
Gründler, Klaus; Potrafke, Niklas

Working Paper

Experts and Epidemics

CESifo Working Paper, No. 8556

Provided in Cooperation with:
Ifo Institute – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research at the University of Munich

Suggested Citation: Gründler, Klaus; Potrafke, Niklas (2020) : Experts and Epidemics, CESifo
Working Paper, No. 8556, Center for Economic Studies and Ifo Institute (CESifo), Munich

This Version is available at:
http://hdl.handle.net/10419/226258

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.



 

8556 
2020 

September 2020 

 

Experts and Epidemics 
Klaus Gründler, Niklas Potrafke 



Impressum: 
 

CESifo Working Papers 
ISSN 2364-1428 (electronic version) 
Publisher and distributor: Munich Society for the Promotion of Economic Research - CESifo 
GmbH 
The international platform of Ludwigs-Maximilians University’s Center for Economic Studies 
and the ifo Institute 
Poschingerstr. 5, 81679 Munich, Germany 
Telephone +49 (0)89 2180-2740, Telefax +49 (0)89 2180-17845, email office@cesifo.de 
Editor: Clemens Fuest 
https://www.cesifo.org/en/wp 
An electronic version of the paper may be downloaded 
· from the SSRN website: www.SSRN.com 
· from the RePEc website: www.RePEc.org 
· from the CESifo website: https://www.cesifo.org/en/wp 

mailto:office@cesifo.de
https://www.cesifo.org/en/wp
http://www.ssrn.com/
http://www.repec.org/
https://www.cesifo.org/en/wp


CESifo Working Paper No. 8556 
 

 
 
 

Experts and Epidemics 
 
 

Abstract 

 
Do experts adjust their policy recommendations when the facts change? We conduct a large-scale 
randomized experiment among 1,224 economic experts across 109 countries that includes two 
treatments. The first treatment is the geographic and temporal variation in the initial spread of 
Covid-19 during March 2020, which we use as a natural experiment. The second is a randomly 
assigned information treatment that informs experts about the past macroeconomic performance 
of their country. We find that greater exposure to Covid-19 decreases the probability to 
recommend contractionary fiscal policies. A better macroeconomic performance increases the 
probability to implement contractionary policies and reduces the exposure effect to Covid-19. 
While our results show that experts adjust their policy recommendations to changing 
environments, sentiment analyses of open-ended questions asked after the treatment suggest that 
these adjustments are caused by Bayesian information updating and not by a change in 
preferences. 
JEL-Codes: A110, E620, H600, H630. 
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1 Introduction

“When the facts change, I change my mind. What do you do, sir?”

— John Maynard Keynes

Epidemics cause unprecedented consequences for individuals and society. Policymak-

ers are expected to take suitable action to alleviate these consequences. In the presence of

high uncertainty, policymakers often rely on expert advice. Experts, however, have been

shown to follow their own goals when making policy recommendations (Chakraborty et al.,

2020) and provide advice in line with their preferences (Asatryan et al., 2020; Saint-Paul,

2018). In this paper, we ask: Do experts adjust their policy recommendation when the

facts change? And do they give their best advice even when strong preferences are in-

volved?

Experts have been central figures during the Covid-19 pandemic in many countries.

Their advice has been in demand in many scientific areas, including medicine, epidemi-

ology, and virology. Extraordinary stimulus packages have been implemented in many

countries to tackle the economic crises that followed the outbreak of Covid-19 and the po-

litical actions to fight its spread. Economic experts have been pivotal figures in designing

these packages.

When evaluating expert-based economic policies, a key question is whether policy

recommendations are tailored to the current circumstances or whether they reflect the

preferences of experts. We design a large-scale randomized experiment among 1,224 eco-

nomic experts across 109 countries to examine this question. The experts included in our

study are working in central banks, embassies, international organizations, and research

institutes. We focus on prestigious policy advisors who have impact on the national eco-

nomic debates and the design of policies in response to the Covid-19 crisis. Our study

combines a natural experiment with a randomized control trial to assess changes in ex-

perts’ policy advice in response to two types of treatments. The first treatment is the

geographic and temporal variation in the initial spread of Covid-19 during March 2020,

which we exploit as a natural experiment. The second is a randomly assigned informa-

tion treatment that informs experts about the past macroeconomic performance of their

country. Both types of treatment represent fundamental conditions of the country experts

provide advice for. Combining the natural experiment with the information treatment

also helps to disentangle the epidemic effect from the effect of macroeconomic crises.

To differentiate the effects of changing circumstances from the preferences of experts,

we focus on a controversial topic that involves strong preferences: should governments

increase spending or should rules be adopted that restrict a country’s fiscal policy stance?

The debate about the role of government spending for the prosperity of economies is as

old as the economic profession (see, e.g., Smith, 1776; Ricardo, 1817) and still divides

the profession into camps. We ask experts whether rules should be imposed that restrict
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policymakers’ leeway for fiscal policy (“fiscal rules”). Evidence suggests that fiscal rules

may improve fiscal sustainability (Asatryan et al., 2018) but the findings about their

effects on other macroeconomic variables are inconclusive (Heinemann et al., 2018). There

are hence no objective criteria available for experts that suggest whether increasing or

decreasing spending would be a dominant strategy to foster economic prosperity.

Previous studies have shown the statistical advantages of using epidemic outbreaks

as natural experiments for causal inference (see, e.g., Almond, 2006 and Lin and Liu,

2014). Two features make the initial spread of Covid-19 an exceptional testing ground to

assess changes in expert advice in response to changing environments. First, the epidemic

struck without warning in early 2020. Although China was affected well before other

countries, Aksoy et al. (2020) document that there was practically no public attention

given to Covid-19 prior to the first officially reported national case. Second, there was

large temporal and geographic variation in the initial stage of the pandemic, and there

was large heterogeneity and little accuracy among the many attempts to model the initial

spread of Covid-19 (Cyranoski, 2020; Roda et al., 2020; Ioannidis et al., 2020). We

focus on the initial occurrence of the virus because its eventual circulation in a country’s

population may be endogenous to policy responses.1

We link the date on which experts filled out our survey with the number of confirmed

Covid-19 cases in the country they work in (“host country”) on this day. We also confront

a randomly chosen subset of experts with the growth rate of their host country during

the five years prior to our survey (“information treatment”). We find that both the past

macroeconomic performance and the exposure to Covid-19 have large effects on experts’

policy advice. A larger number of confirmed cases of Covid-19 decreases the probability

that experts recommend introducing contractionary fiscal policies. The results also show

that the probability to introduce contractionary fiscal policies increases with the past

growth rate of experts’ host country. We also find that the epidemic effect is lower when

the past macroeconomic performance was favorable.

While our results provide evidence that experts adjust their policy recommendations

in response to changing environments, it is unclear whether this change is caused by a

Bayesian information updating process or by a fundamental change in preferences. The

literature on experience effects shows that shocks can leave an imprint on individuals’

attitudes and risk aversion (Cogley and Sargent, 2008; Malmendier and Nagel, 2011;

Malmendier and Nagel, 2016). These studies build on Friedman and Schwartz (1963),

who describe how macroeconomic shocks create a “lingering mood of depression”. Em-

pirical evidence shows that one-time effects can have long-lasting impacts on individual

attitudes and preferences (e.g. Giuliano and Spilimbergo, 2014; Malmendier and Shen,

1Even though the eventual spread of the virus depends on policies to tackle the circulation of Covid-19,
scholars have emphasized that policy response has often been misguided (Ioannidis, 2013), mitigating
concerns about endogeneity.
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2018). Hence, a possible explanation of our results may be that the change in policy rec-

ommendation reflects a change in preferences rather than a re-evaluation of the current

situation based on newly available information.

To examine whether the treatments in our study change experts’ preferences, our

survey also includes open-ended questions, where experts are asked to write down their

main considerations about fiscal rules in free-text entry boxes. We run machine learn-

ing algorithms for text mining on the free-text answers to measure the polarity (positive

or negative) and the strength of emotions experts have towards fiscal rules. Our sen-

timent analyses suggest that there are no differences in attitudes towards fiscal rules

between treated and non-treated experts and between experts with high or low exposure

to Covid-19. This finding indicates that the change in policy recommendation is caused

by information updating and not by a change in preferences. Experts may hence provide

economic advice that they perceive to fit best to the current situation, even though this

advice may be conflicting with their views of the world.

Contribution to the literature: Our study contributes to the burgeoning literature

on the role of economic experts in the design of economic policies. This literature has

shown that there is a broad consensus among economic experts on key economic issues

(Gordon and Dahl, 2013) and that there are substantial differences between preferences

of economic experts and those of the average population (Sapienza and Zingales, 2013).

Experts have also been shown to be self-motivated (Zingales, 2020) and to make office-

seeking parties serve their interests (Chakraborty et al., 2020). We provide evidence that

experts adjust their policy advice in response to external shocks and changing macroeco-

nomic environments. This result indicates that the average expert aims to give her best

advice regardless of her economic preferences.

We also relate to the literature on experience effects. Previous studies show that

incisive experiences have long-lasting and large effects on individuals’ attitudes and pref-

erences (Malmendier and Nagel, 2011; Giuliano and Spilimbergo, 2014; Malmendier and

Nagel, 2016; Malmendier and Shen, 2018). We contribute to this literature in two ways.

First, we examine experience effects in response to epidemics, while previous studies focus

on macroeconomic shocks. Second, our analysis examines experience effects for experts

rather than non-experts. We may expect experts to be more deliberate when forming

decisions after a shock. Compared to non-experts, we would expect experts to display a

lesser tendency to over-react in response to crises. The results show that experts change

policy recommendations when confronted with epidemics, but we do not find evidence for

experience effects that materialize in a change in the preferences of experts.

We also contribute to the literature examining how natural disasters influence individ-

uals’ preferences and perceptions. Previous studies arrived at ambiguous conclusions, but

the literature faces two methodological challenges (Chuang and Schechter, 2015): first,
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when external shocks occur, data is usually available after the event but not before. Sec-

ond, it is often difficult to find a suitable control group when focusing on local events,

because many events affect populations differently. Our expert survey tackles these chal-

lenges. The survey was conducted during the period when Covid-19 was initially spreading

the world. A substantial fraction of countries had not been affected at the beginning of

our sample, but Covid-19 had caused devastating consequences in all surveyed countries

by the end of our sample period.

Organization: The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section (2)

describes the Covid-19 pandemic and shows why its initial spread can be exploited as a

natural experiment. Section (3) presents the design of our international experiment. Our

empirical strategy is described in Section (4), with results presented in in Section (5).

Section (6) concludes.

2 The 2020 Covid-19 pandemic

2.1 The crisis

The Covid-19 pandemic (“coronavirus pandemic”) is a pandemic of coronavirus disease

2019 (Covid-19), caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-

2). The outbreak, which was first identified in Wuhan (China) in December 2019, spread

across almost all countries in the world between January and May 2020. The World

Health Organization declared the outbreak a pandemic on March 11, 2020. By the end of

July 2020, more than 18 million individuals had been infected with SARS-CoV-2 across

the world.

2.2 Need for expert advice

When confronted with unexpected events, policymakers need to rely on expert advice.

Nelson (2013) summarizes the need for experts in the wake of natural disasters by not-

ing that “scientists [...] with an analytical bent are sought-after in natural-hazard risk

assessment”. Experts have also been central figures during the Covid-19 pandemic. In

most industrialized countries, similar cross-country epidemics have not been experienced

by citizens and policymakers before. Due to the unforeseen and sudden outbreak, policy-

makers faced an unparalleled situation and had no experience to build on to determine

countermeasures.

In the United States, Anthony Stephen Fauci, a physician and immunologist and

director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) became a

lead member of the Trump Administration’s White House Coronavirus Task Force in

January 2020. Similar key figures were installed in other countries, e.g. in Germany
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(Christian Drosten, head of the Institute of Virology at Charité in Berlin), the United

Kingdom (Chris Whitty, chief medical officer for England), and Sweden (Anders Tegnell,

Swedish state epidemiologist at the Public Health Agency of Sweden).

Experts’ advice, however, was not only needed in medical matters. To tackle the se-

vere economic crisis that accompanied the measures to fight the epidemic, many countries

launched economic aid packages that were unparalleled in their nations’ public finance

history. In May 2020, fiscal policy measures in Germany amounted to a total of 1.17

trillion euro, which equals one third of the nation’s GDP the year before the crisis. These

actions were the result of close cooperation between policymakers and economic experts.

On May 4, the German daily business newspaper Handelsblatt ran a piece titled “Gov-

ernment suddenly relies much more on top economists” and added that “the cooperation

has never been closer” (Handelsblatt, 2020). In a survey among 155 university economics

professors in Germany that was conducted by the ifo Institute’s Economist panel, 81%

of the participants agreed with the stimulus package or responded that the government

should take even more expansionary measures.

2.3 The initial spread of Covid-19 as a natural experiment

Previous studies have demonstrated the statistical advantages of using epidemic outbreaks

as natural experiments for causal inference (see, e.g., Almond, 2006 and Lin and Liu,

2014). Our identification strategy follows this approach, exploiting the geographic and

temporal variation in the initial spread of Covid-19 as a natural experiment. Two features

make the Covid-19 pandemic an exceptional testing ground to evaluate changes in experts’

policy advice in response to changing environments. First, the pandemic struck without

warning in early 2020. Even though Covid-19 had severe effects in China well before it

hit other countries, the virus was given very little attention by individuals before it hit

their own country. Using daily Google searches via Google Health Trends API, Aksoy

et al. (2020) document that there was practically no public attention given to Covid-19

prior to the first officially reported national case, and that there was an immediate surge

in public attention afterwards.

Second, there was substantial temporal and geographic variation in the initial spread

of Covid-19, and forecasting this spread was impossible. Since the start of the outbreak,

several modeling groups around the world have reported predictions for the spread of

Covid-19. In the early days of the outbreak, estimated basic reproduction numbers varied

between 2 and 6, the total number of infected people ranged from 50,000 to millions,

and peak time was estimated to be between mid-February and late March (Cyranoski,

2020). In August 2020, the epidemic is far from over. Despite the large heterogeneity

in predictions, studies conducted at the beginning of the outbreak underestimated the

extent of the pandemic. The reason for this is that the spread of Covid-19 has been
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remarkably difficult to predict, both for the world as a whole and also even for China

alone (Roda et al., 2020). The inaccuracy in predicting outbreaks of Covid-19 in the

initial stage prompted Ioannidis et al. (2020) to conclude that “forecasting for Covid-19

has failed”. Hence, in its initial stage, the spread of Covid-19 was random in the sense

that it was impossible to anticipate which countries would be hit on a given day.

The specific circumstances of the initial spread of Covid-19 limits the scope for omitted

variable bias and anticipation effects. SARS-CoV-2 is the successor to SARS-CoV-1 (the

strain which caused the 2002–2004 SARS outbreak), but during its global outbreak in early

2020, there was very little information available about its elementary features, including

its origin, contagiousness, and deadliness. Concerns about anticipation effects are also

mitigated by high infection rates of Covid-19, leading to a rapid spread of the disease

once a country has been affected. In many instances, action changed on a daily basis, and

there was large uncertainty among policymakers on how to best respond to the virus and

on whether the virus poses a severe threat or not. A prime example of missing anticipation

effects was the now infamous twitter post of US president Donald Trump on March 9,

2020, in which he claimed that SARS-CoV-2 was not as perilous as the common flu.2

We focus on the developments during the early stage of the global Covid-19 pandemic

because the timing at which countries were initially hit was random, and the following

public attention, although negligible before the first cases were confirmed, was immense.

However, after countries are initially affected, the further spread of the virus is likely to be

endogenous to policy responses, which is why our analysis only exploits the time window

when Covid-19 initially spread the world.

3 Design of the expert survey

3.1 Background information about the survey

Our survey was conducted between March 5 and April 3, in 2020. It includes 1,224 eco-

nomic experts working in 109 advanced, emerging and developing countries. We exploit

the unique infrastructure of the World Economic Survey (WES) collected by the ifo Insti-

tute for Economic Research in Munich to reach out to renowned economic experts from

central banks, multinational companies, embassies, international organizations, and re-

search institutes. We focus on prestigious policy advisors whose opinions have an impact

on the national economic debates in their country. Many of the surveyed experts are also

likely to be key figures in designing policies in response to the coronavirus crisis. Almost

all experts in our sample have completed tertiary education; 42% of the participants hold

a PhD.

2The exact wording of the post was “So last year 37,000 Americans died from the common Flu. It
averages between 27,000 and 70,000 per year. Nothing is shut down, life & the economy go on. At this
moment there are 546 confirmed cases of CoronaVirus, with 22 deaths. Think about that!”.
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Figure 1 SPREAD OF COVID-19 ACROSS THE GLOBE AND SAMPLE PERIOD, MARCH–MAY
2020.
Notes: The figure shows the number of new confirmed cases of Covid-19 developed in the world between
March and May 2020. Data is collected from the World Health Organization (World Health Organization,
2020). The left-hand figure illustrates the development of new confirmed cases of Covid-19 in the world
(seven-day moving average), the right-hand figure shows the development of new confirmed cases of
Covid-19 for selected countries. The country-level perspective uses log scales to handle the large absolute
differences in total numbers across countries. The gray-dashed lines denote the sample period during
which our survey was conducted.

Our survey encompasses 15 questions that ask experts about their views on fiscal rules

(see Figures A2–A3 in the appendix). There a two types of questions in the survey. The

first type of questions is designed to measure experts’ general attitudes towards fiscal

rules, including experts’ general view about the effect of fiscal rules on economic growth,

public debt, and public investment (see Gründler and Potrafke, 2020). These questions

are not assigned any information treatment and as expected, answers to these questions

are unaffected by the spread of Covid-19.3 The second type of questions explicitly asks

experts to make policy recommendations and informs a randomly chosen subsample of

experts about the past macroeconomic performance of their country.

Our expert survey was conducted during the time when Covid-19 was spreading around

the world. Figure (1) shows the development of new confirmed cases of Covid-19 in the

world (total, left-hand side) and for selected countries (log scale, right-hand side) between

March and May 2020. On March 5, the starting date of our survey, there were 21 countries

3The correlation between answers to these questions and the spread of Covid-19 is between 0.017 and
0.062 and far from being of statistical significance.
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in our sample without a single reported case of Covid-19. At the end of our observation

period, Covid-19 had spread to all countries in our sample. There is substantial temporal

and geographic heterogeneity in the spread of Covid-19. For instance, while Italy was hit

hard early in the sample period, the United States was hit later, but the increase in cases

was even stronger.

We sent out three reminders to remind experts to participate in our survey. Figure

(A1) shows that we have substantial temporal heterogeneity in survey participation.

3.2 Information treatment

Our randomized experiment includes two treatments. The first treatment is the geo-

graphic and temporal spread of Covid-19 (see Section 2.3). The second treatment is an

information treatment that we randomly assign to survey particpants. The experts in our

survey are randomly split into two groups of roughly equal size that were sent two versions

of the survey. One group, which we refer to as the control group, was asked “Suppose

there would be no fiscal rule in the country you work in (if there is none, then consider

the current situation). Would you recommend introducing one?”. The other group of

panelists, which we refer to as the treatment group, instead received the question “Over

the last five years, real per capita GDP growth was on average [growth rate] per year in

[requested country]. Suppose there would be no fiscal rule in the country you work in

(if there is none, then consider the current situation). Would you recommend introducing

one?”. The average real per capita GDP growth rate over the past five years [growth

rate] is individualized for each expert and refers to the experts’ host country [requested

country]. In 78% of cases, the expert’s host country is also their country of origin. Data

on GDP was collected from World Bank (2020).

The public finance literature has found mixed evidence regarding the effects of fiscal

rules on macroeconomic outcomes (for a meta analysis, see Heinemann et al., 2018). In the

absence of objective criteria that suggest whether increasing or decreasing public spending

is superior to foster economic prosperity, experts’ views on fiscal rules reflect their fiscal

preferences. Those with positive views on fiscal rules are likely to prefer contractionary

fiscal policies and vice versa.

We create a dummy variable that equals 1 if an expert has received information treat-

ment, and zero otherwise. We denote this variable by Tit, with i and t indexing countries

and days. We also multiply the dummy by the level of growth associated with the treat-

ment that is received by expert e, denoted by TEeit (see also Coibion et al., 2020).

The recommendation to introduce fiscal rules is coded as a dummy variable, which

equals 1 if a panelist responds that (s)he would recommend introducing a fiscal rule. We

denote this variable by Feit. Fiscal policy recommendations across experts included in our

survey are balanced. Of the 1,161 respondents that answered the question, 567 (48.84%)
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recommended fiscal rules, whereas 594 (51.16%) did not recommend introducing fiscal

rules.

3.3 Balance tests

Identifying causal effects based on the spread of Covid-19 and the information treatment

requires that the treated experts in our randomized experiment do not differ from non-

treated experts in terms of key socio-economic characteristics, their occupation, and their

field of expertise. Figures (A5) and (A6) in the appendix show the results of balanced

tests to asses the random assignment of the information treatment. These tests provide

no evidence for differences between the treatment group and the control group with re-

spect to sex, age, or education, occupation, or the field of expertise. We also do not

observe any differences in these characteristics between the groups that experienced a

high (above-median) or low (below-median) exposure to Covid-19 (see Figures A7–A8 in

the appendix).4

4 Empirical strategy

4.1 Hypotheses

Little is known about the factors that determine policy recommendations of experts. In

particular, whether experts provide recommendations in line with their preferences or in

line with what they perceive to be the best strategy in a specific situation remains an

open question (Chakraborty et al., 2020; Asatryan et al., 2020; Saint-Paul, 2018).

Policy recommendations of experts, like all economic decisions, are usually derived

under incomplete information. If experts are Bayesian, they will update their policy

recommendation when new information about the state of the world becomes available.

Our experimental design consists of two treatments that provide experts with updated

information about the true state of the world. The first treatment is the Covid-19 epi-

demic, a traumatic event that has plunged countries into deep humanitarian crises. In

this situation, experts may be in favor of expansionary fiscal policies to increase health ex-

penditure and to invest in medical personnel and equipment. Hence, our first hypothesis

is:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): A greater exposure to Covid-19 infections decreases the likelihood

of experts recommending adopting fiscal rules.

The second treatment is the information about the past macroeconomic performance

of a country. Experts may be more in favor of fiscal rules during booms than during

4To guarantee anonymity of experts, we do not ask respondents for socio-economic characteristics other
than sex, age, and income.
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busts, because fiscal rules restrict expansionary policies during recessions. Our second

hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Recent national booms increase the likelihood of experts recom-

mending adopting fiscal rules.

National macroeconomic circumstances are likely to reinforce the effects of Covid-19

on experts’ policy advice. Countries with better macroeconomic performance in the past

withstand disasters more easily (Noy, 2009), and economic growth is less affected by

disasters in richer than in poorer economies (Loayza et al., 2012). Our third hypothesis

is:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Unfavorable macroeconomic conditions reinforce the Covid-19 ef-

fect on experts’ advice on whether fiscal rules should be adopted.

A key question is whether changes in policy recommendations are simply caused by

information updating or whether they reflect a change in preferences. Previous studies

show that natural disasters have large effects on the risk preference of individuals (see,

e.g., Cameron and Shah, 2015; Hanaoka et al., 2018) and change their beliefs about the

frequency and magnitude of future shocks (Brown et al., 2018). Empirical evidence on

“experience effects” also shows that macroeconomic crises have a long-lasting impact on

individuals’ preferences and attitudes. An alternative explanation for a change in policy

recommendations may hence be that experts have changed their preferences when expe-

riencing the Covid-19 epidemic or when being informed about the true macroeconomic

performance of their country.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Changes in experts’ policy recommendations are caused by a change

in preferences.

In the event that Hypothesis (4) cannot be rejected, policy recommendations of experts

may either caused by their own preferences or by their subjectively perceived dominant

policy measure. However, in the event that Hypothesis (4) can be rejected and Hypotheses

(1) and (2) cannot be rejected, this would provide strong indication that experts’ policy

advice is not predominantly guided by their own preferences.

4.2 Estimation strategy

Our empirical strategy is designed to examine the effects of our two treatments on fiscal

policy recommendations of experts. We start by investigating the effects of the geo-

graphic and temporal spread of confirmed Covid-19 cases on expert recommendations by

estimating
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Feit = γCovid-19eit + ηi + εeit, (1)

where Feit is our dummy variable that denotes whether an expert recommends intro-

ducing fiscal rules and Covid-19eit is the number of confirmed cases of Covid-19 in the

host country i of expert e on day t. The number of confirmed Covid-19 cases may be

effected by measurement error in the presence of incorrect functioning tests and strate-

gic underreporting of governments (e.g. Atkeson, 2020). However, the officially reported

number of confirmed cases of Covid-19 has received great attention and been prominently

discussed in the media on a daily basis. We argue that these numbers are more decisive

for the formation of preferences than the (unknown) true figures.5 This argument is in

line with the literature showing that individuals’ subjective perceptions are more impor-

tant for preferences than objective criteria (e.g. Cruces et al., 2013). As the spread of

Covid-19 in its initial stage was random in the sense that it was impossible to anticipate

which countries would be hit on a given day, the parameter γ reflects the causal effect of

exposure to Covid-19 on experts’ fiscal policy recommendations.

We also include country fixed effects ηi in Equation (1). Fixed effects on the country

level account for the ex ante risk of epidemics, which differs across countries. Accounting

for systematic variation in general exposure to epidemics across countries addresses the

possibility that individuals who already live in high-risk environments may not be partic-

ularly concerned about additional risks. Hence, the effect on preferences may be smaller

than for those individuals living in low-risk environments. However, if the spread of

Covid-19 has been random across space and time, these effects should have little influence

on the estimated parameter γ.

In the second step, we examine how the past macroeconomic performance influences

fiscal policy recommendations of experts. To disentangle effects of exposure to Covid-19

from perceptions about past macroeconomic conditions, we confront a random subset of

experts with the economic performance of their host country during the past five years.

We examine the effect of the information treatment in two ways. First, we include our

dummy variable on the treatment status Teit of experts

Feit = γCovid-19eit + ρTeit + λ{Covid-19it × Tit}+ ηi + εeit, (2)

and also investigate the interaction of the treatment status with exposure to Covid-19

by including the term Covid-19eit× Teit. The information treatment makes experts think

about a nation’s macroeconomic conditions when making their recommendation. We also

examine the extent of the information treatment by re-estimating Equation (2) using TEeit.

5Alternatively, we could focus on deaths rather than confirmed cases. Because of the long incubation
period, however, there is a lengthy time lag between exposure to Covid-19 and death. In Germany, for
instance, the first reported death from Covid-19 was confirmed six weeks after the first infection. We
argue that using deaths would result in a mistiming of the shock caused by Covid-19.
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Table 1 COVID-19 CASES, MACROECONOMIC PERFORMANCE AND FISCAL POLICY
ADVICE—BASELINE RESULTS

Dependent variable: “Recommendation that fiscal rules should be adopted”, Feit

Covid-19 Covid-19 and Treatment

Robust SE Robust SE, ηi Cluster FE, ηi Robust SE Robust SE Robust SE

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Covid-19 -0.00397∗∗ -0.00378∗∗ -0.00378∗∗∗ -0.00316∗∗ -0.00526∗∗∗

(-2.83) (-2.98) (-5.25) (-2.86) (-3.70)

Treatment 0.421∗∗∗ 0.418∗∗∗ 0.394∗∗∗

(15.41) 14.72) (13.33)

Treatment × Covid-19 0.00066∗∗∗

(3.74)

Observations 1,119 1,119 1,119 1,161 1,119 1,119
R Squared 0.00928 0.328 0.328 0.161 0.165 0.171
Country FE No Yes Yes No No No

Notes: Table reports the results of our baseline model on the effect of epidemics on fiscal policy recommenda-
tions of experts. t statistics are reported in parentheses. “Covid-19” denotes the number of confirmed cases
of Covid-19 at the time the experts filled out the questionnaire. “Treatment” is the information treatment
that confronts experts with the economic development of their home country during the past five years.
Coefficients on Covid-19 cases and interaction terms with Covid-19 cases are multiplied by 1,000 to keep the
parameter in a displayable space.

*** Significant at the 1 percent level,
** Significant at the 5 percent level,
* Significant at the 10 percent level

5 Results

5.1 Baseline results

Table (1) reports our baseline results. In Column (1), we link the total number of con-

firmed Covid-19 cases to fiscal preferences of experts. The parameter estimate is -0.00397,

suggesting that one additional case of Covid-19 decreases the probability of being in favor

of fiscal rules by 0.0004 percentage points. The effect is statistically significant at the 5%

level (t = 2.83).

Column (2) includes country-fixed effects to account for country-specific unobservables

that may influence experts’ fiscal preferences (cultural socialization, dominant schools of

thought, historical macroeconomic performance etc.). If the spread of Covid-19 were ran-

dom, we would not expect to see any effect of including these variables on our parameter

estimates. The parameter estimate is unchanged when we include country-level fixed ef-

fects, but standard errors decrease. We obtain this result using standard errors that are

robust to arbitrary heteroskedasticity. In Column (3), we explicitly model standard errors

to be nested in country clusters. Doing so does not change the inferences. Based on the

results reported in Columns (1)–(3), we cannot reject H1.
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In Column (4), we examine how confronting experts with the growth rate of their host

country during the past five years influences their policy advice. The results show that

informing experts about the macroeconomic performance of their country increases the

probability that they will recommend introducing fiscal rules. The effect is statistically

significant at the 1% level. Numerically, the effect is large: Informing experts about past

macroeconomic conditions increases the probability that they will recommend introducing

fiscal rules Column (5) includes both the information treatment and the spread of Covid-

19. Inferences do not change when we include both variables in our model. Based on

these results, we cannot reject H2.

In Column (6), we interact confirmed cases of Covid-19 with our information treat-

ment. While the negative effect of Covid-19 and the positive effect of the information

treatment persist, the results show that the information treatment is particularly strong

for individuals with higher exposure to Covid-19. Inferences also do not change when we

cluster standard errors at the country level in Columns (4)–(6) (not reported).

Figure (A9) in the appendix shows our main treatment effects, illustrating the share

of experts that recommend the adoption of fiscal rules depending on whether experts have

received the information treatment (left-hand side) and whether experts live in countries

with confirmed Covid-19 cases smaller or greater than the sample median (right-hand

side). Both types of treatments have a strong impact on experts’ propensity to recommend

fiscal rules, indicating that past macroeconomic conditions and the spread of Covid-19

influence experts’ fiscal preferences (Figure A9).

5.2 Treatment intensity

We examine whether the influence of the information treatment depends on the growth

rate delivered to experts. We use two variants to measure the treatment intensity. The

first measure multiplies the treatment dummy by the growth rate that has been reported

to experts. The second variant considers more extreme treatments, multiplying the treat-

ment dummy by an indicator variable that is 1 if the past growth rate of the country was

in the top 25% of the distribution of growth rates, and 0 otherwise.

The results, shown in Table (2), confirm the negative effect of the spread of Covid-19

on the probability of experts’ to recommend contractionary fiscal policies. The coefficient

on the treatment intensity variable is positive and statistically significant at the 1% level

(see Columns 1–3). This result suggests that the probability to recommend introducing

fiscal rules increases when the past macroeconomic performance reported to experts was

good. Numerically, the estimates imply that one additional percentage point of past

economic growth reported to experts increases their support for fiscal rules by about

9%. The interaction term between Covid-19 cases and the treatment intensity variable

shows that a better macroeconomic environment mitigates the negative effect of exposure

14



Table 2 COVID-19 CASES, MACROECONOMIC PERFORMANCE AND FISCAL POLICY
ADVICE—TREATMENT INTENSITY

Dependent variable: “Recommendation that fiscal rules should be adopted”, Feit

Treatment Intensity Extreme Treatment

Robust SE Robust SE Robust SE Robust SE Robust SE Robust SE

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Covid-19 -0.00464∗∗∗ -0.00618∗∗∗ -0.00509∗∗∗ -0.00719∗∗∗

(-4.48) (-4.31) (-4.50) (-4.94)

Treatment Intensity 0.0959∗∗∗ 0.101∗∗∗ 0.0947∗∗∗

(10.35) (9.62) (8.44)

Treatment Int. × Covid-19 0.00085∗∗∗

(3.33)

High-Treatment 0.414∗∗∗ 0.482∗∗∗ 0.394∗∗∗

(9.25) (8.85) (7.18)

High-Treatment × Covid-19 0.00087∗∗∗

(5.84)

Observations 1,161 1,119 1,119 1,161 1,119 1,119
R Squared 0.104 0.116 0.120 0.033 0.046 0.054

Notes: Table reports the results of our baseline model on the effect of epidemics on fiscal policy recommenda-
tions of experts. t statistics are reported in parentheses. “Covid-19” denotes the number of confirmed cases
of Covid-19 at the time the experts filled out the questionnaire. “Treatment Intensity” is the information
treatment that confronts experts with the economic development of their home country during the past five
years multiplied by the growth rate. “High-Treatment (> 75 perc.)” is the information treatment that
confronts experts with the economic development of their home country during the past five years multiplied
by a dummy variable that is 1 if the growth rate in the referring country is in the top 25%. Coefficients on
Covid-19 cases and interaction terms with Covid-19 cases are multiplied by 1,000 to keep the parameter in
a displayable space.

*** Significant at the 1 percent level,
** Significant at the 5 percent level,
* Significant at the 10 percent level

to Covid-19 (H3). The effects are similar although greater in magnitude if we consider

our high-treatment variant in Columns (4)–(6). Again, clustering standard errors at the

country level does not change the inferences.

5.3 Robustness

We employ many robustness tests. We examine whether the treatment effects depend

on past experience with fiscal rules. Including a dummy for countries that possess fiscal

rules does not change the results. The results show, however, that the negative effect of

Covid-19 prevalence and the positive effects of the information treatment are stronger for

experts living in countries that have introduced fiscal rules in the past.

We also re-estimated our benchmark estimates for single countries. For the United

States, our survey includes a total of 112 experts. The results for the US are almost
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(a) Experts with information treatment (b) Experts without information treatment

Figure 2 WORD CLOUDS OF EXPERT RESPONSES, MAIN CONSIDERATIONS ABOUT FISCAL
RULES.
Notes: The figure shows a word cloud of expert responses to the question “What are your main
considerations about fiscal rules?”, distinguishing between experts that received the information treatment
(sub-figure a) and those that did not receive the information treatment (sub-figure b). The world cloud
is based on about 2,500 distinct words.

identical to those based on the whole sample of countries.

We also altered the estimation technique using binary choice models and non-linear

estimation techniques. Applying these techniques does not change the inferences.

5.4 Changes in recommendations versus changes in preferences

A pending question is whether the observed changes in experts’ policy recommendations

are caused by fundamental changes in their fiscal preferences or by a re-assessment of the

current situation regardless of their preferences. To examine this question, our expert

survey includes an open question (Q13), which asks respondents “What are your main

considerations about fiscal rules?”. Experts are asked to answer this question by writing

down their considerations in free-text entry boxes. We employ text mining algorithms to

systematically evaluate the sentiment of expert responses to this question using qualitative

and quantitative analyses. For our qualitative analysis, we preprocess the expert responses

and build word clouds that reflect the relative frequency of words used by respondents.6

Eyeballing the word clouds presented in Figure (2) does not reveal any differences between

treated and non-treated experts. Figure (A10) in the appendix shows that there is a strong

correlation of words mentioned in answers of treated and non-treated experts (96.44%).

For our quantitative analysis, we perform sentiment analyses based on the VADER

(Valence Aware Dictionary for sEntiment Reasoning) model, a natural language process-

ing algorithm that is trained to extract the polarity (positive or negative) as well as the

6We transform the text to only include lowercase words, filter stop words, and tokenize the raw input.
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Figure 3 AVERAGE SENTIMENT SCORE OF ATTITUDES TOWARDS FISCAL RULES ACROSS
TREATED AND NON-TREATED EXPERTS.
Notes: The figure shows mean values of sentiment scores computed by text mining of answers to the
question: “What are your main considerations about fiscal rules?”. We specify a VADER (Valence Aware
Dictionary for Sentiment Reasoning) model for text sentiment analysis that is sensitive to both polarity
(positive/negative) and intensity (strength) of emotion to compute compound scores of the sentiment of
answers. Mean levels of sentiment scores ranging between −1 (most negative) and +1 (most positive)
are plotted for treated and non-treated experts. Vertical lines represent 95% confidence intervals.

intensity (strength) of emotions of a text. The algorithm, initially developed by Hutto

and Gilbert (2014), is particularly designed to gather emotions from brief microblogs and

social media messages, which most closely resembles the format of the answers given by

the experts in our survey. The algorithm has been shown to provide classifications that are

almost identical to the emotions humans would assign to a text (see Hutto and Gilbert,

2014 for a detailed description and a comparison to human classifications).

The VADER algorithm classifies texts on a scale running from −1 (most negative) to

+1 (most positive). Expert #344 is a prime example for negative attitudes towards fiscal

rules, declaring that “the problem with fiscal rules is that accounting strategies can be used

to meet the goals. In addition, fiscal rules can be very restrictive at times of economic

recession and make recovery difficult. Fiscal rules can have a negative impact on invest-

ment”. This assessment receives a compound sentiment score of −0.8481. In contrast,

expert #18 is has positive attitudes towards fiscal rules, writing that “with Italian men-

tality fiscal rules are absolute necessary, otherwise public income would decrease strongly.

At the same time the possibility to increase the tax deductible expenses would also be a

great help for public incomes.” This assessment receives a score of 0.8807.
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Figure (3) shows the average sentiment score for the group of experts that received the

information treatment and those that did not receive the treatment. The figure shows that

there are no significant differences in attitudes towards fiscal rules between the treated

and the non-treated experts. There are also no signs for differences in preferences across

experts with above-median or below-median exposure to Covid-19. This result also occurs

when we re-estimate our empirical models of Equations (1) and (2) using the sentiment

score as dependent variable (not reported). Our results suggest that the change in experts’

policy recommendation is not caused by a change in preferences, rejecting hypothesis (4).

Rather, experts change their minds when new information becomes available, even though

their new recommendations may go against their own preferences.

6 Conclusion

Economic experts advise policymakers on how to design fiscal policies. A major fiscal

policy tool has been fiscal rules that restrict governments from issuing new public debt

or increasing public expenditure (e.g. Heinemann et al., 2014 and Asatryan et al., 2018).

Fiscal rules reflect experts’ views on the size and scope of government.

The spread of Covid-19 influenced economic experts’ advice on fiscal policies. We

polled economic experts from March 5 to April 3, 2020 when Covid-19 was spreading

rapidly. We exploit daily responses of 1,224 economic experts from 109 countries. Experts

were around 0.004 percentage points less likely to advocate introducing fiscal rules when

one additional Covid-19 infection was confirmed in their country of residence. Covid-19

drastically interfered with economic activity in March 2020 and governments were ad-

vised to implement expansionary fiscal policies. Introducing new fiscal rules that restrict

government from issuing new public debt would have prevented governments from imple-

menting expansionary fiscal policies. Our results suggest that economic experts consider

business cycles and extraordinary events when giving fiscal policy advice—their schools

of thought notwithstanding.

We also used information treatments and informed a randomly chosen subset of ex-

perts about the past macroeconomic performance of their country before asking for their

views about fiscal rules. This information treatment generates another source of exoge-

nous variation in fiscal policy recommendations. Both types of treatments have a strong

impact on experts’ propensity to recommend fiscal rules, indicating that past macroeco-

nomic conditions and the spread of Covid-19 influence experts’ fiscal preferences. Our

text mining analyses reveal that the changes in policy recommendations are caused by

information updating and not by a change in experts’ fundamental preferences. Taken

together, our results provide an interesting answer to Keynes’ initially quoted question:

when the facts change, we also change our minds—but not our hearts.
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Appendix (for online publication)
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Figure A1 DAYS ON WHICH EXPERTS FILLED OUT THE SURVEY, MARCH–APRIL 2020.
Notes: The figure shows the day at which experts responded to our survey. After sending the survey to
experts on March 5, 2020, we sent out three reminders to guarantee that our survey spanned the entire
period. The reminders were sent on March 9, 2020, on March 16, 2020, and on March 23, 2020.
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Figure A2 ONLINE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE (1/3).
Notes: The figure shows the first part of our online survey questionnaire, measuring experts’ views on
fiscal rules. Question 5 includes the variant with information treatment. As an example, the question
delivers the information that the growth rate in the sample country was 5.65% per year over the past
five years. Other participants of the sample country did not receive this information.
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Figure A3 ONLINE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE (2/3).
Notes: The figure shows the second part of our online survey questionnaire, which looks at fiscal rules
in the home country of experts.

21



Figure A4 ONLINE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE (3/3).
Notes: The figure shows the third part of our online survey questionnaire, which includes open questions
to assess the participants’ attitudes and views towards fiscal rules.
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Figure A5 INFORMATION TREATMENT—BALANCE TESTS (1/2), MEAN OF SOCIO-
ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS ACROSS TREATED AND NON-TREATED EXPERTS.
Notes: The figure shows mean values of key socio-economic characteristics of treated and non-treated
experts. To guarantee the anonymity of experts, data for age is available only in ranges. Vertical lines
represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure A6 INFORMATION TREATMENT—BALANCE TESTS (2/2), MEAN OF OCCUPATIONS
AND FIELDS OF EXPERTISE ACROSS TREATED AND NON-TREATED EXPERTS.
Notes: The figure shows mean values of occupations and fields of expertise of treated and non-treated
experts. Vertical lines represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure A7 COVID-19 TREATMENT—BALANCE TESTS (1/2), MEAN OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC
CHARACTERISTICS ACROSS TREATED AND NON-TREATED EXPERTS.
Notes: The figure shows mean values of key socio-economic characteristics of treated and non-treated
experts. To guarantee the anonymity of experts, data for age is available only in ranges. Vertical lines
represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure A8 COVID-19 TREATMENT—BALANCE TESTS (2/2), MEAN OF OCCUPATIONS AND
FIELDS OF EXPERTISE ACROSS TREATED AND NON-TREATED EXPERTS.
Notes: The figure shows mean values of occupations and fields of expertise of treated and non-treated
experts. Vertical lines represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure A9 TREATMENT EFFECTS, PAST MACROECONOMIC PERFORMANCE AND COVID-
19.
Notes: The figure shows the percentage of individuals recommending adopting fiscal rules for experts
with and without the information treatment about past macroeconomic performance (left-hand side) and
for those experts living in countries with confirmed corona cases below and above the sample median
(right-hand side). The vertical lines reflect the 95% confidence intervals.

fiscal

rules

debt

public

economicgovernment
growthrule policy

investmentgovernmentsdisciplinebudgetpoliticalcountrynecessarylongtermspendingneedflexibilitygoodflexibledeficiteconomywellpoliciescountrieseffectivegdpimprovecontrolkeeptimecrisisshortpoliticianshelpsustainabilitytaxprovideimportantreducecyclicalensureincreasefinancialbalanceinvestmentsexpendituresrunclearimpactlowleveldesirableusefulmustexpenditurefuturewithoutespeciallyglessmaylimitcreatecredibilitycomplianceallowwouldlikelimitsetctargetsproblemsframeworkeuropestructuraltimesmakedifficultinterestusebusinessstabilitysocialpositivelevelssituationfederalnationalhoweverhighcouldneededsimplebindingchangeconditionscountercyclicalcannotappliedworkbenefitssmallconsiderationsmoneybestpracticecomplysustainableproblemsensecaseratelackfocuscurrentfinanceexceptionsrevenueratioalsotransparencychangingcycleprivatestatesupportalwaysstrictlywayconstraintbettermonetarydecreaseexternalshockscrisespossibledownturnsnewstrictsystemdeficitsneedsmacromadeproperlyresultduefundsevidencecountercircumstancespromediumusedgoalssticksurplusgenerationcyclesgeneralkeydevelopmentleasteffectsenoughstablegovernancepartinfrastructurebringendvsfollowdependsgovtstatessocietypeopleavoidoften3behaviourwelfareeffectpreventgenerationsabilitymanypopulistreducesbeneficialalreadyequityoneausterityconsumptionmakersconstrainleadslittlecitizensrequiredmeansotherwiseconstraintsborrowingeuropeanspaceseedecisionsdesignedsideincentivescreatesinvestorsmeasurabledefineaccountingrecessionsometimesmaintainingratesstrongmuchtaxesqualitydiscipliningmechanismnonfairinflationevensizethereforemacroeconomicmattercapacityimportancegreatspecialaccordingeducationtakecovid19wantmarketstransparentcertaindiscretionconsiderratiosrisksectorinternationalrigidspecificrestrictcorruptionovercomeimposedaccountmeanoptimalapplyparticularfinancesmaintainordercoronavirusresponsibilityeasilysinceemergenciesresourcesinstitutionsdesignreducingcostsgetsensitivepresencepromotemakescapitalappropriatefollowedanchorinconsistencyoutputmakingaccountability1independent2confidenceeventssetconsidered0
5
0

1
0
0

1
5
0

A
n

s
w

e
rs

 o
f 

tr
e

a
te

d
 e

x
p

e
rt

s

0 50 100 150
Answer of non−treated experts

All words
debt

public

economic

government

growth
rule

policy

investmentgovernmentsdiscipline
budget

political
countrynecessary
longterm spendingneed

flexibilitygoodflexible deficit
economy

well policiescountrieseffective
gdp

improvecontrolkeeptime
crisisshort politicianshelpsustainabilitytaxprovide importantreducecyclicalensureincreasefinancialbalanceinvestments

expendituresrunclearimpactlow leveldesirableuseful mustexpenditure
futurewithoutespeciallyg less maylimitcreatecredibilitycomplianceallowwouldlike

limitsetctargetsproblemsframeworkeurope structuraltimesmakedifficultinterestuse businessstabilitysocialpositivelevelssituationfederalnationalhoweverhigh
could neededsimplebindingchangeconditionscountercyclicalcannotapplied workbenefitssmallconsiderationsmoneybestpracticecomplysustainableproblemsense caseratelackfocus currentfinanceexceptionsrevenueratio alsotransparencychangingcycleprivatestate supportalwaysstrictly wayconstraint bettermonetary

decreaseexternalshockscrisespossibledownturnsnew strict systemdeficitsneedsmacromadeproperlyresultduefundsevidencecountercircumstancespro mediumused goalssticksurplusgenerationcyclesgeneralkey developmentleasteffectsenoughstablegovernancepart infrastructurebringendvs followdependsgovtstatessocietypeople avoidoften3 behaviourwelfareeffect
preventgenerationsabilitymanypopulistreducesbeneficialalreadyequity oneausterityconsumptionmakersconstrainleadslittlecitizensrequiredmeansotherwiseconstraintsborrowingeuropeanspaceseedecisionsdesignedsideincentivescreatesinvestorsmeasurabledefineaccountingrecessionsometimesmaintainingratesstrong muchtaxesqualitydiscipliningmechanismnon fairinflationevensizethereforemacroeconomicmattercapacityimportancegreatspecialaccordingeducation takecovid19wantmarketstransparentcertaindiscretionconsiderratiosrisksectorinternationalrigidspecificrestrictcorruptionovercomeimposedaccountmeanoptimalapplyparticularfinancesmaintainordercoronavirusresponsibilityeasilysinceemergenciesresourcesinstitutionsdesignreducingcostsgetsensitivepresencepromotemakescapitalappropriatefollowedanchorinconsistencyoutputmakingaccountability1independent2confidenceeventsset considered

0
1
0

2
0

3
0

4
0

5
0

A
n

s
w

e
rs

 o
f 

tr
e

a
te

d
 e

x
p

e
rt

s

0 10 20 30 40
Answers of non−treated experts

Exclude "fiscal" and "rules"

Figure A10 CORRELATION IN THE FREQUENCY OF WORDS MENTIONED IN ANSWERS TO
OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS, EXPERTS WITH AND WITHOUT INFORMATION TREATMENT.
Notes: The figure shows the correlation of the frequency of words used in answers of treated and non-
treated experts. The figure on the left-hand side shows the correlation for all words, the figure on the
right-hand side excludes the two keywords “fiscal” and “rules”. The overall correlation of words used by
treated and non-treated experts is 96.44%.
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Figure A11 AVERAGE SENTIMENT SCORE OF ATTITUDES TOWARDS FISCAL RULES
ACROSS EXPERTS WITH BELOW AND ABOVE THE MEDIAN EXPOSURE TO COVID-19.
Notes: The figure shows mean values of sentiment scores computed by text mining of answers to the
question: “What are your main considerations about fiscal rules?”. We specify a VADER (Valence Aware
Dictionary for Sentiment Reasoning) model for text sentiment analysis that is sensitive to both polarity
(positive/negative) and intensity (strength) of emotion to compute compound scores of the sentiment of
answers. Mean levels of sentiment scores ranging between −1 (most negative) and +1 (most positive)
are plotted for experts with below-median and above-median exposure to Covid-19, measured by offi-
cially reported cases. Vertical lines represent 95% confidence intervals. Results are shown for all experts
and are also separately listed for expert that received the information treatment of past macroeconomic
performance and those that did not receive the treatment.
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Loayza, N. V., Olaberŕıa, E., Rigolini, J., and Christiaensen, L. (2012). Natural disasters and growth:
Going beyond the averages. World Development, 40(7):1317–1336. 11

Malmendier, U. and Nagel, S. (2011). Depression babies: Do macroeconomice experiences affect risk-
taking? Quarterly Journal of Economics, 126:373–416. 3, 4

Malmendier, U. and Nagel, S. (2016). Learning from inflation expectations. Quarterly Journal of Eco-

27



nomics, 131:53–87. 3, 4
Malmendier, U. and Shen, L. (2018). Scarred consumption. NBER Working Paper No. 24696. 3, 4
Nelson, B. (2013). Natural disasters: A calculated risk. Nature, 495:271–273. 5
Noy, I. (2009). The macroeconomic consequences of disasters. Journal of Development Economics,

88(2):221–231. 11
Ricardo, D. (1817). On the principles of political economy and taxation. Batoche Books, reprint 2001,

Ontario. 2
Roda, W. C., Varughese, M. B., Han, D., and Li, M. Y. (2020). Why is it difficult to accurately predict

the COVID-19 epidemic? Infectious Disease Modelling, 5:271–281. 3, 7
Saint-Paul, G. (2018). The possibility of ideological bias in structural macroeconomic models. American

Economic Journal: Macroeconomics, 10(1):216–241. 2, 10
Sapienza, P. and Zingales, L. (2013). Economic experts versus average Americans. American Economic

Review, 103(3):636–642. 4
Smith, A. (1776). The Wealth of Nations. Random House, reprint 1937, New York. 2
World Bank (2020). World Development Indicators Database. The World Bank Group, Washington, D.C.

9
World Health Organization (2020). COVID-19 Pandemic Database. The World Health Organization,

Geneva. 8
Zingales, L. (2020). The political limits of economics. AEA Papers and Proceedings, 110(5):378–382. 4

28


	Potrafke - Experts and Epidemics.pdf
	Introduction
	The 2020 Covid-19 pandemic
	The crisis
	Need for expert advice
	The initial spread of Covid-19 as a natural experiment

	Design of the expert survey
	Background information about the survey
	Information treatment
	Balance tests

	Empirical strategy
	Hypotheses
	Estimation strategy

	Results
	Baseline results
	Treatment intensity
	Robustness
	Changes in recommendations versus changes in preferences

	Conclusion

	8556abstract.pdf
	Abstract




