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Background: Trust in health authorities is a key determinant of adherence to public health recommendations during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Objective: This study examined whether perceived importance influences the relationship between trust in health authorities and adherence to COVID-19 preventive behaviours (PBs).
Methods: Data were analyzed from three cross-sectional samples of Canadian adults in the iCARE Study (N=9011) at three pandemic timepoints: October-November 2020 (T1), May-June 2021 (T2), and January-February 2022 (T3). Moderated mediation analyses examined trust in health authorities (IV), adherence to PBs (DV), perceived importance (mediator), and timepoint (moderator) for four PBs: masking, self-isolation, avoiding large social gatherings, and avoiding indoor social gatherings.
Results: At each timepoint, perceived importance mediated the relationship between trust in health authorities and adherence to all four PBs. This indirect effect did not significantly differ across timepoints for masking and self-isolation. For avoiding large and indoor social gatherings, the indirect effect of perceived importance increased from T1 to T3, as well as from T2 to T3, indicating a stronger role of perceived importance in the relationship between trust in health authorities and adherence to social distancing behaviours as the pandemic progressed.
Conclusion: Perceived importance mediates the relationship between trust in health authorities and adherence to PBs. While time did not significantly affect this mediation for masking and self-isolation, the indirect effect strengthened over time for more socially demanding PBs. Findings highlight the need to strengthen trust and perceived importance to improve adherence to PBs.  
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