufacturing and in hotels, restaurants and retail services. Models 3a-3c consider
entrepreneurial-side and trade-unions-side pressure indexes and business structural power
as measured by the number of employees. Models 4a—4c include all the variables employed
in the previous three models. In models 5a-5c, we still consider the number of deaths or
infections, mobility data and pressure indexes together but using the alternative specifica-
tion of business structural power—the manufacturing value-added over regional GDP,
whilst controlling for services value-added over regional GDP and GDP per capita. Models
6a—6¢ are estimated on the alternative specification of employers and unions pressure—i.e.
the absolute number of employers’ and unions’ negative Covid-19 tweets—and on the num-
ber of employees in manufacturing and in hotels, restaurants and retail services. Models
7a-7¢ boost the previous model by incorporating cumulative deaths or infections by popu-
lation and Google’s residential mobility. Finally, in models 8a—8c, GDP per capita along
with services and manufacturing value-added over regional GDP are used in lieu of the
number of employees in manufacturing and HoReCa.

The number of deaths and of infections are measured with a 1-week lag from the depen-
dent variable, while the other weekly time-varying covariates are included with a 2-week
lag. The rationale for this choice is that the stringency level is assumed not to vary concur-
rently with the other variables. We use a 1-week lag for the epidemiological measures as we
assume that policymakers needed to react to epidemiological indicators fast, since these
were publicly available and constantly spread by mass media; whilst it might take longer
for the pressure of interest groups to ‘filter’ through the decision-making and lobbying sys-
tem. As the dependent variable is on a different lag than the regressors, it is assumed not to
affect the independent variables, thus allowing us to further avoid endogeneity issues.

5. Results

The results of the 24 estimated models are presented in Tables 3-5. The estimates are com-
puted on 336 observations as we lose 42 observations due to missing values in the Google
Community Mobility Reports in the first two weeks of the dataset and 42 more observa-
tions due to the two employed lags.

Opverall, the regional-level stringency index shows strong associations with the epidemio-
logical intensity of the pandemic (with a positive sign, both when measured through the cu-
mulative death count and, to a lesser extent, through the cumulative infections count) and
the public pressure exerted by employer organizations (with a negative sign, both when
measured through the pressure index and through the absolute number of negative tweets).
The public pressure exerted by trade unions is only weakly significant (with a positive sign,
but only when measured through the pressure index). Other contextual variables exhibit
limited statistical significance.

The evidence from these models suggests that public policy decisions concerning the
pandemic have been significantly shaped by the interplay of forces between economic
actors, given that the coefficients regarding trade unions’ and employers’ pressure show op-
posite signs. It is particularly noteworthy that both measures of employer organizations’
public pressure, taken as a proxy for business’s instrumental power, are strongly significant,
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whilst only one measure of trade unions’ pressure appears to be somewhat significant—
lending substance to the idea that business pressure matters more than unions’ pressure in
shaping these public policy decisions. The negative sign of the coefficient concerning mobil-
ity (which is significant at conventional thresholds in the models including time fixed
effects—see Table 5) can be rationalized by considering that an increase in time spent at
home translates into a relaxation of the containment measures after two weeks, as it gener-
ates a decrease in the number of infections and deaths and it reassures policymakers about
the effectiveness of the previously introduced measures. The epidemiological intensity varia-
bles, expressing the direct effect of the strength of the pandemic, show, nonetheless, a strong
association with the dependent variable. Strictly political variables (political partisanship of
the regional government and phase of the electoral cycle) are not significant.

These results indicate that the stringency of containment measures is governed both by
the evolution of the regional epidemiological situation and by the interaction between pub-
lic actors and organized economic interests in the public sphere—especially by the instru-
mental power exercised by employer groups. Contrary to expectations, the structural
variables capturing features of the local socio-economic system, local governance capacity
and in particular the structural power of manufacturing business groups are not significant.

6. Discussion and conclusions

Political conflicts regarding the timing, extensiveness and stringency of lockdown restric-
tions during the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic have revealed in several countries an
emerging class cleavage in positions between employers and organized labour. On the one
hand, employer organizations have frequently advocated for less stringent measures, in light
of the detrimental economic impacts of harsh lockdowns. On the other, trade unions have
been among the actors pushing for faster and more extensive lockdowns. However, the in-
fluence of economic interests and of the activities of employer organizations and trade
unions on the stringency of Covid-19 responsive measures has not yet been studied. In this
article, we set out to uncover the impact that organized economic interests—in particular,
the structural and instrumental power of organized business vis-a-vis the instrumental
power of unions—had on the variation in the stringency of the policy responses imple-
mented in response to the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic across Italian regions. To
our knowledge, we are the first to investigate such an association. Our study of the regional
stringency of restrictive measures across the 21 Italian regions and autonomous provinces,
carried out by means of original regional-level indices of Covid-19-related containment
measures and of business organizations’ and unions’ public pressure, has revealed a number
of interesting associations.

Our first hypothesis, pertaining to the effect of the structural power of business on the
intensity of local stringency measures, was not confirmed. Regions characterized by a higher
structural power of key business groups, as measured by the weight of manufacturing in re-
gional GDP and regional employment, did not display significantly lower levels of strin-
gency, as we had anticipated. This suggests that, by themselves, the structural features of
the local economy and the weight of powerful business groups therein do not shape policy-
makers’ decisions with regard to the stringency of containment measures—at least for what
pertains to the measures ‘on paper’. Partly, this finding can be explained in light of the fact
that the northern Italian regions where the weight of manufacturing value-added on GDP is
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higher—such as Lombardy, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna—were also those that were hit by
Covid-19 earlier and more harshly (see Armillei et al., 2021). Hence, the sheer intensity of
the pandemic and short-term concerns about its immediate containment were probably
more significant than more general and longer term concerns about the negative impacts of
lockdown on economic activity in guiding policymakers’ action.

However, this does not imply that employer power had no relevance in this phase. The
most notable finding of our study is that our second hypothesis regarding the effects of em-
ployer pressure—our proxy for the efforts to exercise instrumental power by employer and
business groups vis-a-vis policymakers—on stringency is confirmed. Our index of public
pressure by employer organizations is significantly and negatively associated with the strin-
gency of lockdown measures implemented locally, even when controlling for the intensity
of the pandemic and a host of other relevant variables. This provides indicative support for
the claim that local policymakers were responsive to the pressure of local business groups
and employer organizations for a more light-touch approach to the pandemic when crafting
their decisions regarding the stringency of lockdown measures.

The present research design is not able to illuminate the precise mechanisms through
which this influence took place. However, we propose that there might be two possible
channels of transmission of influence at play, in line with the theoretical expectations we
outlined above. It is important to note that local business associations and employer organi-
zations in the Italian context enjoy relatively high associational density and are well embed-
ded in the ‘productive fabric’ of the economy (Regalia and Regini, 2018; Feltrin, 2020). As
well as representing some of the largest industrial firms, they have high levels of member-
ship especially among SMEs (cf. Afonso and Bulfone, 2019), which are a crucial component
of the electoral bases of centre-right parties, but also crucial to the electoral viability of any
political coalition (see Bulfone and Tassinari, 2020). These features confer them two kinds
of sources of power on local policymakers.

First, in virtue of their associational density and network connectedness, local employer
organizations can exercise important functions of consensus or dissent mobilization among
their associates, and possibly their customer bases. In a context such as the Italian one, char-
acterized by a very high political weight of SMEs, maintaining good relationships and gain-
ing the public approval—or at least the acquiescence—of local business organizations is
thus very important for local governing authorities to maintain their consensus and not
harm potential re-election prospects.

Secondly, the embeddedness of local business and employer organizations in the produc-
tive fabric of the economy makes their collaboration necessary for local policymakers to
manage the pandemic (see Feltrin, 2020). Business associations and employer organizations
have knowledge about local economic conditions, functioning of workplaces and local sup-
ply chains—crucial information that policymakers need to craft their decisions about how
to manage the pandemic locally. In this regard, Feltrin (2020) gives an illustrative example
of a provincial government authority (Prefettura) in a northern Italian region that received,
in late March 2020, a request from the local chapter of Confindustria to grant exemptions
from lockdown restrictions to a number of local firms. Being unable to judge about the le-
gitimate basis for such a request due to their lack of competences on matters of economic-
business policy, the local Prefettura ended up asking for advice about the legitimacy of such
requests back to those same associations that had asked for this authorization in first place
(Feltrin, 2020, pp. 126—127). This anecdote exemplifies how the embeddedness of employer
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organizations in the productive system gives them a de facto authority over decisions on
production-operational matters at the local level, to which local policymakers are inclined
to defer to due to the lack of alternative loci of expertise and legitimation for their decisions.
More generally, the cooperation of these groups is also needed by regional authorities to im-
plement several measures—from health and safety protocols, to the administration of short-
time work schemes. This might thus make local policymakers prone to respond, wherever
possible, to local business groups’ preferences and requests—also on the topic of stringency
of lockdown measures.

Interestingly, we only found a partly significant effect of pressure from trade unions on
stringency. This is in line with the literature that notes a declining influence of Italian trade
unions vis-a-vis policymakers since the last crisis (Tassinari and Sacchi, 2021), and the de-
cline of union power in public policy more broadly (Culpepper and Regan, 2014). This find-
ing also echoes the findings of Meardi and Tassinari (2022), who find that Italian unions
did not, generally speaking, exercise particular influence on the main public policy decisions
pertaining to the management of the pandemic, but were rather more relevant in aiding the
specific implementation and design of technical measures concerning for example health
and safety in workplaces, due to their rootedness in workplaces and availability of sector-
specific knowledge. This finding therefore echoes the remarks of Regalia and Regini (2018)
about the development of unions’ power in Italy, who underscore that labour power mostly
resides and is best exercised in the sphere of collective bargaining, rather than in the public
policy arena.

Lastly, we notice that alternative explanations—about the role of partisanship of re-
gional authorities, governance capacity and local economic conditions—on the stringency
of lockdown measures were not confirmed. None of these factors appeared to have played a
significant role in shaping the evolution and variation of regional stringency measures.

Overall, our findings highlight that the interplay of economic and class interests is con-
stitutive of the governance of a crucial social and public health phenomenon such as the
Covid-19 pandemic. On the basis of the empirical evidence, we can conclude that whilst the
pandemic does partly lead to a suspension of ‘business as usual’ policymaking dynamics, as
evidenced for example by the null impact of regional government’s partisanship on the
stringency of containment measures, and the significant responsiveness of stringency to epi-
demiological indicators, there are nonetheless signs that some aspects of the policymaking
process do continue to function as usual, even at the peak of the pandemic: among them,
the instrumental power of employer groups and their capacity to influence policymakers’
decisions. Showing how employers’ power continues to be relevant in shaping policy-
makers’ decisions even in the most intense of crisis situations highlights a hitherto underex-
plored class dimension of the Covid-19 crisis, opening up possibilities for political economy
research to illuminate exactly when and how economic interests come to matter, and how
business power is exercised in such exceptional circumstances.

This study has various limitations. First, data availability issues did not make it possible
to include controls for the associational density of local employer organizations and unions,
thus leading us to rely on structural economic variables to model structural power.
However, since both employer organizations’ associational density and union density are
known to be higher in Northern Italian regions and in large firms (cf. Marocco and Polli
2022), the economic structural variables we used constitute an appropriate proxy for asso-
ciational density. Secondly, the non-availability of time-variant data measuring the issue
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salience of the health and economic impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic at the regional level
did not allow us to include this as a control measure in our models (although the available
cross-sectional evidence indicates that salience of the pandemic was comparatively high
throughout the period of interest at the national level, thus making it possible to consider
this as a ‘constant’ factor). Thirdly, qualitative systematic process tracing of concrete pro-
cesses of decision making would be necessary to better illuminate the mechanisms connect-
ing business pressure to lower stringency of measures. Fourthly, there is a question
regarding the generalisability of the findings beyond the Italian context. There might be rea-
sons to expect that Italy was, to some extent, sui generis in its governance dynamics of the
first wave of the pandemic crisis. Indeed, in reference to Capano’s (2020) study of the
Italian Covid-19 response, Capano et al. (2020, p. 301) highlight that ‘the lack of specific
preparedness measures drove the country to deal with this kind of crisis through existing
political means, with all of their attendant strengths and weaknesses. In the Italian case, this
meant that the political games characteristic of existing institutional arrangements drove
the process and the content of the national response’. This might not be similarly the case in
other countries with greater ‘preparedness’ to deal with pandemic crises, where ‘business as
usual’ politics might thus play less of a role. To verify generalisability, similar studies should
be conducted in other regionalist systems where some responsibility for decisions on lock-
down was delegated to regional authorities, in order to test whether the effect of business

pressure is similar to the one highlighted here.
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