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ABSTRACT 

Concerns have been raised about the “demise of democracy”, possibly accelerated by pandemic-
related restrictions. Using a survey experiment involving 8,206 respondents from five Western 
democracies, we find that subjects randomly exposed to information regarding civil liberties 
infringements undertaken by China and South Korea to contain COVID-19 became less willing to 
sacrifice rights and more worried about their long-term-erosion. However, our treatment did not 
increase support for democratic procedures more generally, despite our prior evidence that 
pandemic-related health risks diminished such support. These results suggest that the start of the 
COVID-19 crisis was a particularly vulnerable time for democracies. 
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I 

There is a growing global concern about the health of democracies (Rubin, 2022). Although 

support for civil liberties had weakened prior to COVID-19 (see Figure I) – the pandemic and the 

public health responses it elicited could possibly accelerate a trend towards autocracy (Repucci 
and Slipowitz, 2020). Anticipating this threat, during the frst few months of the pandemic our 
team conducted in-depth survey experiments across several Western democratic countries to as-
sess whether providing information on stringent measures used to contain the virus in East Asian 

countries (i.e., China and South Korea) would afect citizens’ views regarding their willingness to 

curtail their own civil liberties. 
We fnd that following an information treatment regarding the aggressive movement restric-

tions and privacy infringements taken by China and South Korea, respectively, as well as the po-
tential for persistence of such policies, treated subjects: (i) displayed greater concerns over the 

erosion of civil liberties and the abuse of collected information; (ii) became less willing to give 

up the general rights and freedom of both self and others; and (iii) expressed higher reluctance to 

adopt policies that afected rights to movement and, to an even greater degree, privacy. However, 
we cannot reject the null of no efect of the treatment on views about sacrifcing democratic rights 
and institutions more broadly. Our complementary longitudinal study demonstrated that respon-
dents who lived in areas heavily afected by the pandemic were indeed more willing to sacrifce 

democratic procedures in the Spring of 2020 (Alsan et al., 2020b), though this willingness abated 

over time. These two fndings – that support for democratic processes was unafected by informa-
tion regarding infringements on civil liberties, yet declined with increased exposure to health risks 
– suggest that the start of the COVID-19 crisis was a particularly vulnerable time for democracies. 

The Survey 

Our surveys were felded between March 30th and April 18th, 2020 and covered over 8,000 re-
spondents across fve Western liberal democracies – France, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States.1 The survey consisted of fve modules covering demographics, health, ex-
perimental treatment, rights insecurity measures, and main outcomes modules. Questions were 

1Although the survey also included China and South Korea, as will become clear we also used them in the treatment.
The survey also included an information treatment about health insecurity and rights. We omit those results herein to
maintain focus on the topic of civil liberties. 
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translated into fve diferent languages by native speakers. Potential participants were frst shown 

a consent form that did not mention the topic of the study so as to avoid attrition based on the 

survey topic. Respondents who reported being younger than 18 and respondents who reported 

not living in the country where the survey was administered were screened out. 
The frst module (“demographics”) queried respondents on their demographic characteristics 

including gender, citizenship status, ZIP or postal code, education, income, employment status, 
occupation, and household composition. At the end of the demographics module, participants 
were asked about their political afliation, information sources they use to keep up-to-date with 

the pandemic and their trust of the media. Time and risk preferences were elicited using ques-
tions similar to the ones from the Global Preference Survey (Falk et al., 2018). The second module 

(“health”) queried respondents on their medical history including a detailed list of medical con-
ditions, whether anyone in the household required regular hospital care and questions regarding 

COVID-19 infection. These included the likelihood of becoming ill from COVID-19 in the subse-
quent month, the number (out of 100 of individuals in the participant’s community) who would 

become ill from COVID-19 in the subsequent month, and the number of the respondent’s acquain-
tances who had been infected with COVID-19. 

II The Experiment 

Design – After the modules described above, participants were randomized into a treatment and 

a control group in equal proportions. Participants assigned to the treatment group were shown 

screens containing the information about some of the most drastic measures adopted by China 

and South Korea in order to contain the pandemic. It consisted of: (i) a graphical depiction of the 

epidemic curves in China and South Korea, highlighting the fact that the two countries seemed to 

have efectively contained the epidemic as per the date of our COVID-19 and Civil Liberties Survey; 
(ii) a description of some of the most drastic measures adopted by China and South Korea to 

curtail the pandemic - including providing detailed information about those who had been infected 

(South Korea) and forced state quarantine and house-to-house temperature checks (China); and 

(iii) a description of a set of concerns raised by a variety of parties (e.g., Human Rights Watch) 

about the possible long-term erosion of civil liberties resulting from policies adopted during the 
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pandemic (see Figure II). The control group skipped the treatment section all together, and moved 

straight to the subsequent module.2 

Outcomes – Following the treatment module, we elicited participants’ perceptions of rights in-
security measures and our primary outcome measures. Rights insecurity measures involve the 

responses to two questions asking participants how worried they were about: (i) information col-
lected by the government to fght COVID-19 could be stored and used for other reasons later; and 

(ii) the rights, freedoms, and procedures that are forgone during a crisis like the current one will 
not be recovered after the crisis is over. 

Primary outcomes included questions specifcally designed by our team to elicit respondents’ 
views of the trade-of between civil liberties and public health conditions. Rights we measured 

fell into four domains: generic rights and freedoms, privacy, procedural fairness (e.g., right to 

vote), free press and right to movement. We used three diferent structures of questions. The frst 
was a likert scale about agreeing or disagreeing with a given statement. For instance, one of the 

statements reads: “I am willing to relax privacy protections and let the government access my 

personal data during a crisis like the current one, in order to allow the government to make timely 

and accurate decisions.” 

The second set of questions used a “lives saved” approach - asking how many lives (out of 100 

that would otherwise die from COVID-19) would need to be saved for a respondent to support 
a given policy. Each policy that would involve some restriction on personal civil liberties. For 
instance, one question read: “During the epidemic, the government can track smartphone locations 
and social contact data of the citizens who tested positive for COVID-19.” 

The third type of question was taken from the World Value Survey (WVS) and asked partici-
pants to report whether they think governance should be delegated to experts, the extent to which 

they believe their country needs a strong national leader, and their overall support for democratic 

political systems. We also elicited a revealed-preference measure of privacy-related worries during 

the pandemic by asking participants whether they wanted to receive a link to download a contact 
tracing app. 

To mitigate concerns about multiple hypothesis testing, the analysis of the in-depth survey 

summarizes the outcome variables in each family into an inverse-covariance-weighted index (An-
2The full treatment script can be found in Appendix. 
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derson, 2008), with variables re-oriented so they refect attitudes and behaviors in a consistent 
direction. 

III Findings 

We estimate the following equation for treatment efects: 

Yi = αc(i) + αw(i) + αh(i) 

′ + θ · Ti + X Ω+ ϵiic(i)h(i)w(i) 

where Yi represents an outcome for individual i, αc indicates country fxed-efects, αw indicates 
week fxed-efects, and αh indicates a fxed-efect for the variable along which we stratifed our ran-
domization (based on whether a participant in the survey resided in a region that, by March 2020, 
had experienced many COVID-19 cases (i.e., hotspot region)). Ti is an indicator for assignment to 

the information treatment. We also control for a limited set of demographic characteristics such as 
sex, age, income, education, political afliation, and pre-existing medical conditions. 

Table I demonstrates a strong “frst stage”: the civil liberties treatment signifcantly afects both 

our rights insecurity measures in the expected direction. On average, the concerns that information 

collected by the government to fght COVID-19 will be misused later of treated respondents were 

raised by 0.264 sd units, and their worries that forgone rights will not be recovered after the crisis 
also increased by 0.083 sd units. 

Table II displays our main results. Focusing frst on the z-score indices as our main outcomes 
of interest, we document signifcant and sizable efects of the information treatment on the will-
ingness to curtail civil liberties. Respondents exposed to the information treatment are 0.058 sd 

units less willing to sacrifce overall rights and freedoms, 0.072 sd units less willing to sacrifce 

privacy, and 0.047 sd units less willing to to give up mobility. However, the willingness to curtail 
democratic rights and institutions is unafected by the treatment. This is despite the fact that our 
complementary longitudinal work suggests willingness to sacrifce democratic procedures was in-
deed higher during the earliest period in the pandemic (see Appendix Figure B11 Panel C of Alsan 

et al. 2020b). 
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Turning to specifc fndings within a given family, we fnd our experiment reduced the willing-
ness of citizens within liberal democracies to sacrifce both own and others’ rights. We also fnd 

an almost one person increase in the number of lives needed to be saved in order to support track-
ing sick people than tracking everyone in absolute terms and percent terms, though the baseline 

number of lives needed to be saved to support universal tracking was higher (51.1 vs. 57.4, respec-
tively). Privacy was more elastic to the treatment than mobility - which had a similar efect across 
diferent versions of the question (raising the number of lives needed to save by 1.3 to 1.4 persons). 

IV Conclusion 

In this paper, we report results of a survey experiment designed to examine whether providing 

information on restrictions and infringements by China and South Korea to contain the COVID-
19 pandemic would alter views regarding sacrifcing rights of citizens in Western democracies in 

the short term. We fnd that respondents did become less willing to sacrifce specifc and generic 

rights, and more worried about long-term erosion relative to the control group, but there was no 

efect of our treatment on support for democratic procedures. 
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Tables 

Civil Liberties Treatment 

Control Mean 
Observations 

Table I: First Stage Results 
Worried Collected Info Misused Later Worried Forgone Rights Won’t Recover 

(1) (2)
0.264 0.083 
(0.020) (0.022)
-0.127 -0.040 
8196 8196 

Notes: Outcomes are standardized to mean 0 and sd 1. All regressions include the following controls: demograph-
ics (sex, age group indicators, education (indicator for holding a college degree), income quartiles (relative to own 
country), an indicator for political leaning being left (Democrat for U.S. respondents), an indicator for political neutral,
and an indicator for any medical conditions); strata fxed efects (country and hotspot); and survey week fxed efects.
Control Mean reports the unconditional mean of the dependent variable of respondents in the control group. Robust
standard errors are in parentheses. 
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Table II: Efects of Civil Liberties Treatment 

Civil Liberties Control 
Outcome Variables Treatment Mean Observations 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Panel A: Overall rights and freedom
Willing to sacrifce own rights -0.142 (0.062) 6.497 8196 
Willing to sacrifce others’ rights -0.171 (0.061) 6.461 8196 

z-score: willing to sacrifce rights -0.058 (0.022) 0.000 8196 
Panel B: Protection of privacy
Willing to relax privacy protections -0.043 (0.069) 4.886 8196 
Unwilling to accept: track sick people 3.594 (0.750) 51.059 8196 
Unwilling to accept: track everyone 2.778 (0.754) 57.438 8196 
Contact tracing app -0.008 (0.010) 0.357 8195 

z-score: willing to sacrifce privacy -0.072 (0.021) -0.001 8195 
Panel C: Democratic rights and institutions
Prefer strong leader -0.035 (0.022) 2.406 8196 
Prefer delegating to experts 0.031 (0.019) 2.929 8196 
Willing to sacrifce free press 0.061 (0.071) 4.875 8196 
Preference for democratic system 0.015 (0.017) 3.243 8196 
Willing to suspend democr. procedures -0.054 (0.070) 4.850 8196 

z-score: willing to curtail democracy 0.006 (0.021) -0.001 8196 
Panel D: Rights to movement
Unwilling to accept: close national border 1.272 (0.751) 39.533 8196 
Unwilling to accept: recommend stay home 1.398 (0.758) 39.988 8196 
Unwilling to accept: arrest if outside home 1.429 (0.770) 53.009 8196 

z-score: willing to give up mobility -0.047 (0.022) 0.000 8196 

Notes: Table reports OLS results using experimental variation, based on the in-depth survey sample. Columns (2) to (3)
present the OLS estimates and standard errors. Column (4) reports the unconditional mean of the outcome variable of
respondents in the control group, and Column (5) reports the sample size. Outcomes of "unwilling to accept" measure
the minimum lives that need to be saved to implement the given policy on a scale of 0 to 100. Outcomes of "willing to
[do]" are on a scale of 1 to 10. Outcomes of contact tracing app are dichotomous. Outcomes of "preference" are on a 
scale of 1 to 4. The z-score for each family shown at the bottom row of each panel is an inverse-covariance-weighted
index as described in Anderson (2008). All regressions include the following controls: demographics (sex, age group
indicators, education (indicator for holding a college degree), income quartiles (relative to own country), an indicator
for political leaning being left (Democrat for U.S. respondents), an indicator for political neutral, and an indicator for
any medical conditions); strata fxed efects (country and hotspot); and survey week fxed efects. Robust standard 
errors are in parentheses. 
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Panel B. Western Democracies in Our Survey

Notes: Figure plots the average Civil Liberties scores in 2010 to 2021 from Freedom in the World (FIW) survey. In Panel 
(a), the sample is restricted to all countries with more than one million population and categorized as Free in 2010 
(N = 57). In Panel (b), the sample is restricted to fve Western democracies in our survey (France, Germany, Italy,
the United Kingdom, and the United States), and the average scores are weighted using 2010 population. Shaded area
refects 2020 to 2021, the period after the COVID-19 outbreak. A country is awarded 0 to 4 points for each of 15 Civil
Liberties indicators, which take the form of questions; a score of 0 represents the smallest degree of freedom and 4 the
greatest degree of freedom. The aggregate Civil Liberties scores are computed as the sum of all points awarded for 
the Civil Liberties indicators, on a scale of 0 to 60. The drop around 2015 in Panel (b) is in general driven by refugee
crisis and terrorism in Europe and racism in the U.S. judicial system. Civil Liberties score and Free status data are from
Freedom House (2022), and population data are from World Bank (2022). 

Figure I: Freedom in the World Civil Liberties Score, 2010–2021 
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Notes: Figure shows an example of the civil liberty concerns showed to
respondents randomized into the treatment group. 

Figure II: An Example of Civil Liberties Treatment Exhibits 
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