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Introduction 
 
overnments worldwide instructed social distancing, also called physical distancing, as an effective way 
to prevent the spread of the infection of the novel coronavirus, known as COVID-19. According to 

Delen et al. (2020), changes in mobility patterns caused by social distancing requirements explained about 
47% of the variation in infection rates. Flaxman et al. (2020) also showed that government interventions such 
as lockdowns significantly reduced the number of infection cases in Europe. 

Governments took a variety of measures to implement social distancing, including banning large 
gatherings, mandating the closure of schools, limiting open hours of restaurants and bars, closing non-
essential businesses, and ordering people to stay at home. Among them, the stay-at-home order was one of 
the strictest measures, and such statewide order was the most effective in increasing the amount of time spent 
at home in the United States (Abouk & Heydari, 2021).  

Most of the existing studies on the effectiveness of social distancing have focused on demographic 
factors such as gender, age, income, education level, cohabitation, marriage, and presence of children (Guo et 
al., 2021; Hanibuchi et al., 2021; Hills & Eraso, 2021; Muto et al., 2020; Pedersen & Favero, 2020; Uddin et 
al., 2021), or on psychological factors, including perceived risk to COVID-19, psychological stress, and 
altruistic motivation (Cato et al., 2020; Christner et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2021; Hills & Eraso 2021; Parady et 
al., 2020).  
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Abstract: To prevent the spread of COVID-19, governments asked citizens to stay at home. If governments opt 
for non-coercive measures rather than coercive measures such as lockdowns, the effectiveness of govern-
ments’ “stay-at-home” requests depends on the extent to which citizens accept the non-coercive measures. 
This study examines what factors influence the procedural fairness associated with the measures and how 
such procedural fairness improved or deteriorated citizens’ acceptance of the measures. Japan, which relied 
mostly on non-coercive measures regarding social distancing, offers a good case to test this question. We car-
ried out an online vignette survey experiment in Japan during March 2021. The vignette experiment led us to 
the following findings: First, regardless of recommendations of epidemiological experts, the prime minister’s 
opinion had a negative impact on citizens’ perception of fairness regarding the decision-making process, but 
did not show a significant effect on the eventual acceptance of non-coercive measures. Second, the non-trans-
parent decision-making process in the government decreased the perception of fairness and acceptance of the 
measures. Third, the elements of opinion and transparency influenced policy acceptance through the media-
tion of fairness perception. Fourth, higher trust in epidemiological experts mitigated the negative effect of pro-
cedural unfairness. 
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However, these studies have paid little attention to the decision-making process of government 
measures to promote social distancing, creating a black box on how the government decision-making process 
was perceived by citizens. This limitation is highly problematic because “convincing” decision-making leads 
to citizens’ wide acceptance of government COVID-19 measures, which is critical for the success and 
effectiveness of such measures in democratic countries. In order to fill this gap in the literature, this study 
focuses on the relationship between procedural fairness of the decision-making process and people’s 
acceptance of COVID-19 measures. Since Lind and Tyler’s (1988) study, a battery of studies on procedural 
fairness have examined how procedural aspects influence citizens’ acceptance of governmental measures, and 
showed that procedural fairness compels citizens to accept the measures even when the measures conflict 
with citizens’ interests (Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 2005). 

Does procedural fairness of the decision-making process improve citizens’ view on government 
COVID-19 measures? If so, what kind of aspect of procedural fairness is important for citizens’ acceptance 
of the measures? In order to answer these questions, we fielded an online vignette experiment in Japan. Japan 
is an ideal laboratory to test how procedural fairness of government COVID-19 measures affects citizens’ 
acceptance because the country had exclusively relied on non-coercive measures (See Appendix 1). The 
Japanese government had only encouraged citizens to voluntarily refrain from going out.1  

People in many countries must accustom themselves to, and therefore obey, mandatory regulations even 
if they do not agree with them, which makes it challenging to measure the influence of procedural fairness 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, conducting a survey experiment in a country that exclusively uses 
non-coercive measures, such as Japan, should allow us to accurately capture the causal impact of procedural 
fairness on people’s acceptance of government-mandated COVID-19 measures. 

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. We provide a theoretical explanation regarding the 
relationship between procedural fairness and citizens’ acceptance of government measures in the next 
sections, followed by a discussion of our vignette experiment and the data obtained from the experiment. We 
then show the results of our data analysis and discuss our findings. 

  
Theoretical Framework  

Scholars of procedural fairness focus on what people perceive as fair in the process leading up to an outcome, 
and how these perceptions affect people’s acceptance of the outcome (Tyler et al., 1997). The factors that 
have received particular attention in the literature include 1) voice, the extent to which opinions are reflected 
in the decision-making process (Doherty & Wolak, 2012; Esaiasson et al., 2019; de Fine Licht, 2011; Grillos 
et al., 2021; Martin et al., 2020; Nakatani, 2021; Rhodes-Purdy, 2021; Terwel et al., 2010; Tyler, 1994; Lind & 
Tyler, 1988; Ulbig, 2008; Van den Bos, 2005; Van den Bos & Spruijt, 2002; Wu & Wang, 2013), and 2) 
transparency of the decision-making process (de Fine Licht, 2014; Doherty & Wolak, 2012; Tyler, 1994; 
Ruder & Woods, 2020). Furthermore, extant studies argue the mediating role of fairness perceptions in 
people’s acceptance of decisions (Lind et al., 1993; Tyler et al., 1997; Van den Bos, 2005). Therefore, we 
assume a model in which the causal relationship between procedural factors (e.g., voice and transparency) and 
policy acceptance is mediated by fair perception, as shown in Figure 1. 
 
 
Figure 1:  Conceptual model 
 

 
 
Voice 
Voice is one of the most discussed independent variables in the literature, and refers to whether individuals 
have the opportunity to present their opinions in the decision-making process. In principle, the more 
opportunities people have to present their opinions, the more likely they are to perceive the process as fair 

Procedural Perceived Policy 

factors fairness acceptance 

(E.g., Voice, Transparency)



Journal of Behavioral Public Administration, 6 

 
 

3 

 
 

(Jost & Kay, 2010). Originally, voice is the degree to which one's opinion is represented because the decision-
making process under consideration involves outcomes that are pertinent to individuals, such as a court 
decision or the amount of a salary at a company. However, when the subject of analysis is to make a 
collective decision for a wider public, it is not realistic to presuppose all and every individual opinion is 
directly incorporated. Therefore, studies that target policymaking decisions conceptualize voice as the degree 
that diverse opinions of citizens and society (Doherty and Wolak 2012; Esaiasson et al. 2019; de Fine Licht 
2011; Grillos, Zarychta, and Nelson Nuñez 2021; Martin, Mikołajczak, and Orr 2020; Nakatani 2021; Terwel 
et al. 2010; Tyler 1994; Ulbig 2008; Wu and Wang 2013).  

There is another view that public opinion does not only deal with the representation of one's own 
opinion but also of politicians and experts in the decision-making process in democratic politics (Bengtsson 
& Christensen, 2016). Previous studies have shown that the effects of the voices of politicians and experts do 
not differ from the effects of the voice of citizens (de Fine Licht, 2011; Esaiasson et al., 2019). In the making 
of COVID-19 measures, we predict that citizens would consider the process reflecting the opinions of 
politicians and the public less fair than that reflecting the opinions of epidemiological experts, as the latter 
provides scientific reasoning and underpinning logic to prevent the spread of COVID-19.2 Indeed, 
governments have often justified their decisions based on endorsements of epidemiological experts in many 
countries.  
 
H1a: Citizens perceive a decision-making process as unfair when the decision is based on the prime minister’s 
opinion or polls, rather than experts’ opinions. 
 

Furthermore, the absence of procedural fairness in a policy-making process makes people perceive the 
process as unfair, which, in turn, makes people reject the policy. Following this assumption, we posit that 
citizens tend not to accept policies that reflect the prime minister’s opinion or polls, because they consider 
such decision-making to be unfair.  
 
H1b: Fairness perceptions mediate the negative effect of the prime minister’s opinion or polls on the 
acceptance of measures.  
 
Transparency 
Another factor that influences procedural fairness is transparency (Tyler, 1994). For example, people would 
feel obliged to follow decisions if the decision-making body were to hold a public hearing wherein every 
stakeholder expresses their opinions and does not make a decision behind closed doors. Transparency is a 
concept that is also related to accountability, which has received much attention in public administration. In a 
representative democracy, the government is expected to be accountable to the citizen, the ultimate principal. 
If the government cannot be held accountable for its policy decisions, democracy becomes tokenistic (Bovens 
2007). Accountability requires transparency in the policy decision-making process because it allows people to 
understand why decisions were made (Wang and Zhang 2009). 
 Transparency is also an essential factor in the crisis management of infectious diseases. When a 
government discloses information, citizens are more likely to be convinced of the measures and be 
cooperative toward the government (Omi, 2011). In Japan, the first emergency declaration was issued in April 
2020, but there had been criticism that the government did not explain the rationale behind the measures and 
the criteria for issuing and lifting the declaration (Asia Pacific Initiative, 2020).  

Organizational fairness studies also note that fairness perception is enhanced when information 
regarding procedures and the reasons for distributional outcomes are provided (Colquitt et al., 2001). Studies 
examining the procedural fairness of policy decision-making processes also regard the provision of 
information on the rationale for the decision-making as transparency (de Fine Licht, 2014; Ruder & Woods, 
2020).  

We hypothesize that people perceive a measure as fair if they are informed of the rationale for its 
decision-making. As for the level of transparency, Mansbridge (2009) notes that 
 



Yanagi et al., 2023 

 
 

4 

 
 

“We should favor not extreme transparency in process (for example, making all committee 
meetings public), but instead transparency in rationale—in procedures, information, reasons, 
and the facts on which the reasons are based (p. 386).” 

 
H2a: Citizens perceive the decision-making process as fair when the rationale behind the decision-making is 
explained to them. 
 
In addition, as in the case of Hypothesis 1b, we hypothesize that transparency is also mediated by fairness 
perceptions as it leads to the acceptance of measures.  
 
H2b: Fairness perceptions mediate the positive effect of transparency in the decision-making process on 
measure acceptance. 
 
Thus far, we have assumed that the effects of voice and transparency in the decision-making process are 
homogeneous among the respondents in the experiment. However, the effects of voice and transparency on 
measure acceptance mediated by fairness perceptions in the decision-making process might have been 
conditioned by trust in government and epidemiological experts. Studies on COVID-19 have shown that the 
higher the trust in government and science, the more likely one is to follow social distancing and health 
behaviors (Pagliaro et al., 2021; Schmelz, 2021). Japan has the lowest level of support for and trust in 
government COVID-19 measures among the G7 countries (Vardavas et al., 2021). However, even in Japan, 
citizens who have more trust in their government tend to comply with COVID-19 measures (Gotanda et al., 
2021). There are also other studies showing that the effects of COVID-19 vaccination options on Japanese 
citizens differ depending on their trust in the institution (Aoki, 2022). 

In addition, procedural fairness studies find a strong association between procedural fairness perceptions 
and political trust, and that fairness perceptions are linked to political trust (Grimes, 2017). In particular, 
studies focusing on the interaction between trust and fairness perceptions indicate that the effects of 
procedural fairness factors vary across different levels of trust in authorities (De Cremer & Tyler, 2007). 
Following these arguments, we assume that the effects of voice and transparency in the decision-making 
process on countermeasure acceptance, mediated by fairness perceptions, are conditioned by trust in 
government and epidemiological experts. We provide an exploratory analysis of this concern. 

 

Methods 

A Vignette Experiment 
This study tests our hypotheses through a survey with a vignette experiment.3 The scenarios presented to the 
respondents are a policy process in which the government issues a state of emergency declaration requiring 
people to comply with social distancing. To test the hypotheses of this study, we exposed respondents to one 
of the nine scenarios that show the combination of three voice-related and two transparency-related 
conditions (see Table 1). This experiment is a between-subjects experimental design. Appendix 2 replicates 
the phrases of each vignette in English, and Online Appendix shows the original Japanese text. 4 Appendix 3 
shows a flowchart of the experimental design. An attention check was conducted at the beginning of the 
survey, and only those who passed this check became the subjects of the experiment (see Appendix 4). In 
addition, screening was conducted at the beginning of the survey to exclude health care workers, civil servants 
in the medical field, journalists, and people involved in any survey projects related to COVID-19. We also 
excluded respondents not living in Japan. Originally, we invited 3,575 people and finally obtained 1,879 
respondents who completed all the questions (see Appendix 5). In the survey, a manipulation check was 
performed after each experiment to ensure that the experimental stimuli were correctly given to respondents 
(see Appendix 6). Owing to a technical problem, we failed to assign a scenario with the voice of opinion poll 
and no transparency, and instead duplicately assigned a scenario with the voice of medical experts’ opinion 
and no transparency (Vignettes D and E). In order to solve this problem, we decided to use selective vignette 
scenarios to meet the balance in the random assignment of variables.5 Specifically, we use Vignettes G, H, and 
I for testing the effects of voice reflection. As for testing the transparency effect, we ensure robustness by 
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deploying three combinations: Vignettes B and F for the first model; Vignettes B, C, D, F, G, and I for the 
second model; and Vignettes B, C, E, F, G, and I for the third model. The first model tests the transparency 
effect without any voice information—as normally assumed in a non-transparent setting—while the second 
and the third models check if the variability in the presence of the voice information, relative to the prime 
minister and epidemiological experts, plays a role in the transparency effect. 
 
 
Table 1:Vignette composition 

Vignettes Voice Transparency n 
Vignette used 
for testing 
voice effects 

Vignettes used for 
testing 
transparency effect 

A Not shown Not shown 206   

B Not shown Not transparent 212  M1 M2 M3 
C Prime minister Not transparent 208  M2 M3 

D 
Medical 
experts 

Not transparent 207  M2 

E 
Medical 
experts 

Not transparent 207  M3 

F Not shown Transparent 211  M1 M2 M3 
G Prime minister Transparent 212 O M2 M3 
H Opinion poll Transparent 206 O  

I 
Medical 
experts 

Transparent 210 O M2 M3 

Note: O denotes that a vignette in question is used for testing voice effects, whereas M1, M2, and M3 denote that a 
vignette in question is used for model 1, model 2, and model 3 to test the effect of transparency, respectively. 

 
 

Data 
We fielded the vignette experiment on March 8–10, 2021. Registered respondents of Rakuten Insight, Inc., 

were recruited by quota sampling to be nationally representative of gender, age, and prefectures.6 Our survey 

consists of 16 questions on demographic and psychological factors, which is followed by the vignette 

experiment. This study was approved by the institutional review board (IRB) of the Ritsumeikan University.  

 
Independent Variables 
The key independent variables of this study are sets of dummy variables for capturing voice and transparency 

in the contents of each vignette. Three dummy variables were created to test hypotheses 1a and 1b: PM 

(coded as 1 if a respondent faces a vignette that contains the information on the voice of the prime minister), 

Poll (coded as 1 if a respondent faces a vignette that contains the information on the voice of a poll), and 

Experts (coded as 1 if a respondent faces a vignette that contains the information on the voice of experts). 

Two dummy variables were created to test hypotheses 2a and 2b: No transparency (coded as 1 if a respondent 

faces a vignette that contains the information on no-transparency) and Transparency (coded as 1 if a 

respondent faces a vignette that contains the information on transparency).  

 

Dependent Variables 
After one of the vignettes was displayed in the experiment, each respondent was asked to answer the 
following two questions on his/her perceptions of the decision-making process using a scale ranging from 1 
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to 7 or choosing the “Do not know” option. The Cronbach's alpha value for the two variables is 0.834. 
Descriptive statistics for the dependent variable and variables related to trust are presented in Appendix 7. 

 

“In this hypothetical scenario, do you think the decision-making process for declaring the state of emergency 
was a good way to proceed as a whole?” 

Strongly agree (7) to Strongly disagree (1), Do not know 
 

“In this hypothetical scenario, to what extent do you think the decision-making process for declaring the state 
of emergency is a fair procedure?” 

Very fair (7) to Not fair at all (1), Do not know 

 

Based on these two questions, we deployed principal component analysis to synthesize the fairness 
perception of the process. As a result, one principal component (eigenvalue = 1.717) was calculated. This 
synthetic variable, Fairness, is the dependent variable to test hypotheses 1a and 2a. 

In addition, we asked the following two questions regarding the acceptance of the measure. The 
Cronbach's alpha value for the two variables is 0.873. Again, a principal component analysis was conducted, 
and the score of one principal component (eigenvalue = 1.774) was calculated. This is called Acceptance, the 
dependent variable indicating the acceptance of the measure in a vignette.  
 

“In this hypothetical scenario, to what extent do you support the measure of declaring a state of emergency?” 

Strongly support (7) to Do not support at all (1), Do not know 
 

“In this hypothetical scenario, to what extent would you be willing to accept the measure of declaring a state 
of emergency?” 

Completely acceptable (7) to Completely unacceptable (1), Do not know 

 
Variables Related to Trust 
The survey asked a battery of questions about the trust in (1) central government, (2) local government, and 
(3) health scientists and epidemiological experts before the experiment, and respondents answered the 
questions using a seven-point scale. 

 

“How much do you trust [the central government/local government/scientists in the healthcare field and 
epidemiological experts]?” 

Trust a lot (7) to Not Trust at all (1) 
 

Results  

Hypotheses 1a and 2a 
We examine the effects of stimuli with regard to the voice involved and the transparency of the policy-

making process on citizens’ perceptions of fairness. Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was conducted 

to estimate the causal effects. Figure 2 shows the regression coefficients for voice variables. The baseline is 

the scenario presenting the voice of experts. The voice of the prime minister causes lower fairness compared 

with that of experts. However, the voice of public opinion, as is reflected in the poll, makes no difference in 
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the perceived fairness compared with the voice of experts. These results partially support Hypothesis 1a on 

the difference between the voice reflection of the prime minister and that of experts. 

Figure 2: Voice effect on fairness 

 

 

Note: White circles represent the estimates, and whiskers indicate 95% confidence intervals (robust standard errors).  

 

Figure 3 reports the effects of non-transparency compared with the scenarios with transparency. We tested 

three models using different combinations of scenarios. In all the three models, the perceived fairness is 

significantly and substantially lower in the scenario with no transparency than with transparency. These 

results support Hypothesis 2a. 

 

Figure 3:Transparency effect on fairness 

 

 

Note: Whiskers visualize 95% confidence intervals (robust standard errors) 
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Hypotheses 1b and 2b 
We also conducted a causal mediation analysis with fairness as the mediating variable and acceptance as the 

dependent variable. The causal mediation effect is the indirect effect of an intervention on an outcome 

through a mediating variable (Imai et al., 2010; Pearl, 2001; Robins, 2003; Robins & Greenland, 1992). This 

study, following Imai et al. (2010), estimates average causal mediation effects (ACMEs) and average direct 

effects (ADEs) as mean effects in the population with an interaction term between the mediating variable and 

independent variables. In the analysis, Fairness is the mediating variable, and independent variables are three 

voice and two transparency variables (i.e., PM, Poll, Experts, No transparency, and Transparency). The R 

mediation package was used for the estimation (Tingley et al., 2014). Specifically, the analysis involved 1,000 

simulations, each using the quasi-Bayesian Monte Carlo method based on the normal approximation. Figure 4 

shows the ACME, ADE, and the total effect estimated using the mediation package in R for the voice of the 

prime minister, polls, and non-transparency. Non-transparency analysis was conducted for each of three 

different scenario sets. Black circles indicate the ACME and ADE for the treatment group (independent 

variable as indicated in each main title is 1), and white circles for the control group (independent variable is 0). 

The larger the coefficients are shown in this figure, the greater is the effect of increasing the fairness 

perception, and vice versa. The sensitivity analysis for the sequential ignorability assumption is reported in 

Appendix 9. 

 

Figure 4: Results of causal mediation analysis 
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Note: Black circles indicate the ACME and ADE for the treatment group (dummy variable as indicated in each main 

title is 1), and white circles for the control group (dummy variable is 0).  

 

The estimates related to voice show that ACME was significant only when the vignette specifies that the 

prime minister’s opinion was reflected. In both the treatment and control groups, ACMEs of the prime 

minister, mediated by fairness, are negative and significant. The prime minister’s opinion has slightly positive 

but not significant ADEs on the acceptance, which means there are effects not related to fairness. The results 

show that, when the prime minister's voice is presented, compared with when the expert's voice is presented, 

there is a negative effect on policy acceptance that is mediated by a decrease in fairness perception. The causal 

mediation analysis supports Hypothesis 1b. However, the total effect of the prime minister's voice is not 

significant. This means that the showing of the prime minister's voice has a positive direct effect, offsetting 

the indirect effect, compared with the showing of the expert's voice. Moreover, neither the ACMEs nor the 

ADEs nor the total effect of Poll is statistically significant. If the voice of a poll is presented, it has no effect 

on policy acceptance through fairness or other causal relationships than if the voice of an expert is presented. 

The negative effect of the prime minister's opinion mediated by fairness perception was confirmed, but the 

negative effect of polls was not confirmed. H1b was partially supported. 

Three models on transparency show that ACME is negative and significant when the decision-making 

process has no transparency. Both the treatment and control groups show negative impacts on acceptance 

mediated by fairness. In other words, when the decision-making process is not transparent, the perception of 

a fair process is weakened, and consequently, the measure is less likely to be accepted. The results support 

Hypothesis 2b. 

 

An Exploratory Analysis on the Role of Trust 
We estimated an OLS model with acceptance as the dependent variable, and fairness, trust, and their 

interactions as independent variables of the concern that the effects of voice and transparency are 

heterogeneous. The results for the interaction between fairness and trust are visualized in Figure 5 (see 

Appendix 10 for the results of the full model). This figure shows that, regardless of trust in the central or 

local government, the change in measure acceptance in response to fairness perception is almost constant. 

Meanwhile, for trust in epidemiological experts, the slope for subgroups with higher trust is less steep than 

those with lower trust. This result indicates that the decrease in acceptance owing to the decrease in fairness 
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perception (increase in unfairness perception) is suppressed by high trust in epidemiological experts. In other 

words, the effect of voice and transparency in the decision-making process on the measure acceptance 

through fairness perception is conditioned by trust in epidemiological experts. 

 

Figure 5: Interaction between fairness and trust (predicted values of acceptance based on OLS) 

 

Note: The shaded areas indicate 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In examining the impact of the government’s COVID-19 measures on citizens, it is crucial to consider the 
procedures by which the measures are decided upon and accepted by citizens. This article revealed how lack 
of procedural fairness deteriorates citizens’ acceptance of these measures. The statistical results indicate that 
people tend to change their perception concerning the fairness of the measure and accept it less when the 
decision-making process lacks transparency or reflects the opinion of a certain actor than others.  

Conducting the vignette experiment yielded the following three findings. First, citizens perceive the 
voice of the prime minister as less fair than that of epistemological experts. The former’s voice leads to lower 
acceptance, and this effect is mediated by decreased fairness perception. Let us discuss this finding: Since the 
1990s, Japan has undergone electoral and administrative reforms that have made it easier for the prime 
minister to exercise his leadership over issues including those related to the management of policies against 
the spread of COVID-19. In fact, the prime minister’s power has expanded, and his opinion has sometimes 
had the last say in the decision-making (Takenaka, 2019). However, in the context of an infectious disease 
such as COVID-19, Japanese citizens may wish to rely more on scientific experts than on strong leadership. 

Second, citizens perceive the voice of experts and that of public opinion to be equally fair. In the case of 
COVID-19, the voice of epidemiological experts is supposed to provide a rationale to regulate people’s 
behavior by weighing infection prevention over other goals. Meanwhile, the voice of public opinion is 
supposed to represent not only infection spread prevention but also various opinions such as freedom of 
economic activities. One interpretation is that citizens have a balanced recognition of fairness between 
experts and diverse public opinions on the theme of COVID-19. 

Third, lack of transparency in the decision-making process has a negative effect on perceived fairness 
and, through the mediation of this perception change, the eventual acceptance of the emergency declaration. 
Its effect size is larger than that of voice. This finding coincides with previous studies on procedural fairness 
and that specifically highlight the importance of transparency in the decision-making process of infectious 
disease control (Omi, 2011).  

We also addressed the importance of trust, which was analyzed in the exploratory analysis. Our findings 
suggest that, when people trust epidemiological experts, they tend to be more accepting of measures, even 
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when their fairness perception is low. In other words, the Japanese public’s high level of trust in healthcare 
and epidemiological experts may mitigate the effects of the government’s non-transparent procedure.7 Studies 
on procedural fairness and those analyzing citizens’ acceptance of government policies have mostly focused 
on the effects of trust in the government (De Cremer & Tyler, 2007; Gao et al., 2022; Garritzmann et al., 
2023). A few studies report behavioral change under the pandemic significantly contingent on trust not only 
in government but also in citizens and science (Pagliaro et al., 2021). Our finding suggests further academic 
investment on variegated effects of trust in experts and science across countries. 

As explained in the first section, Japan is an ideal case to study the effect of procedural fairness on 
citizens’ voluntary acceptance of non-coercive measures. We suppose our findings can speak to other similar 
cases during the pandemic, although strict tests are needed in different contexts. The effect of Japanese 
sociocultural aspects on the behavior of the citizens in this study was not examined, because we consider it 
prudent to be cautious about whether historically shaped sociocultural aspects can explain the behavior of 
Japanese citizens during a pandemic. As an example, during the pandemic, the Japanese government 
encouraged citizens to be vaccinated. Japan is well known as a country with historically strong vaccine 
hesitancy (de Figueiredo et al. 2020). However, as of April 17, 2023, 77.96% of the total population has 
already been vaccinated against SARS-CoV-2. The effect of Japanese sociocultural aspects on the behavior of 
its citizens is a future research topic. Furthermore, this study questioned people’s perceptions and did not 
analyze their actual behavior. The effect of the stimuli presented in this study on the actual behavior of 
people will be the subject of another study.  

In sum, this study revealed the effect of the fairness of government procedures on people’s perception of 
measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Higher procedural fairness and trust hold the key to coordinating 
effective collective actions under the pandemic. People’s acceptance of measures was greatly influenced not 
only by psychological factors but also by the way the government requested citizens to take measures. 
According to available evidence, trust in experts has been high among the Japanese public, and it suppressed 
the negative effects of unfairness in the government’s decision-making process. However, whether a high level 
of trust in experts would continue in the future is unclear, our finding recommends attention to trust as a 
conditioning factor. With the prolonged effects of COVID-19, restrictions on people’s behavior have been 
relaxed in several countries, and an increasing number of countries are adopting non-coercive measures. If the 
government expected citizens to change their behavior voluntarily, how it decides on measures and conveys 
information to citizens would have a significant impact on preventing the spread of COVID-19. 
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Notes 

1. In Japan, the people have never been legally required to stay at home. The most stringent measure taken 
by the Japanese government to prevent the spread of infection was to declare a state of emergency based 
on the Act on Special Measures for Pandemic Influenza and New Infectious Diseases Preparedness and 
Response (Act No. 31 of 2012). According to this Act, the prime minister decides on the geographic 
scope and duration to declare a state of emergency. Making a declaration follows several steps, wherein 
consulting experts (e.g., epidemiological experts) is crucial, although not legally required. The government 
action plan decided by the cabinet stipulates that the prime minister shall consult the committee in the 
Cabinet Secretariat, which is composed of epidemiological and other experts. After consulting the com-
mittee, the prime minister can issue emergency declarations, which enable special measures articulated by 
each governor of the declared prefectures. Such measures may include a battery of requests, such as re-
questing citizens to stay at home except when absolutely necessary (e.g., purchasing daily necessities at 
grocery stores and serving essential services), business facilities and restaurants to shorten their business 
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hours or close temporarily, music and sports events to be suspended, and schools to be closed. The Act 
was amended on February 3, 2021, and businesses that violated the governor’s order were fined up to 
300,000 yen (about USD 2,700) as an administrative penalty. However, there have been no penalties for 
citizens who failed to comply with the governor’s request to stay at home by the time of our survey ex-
periment. 

2. To ensure external validity in the Japanese case, this article focuses on epidemiological experts in the Ad-
visory Board of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW). In Japan, it has been routine to 
consult epidemiological experts for declaring a state of emergency, even if such consultation is not re-
quired by the Act on Special Measures for Pandemic Influenza and New Infectious Diseases Prepared-
ness and Response. The government consulted a committee in the Cabinet Secretariat as well as the 
MHLW advisory board, which involved epidemiology experts. The advisory board’s recommendations 
were usually reflected in the eventual declaration of the states of emergency (Asia Pacific Initiative, 2020). 
Alternatives to experts’ opinions were the prime minister’s opinion and public opinion polls, which influ-
enced some policies related to COVID-19 but not the emergency declarations in particular. For example, 
Prime Minister Abe told the Diet that he requested the simultaneous closure of elementary and junior 
high schools in March 2020 based on his own judgment without consulting experts. Newspapers pointed 
out that in December 2020, Prime Minister Suga decided to cancel a project to promote travel in re-
sponse to the results of a poll. “Canceling the ‘Go to Travel’ Project: Public Opinion Pushes Back” Asahi 
Shimbun, December 15, 2020, 2. 

3. This study was pre-registered at the Open Science Framework before the survey. The link for pre-regis-
tration is https://osf.io/6d2zh. Note that the text of the hypothesis had been modified to clarify the the-
oretical mechanism. 

4. The link for Online Appendix is https://osf.io/gv8cx. 
5. The information obtained even with the technical problem is still valuable for our test because it satisfies 

random assignment across selective scenarios. 
6. Rakuten Insight, Inc., is one of the largest survey firms in Japan with more than two million registered 

respondents. Upon completion of the survey, the company paid respondents in the form of redeemable 
points, and the amount of which was not disclosed to the authors. 

7. The Yomiuri Shimbun conducted a poll in March–April 2021 asking about people’s trust in multiple targets 
for COVID-19 measures. According to the poll, trust in healthcare institutions (four-point scale) was high, 
as 44% answered trusting and 47% somewhat trusting. Trust in the government’s subcommittee of epide-
miological experts was also relatively high, as 21% answered trusting and 57% somewhat trusting. In con-
trast, trust in the Japanese government was low, as 8% answered trusting and 42% somewhat trusting. 
“Questions and Answers”: Yomiuri Shimbun, April 30, 2021, 21. 

 

 

References  

Abouk, R., & Heydar, B. (2021). The immediate effect of 
COVID-19 policies on social-distancing behavior in 
the United States. Public Health Reports 136 (2), 245–
252. https://doi.org/10.1177/0033354920976575 

Aoki, N. (2022). Vaccine Choice, Trust in Institutions, 
and the Intention to Get Vaccinated Against 
COVID-19: Evidence From an Online Experiment. 
Journal of Behavioral Public Administration, 5(1). 
https://doi.org/10.30636/jbpa.51.275 

Asia Pacific Initiative. (2020). Shingata korona taiō minkan 
rinji chōsa-kai chōsa Kenshō Hōkoku-sho [The independent 
investigation commission on the Japanese government’s re-
sponse to COVID-19: Report on best practices and lessons 
learned]. Tokyo: Discover 21, Inc. 

Bengtsson, Å ., & Christensen, H. (2016). Ideals and ac-
tions: Do citizens’ patterns of political participation 
correspond to their conceptions of democracy? 
Government and Opposition 51 (2), 234–260. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2014.29 

Brockner, J., & Wiesenfeld, B. (2005). How, when and 
why does outcome favorability interact with proce-
dural fairness? In J. Greenberg & J. A. Colquitt 
(Eds.), Handbook of organizational justice (pp.525–548). 
London: Taylor & Francis. 

Bovens, M. (2007). Public accountability. In E. Ferlie, L. 
E. Lynn Jr., & C. Pollitt (Eds.), The Oxford handbook 
of public management, (pp.182–208). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

https://osf.io/6d2zh
https://osf.io/gv8cx
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033354920976575
https://doi.org/10.30636/jbpa.51.275
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2014.29


Journal of Behavioral Public Administration, 6 

 
 

13 

 
 

Cato, S., Iida, T., Ishida, K., Ito, A., McElwain, K. M., & 
Shoji, M. (2020). Social distancing as a public good 
under the COVID-19 pandemic. Public Health 188, 
51–53. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2020.08.005 

Christner, N., Sticker, M. R., Söldner, L., Mammen, M., 
& Paulus, M. (2020). Prevention for oneself or oth-
ers? Psychological and Social factors that explain 
social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Journal of Health Psychology, 1359105320980793. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105320980793 

Colquitt, J. A., Conlon, D. E., Wesson, M. J., Porter, C. 
O. L. H., & Ng, K. Y. (2001). Justice at the millen-
nium: A meta-analytic review of 25 years of organi-
zational justice research. Journal of Applied Psychology, 
86(3), 425–445.  
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.425 

De Cremer, D., & Tyler, R. T. (2007). The effects of trust 
in authority and procedural fairness on cooperation. 
Journal of Applied Psychology 92 (3), 639–649. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.3.639 

de Figueiredo, A., C. Simas, E. Karafillakis, P. Paterson, 
and H. Larson (2020). Mapping global trends in 
vaccine confidence and investigating barriers to 
vaccine uptake: a large-scale retrospective temporal 
modelling study. Lancet 396, 898-908. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31558-0 

Delen, D., Eryarsoy, E., & Davazdahemami, B. (2020). 
No place like home: Cross-National data analysis of 
the efficacy of social distancing during the COVID-
19 pandemic. JMIR Public Health and Surveillance 6 
(2), e19862. https://doi.org/10.2196/19862 

Doherty, D, & Wolak, J. (2012). When do the ends justify 
the means? Evaluating procedural fairness. Political 
Behavior 34 (2), 301–323. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-011-9166-9 

de Fine Licht, J. (2011). Do we really want to know? The 
potentially negative effect of transparency in deci-
sion making on perceived legitimacy. Scandinavian 
Political Studies 34 (3), 183–201. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9477.2011.00268.x 

de Fine Licht, J. (2014). Policy area as a potential moder-
ator of transparency effects: An experiment. Public 
Administration Review 74 (3), 361–371. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12194 

Esaiasson, P., Persson, M., Gilljam, M., & Lindholm, T. 
(2019). Reconsidering the role of procedures for de-
cision acceptance. British Journal of Political Science 49 
(1), 291–314. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123416000508 

Flaxman, S., Mishra, S., Gandy, A., Unwin, H. J. T., Mel-
lan, A. T., Coupland, H., Whittaker, C., et al. (2020). 
Estimating the effects of non-pharmaceutical inter-
ventions on COVID-19 in Europe. Nature 584 
(7820), 257–261.  
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-020-2405-7 

Gangl, A. (2003). Procedural justice theory and evalua-
tions of the lawmaking process. Political Behavior 25 
(2), 119–149. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023847829172 

Gao, L., Jiang, J., He, H., Zhou, Q., Wang, S., & Li, J. 
(2022). Uncertainty or trust? Political trust, per-
ceived uncertainty and public acceptance of per-
sonal carbon trading policy. Environmental Geochemis-
try and Health, 44(9), 3157–3171.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10653-022-01214-y 

Garritzmann, J. L., Neimanns, E., & Busemeyer, M. R. 
(2023). Public opinion towards welfare state reform: 
The role of political trust and government satisfac-
tion. European Journal of Political Research, 62(1), 197–
220. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12501 

Gotanda, H., Miyawaki, A., Tabuchi, T., & Tsugawa, Y. 
(2021). Association Between Trust in Government 
and Practice of Preventive Measures During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic in Japan. Journal of General In-
ternal Medicine 36(11), 3471–3477. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-021-06959-3 

Grimes, M. (2017). Procedural fairness and political trust. 
In S. Zmerli & T. W. G. Van Der Meer (Eds.) 
Handbook on Political Trust, (pp.256–269). Chelten-
ham: Edward Elgar Publishing.  

Grillos, T., Zarychta, A., & Nuñez, J. N. (2021). Water 
scarcity & procedural justice in Honduras: Commu-
nity-based management meets market-based policy. 
World Development 142, 105451. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2021.105451 

Guo, Y., Qin, W., Wang, Z., & Yang, F. (2021). Factors 
influencing social distancing to prevent the commu-
nity spread of COVID-19 among Chinese adults. 
Preventive Medicine 143, 106385. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2020.106385 

Hale, T., Angrist, N., Goldszmidt, R, Kira, B., Petherick, 
A., Phillips, T., Webster, S., et al. 2021. A global 
panel database of pandemic policies (Oxford 
COVID-19 Government Response Tracker). Nature 
Human Behaviour 5 (4), 529–538. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01079-8 

Hanibuchi, T., Yabe, N., & Nakaya, T. (2021). Who is 
staying home and who is not? Demographic, socio-
economic, and geographic differences in time spent 
outside the home during the COVID-19 outbreak 
in Japan. Preventive Medicine Reports 21, 101306. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2020.101306 

Hills, S., & Eraso, Y. (2021). Factors associated with non-
adherence to social distancing rules during the 
COVID-19 pandemic: A logistic regression analysis. 
BMC Public Health 21 (1), 352. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10379-7 

Imai, K., Keele, L., & Tingley, D. (2010). A general ap-
proach to causal mediation analysis. Psychological 
Methods 15 (4), 309–334.  
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020761 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2020.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105320980793
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.425
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.3.639
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31558-0
https://doi.org/10.2196/19862
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-011-9166-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9477.2011.00268.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12194
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123416000508
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-020-2405-7
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023847829172
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10653-022-01214-y
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12501
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-021-06959-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2021.105451
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2020.106385
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01079-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2020.101306
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10379-7
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0020761


Yanagi et al., 2023 

 
 

14 

 
 

Jost, T. J., & Kay, C. A. (2010). Social justice: History, 
theory, and research. In S. T. Fiske, D. T. Gilbert, 
& G. Lindzey (Eds.), Handbook of social psychology 
(pp.1122–1165). Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons. 

Leventhal, S. G. (1980). What should be done with equity 
theory? New approaches to the study of fairness in 
social relationships. In K. Gergen, M. Greenberg, & 
R. Willis (Eds.) Advances in Theory and Research 
(pp.27–55). New York: Plenum. 

Lind, E. A., Kulik, T. C., Ambrose, M., & de Vera Park, 
V. M. (1993). Individual and corporate dispute reso-
lution: Using procedural fairness as a decision heu-
ristic. Administrative Science Quarterly 38 (2), 224–251. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2393412 

Lind, E. A., & Tyler, R. T. (1988). The social psychology of 
procedural justice. Critical Issues in Social Justice. New 
York: Plenum.  

Mansbridge, J. (2009). A ‘selection model’ of political 
representation. Journal of Political Philosophy 17 (4), 
369–398.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2009.00337.x 

Martin, A., Mikołajczak, G., & Orr, R. (2020). Does pro-
cess matter? Experimental evidence on the effect of 
procedural fairness on citizens’ evaluations of pol-
icy outcomes. International Political Science Review, 
0192512120908874. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512120908874 

Muto, K., Yamamoto, I., Nagasu, M., Tanaka, M., & 
Wada, K. (2020). Japanese citizens’ behavioral 
changes and preparedness against COVID-19: An 
online survey during the early phase of the pan-
demic. PLOS ONE 15 (6), e0234292. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0234292 

Nakatani, M. (2021). How do political decision-making 
processes affect the acceptability of decisions? Re-
sults from a survey experiment. International Political 
Science Review, 0192512121998250. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512121998250 

Omi, S. (2011). WHO wo Yuku: Kansen-shō tono Tatakai o 
Koete [The WHO: Beyond the struggle against infectious 
diseases]. Tokyo: Igakushoin. 

Pagliaro, S., Sacchi, S., Pacilli, G. M., Brambilla, M., 
Lionetti, F., Bettache, K., Bianchi, M., et al. 2021. 
Trust predicts COVID-19 prescribed and discre-
tionary behavioral intentions in 23 countries. PLOS 
ONE 16 (3), e0248334. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0248334 

Parady, G., Taniguchi, A., & Takami, K. (2020). Travel 
behavior changes during the COVID-19 pandemic 
in Japan: Analyzing the effects of risk perception 
and social influence on going-out self-restriction. 
Transportation Research Interdisciplinary Perspectives 7, 
100181. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trip.2020.100181 

Pearl, J. (2001). Direct and indirect effects. In Proceedings 
of the Seventeenth Conference on Uncertainty and Artificial 
Intelligence. San Francisco, Morgan Kaufmann. 

Pedersen, M. J, & Favero, N. (2020). Social distancing 
during the COVID-19 pandemic: Who are the pre-
sent and future noncompliers? Public Administration 
Review 80 (5), 805–814. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13240 

Rhodes-Purdy, M. (2021). Procedures matter: Strong 
voice, evaluations of policy performance, and re-
gime support. Political Studies 69 (2), 412–433. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321720903813 

Robins, M. J., & Greenland, S. (1992). Identifiability and 
exchangeability for direct and indirect effects. Epide-
miology 3 (2), 143–155. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001648-199203000-
00013 

Robins, M. J. (2003). Semantics of causal DAG models 
and the identification of direct and indirect effects. 
In P. J. Green, N. L. Hjort, & S. Richardson (Eds.) 
Highly structured stochastic systems (pp.70–81). Oxford; 
New York: Oxford University Press. 

Ruder, I. A., & Woods, D. N. (2020). Procedural fairness 
and the legitimacy of agency rulemaking. Journal of 
Public Administration Research and Theory 30 (3), 400–
414. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muz017 

Schmelz, K. (2021). Enforcement may crowd out volun-
tary support for COVID-19 policies, especially 
where trust in government is weak and in a liberal 
society. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 
118 (1), e2016385118. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2016385118 

Takenaka, H. (2019). Expansion of the prime minister’s 
power in the Japanese parliamentary system trans-
formation of Japanese politics and institutional re-
forms. Asian Survey 59 (5), 844–869. 
https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2019.59.5.844 

Terwel, W. B., Harinck, F., Ellemers, N., & Daamen, D. 
L. D. (2010). Voice in political decision-making: 
The effect of group voice on perceived trustworthi-
ness of decision makers and subsequent acceptance 
of decisions. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied 
16 (2), 173–186. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019977 

Tingley, D., Yamamoto, T., Hirose, K., Keele, L, & Imai, 
K. (2014). Mediation: R package for causal media-
tion analysis. Journal of Statistical Software 59 (1), 1–
38. https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v059.i05 

Tyler, R. T. (1994). Governing amid diversity: The effect 
of fair decision-making procedures on the legiti-
macy of government. Law & Society Review 28 (4), 
809–831. https://doi.org/10.2307/3053998 

Tyler, R. T., Boeckmann, J. R., Smith, J. H., & Huo, J. Y. 
(1997). Social justice in a diverse society. Boulder, Colo: 
Westview Press. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2393412
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2009.00337.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512120908874
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0234292
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512121998250
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0248334
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trip.2020.100181
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13240
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321720903813
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001648-199203000-00013
https://doi.org/10.1097/00001648-199203000-00013
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muz017
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2016385118
https://doi.org/10.1525/as.2019.59.5.844
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019977
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v059.i05
https://doi.org/10.2307/3053998


Journal of Behavioral Public Administration, 6 

 
 

15 

 
 

Uddin, S., Imam, T., Khushi, M., Khan, A., & Ali, M. 
(2021). How did socio-demographic status and per-
sonal attributes influence compliance to COVID-19 
preventive behaviours during the early outbreak in 
Japan? Lessons for pandemic management. Personal-
ity and Individual Differences 175, 110692. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.110692 

Ulbig, G. S. (2008). Voice is not enough: The importance 
of influence in political trust and policy assess-
ments. The Public Opinion Quarterly 72 (3), 523–539. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfn030 

Van den Bos, K. (2001). Fairness heuristic theory: As-
sessing the information to which people are react-
ing has a pivotal role in understanding organiza-
tional justice. In S. Gilliland, D. Steiner & D. 
Skarlicki (Eds.) Theoretical and cultural perspectives on or-
ganizational justice (pp.63-84). Greenwich, CT: Infor-
mation Age Publishing. 

Van den Bos, K. (2005). What is responsible for the fair 
process effect? In J. Greenberg & J. A. Colquitt 
(Eds.) Handbook of organizational justice (pp.273–300). 
Mahwah, NJ, US: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates 
Publishers. 

Van den Bos, K., & Spruijt, N. (2002). Appropriateness 
of decisions as a moderator of the psychology of 
voice. European Journal of Social Psychology 32 (1), 57–
72. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.61 

Vardavas, C., Odani, S., Nikitara, K., El Banhawi, H., 
Kyriakos, C., Taylor, L., & Becuwe, N. (2021). Pub-
lic perspective on the governmental response, com-
munication and trust in the governmental decisions 
in mitigating COVID-19 early in the pandemic 
across the G7 countries. Preventive Medicine Reports, 
21, 101252. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2020.101252 

Wang, J., & Zhang, B. (2009). Accounting transparency 
and government accountability. In Proceedings of 
2009 international conference on public administration (5th) 
Vol II, 703–708. 

Wu, X., & Wang, E. (2013). Outcome favorability as a 
boundary condition to voice effect on people’s re-
actions to public policymaking. Journal of Applied So-
cial Psychology 43 (2), 329–337. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2012.01002.x 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.110692
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfn030
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.61
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2020.101252
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2012.01002.x


Yanagi et al., 2023 

 
 

16 

 
 

Appendix 

Appendix 1. The stringency level in Japan 

The Japanese government had relied on measures that encouraged citizens to stay at home without coercive 

interventions. Figure A1 shows the maximum, minimum, and average values of the Stringency Index on 

COVID-19-related behavioral regulations for 37 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) countries, including Japan, from March 11, 2020—the day on which the World Health Organization 

declared the pandemic—to August 27, 2021 (Hale et al., 2021). The stringency level in Japan was close to the 

minimum level of OECD countries until September 2020. Even in March 2021, the month in which we 

fielded the vignette experiment, Japan was one of the least restrictive countries. The stringency level increased 

gradually thereafter but remained below the OECD average during the first six months of 2021. 

 

Figure A1: Trends in Stringency Index for Japan and 37 OECD countries 

 

Source: Hale et al. (2021), retrieved on August 30, 2021. 

 

Appendix 2. Text of the vignette 

The leading sentences and all scenarios we used in our study are as follows. The scenarios used according to 

the framework of analysis in this study are scenarios C, D, E, G, H, and I. In addition, scenarios A, B, and F 

examine the null scenario, which has no description of voice or transparency; see Appendix 7 for the 

examination of the null scenario. Participants in the experiment were randomly presented with one of these 

nine scenarios. 

We followed Van den Bos (2001) and Esaiasson et al. (2019) to build the leading sentences, which include 

factors in the decision-making process, in order to ensure that respondents focus on the procedural aspects in 

the following scenario sentences (Van den Bos, 2001). Although this may prompt attention to procedural 

factors, which is beneficial to the manipulation, it does not necessarily cause bias across scenarios. 
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In the four vignettes (B, C, D, and E), we use the negative phrase “There was no sufficient explanation from 

the government.” This is based on the contextual situation in Japan that explicit criticisms existed at the time 

of our survey. Experts have pointed out the lack of transparency in the Japanese government’s decision-

making process regarding COVID-19 in 2020. In June 2020, the government’s Expert Meeting on the Novel 

Coronavirus Disease Control called on the government to develop a communication system with the public 

(Asia Pacific Initiative, 2020). Newspapers have also published articles pointing out the government’s 

insufficient explanations, and citizens have actually seen these negative phrases (“Prime Minister declares state 

of emergency, must be aware of burden of overcoming crisis”: Asahi Shimbun, April 8, 2020, 2). 

 

Leading sentences 

What are your thoughts on the following fictional scenario? Please read them carefully, as we will check 

later to make sure you understand them correctly. There are various components to the decision-making 

process on measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19. One component is the input into the decision-

making process, which may reflect factors such as the prime minister’s personal opinion, the results of 

public opinion polls, and expert opinion. Another component is whether there is sufficient explanation 

from the government in making the decision, which may or may not be explained. Please answer the 

following questions as the government’s measures in the fictional scenario will affect your life.  

A: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the government has declared a 

state of emergency in those prefectures. In response to the declaration of a state of emergency, the 

governor of the prefecture where you live has asked residents to refrain from going outside. 

B: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the government has declared a 

state of emergency in those prefectures. There was no sufficient explanation from the government on how 

the decision was reached, the details of the discussion, or the specific criteria and rationale for the decision 

regarding the requirements for the declaration and lifting of the state of emergency. In response to the 

declaration of a state of emergency, the governor of the prefecture where you live has asked residents to 

refrain from going outside. 

C: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the government has declared a 

state of emergency in those prefectures, based on the prime minister’s personal opinion. There was no 

sufficient explanation from the government on how the decision was reached, the details of the discussion, 

or the specific criteria and rationale for the decision regarding the requirements for the declaration and 

lifting of the state of emergency. In response to the declaration of a state of emergency, the governor of 

the prefecture where you live has asked residents to refrain from going outside. 

D: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the experts on infectious disease 

control in the Advisory Board of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare met and requested that a 

state of emergency be declared. Based on the experts’ request, the government declared a state of 

emergency in these prefectures. There was no sufficient explanation from the government on how the 

decision was reached, the details of the discussion, or the specific criteria and rationale for the decision 

requirements for the declaration and lifting of the state of emergency. In response to the declaration of a 

state of emergency, the governor of the prefecture where you live has asked residents to refrain from going 

outside. 

E: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the experts on infectious disease 

control in the Advisory Board of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare met and requested that a 

state of emergency be declared. Based on the experts’ request, the government declared a state of 
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emergency in these prefectures. There was no sufficient explanation from the government on how the 

decision was reached, the details of the discussion, or the specific criteria and rationale for the decision 

requirements for the declaration and lifting of the state of emergency. In response to the declaration of a 

state of emergency, the governor of the prefecture where you live has asked residents to refrain from going 

outside. 

F: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the government has declared a 

state of emergency in those prefectures. The government explained the background to the decision to 

declare a state of emergency, the details of the discussions that led to the decision, and the specific criteria 

and rationale for the decision regarding the requirements for the declaration and lifting of the state of 

emergency. In response to the declaration of a state of emergency, the governor of the prefecture where 

you live has asked residents to refrain from going outside. 

G: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the government has declared a 

state of emergency in those prefectures, based on the prime minister's personal opinion. The government 

explained the background to the decision to declare a state of emergency, the details of the discussions that 

led to the decision, and the specific criteria and rationale for the decision regarding the requirements for 

the declaration and lifting of the state of emergency. In response to the declaration of a state of emergency, 

the governor of the prefecture where you live has asked residents to refrain from going outside. 

H: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, a public opinion poll conducted 

by the government has revealed that a majority of citizens are calling for the declaration of a state of 

emergency. Based on the results of the poll, the government has declared a state of emergency in these 

prefectures. The government explained the background to the decision to declare a state of emergency, the 

details of the discussions that led to the decision, and the specific criteria and rationale for the decision 

regarding the requirements for the declaration and lifting of the state of emergency. In response to the 

declaration of a state of emergency, the governor of the prefecture where you live has asked residents to 

refrain from going outside. 

I: As the spread of COVID-19 is rapidly spreading in some prefectures, the experts on infectious disease 

control in the Advisory Board of the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare met and requested that a 

state of emergency be declared. Based on the experts’ request, the government declared a state of 

emergency in these prefectures. The government explained the background to the decision to declare a 

state of emergency, the details of the discussions that led to the decision, and the specific criteria and 

rationale for the decision regarding the requirements for the declaration and lifting of the state of 

emergency. In response to the declaration of a state of emergency, the governor of the prefecture where 

you live has asked residents to refrain from going outside. 
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Appendix 3. Flowchart of the experiment 

 

 

Appendix 4. Attention check 

To improve the quality of the survey, the following attention check was conducted on the original 3,575 

respondents brought in by the survey company. 

 

1. After a detailed explanation of the background and content of the survey, the respondents were 

asked to select “I agree” if they accepted participation in the survey. 

2. On the same screen, they were asked to select both “I agree to read well” and “I agree to read 

carefully” for all questions and answer choices. 

3. Only those who selected the above three options were allowed to proceed to the next question. 

 

The number of respondents who passed the above checks was 2,063. The pass rate was 57.7%. 

 

  

Randomized (n= 1879)

Manipulation check

Policy acceptance (two items)

 Perceived fairness (two items)

Trust in central government, local government, and experts

Attention check

Vignette A

Voice:
Not shown

Transparency:
Not shown 

（N=206）

Vignette B

Voice:
Not shown

Transparency:
Not transparent

（N=212）

Vignette C

Voice:
PM

Transparency:
Not transparent

（N=208）

Vignette D

Voice:
Expert

Transparency:
Not transparent

（N=207）

Vignette E

Voice:
Expert

Transparency:
Not transparent

（N=207）

Vignette F

Voice:
Not shown

Transparency:
Transparent

（N=211）

Vignette G

Voice:
PM

Transparency:
Transparent

（N=212）

Vignette H

Voice:
Poll

Transparency:
Transparent

（N=206）

Vignette I

Voice:
Expert

Transparency:
Transparent

（N=210）
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Appendix 5. Screening and incomplete terminations in the survey 

At the beginning of the survey, we screened out respondents who selected “a doctor, nurse, or medical co-

worker,” “a public servant in the medical field,” “journalist,” and “working in survey company,” which are 

professions closely related to this topic. Only those who selected “other” proceeded to the following 

questions. The number of respondents screened out at this step was 118. 

In the next step, we asked the prefecture of their residence. For this question, we screened out those who 

selected “overseas.” The screening out at this point was 3.  

Other 63 respondents dropped out from answering the questions that followed. The number of respondents 

who reached the vignette experiment was 1,879. 

 

Appendix 6. Manipulation check 

To check whether the vignettes provided the expected stimuli, a manipulation check was conducted. After 

asking questions about the fairness of the process and the acceptance of the measures in the experiment, the 

respondents were asked to “name an element that appeared explicitly in the vignette text.” The five options 

were “declaration of a state of emergency,” “government decision based on the prime minister’s opinion 

(PM),” “government decision based on the results of a public opinion poll (Poll),” “government decision 

based on a request by an expert to issue the order (Expert),” and “whether or not there is an explanation 

from the government about what process was followed when the order was issued and why the decision was 

made (Transparency)” (multiple choices were allowed). 

Ideally, the respondents should read the given vignette carefully and select only the items included in the 

vignette in the manipulation check. For example, in the case of scenario G, which describes the voice of the 

prime minister in issuing a state of emergency declaration and the decision-making process’ transparency, it is 

desirable to select only the declaration of a state of emergency, PM, and Transparency from the above five 

options. 

Table A1 shows the respondents’ choices during the manipulation check. Comparing the selection results of 

the control group and the treatment group, except for the declaration of emergency, which is mentioned in all 

the vignettes, it can be seen that the treatment group that is given information in the vignettes tends to be 

more selective for all the items. In other words, as expected in this study, being informed by vignettes was not 

independent of respondents’ choices, and the value of the χ2 test was significant at the 0.1% level for all 

items.  
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Table A1: Respondents’ choices in the manipulation check 

  control treatment χ2  

PM not selected 1218 187 262.404 *** 

 Selected 241 233   

Poll not selected 1380 65 267.876 *** 

 Selected 293 141   

Expert not selected 882 206 237.453 *** 

 Selected 373 418   

Transparency not selected 168 785 88.010 *** 

 Selected 38 888   

Note: *** p<.001. The treatment group included respondents who were given scenarios C and G for PM, 

scenario H for Poll, scenarios D, E and I for Expert, and scenarios F through I for Transparency. The 

control group included respondents who were assigned to the other scenarios. 

 

Appendix 7. Descriptive statistics 

  min max mean SD N 

Fairness 1: good way to proceed 1 7 4.35 1.526 1800 

Fairness 2: fair procedure 1 7 4.28 1.445 1781 

Acceptance 1: support the measure 1 7 4.89 1.376 1830 

Acceptance 2: accept the measure 1 7 5.12 1.350 1837 

Trust: central government 1 7 3.40 1.526 1879 

Trust: local government 1 7 4.16 1.264 1879 

Trust: experts 1 7 5.08 1.153 1879 

 

Appendix 8. Interpreting the null scenario 

Additionally, we analyzed how a scenario without any description of voice or transparency affects fairness 

perception. In so doing, we use the scenarios described with voice and/or transparency “Not shown” in 

Table 1. Figures A2 and A3 report the results. Figure A2 uses scenarios F, G, H, and I, while Figure A3 uses 

scenarios A, B, and F. Compared with the scenario with no description of voice, the scenario with the voice 

of the prime minister has a negative and significant effect on perceived fairness (Figure A2). Similarly, a 

scenario with a description of no transparency also has a negative and significant effect on the fairness 

perception compared with the no description of transparency (Figure A3).  
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Figure A2: Validation of null scenario: voice  

 

Note: Whiskers visualize 95% confidence intervals (robust standard errors) 

 

Figure A3: Validation of null scenario: transparency  

 

 

Note: Whiskers visualize 95% confidence intervals (robust standard errors) 

 

Now, we turn to explore why fairness perceptions increased despite the absence of voice or transparency 

statements in scenario A by narrowing down on respondents’ perceptions in the scenario. We use the 

following three questions, elaborated based on the classical fairness criteria in Leventhal (1980), posterior to 

the vignette experiment. 

 

“In this hypothetical scenario, do you think that the government listens to various opinions?” 
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“In this hypothetical scenario, do you think that the government makes decisions based on correct 

information?” 

“In this hypothetical scenario, do you think that the government considers the will of the citizens?” 

Strongly agree (7) to Strongly disagree (1), Don’t know 

 

Table A2 shows the answer distributions of the respondents who were presented with scenario A to the three 

questions. More than 50% of participants manifested 5 or higher scores, showing that they agree with the 

statements, even though scenario A did not describe the elements asked in the questions. Although it was not 

possible to verify this reason directly from this study, it is assumed that the respondents took such ideal 

decision-making process for granted in scenario A. This interpretation is consistent with previous studies, 

which also assumed that, in a case where no information on procedures was given, respondents had a prior 

expectation that the procedures would be fair (Ruder & Woods, 2020). 

 

Table A2: Perceptions of scenario A respondents 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 N 

Various Opinions 5.1  6.6  14.1  18.7  31.3  19.2  5.1  198 

Correct Information 2.1  5.7  10.4  14.5  35.8  27.5  4.1  193 

Will of the Citizens 2.0  6.5  19.6  20.1  35.2  14.1  2.5  199 

 

Appendix 9. Sensitivity analysis for sequential ignorability 
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Note: The model Voice PM uses scenarios G, H, and I. No Transparency 1 uses B and F. No Transparency 2 

uses B, C, D, F, G, and I. No Transparency 3 uses B, C, E, F, G, and I. 

 

Appendix 10. OLS of acceptance: A cross-term model of fairness and trust 
 

Est. S.E. T nal. p 

(Intercept) -0.03 0.02 -1.31 0.19 

Fairness 0.69 0.02 31.75 0.00 

Trust in Central Government -0.03 0.02 -1.21 0.23 

Trust in Local Government 0.00 0.02 0.15 0.88 

Trust in Experts 0.17 0.02 7.98 0.00 

Fairness: Trust in Central Government -0.01 0.02 -0.65 0.52 

Fairness: Trust in Local Government 0.02 0.02 0.81 0.42 

Fairness: Trust in Experts -0.08 0.02 -4.55 0.00 

 

MODEL INFO: 

Observations: 1153 

Dependent Variable: acceptance 

Type: linear regression  

 

MODEL FIT: 

χ²(7) = 658.08, p = 0.00 

Pseudo-R² (Cragg-Uhler) = 0.59 

Pseudo-R² (McFadden) = 0.29 
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AIC = 2370.95, BIC = 2416.40  

 

Standard errors: MLE 

Estimated dispersion parameter = 0.46  

Continuous predictors are mean-centered and scaled by 1 s.d. 

 


