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ith the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, citizens around the globe have for months received daily 

updates on their governments’ efforts to fight the COVID-19, for example information on mortality 
rates, the number of newly infected, access to testing, overall costs, and the number of vaccinated citizens. 
Providing citizens with performance information on public service delivery is widely viewed as important for 
democratic accountability (Behn, 2003; Moynihan, 2008; van Dooren et al., 2015; van Dooren & van de Walle, 
2008). Performance information is expected to enlighten citizens and potentially trigger voice and/or exit 
(Boyne et al., 2002; Hirschman, 1970). However, how do citizens make sense of and use such performance 
information? In particular, given exposure to multiple types of performance information, what information do 
citizens draw upon when making decisions about services? 

This paper contributes to the literature by testing whether citizens’ use of performance information on 
effectiveness, cost, and equality in decision-making differs in separate (without a reference point) and joint 
(with a reference point) evaluations. Previous research shows that a relevant ‘yardstick’ or a reference point can 
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Abstract: This paper uses the COVID-19 pandemic as an extreme case to test differences in citizens’ use of 
performance information on effectiveness, cost, and equality in separate (without a reference point) and joint 
evaluations (with a reference point). Using a pre-registered between-subject conjoint survey experiment on 
2,025 Danish citizens from early spring 2020, the paper tests how citizens rate government strategies to com-
bat COVID-19. The strategies varied in terms of effectiveness (mortality rate), costs (overall economic costs), 
and equality (distribution of economic costs and access to testing). Respondents were randomly drawn to rate 
either one strategy—with no opportunity to compare performance information between strategies— or two 
strategies. Drawing on the evaluability hypothesis, the paper argues and shows that in the separate evaluations 
only performance information on equality significantly affects citizens’ ratings. While citizens disregard 
harder-to-interpret performance information on effectiveness and cost, the relational connotations of equality 
measures aid citizens’ interpretation of such data even without reference points. In joint evaluations, however, 
performance information on mortality rate and economic cost affects citizens’ ratings. These results suggest 
that easier-to-interpret—but not necessarily more important—performance information can dominate citizen 
decision-making when no ‘yardstick’ is available.  
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aid citizens’ interpretation of performance information on effectiveness (e.g., student performance, rate of 
waste recycling, municipal performance, and unemployment rates) (Charbonneau & Van Ryzin, 2015; James, 
2011a, 2011b; James & Moseley, 2014; Olsen, 2017). Less attention has been paid to how citizens use and 
balance different types of performance information in separate and joint evaluations.   
 Drawing on the evaluability hypothesis (Hsee, 1996, 1998; Hsee et al., 1999), this paper argues that in 
separate evaluations performance information on equality will have a larger effect on citizen decision-making 
than performance information on effectiveness and cost. To economize on cognitive ability, citizens are ex-
pected to use information cues from the most accessible information and neglect those types of information 
that appear harder to interpret (Bazerman et al., 1992, 1999; Hsee, 1996; Hsee et al., 1999; Kahneman, 2003). 
Given the relational connotations of equality measures (capturing differences in access to or levels of public 
service between groups), such data will convey knowledge of scale properties and is expected to be ‘easier’ to 
interpret compared to performance information on effectiveness and cost. 
 The paper uses the COVID-19 pandemic as an extreme case to test differences in citizens’ rating of gov-
ernment strategies to combat COVID-19 in separate and joint evaluations. As holding elected officials and 
public employees accountable is particularly important during crises, this case provides unique insights into 
citizens’ performance information use in a high-stakes situation.  

 
Theory 
 
Only a few studies within public administration have investigated citizen decision-making when multiple types 
of performance information are available. Grosso et al. (2017) find that providing both cost and output perfor-
mance information increased citizen support for spending on an HIV/AIDS program compared to providing 
output information only. Baekgaard (2015) reports similar findings when combining performance information 
on outcomes with information on costs, while Walker et al. (2018) find that combining information on equality 
with information on effectiveness lead to higher ratings of public service. None of these studies, however, 
investigate the importance of reference points for citizen decision-making. 
   In contrast, the fields of psychology and economics have paid considerable attention to decision-making 
in separate and joint evaluations (e.g., Bazerman et al., 1992, 1999; Kahneman, 2003). The evaluability hypoth-
esis suggests that in separate evaluations (when decisions are made without being able to compare between 
alternatives), decisions will be influenced more by information that is ‘easy’ to interpret than by information 
that is ‘hard’ to interpret. To economize on cognitive ability, citizens use information cues from the most ac-
cessible information, even if the hard-to-evaluate information is generally considered more important (Hsee, 
1996, 1998; Hsee et al., 1999). While this hypothesis has been confirmed in a number of papers (e.g., Bazerman 
et al., 1999; Hsee, 1996, 1998; Hsee et al., 1999; List, 2002), application within public administration research 
has so far been limited.  
   Information is considered ‘hard’ to evaluate if the decision maker is not aware of the possible ‘distribution’ 
such as the possible ‘range’ and ‘scale’ as well as the ‘natural’ reference point for the information (Hsee, 1998). 
Under such circumstances, the decision maker will not know whether a given value is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. In contrast, 
when the cues from the information are clearly related to a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ value, information is considered 
easier to interpret. For example, Hsee (1998) found that in separate evaluations, a dinner set with 24 intact 
pieces was preferred to a dinner set with 40 pieces (including the 24 intact pieces, 7 other intact pieces and 9 
broken pieces). As the respondents in the separate evaluation were not able to compare the number of pieces, 
they based their decision on the information cues of some pieces being broken. ‘Broken’ has clear negative 
connotations, thus the option with broken pieces (while clearly superior) was in separate evaluations rated lower 
than the option with 24 intact pieces1.    

Interpreting Performance Information 

This paper distinguishes between performance information on effectiveness, cost, and equality. As public per-
formance is a multidimensional construct (e.g., Ostrom, 1973; Rainey, 2009; Walker et al., 2010), this distinction 
does not capture all relevant dimensions of public performance. However, it does capture an element consid-
ered important in most definitions of public performance, namely the difference or potential trade-off between 
the goal of optimizing production and the goal of pursuing equality and fairness in access to and level of public 
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service (Boyne et al., 2003; Hood, 1991; Selden & Sowa, 2004; Walker et al., 2010). Performance information 
on effectiveness, cost, and equality thus represents an important source of information on public performance 
for citizens.  

 

Effectiveness and cost  
Performance information on effectiveness and cost captures the extent to which public production delivers 
‘high value for money’ with ‘no waste’ (Hood, 1991). However, when a citizen is presented with a value of 
either cost or effectiveness, it is not self-evident whether such performance constitutes a ‘waste of money’ or 
‘high effectiveness’. Another potential source of performance information ambiguity is the lack of a clear causal 
relationship between the actions of public actors and performance outcomes. Effectiveness and costs are not 
solely determined by public actors. All principals have trouble determining whether bad outcomes can be 
blamed on agents or other factors (Miller & Whitford, 2007; Moe, 1984). Citizens—as the ultimate principal—
experience the same difficulties. Research finds that reference points aid citizens’ interpretation of performance 
information on effectiveness (Charbonneau & Van Ryzin, 2015; James, 2011a, 2011b; James & Moseley, 2014; 
Olsen, 2017). Reference points aid interpretation by providing a yardstick or a potential ‘counterfactual’ (Angrist 
& Pischke, 2009) against which citizens can measure performance information on effectiveness and cost. 

 

Equality  
Performance information on equality captures the extent to which access to and level of public service are equal 
regardless of such factors as sex, gender, race, and income. As other research, this paper understands equality 
as ‘equality of opportunity’—providing equal services to different groups—not ‘equality of outcomes’—provid-
ing different services to secure equal outcomes for different groups—which is better captured by the concept 
of equity (Bronfenbrenner, 1973). As governments have the power to redistribute costs and allocate services, 
unequal access to and unequal levels of services between groups are more closely tied to the actions of public 
actors, which may aid interpretation of performance information.   
  Furthermore, equality is by definition a relational concept. Even if not always clearly stated, equality 
measures differences in access to or level of public service between groups. For example, if only seriously ill 
patients are tested for COVID-19, one would—without any more information—also know that non-seriously 
ill patients will not be tested. The relational connotations of equality measures thus convey some knowledge of 
scale properties even without reference points.  
  These relational connotations of equality measures can aid interpretations of whether something is con-
sidered ‘fair’ or ‘unfair’. A 30/70 divide of USD 100 will likely be considered unequal regardless of whether an 
alternative of a 50/50 divide was presented or not. Consequently, experimental studies find that despite indi-
vidual and cultural differences, participants have a clear view of what constitutes an ‘equal’ or ‘unequal’ divide 
of a cash prize, even in one-shot games where no reference points are available (Engel, 2011; Fehr & Gächter, 
2011; Hoffman et al., 2008) and in more complicated scenarios including efforts (e.g., Franco-Watkins et al., 
2013). These experimental studies find that participants are willing to go quite far to punish unfairness. Unfair-
ness can thus provoke a strong emotional response from citizens.  

 
Hypotheses 
 
The above arguments suggest that performance information on cost and effectiveness will be harder for citi-
zens to interpret than performance information on equality in separate evaluations. Due to the relational con-
notations inherent to measures of equality, such performance information will appear easier to interpret. 
Drawing on the evaluability hypothesis, the paper thus expects that  
  
  H1: In separate evaluations, performance data on equality will have a larger effect on citizen decision-making than performance 
information on effectiveness and cost.  
  H2:  In joint evaluations, performance data on effectiveness and cost will have a larger effect on citizen decision-making than 
in separate evaluations.  
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While performance information on equality may appear easier to interpret, it does not follow that performance 
information on equality will have the same effect on citizen decision-making in separate and joint evaluations. 
Citizens are not necessarily better at interpreting performance data on equality compared to performance in-
formation on effectiveness and cost. Other studies of the evaluability hypothesis clearly show that citizens can 
make illogical choices in separate evaluations, because they tend to focus on (potentially) unimportant details 
that they believe they can interpret (but might not be able to). Given the emotional responses ‘unfairness’ has 
sparked in previous studies, citizens may ‘overreact’ to performance information on equality in separate evalu-
ations.  
  The importance placed on performance information on effectiveness, cost, and equality when evaluating 
public performance will likely also differ between citizens. Some citizens and some countries will accept more 
inequality than others will, and for some types of public services performance information on effectiveness and 
costs is likely more important for citizens than for other services. Such level differences in the overall im-
portance placed on performance information on effectiveness, cost, and equality are not expected to matter for 
the above hypothesized relational differences between separate and joint evaluations. To test the robustness of 
the results, the paper performs subgroup analysis of right- and left-wing voters, as these two groups likely have 
different opinions on the importance of performance information on effectiveness, cost, and equality.  
 

Data  
 
The hypotheses were tested using a survey experiment among Danish citizens. The full sample consists of 2,025 
responses from an internet panel (Voxmeter) and is representative of the Danish population above 18 years of 
age. The survey data was collected in 2020 from March 30 to April 6, which was the third week2 of a partial 
lockdown implemented in Denmark as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic.   

Experimental design  

The survey experiment used a between-subject conjoint experimental design3. The sample was randomly split 
into two groups (Table A1 in appendix A shows how the two groups balanced on relevant pre-treatment back-
ground variables). Both groups were asked to imagine that the government was considering a new strategy to 
combat COVID-19. One group, ‘Separate evaluation’ (1/3 of the sample), were presented with one fictional 
strategy, and were asked whether they would like the government to pursue this strategy (on a 7-point Likert 
scale). The other group, ‘Joint evaluation’ (2/3 of the sample), were presented with two fictional strategies—
thus enabling comparisons between the two strategies—and, for each strategy, were asked whether they would 
like the government to pursue it. Both groups thus evaluated future performance, similar to the participants in 
Webeck and Nicholson-Crotty’s study (2020), and not previous performance.  
  While the second group rated two strategies, the paper only uses the ratings of the first strategy, thus 
ensuring that the responses from the two groups are based on the same number of questions4. Both groups 
were made aware that the strategies were “fictive and thus not representative of actual strategies that Danish authorities 
may or may not be working on.”  
  The strategies differed on a total of five different performance indicators: effectiveness (mortality rate), 
cost (economic cost), equality (access to testing and distribution of cost) and procedural justice (use of private 
cell data to combat COVID-19) (see table 1), leading to a total of 108 strategies. An example of how the survey 
experiment was presented to respondents can be found in table A2 in appendix A. 
  While all models used in this paper control for the variable ‘use of cell data’, only results for performance 
information on effectiveness, cost, and equality will be presented in the findings section. Full results are pre-
sented in table A3 in appendix A. The order of the performance information was randomized, and respondents 
in the ‘Joint evaluation’ were not able to receive two identical strategies.   
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 Performance information on effectiveness, cost, and equality 

Mortality rate and the economic cost are easily the two most important performance outcomes of governments’ 
COVID-19 responses. Governments are expected to prevent excess deaths and economic losses due to the 
pandemic. 
  On March 10, just before the partial lockdown, the Danish health authorities estimated a COVID-19 
mortality rate between 0.3 and 1%, which was heavily publicized in the media (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2020). This 
estimate is quite close to the estimated mortality of 1.38% published in The Lancet on March 30 (Verity et al., 
2020). In the survey experiment, respondents were presented with either a mortality rate close to the flu (0.1-
0.3%), a mortality rate close to the estimate of the Danish health authorities (0.5-1%) or a higher fatality rate 
(3-5%)5. 
  Information on economic cost was presented with the text ‘Below, equal to, and above the 2008 financial 
crisis’ in the experiment. Using text instead of numbers may introduce some ambiguity. However, research has 
shown that citizens experience particular difficulties in interpreting numbers (Olsen, 2017). Thus, to rule out 
differences in the interpretation of text and numbers as the main driver of differences in performance infor-
mation use, the information on cost was presented in text to match the performance information on equality.  
  The two equality performance indicators capture equality in access to health care (‘Access to testing’) and 
equality in cost (‘Distribution of the economic costs in relation to COVID-19’). Three values were chosen for 
access to testing: ‘Everyone in need’, ‘Seriously ill’, and ‘Seriously ill and citizens willing to pay’. One could 
argue that differences in access to testing between ‘Everyone in need’ and ‘Seriously ill’ may capture legitimate 
rationalization of health care instead of equality. Thus, the paper will only focus on the differences between 
‘Seriously ill’, and ‘Seriously ill and citizens willing to pay’6.  
  If governments do not interfere, the losses due to COVID-19 will likely be quite unevenly distributed 
across groups. In particular, low wage-earners in vulnerable employment are likely to be hit hard. However, 
governments have the power to redistribute losses more evenly through compensation schemes. Two values 
were chosen for the distribution of economic loss: ‘Equally distributed across groups’ and ‘Low wage-earners 
and vulnerable groups hit worst’7. 
 

Findings 
 
Marginal effects of performance information on mortality rate, cost, access to tests, and distribution of costs 
for respondents’ ratings were estimated separately for respondents in separate and joint evaluations using linear 

Table 1 
Conjoint Design 

 

Performance information on Dimension Values 

Mortality rate (percentage of in-
fected expected to die from 
COVID-19) 

Effectiveness 0.1-0.3% 
0.5-1% 
3-5% 

Economic cost of COVID-19 Cost Less than 2008 financial crisis 
Similar to 2008 financial crisis 
More than 2008 financial crisis  

Access to tests Equality in access 
to health care 

All with a need 
Seriously ill 

    Seriously ill and those willing to pay themselves 

Distribution of the economic costs Equality in cost Equally distributed across groups 
   Low wage-earners and vulnerable groups hit worst 

Access private cell information to 
reduce the spread of COVID-19 

Procedural justice Yes 
No 
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regression (Hainmueller et al., 2014) (regression results are shown in table A3 in appendix A). Figure 1 displays 
differences in marginal effects between the separate and joint evaluations. 
  The results from figure 1 (Separate evaluation) show no significant effect of performance information on 
effectiveness and cost on respondents’ ratings of the COVID-19 strategy; the confidence interval of the esti-
mates of effectiveness and cost contains zero. Thus, when respondents are presented with one strategy, re-
spondents on average do not rate a strategy with a lower mortality rate (0.1-0.3%) as better than a strategy with 
a higher mortality rate (3-5%), holding other factors constant. Respondents also do not rate a strategy with high 
economic costs as worse than a strategy with low costs.   
 

 
In contrast, the two equality performance indicators (‘Access to tests’ and ‘Distribution of cost’) both clearly 
have a significant effect on respondents’ rating of the strategy in separate evaluations: more equality leads to 
higher ratings. Thus, even when no reference points are available, respondents will on average rate a strategy 
with e.g., an unequal distribution of costs as worse than a strategy with an equal distribution of costs. Strategies 
in which ‘seriously ill patients and those able to pay are tested’ are also rated lower than strategies in which 
‘seriously ill patients are tested’.  
  

Figure 1 

The marginal effects of performance information on effectiveness, costs and equality for ratings 
of COVID-19 strategies  

 

 
Note: Differences between separate and joint evaluations significant at *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. N=2,025. 
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The results thus support hypothesis 1: in separate evaluations, performance information on equality will have 
a larger effect on citizen decision-making than performance information on effectiveness and cost. 
  Model 2 clearly shows that both the mortality rate and the economic costs have a significant effect on how 
citizens rate strategies—but only when respondents are able to compare strategies. The estimated difference in 
respondents’ ratings between low and high mortality rate is about 0.4 of a standard deviation in model 2, while 
the estimated difference between low and high cost is about 0.18 of a standard deviation. These estimates are 
both significantly different from zero. Figure 1 also shows significant differences between estimates of mortality 
(‘3-5%’) and cost (‘=2008’) between the separate and joint evaluations. Thus, there is evidence to support hy-
pothesis 2: in joint evaluations, performance data on effectiveness and cost has a larger effect on citizen deci-
sion-making than in separate evaluations. 
  Estimates of the equality measures are all smaller for model 2 than model 1. None of these differences are, 
however, significant. Thus, this paper finds no significant evidence of citizens ‘overreacting’ to performance 
information on equality in separate evaluations.  
  Figure B1 in appendix B shows subgroup analyses for right- and left-wing voters. While performance 
information on equality is generally less important for ratings by right-wing voters, Figure B1 also shows that 
both right- and left-wing voters draw exclusively on performance information on equality when rating strategies 
in separate evaluations. While results are less strong for right-wing voters (only the equality measure ‘Distribu-
tion of cost’ significantly affects ratings), results are still consistent with expectations from hypothesis 1. Figure 
B1 also shows that differences in the use of performance information on effectiveness between separate and 
joint evaluations are primarily driven by right-wing voters, while such differences in the use of performance 
information on cost are primarily driven by left-wing voters.  
 

Discussion and Conclusion  
 
The results from this paper show that citizens’ use of performance information on effectiveness, cost, and 
equality in decision-making differs in separate and joint evaluations. Using data from a pre-registered between-
subject conjoint survey experiment, the paper shows that mortality rates, economic costs, distribution of costs, 
and access to testing matter for respondents’ ratings of government strategies to combat COVID-19: higher 
performance (lower mortality rates and costs and higher equality) leads to more favorable ratings in the joint 
evaluations. The results, however, also show that citizens are unable to utilize performance information on 
effectiveness and cost in the separate evaluation. When respondents are presented with one strategy—and thus 
no options to compare information across strategies—only performance information on equality has a signifi-
cant effect on citizens’ ratings. 
  These results are consistent with expectations from the evaluability hypothesis (Hsee, 1996, 1998; Hsee & 
Zhang, 2010). Citizens use information cues from the most accessible information. Thus, under separate eval-
uation ‘easier-to-interpret’—but not necessarily more important—performance information dominates citizens’ 
decision-making. 
  The paper’s findings have both practical and theoretical implications. As performance information on 
effectiveness and cost risks being disregarded when performance information on equality or other types of 
‘easier-to-interpret’ information is available, providing reference points to citizens is essential for their use of 
such performance information. 
  The findings also draw attention to the ‘accessibility’ of different types of performance information. This 
paper suggests that the relational connotations of performance information on equality aid citizens’ interpreta-
tion. However, more work is needed to understand when and under what circumstance performance infor-
mation is ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ to interpret. 
  In particular, research on the interpretation of equity and ‘equality of outcomes’ would be valuable. On 
the one hand, performance information on equity may appear easier to interpret than performance information 
on effectiveness and cost, as measures of equity—e.g., differences in COVID-19 mortality rates between dif-
ferent groups—would also have relational connotations.  On the other hand, public actors are generally less in 
control of ‘equality of outcomes’ than ‘equality of opportunity’. Differences in mortality rates between groups 
will not only be the results of (a lack of) public services, but also differences in e.g., lifestyles between groups. 
Thus, citizens may find it more difficult to assess performance on equity than equality. Other research finds 
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that performance information on output has a larger significant influence on citizens’ evaluation than perfor-
mance information on outcomes (Grosso et al., 2017). While Grosso et al. do not draw this conclusion, such 
results could suggest that outputs—more closely related to government action—are easier to interpret than 
outcomes. However, more theoretical and empirical work is needed before such conclusions can be drawn.  
  Performance information on equality may play a larger role in the Danish setting than for more liberal and 
conservative welfare states (Esping-Andersen, 2002) or for more heterogeneous countries. The paper finds that 
both right- and left-wing voters draw exclusively on performance information on equality when making a deci-
sion in the separate evaluation—although performance information on equality is less important for right-wing 
voters. Such results could suggest that the hypothesized relational differences between groups with and without 
reference points are not affected by level differences in the overall importance placed on performance infor-
mation on effectiveness, cost, and equality. However, new studies in more liberal and conservative welfare 
states and heterogeneous countries are necessary to confirm such expectations. 
  As the COVID-19 pandemic is in many ways an extreme case, the uniqueness of the case may place some 
limitations on the generalizability of the results. As the empirical study was conducted at the beginning of the 
pandemic, the timing of the study may have made it harder for citizens to interpret performance information 
in general given that the pandemic was still quite new. In addition, results may not be generalizable to ‘normal’ 
public services. Citizens’ performance information use during a ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ event may differ consider-
ably from performance information use when citizens and service providers have regular interactions (such as 
e.g., public education). 
  However, by investigating such an extreme case, novel insight may also be gained. First, holding elected 
officials and public employees accountable is particularly important during crises. By investigating the COVID-
19 pandemic, the paper provides unique insights into citizens’ performance information use in a high-stakes 
situation, and the results may be generalizable to government responses to other crises, e.g., disaster response. 
  Second, in contrast to previous research, this paper analyzes the government’s response to a highly salient 
crisis with intense media coverage. Knowledge of public performance among the general public is generally low 
(Baekgaard & Serritzlew, 2016, 2018; Hvidman, 2019; Hvidman & Andersen, 2015). In contrast, public perfor-
mance relating to COVID-19 (e.g., mortality rates, costs, number of people infected) has received intense media 
coverage. As the pandemic has life-and-death implications and significantly limits everyday life due to lock-
downs, citizens’ average interest in public performance related to COVID-19 is likely higher than for any other 
type of public service. Despite this intense media attention, the results of this study show that respondents still 
find it difficult to interpret performance information. These results suggest that the interpretation of perfor-
mance information is inherently difficult even when salience is high.   
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Notes 
 

1. Hsee (1998) present similar findings for a case where respondents were exposed to drawings instead of 
text and numerical information. Thus, the evaluability hypothesis is also relevant for non-numerical and 
non-text information.  

2. During the partial lockdown, which started on March 11, all schools, universities, day care centers, and 
non-essential health services were closed, and all public employees with non-critical tasks were ordered to 
work from home. Danes were able to do non-essential shopping, visit family and friends and go on vaca-
tion in other parts of the country. However, interaction and movement between regions was strongly 
discouraged and all gatherings above 10 people in public places were banned. In week three of the partial 
lockdown, the number of deaths attributed to COVID-19 doubled from a total of 90 to around 180. The 
total number of cases of COVID19 rose from around 2800 at the beginning of week three to 4600 by the 
end of week three. Authorities, however, feared that there might have been a much higher number of cases. 
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Due to a lack of tests, only seriously ill patients were tested in week three. The peak in the number of 
hospitalized COVID-19 patients also occurred during week three (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2020).  

3. The between-subject conjoint experimental design was part of a larger experimental design testing the 
importance of performance information (on effectiveness, economic costs, equality, and procedural justice) 
for citizens’ evaluation of COVID-19 strategies and for trust in the government.   

4. The results do not change when using the second choice.  

5. In the experiment, respondents were presented with the mortality rate as ‘Percentage of infected expected 
to die from COVID-19’ to avoid terms such as case fatality rate (CFR) or infection fatality rate (IFR), 
which are likely unfamiliar to some respondents. As the number of diagnosed infected and the total num-
ber infected can vary, the experiment contains some ambiguity in relation to whether the mortality rate 
refers to CFR or IFR; some respondents may have thought of CFR when rating strategies, while others 
thought of IFR. Such differences will, however, be randomly assigned across the two groups given the 
experimental design and thus likely do not affect the overall conclusions of the paper.  

6. Social desirability bias may affect how citizens rate strategies, particularly in relation to the distribution of 
costs. While social desirability may potentially lead to an overestimation of the effect of ‘Distribution of 
costs’ on citizens’ ratings of COVID-19 strategies, it does not affect the overall conclusions of the paper. 
Such an overestimation would have occurred in both the separate and joint evaluations, and thus cannot 
explain differences in citizens’ ratings between models.  

7. New studies of non-extreme cases should consider operationalizing equality as the difference between free 
access to services for everyone compared to limited free access for a small group with options to pay for 
services. 
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Appendix  

Appendix A  

Table A1. Balance of pre-treatment background variables across treatment groups 

 Separate evaluation Joint evaluation   

 Mean N Mean N Difference P-value 

Right wing 42.5% 658 41.1% 1,240 1.4 .562 

At risk  32.3% 694 32.5% 1,331 -.2 .935 

Male 46.8% 694 50.9% 1,331 -4.1 .079 

Age 53.6 694 52.5 1,331 1.04 .170 

Has college degree 80.2% 683 79.6% 1,311 .6 .711 

Notes: Balancing tests do not represent a test of the randomization (Mutz et al., 2019; Mutz & Pemantle, 2015) 
but can provide an overview of the data. 

 
 

Table A2. Example of a choice between two strategies (joint evaluation) 

 Strategy A Strategy B 

Percentage of infected expected to die 
from COVID-19 

0.5-1% 3-5% 

Overall economic cost of COVID-19 More than 2008 financial cri-
sis  

Less than 2008 financial crisis 

Access to tests Seriously ill All in need 

Distribution of costs Equally distributed across 
groups 

Low wage-earners and vulnerable 
groups hit worst 

Access private cell information to re-
duce the spread of the coronavirus 

Yes No 
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Table A3. Regression tables for separate and joint evaluations. Full results 

 Models 

 
Separate evaluation Joint evaluation 

Mortality rate   

0.1-0.3% (reference) (reference) 

0.5-1% -.0762 -.159* 

 (-.94) (-2.49) 

3-5% -.109 -.426*** 

 (-1.29) (-6.30) 

Cost   

<2008 recession (reference) (reference) 

2008 recession .123 -.130* 

 -1.49 (-1.99) 

>2008 recession -.0135 -.157* 

 (-.16) (-2.38) 
Access to tests   

All in need .390*** .349*** 

 (4.86) (5.28) 

Seriously ill (reference) (reference) 

Seriously ill and those able to pay -.250** -.174** 

 (-2.88) (-2.70) 
Distribution of cost   

Equal (reference) (reference) 

Unequal -.433*** -.329*** 

 (-6.40) (-6.15) 
Use of cell data   

No (reference) (reference) 

Yes -.253*** -.234*** 

 (-3.74) (-4.37) 

Constant .605*** .914*** 

 (5.88) (10.45) 

N 694 1,331 

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (two-tailed test). Z-statistics appear in the parentheses.



3  

  

Appendix B.  

Figure B1. The marginal effect of performance information on effectiveness, cost and equality for ratings of COVID-19 strategies. Subgroup 
analysis. Right-wing and left-wing voters 

 
 

 
 
Notes: Differences between separate and joint evaluations significant at *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Respondents are defined as right wing if they voted for one of 
the following parties at the last election (Liberal Party (V), Conservative Party (C), Liberal Alliance (I), Danish People’s Party (O), and New Right (D)). Respondents are 
defined as left wing if they voted for one the following parties at the last election (Social Democratic Party (A), Social Liberal Party (B), Alternative (Å ), Socialist People’s 
Party (F), and Red-Green Alliance (Ø )).    

  
 

 

 


