
Experiment Instructions for: “When Guidance Changes:

Government Inconsistency and Public Beliefs”

Charlie Rafkin*

Advik Shreekumar�

Pierre-Luc Vautrey�

July 4, 2020

In this document, we present screenshots of the experiment instructions/survey instruments for “When
Guidance Changes: Government Inconsistency and Public Beliefs.” See the main paper here.

1 Incentives 2

2 Prior Beliefs 5

3 Political Leaning and Prior Opinions About Government 8

4 Treatment, First Dose 10

5 Posterior Beliefs about the Crisis’s Severity 12

6 Demand for Information 16

7 Treatment, Second Dose 17

8 Posterior Opinions about the Government 18

9 Willingness to Pay for Notifications about Goods 19

10 Risk and Social Preferences 21

11 Data Entry Task 22

12 Anxiety Decomposition 23

13 Intention to Social Distance 23

14 Debrief 24

*Department of Economics, MIT: crafkin@mit.edu.
�Department of Economics, MIT: adviks@mit.edu.
�Department of Economics, MIT: vautrey@mit.edu.

1

http://charlierafkin.com/papers/rsv_covid_changing.pdf


1 Incentives

After obtaining consent, the experiments started with an explanation of accuracy incentives and the lottery
system, captured in the screenshots below.

Figure 1: Incentives Presentation

The spirit of the incentives, rewarding accurate answers, was explained in the first page, but details were
made available on an optional page. This is a common practice in experimental economics, since many
participants would find the detailed calculations of incentives too long and might disengage. For instance,
Danz et al. (2020) show that providing no quantitative information about incentives (but incentivizing via
the Binarized Scoring Rule) reduces the elicitation error rate.
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Figure 2: Incentives Details, Part 1
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Figure 3: Incentives Details, Part 2
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2 Prior Beliefs

We then elicited prior beliefs about the severity of COVID, along with confidence bounds for some of these.
To reduce response noise and help respondents form a coherent answer that reflect their beliefs, we first
asked in which order of magnitude they thought the number of deaths would lie, and then to report a point
estimate. The point estimate had to be consistent with this order of magnitude:

Figure 4: Prior beliefs about total deaths

We then also elicited confidence bounds:
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Figure 5: Prior beliefs about total deaths, confidence intervals

To elicit the death rate, we asked separately about death rate for people below and above 50 years old,
and we elicited in terms of comparisons to the flu death rate:
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Figure 6: Prior beliefs about death rate

Finally, we also elicited prior beliefs about the future value of the Dow Jones Industrial Average Index:

Figure 7: Prior beliefs about DJI index value in 6 months
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3 Political Leaning and Prior Opinions About Government

We then asked participants about their vote in the 2016 Presidential election, along with their opinions
about the government’s handling of the COVID crisis.

Figure 8: Following the news

Figure 9: Past vote
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Figure 10: Prior opinions about government
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4 Treatment, First Dose

All participants received information about a contemporaneous government projection that up to 240,000
Americans would die from COVID:

On March 31 government officials projected that between 100,000 and 240,000 people could die
from COVID-19 in the United States.

Participants in the Consistent group received two additional statements:

1. The novel coronavirus has affected American life. On March 29, President Trump announced social
distancing measures would last until at least May 1st.

2. The novel coronavirus played a large role in the news. On March 31, President Trump said the
coronavirus is a “great national trial unlike any we have ever faced before.”

Participants in the Inconsistent group received the following statements.

1. President Trump originally said that he wanted to re-open the country by April 12. Then, on March
29, he announced social distancing measures would last until at least May 1st.

2. President Trump repeatedly suggested that the novel coronavirus was no worse than the flu. Then,
on March 31, President Trump said the coronavirus is a “great national trial unlike any we have ever
faced before.”

In each group, we presented one of these statements (chosen randomly) directly after the information
about the government projection, before eliciting prior belifes. We presented the other statement before
eliciting our data entry task. Participants received the common projection before eliciting posterior beliefs.

Below is an example of the Inconsistent treatment:

Figure 11: Inconsistent Treatment, first presentation

Below is an example of the Consistent treatment:
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Figure 12: Consistent Treatment, first presentation

The second time we present the treatment, we show the other randomly chosen statement within treat-
ment. We do not show the government projection twice. We provide an example for the Inconsistent
treatment.

Figure 13: Inconsistent Treatment, second presentation
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5 Posterior Beliefs about the Crisis’s Severity

Posterior beliefs about severity of COVID, both in terms of death rates and total number of deaths, were
then elicited using very similar instructions as those to elicit prior beliefs, along with posterior about the
DJI Index value. We explicitly asked participants whether they thought their prior was too high, too low or
still their “best guess,” to isolate intentional belief updates from updating due to various forms of elicitation
error. The participants who reported their prior was too low or too high then then report new posterior
beliefs (which were consistent with their view about the prior being too high or too low).

Figure 14: Belief Updates (Posterior Number of Deaths)

Below, we provide an example if the participant reports that the prior was her “best guess,” but then
enters posterior beliefs that are different than the survey. In this case, the participant cannot advance in the
survey until she either changes the report that the priors were her best guess, or aligns her posteriors to be
identical to her priors. This design ensures that participants who do not update were intentionally ignoring
the information.
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Figure 15: Belief Updates (Posterior Number of Deaths)
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Figure 16: Belief Updates (Posterior Number of Deaths, Confidence Interval)
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Figure 17: Belief Updates (Posterior Death Rate)

Figure 18: Belief Updates (Posterior Dow Jones Index)
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6 Demand for Information

We asked participants to choose between a few informative links to be displayed at the end of the experiment:

Figure 19: Demand for information

16



7 Treatment, Second Dose

Participants received the second statement for their treatment group at this time, which was distinct from
the (randomly chosen) first statement they saw previously.

Figure 20: Demand for information
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8 Posterior Opinions about the Government

Likewise, opinions about the government’s handling of the crisis were collected post-treatment using questions
that were identical to the pre-treatment measure.
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9 Willingness to Pay for Notifications about Goods

Demand for certain COVID-specific, hoarded goods, was proxied by eliciting willingness to pay for notifica-
tions about the availability of these goods on Amazon.com.

Figure 21: Willingness to pay for notifications, part 1
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Figure 22: Willingness to pay for notifications, part 2
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10 Risk and Social Preferences

We elicited a simple measure of risk preference using a simple choice between a fixed prize and a lottery:

Figure 23: Lottery Choice
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11 Data Entry Task

We measured performance on a data entry task, that were randomized to be related to COVID or not:

Figure 24: Data Entry Task Instructions

Figure 25: Data Entry Task

(a) Neutral Version (b) COVID Version

22



12 Anxiety Decomposition

Next, we asked participants to state whether the coronavirus was affecting concerns about their future:

Figure 26: Anxiety

(a) Part 1 (b) Part 2

13 Intention to Social Distance

We asked participants about their intention to engage in social distancing policies.

Figure 27: Social Distance
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14 Debrief

Finally, participants were debriefed, explained the experiment and shown statements from all treatment arms
to present the full picture.

Figure 28: Debrief
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