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a b s t r a c t 

In a large-scale pre-registered survey experiment with a representative sample of more 

than 80 0 0 Americans, we examine how a reminder of the COVID-19 pandemic causally af- 

fects people’s views on solidarity and fairness. We randomly manipulate whether respon- 

dents are asked general questions about the crisis before answering moral questions. By 

making the pandemic particularly salient for treated respondents, we provide causal evi- 

dence on how the crisis may change moral views. We find that a reminder about the crisis 

makes respondents more willing to prioritize society’s problems over their own problems, 

but also more tolerant of inequalities due to luck. We show that people’s moral views 

are strongly associated with their policy preferences for redistribution. The findings show 

that the pandemic may alter moral views and political attitudes in the United States and, 

consequently, the support for redistribution and welfare policies. 
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1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically affected our lives and imposed huge health and economic costs on people 

worldwide. It presents unprecedented medical, economic, and societal challenges, and has led to staggering unemployment 

and restrictions in daily life that would have been unimaginable for most people just a short time ago: travel bans, closed

schools, and shutdown of businesses. 

The pandemic raises fundamental moral and political questions about what we owe one another ( Sandel, 2020 ) and

has the potential to change our moral views. In response to the pandemic, there are widespread calls for solidarity 

( Guterres, 2020 ), encouraging people to give priority to public health concerns over their own self-interest and to sup-

port those who are most affected. The heated debate about solidarity across borders and globalization has been reinforced, 

with some arguing for increased global cooperation and others arguing that the appropriate response to the crisis is more 
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protectionism ( Schifferes, 2020 ). The pandemic has also invoked fundamental questions about fairness, reflecting the fact 

that the health and economic costs of the pandemic are unevenly distributed and to a great extent a result of factors out-

side individual control. It has triggered an intense political debate about the fair allocation of medical resources and fair 

compensation for those who suffer economically as a result of the pandemic ( Emanuel et al., 2020; Bell, 2020 ). 

To provide causal evidence on how the COVID-19 pandemic may shape people’s moral views, we conducted a large-scale 

pre-registered survey experiment with a nationally representative sample of more than 8,0 0 0 Americans. All participants 

were asked questions about key components of their moral views ( Haidt, 2012 ): the degree to which they think society’s

problems should be given priority over one’s own problems ( solidarity ), the degree to which they think their country’s 

problems should be given priority over global problems ( nationalism ), and the extent to which they view inequalities due

to luck as fair ( fairness ). To shed light on the broader impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the political debate, we also

asked respondents about their attitudes to economic redistribution and universal health care. 

To study how the pandemic may change people’s moral views, we randomly allocated the respondents into a treatment 

group and a control group. Immediately before answering the moral questions, the respondents in the treatment group, but 

not in the control group, were reminded of the COVID-19 pandemic by questions about how the pandemic had affected 

their community and how long they expected the crisis to last. The question about the effect on the community highlights

the fact that COVID-19 is a contagious disease that spreads from person to person in a community. 

The experimental design makes the pandemic particularly salient for the treated respondents. If we assume that a re- 

minder of the pandemic shifts moral views in the same direction as the pandemic itself, the treatment effect identifies the

directional effect of how the crisis shapes people’s moral view. The size of the treatment effect, both overall and for different

subgroups, will depend on the extent to which the COVID-19 reminder increases the salience of the crisis for the treated

respondents and on the extent to which the increased salience of the crisis affects their moral views ( Benjamin et al., 2010 ).

Clearly, the pandemic was already highly salient in society when we conducted our study. The high salience may reduce 

the effects of the reminder because individuals already have the pandemic on top of their mind, but may also increase the

effects since individuals may be more responsive to reminders of the pandemic ( Benjamin et al., 2010 ). 

The pandemic may shift people’s moral views through different mechanisms. It may instigate social learning 

( Bandura, 1977 ) and establish new role models ( Jensen and Oster, 2009; Kosse et al., 2020; La Ferrara et al., 2012; Abel,

& Brown ). Extraordinary moral acts of ordinary people may become a source of inspiration and imitation, and the moral

standards of political leaders may be seen as signals of social norms ( House, 2018 ). In line with the social heuristics hy-

pothesis ( Gintis et al., 2003; Henrich et al., 2006; Rand et al., 2012; Peysakhovich and Rand, 2016 ), the crisis may make

certain behaviors more successful in social interactions, and these behaviors may be internalized as default heuristics and, 

ultimately, as components of people’s moral views. Finally, the pandemic may shape people’s moral reasoning through the 

situational features of the crisis and political debate, and thereby activate new moral intuitions ( Haidt, 2012 ) and affect

people’s deliberate moral reasoning ( Greene, 2014 ). 

The present study does not aim to identify which of these mechanisms are of greater importance in shaping people’s 

moral views during the pandemic; however, in the discussion of the results we will provide examples of features of the

crisis that are likely to invoke one or several of these mechanisms. 

2. Sample and methods 

We here provide a description of the sample and methods used in the study. In the Supplementary Information, we 

provide variable definitions, supporting figures and tables, multiple hypothesis adjustments (Section A), and the full set of 

questions (Section B). 

A total of 8116 unique respondents from the general population in the US, 18 years of age or older, were recruited

by a leading international survey provider (Ipsos). The respondents were randomly allocated to either a treatment group, 

who were reminded of the COVID-19 pandemic ( n = 4074 ), or a control group ( n = 4042 ), before answering a set of survey

questions. The respondents also answered a set of standard background questions. The experiment ran between March 24, 

and April 2, 2020 as part of the Ipsos eNation online omnibus, which aims to be balanced and representative of the general

population in the US (based upon region, gender, age, and household income data from the US Census Bureau). 

The sample is balanced between the treatment group and the control group on the observable characteristics of the 

respondents (Table S1 in the Supplementary Information). The median respondent in the sample is 49 years old and the 

median household income is 57,500 USD. Almost 20% of the respondents have reached retirement age and about 40% have 

at least a bachelor’s degree. The sample is balanced on political affiliation, with about 37% expressing support for the Re-

publican party and 42% for the Democratic party. 

The data sources, the structure of the experiment, and the empirical strategy were pre-specified at the American 

Economic Association’s registry for randomized controlled trials prior to receiving the data ( Cappelen et al., 2020 ). We

pre-registered that the main analysis would focus on the causal effects of the reminder on selfishness, nationalism and 

inequality acceptance, which is reported in the present analysis, and that the heterogeneity analysis would focus on age, 

gender, income, education, political affiliation, and whether the respondent lived in a more or less affected area. We use 

population weights to account appropriately for various demographic factors in our analysis, where The Current Population 

Survey from the US Census Bureau is used to determine the weighting targets. In addition to our key variables Solidarity,

Nationalism and Luck unfair, we asked three supplementary questions related to these three dimensions of people’s moral 
2 
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Fig. 1. Distributions of outcomes. Note: Pooled population-weighted proportions of respondents that chose each of the response alternatives for the three 

main variables; Solidarity, Nationalism and Luck unfair , and for the three other pre-specified variables related to people’s moral views; Compassion, No 

borders and Luck belief . For Solidarity , the scale is from 0:“absolute priority to solving my own problems” to 10: “absolute priority to solving my society’s 

problems”; for Nationalism , 0:“absolute priority to solving global problems” to 10: “absolute priority to solving their country’s problems”. For the other 

variables, the scale is from 1:“Strongly disagree” to 5:“Strongly agree”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

views (Compassion, No borders, Luck belief). We provide p-values adjusted for multiple hypothesis testing of the effect of 

the COVID-19 reminder on all six variables (see Tables S18a–S23). 1 

3. Results 

In this section, we present how the reminder about the pandemic affected the moral responses and policy attitudes of 

the respondents. All reported p-values are for two-sided Wald tests ( z-tests), and all the main results are robust to the

multiple hypothesis adjustments ( Romano and Wolf, 2005; 2016 ). 

3.1. Moral views 

A key component of people’s moral views is the extent to which they are willing to show solidarity with others even

when it is costly in terms of their own self-interest. The experimental literature has shown that a substantial fraction of

subjects in economic experiments show some solidarity with others, even though there is considerable heterogeneity in 

the relative weight people attach to their own self-interest ( Fehr and Schmidt, 1999; Engel, 2011; Cappelen and Tungodden,

2019 ). To investigate whether the COVID-19 reminder moves people towards solidarity or towards self-interest, we asked the 

participants whether they thought they should give priority to solving society’s problems or to solving their own problems. 

They answered on a 0–10 scale, where 0 means “absolute priority to solving my own problems” and 10 means “absolute 

priority to solving my society’s problems.”

It has been argued that the situational features of the crisis put people in a moral conundrum that may trigger opposing

intuitions on this question ( Kluger, 2020 ). The feeling of a common enemy may bring us together, whereas stress and anx-

iety may activate selfish impulses. The pandemic has made salient the selfless behavior of many individuals and groups in 

society, e.g., the heroism of the health workers ( Brandt et al., 2020 ), and people-to-people solidarity has flourished through

activities such as assisting elderly people and neighbors with shopping and volunteer work in hospitals ( Left, 2020 ). At the

same time, selfish behavior has been evident, as illustrated by hoarding in shops and people not respecting the call for

social distancing. 

The majority of the respondents thought they should give priority to solving their own problems, as shown in Fig. 1 a,

with an average response of 3.57 (standard deviation 2.32). In Table S3, we show that the degree to which people express
1 Data and code are in the Github repository available at https://github.com/FAIR-NHH/mmnyt . We also collected data on happiness, some specific policy 

questions on compensation, and some exploratory survey questions that we plan to publish separately. 
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Fig. 2. Effect of the COVID-19 reminder on outcomes. Note: This figure illustrates the effect of the COVID-19 reminder on the solidarity, nationalism, and 

fairness variables. The variables are standardized with the population-weighted standard deviation. High and low levels of household income, education, 

and confirmed cases are defined by being above or at/below the weighted median in the sample. The estimated effects and sandwich standard errors are 

based on population-weighted linear regressions including control variables for the indicated groups and other basic demographics. See Tables S3–S6 for 

complete regression specifications. In Fig. S1, we report how the treatment impacts the distribution of the solidarity, nationalism, and fairness variables. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

solidarity with others is strongly associated with their background characteristics: females and respondents with higher ed- 

ucation express more solidarity, while Republicans and people who have reached the retirement age express less solidarity. 

In Fig. 2 a, we report the standardized effect of the COVID-19 reminder on solidarity for the full sample and for different

subgroups. In line with our pre-specified hypothesis, we find that respondents who were reminded of the pandemic were 

significantly more likely to agree with the view that one should give priority to society’s problems rather than one’s own

problems. Controlling for background characteristics, the extent to which the respondents prioritized society’s problems 

over their own increased by 0.065 standard deviations in the treatment group ( z = 2 . 56 , p = 0 . 010 , Table S3). The share

of respondents who put at least as much weight on society’s interests as their own (response of 5 or more) increased by

10%, from 37.6% to 40.9%. From Fig. S1, we observe that most of the treatment effect is driven by the participants with less

extreme views. Finally, we observe from Fig. 2 a that the direction of the shift is the same for all subgroups, it is independent

of political affiliation, income, education, gender, age and confirmed cases (see also Table S4). In addition to the question on

solidarity, we asked whether the respondents agreed or disagreed with the statement that compassion for those who are 

suffering is the most crucial virtue (1:“Strongly disagree”, 5: “Strongly agree”). Fig. 1 d provides the distribution of answers,

where we observe that the large majority agree with compassion being a crucial virtue. In Tables S7a and S24, we show

that the average treatment effect and all subgroup treatment effects for the compassion question are in the same direction 

as for the solidarity question, though not always statistically significant. Finally, we observe a significant average treatment 

effect on an index combining the solidarity and compassion questions (0.105 standard deviations, z = 2 . 86 , p = 0 . 004 , Table

S24). 

The extent to which our solidarity should extend across borders has been an important topic in the normative literature 

( Rawls, 2001; Singer, 2011 ), but there is less research on how people actually trade off global interests and the interests of

their own society ( Cappelen et al., 2013; Greene, 2014 ). To study whether the COVID-19 reminder causes people to focus

more on the needs of our own society, which we refer to as nationalism, we asked the respondents whether they thought

their country’s leaders should give priority to solving global problems or to solving their country’s problems. They answered 

on a 0–10 scale where 0 means “absolute priority to solving global problems” and 10 means “absolute priority to solving 

their country’s problems.”

The pandemic has made the trade-off captured by this question salient in various ways, as illustrated by poor countries 

struggling to get scarce medical resources to combat the coronavirus because the United States (US) and Europe are out- 

spending them ( Bradley, 2020 ). In many cases, the crisis has been conceived as a zero-sum game among world leaders, who

push nationalist arguments that undermine global collective attempts to fight the virus ( Goodman et al., 2020 ). It has caused

people to question the potential for international arrangements and the willingness of countries to truly share the burden in 

times of crisis ( Vallée, 2020 ). Our pre-registered hypothesis was therefore that the COVID-19 reminder would cause people 

to express less solidarity across borders. At the same time, it should be noted there are possible countervailing effects. The
4 
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crisis has provided examples of global solidarity and collaboration. Countries have sent health workers and supplies to other 

countries to support their fight against the virus ( Wood, 2020 ), and we have witnessed unprecedented worldwide scientific

collaboration in the development of vaccines against the virus ( Kupferschmidt, 2020; Organization, 2020b ). 

Fig. 1 b shows that respondents largely agreed that their country’s leaders should give priority to solving their country’s 

problems, with an average response of 7.1 (standard deviation 2.38). In Table S3, we show that support for nationalism

is strongly associated with background characteristics: Republicans, people who have reached the retirement age, and fe- 

males are significantly more in agreement with focusing on solving their country’s problems, whereas people with higher 

education are significantly more focused on global problems. In Fig. 2 b, we report the effect of the COVID-19 reminder on

nationalism for the full sample and for different subgroups. The COVID-19 reminder had no significant effect on the response 

to this question ( z = 0 . 24 , p = 0 . 812 , Table S3), and this holds for all subgroups (see also Table S5). A large majority in both

the treatment group and the control group (73%) agree that the country’s leaders should give priority to their country’s 

problems (a response of 6 or more). In Fig. S1, we show that the null result applies across the distribution of responses. It is

also robust to instead looking at the question about whether respondents wish that the world did not have nations or bor-

ders (1:“Strongly disagree”, 5: “Strongly agree”). In Fig. 1 e, we observe that the majority would not have preferred a world

without borders. In Table S25, we show that there is no average treatment effect on the no border question ( z = −0 . 80 ,

p = 0 . 424 ) or on an index combining the two questions ( z = 0 . 66 , p = 0 . 508 ), even though we note in Table S7b that there

are significant treatment effects for some of the subgroups. We observe a positive treatment effect for older people and 

significant negative treatment effects for younger people and people who live in states with few confirmed cases; the differ- 

ences in treatment effects for age and confirmed cases are highly significant. Taken together, the results may reflect that the

pandemic has counteracting effects on nationalism, highlighting both critical global issues and national sentiments among 

political leaders. These effects may speak differently to different subgroups, but cancel each other out in the aggregate 

treatment effects on the nationalism and no border questions. 

Fairness is of fundamental importance for people and economic experiments have shown that people typically find in- 

equalities due to luck unfair ( Cappelen et al., 2007; Cappelen and Tungodden, 2019 ), even though a recent large-scale study

of the US and Norway shows significant differences in fairness views between countries: Americans are much more accept- 

ing of inequalities due to luck than are Norwegians ( Almås et al., 2020 ). To study whether the crisis has affected people’s

views on whether inequalities due to luck are unfair, we asked the respondents whether they considered it unfair if luck

determines people’s economic situation (1:“Strongly disagree”, 5: “Strongly agree”). 

The pandemic has accentuated concerns about inequality in society. It has called attention to how important life out- 

comes can be determined by factors beyond individual control, and to how the crisis reinforces existing inequalities 

( Pinsker, 2020 ). The crisis might change how people think about inequalities due to luck by affecting whether people con-

ceive luck to be controllable (option luck) or uncontrollable (brute luck). This distinction has played a key role in the norma-

tive political literature ( Dworkin, 1981 ), and recent experimental work has shown that it is of great importance for people’s

willingness to accept inequalities due to luck ( Mollerstrom et al., 2015 ). The most immediate consequence of the pandemic

is that it creates health and economic inequality as a product of chance. Some people have bad health luck and become

infected or have bad economic luck and become unemployed or experience some other unforeseen economic loss because 

of the crisis. Our pre-registered hypothesis was therefore that the COVID-19 reminder would make people less accepting of 

inequalities due to luck and consider luck to be more important in determining people’s economic situation. But the role of

choice has also been highlighted in the pandemic. Public health officials and the media have emphasized the precautions 

that people can take to reduce the risk of getting infected by washing their hands, maintaining social distance, and avoid-

ing crowded places ( Organization, 2020a ). The fact that the crisis reinforces existing economic inequalities in the US has

revived the question about the extent to which these inequalities—and the economic losses people experience during the 

crisis—reflect individual choices or factors beyond individual control. 

Fig. 1 c shows that the majority of respondents considered inequalities due to luck as unfair, with an average response

of 3.66 (standard deviation 1.12). In Table S3, we show that inequality acceptance is strongly associated with background 

characteristics. In particular, Republicans, people with high income, and people who have reached the retirement age are sig- 

nificantly more accepting of inequality, whereas females are significantly less accepting of inequality. In Fig. 2 c, we observe

that, in contrast to our pre-registered hypothesis, the COVID-19 made people significantly more accepting of inequalities 

due to luck. The COVID-19 reminder caused the respondents to consider luck less unfair by 0.084 standard deviations in 

the treatment group compared with the control group ( z = −3 . 28 , p = 0 . 001 , Table S3). Overall, the share of respondents in

the treatment group who found inequalities due to luck unfair (responses 4 and 5) was reduced by about 10%, from 60.3%

in the control group to 54.2% in the treatment group ( z = −5 . 04 , p < 0 . 001 ). We observe from Fig. 2 c that the direction

of the shift is the same for all subgroups independent of age, gender, income, education, political affiliation and confirmed 

cases (see also Table S6). 2 Finally, we asked whether the respondents agreed or disagreed with the statement that luck is

an important determinant of people’s economic situation (1:“Strongly disagree”, 5: “Strongly agree”). In Fig. 1 f, we observe 

that there is substantial disagreement on this question. In Table S26, we show that there is no effect of the reminder on

beliefs about the role of luck ( z = −0 . 35 , p = 0 . 727 ), and this null result is robust across subgroups, see Table S7c. However,
2 Fig. S1 reports how the distribution of the responses is affected by the treatment. For the luck unfair question, the effect is that the right tail is pushed 

towards the middle. 
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Fig. 3. Policy preferences: Redistribution. Note: Pooled population-weighted proportions of respondents that chose each of the response alternatives to the 

question about whether they agree that the US government should aim to reduce economic differences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

we find a highly significant treatment effect on an index combining the answers to the luck unfair question and the luck

belief question ( −0 . 092 standard deviations, z = −2 . 40 , p = 0 . 017 , Table S26). 

3.2. Policy attitudes 

The pandemic has led to extensive discussions about the government’s responsibility to implement policies that mitigate 

economic inequality and to ensure the health of all Americans. To study the implications of the pandemic for the broader

policy debate, we asked the respondents about their attitudes to economic redistribution and universal health coverage, 

where our pre-registered hypothesis was that the COVID-19 reminder would make people more supportive of redistribution 

in society. 

Specifically, we asked the respondents whether they agreed that the US government should aim to reduce economic 

differences on a 1–3 scale, where 1 means “generally disagree” and 3 means “generally agree,” and we asked whether the 

federal government is responsible for ensuring that all Americans have health care coverage, with a binary “yes/no” response 

scale. Fig. 3 shows that the majority of Americans agree that the government should aim to reduce economic differences,

but we also observe that a significant minority disagree. In terms of universal health coverage, 62.7% of the respondents

agree that this is the responsibility of the federal government. 

The moral views studied in this paper are predictive of people’s policy attitudes (Table S8–S13). 3 Fig. 4 a–c show at

the state level how the measures of solidarity, nationalism, and fairness are associated with support for income-equalizing 

policies. We observe that there is more support for economic redistribution in states where respondents assign more priority 

to society’s problems relative to their own, believe that their leaders should assign more priority to global problems relative 

to their country’s problems, and are more averse to luck-based inequality. In Fig. S2, we show that the patterns are very

similar for support for universal health care. In Tables S8 and S9, we show that these findings hold at the individual level,

including when controlling for state-fixed effects and other background characteristics. Finally, in Tables S10–S13, we show 

that the patterns remain when we conduct the individual-level analysis by party affiliation, and we observe that the moral 

views are particularly predictive of the policy attitudes of Republicans. 

The associations between the moral views and the policy attitudes suggest that the treatment effects on solidarity and 

fairness pull in opposite directions in terms of policy attitudes. The fact that the COVID-19 reminder increased solidarity 
3 Inspired by an anonymous referee, we ran an experiment on Amazon Mechanical Turk with about 10 0 0 US participants to study whether the moral 

value questions Solidarity and Luck unfair are predictive of behavior in an incentivized real-effort dictator game. Half of the respondents were dictators 

and half recipients. The results are reported in Table S2, see Appendix B4 for the instructions for the experiment. We do not find an association between 

the answers to the Solidarity question and the dictator behavior, but suggestive evidence of a negative association between the amount kept for self and 

the view that it is unfair if luck determines people’s economic situation. We note that the two survey questions used in the present study are strongly 

associated with political views in the expected direction: Republicans agree less to putting society first and are less likely to consider luck determining 

income to be unfair. In contrast, the association between dictator game behavior and political affiliation goes against the existing evidence in the literature 

on political differences, with Republicans taking less to themselves than the population at large. The findings may reflect that the experiment was con- 

ducted with a participant pool from the Amazon Mechanical Turk, but suggests that survey questions may be more predictive of political affiliation than 

dictator game behavior. We believe that an interesting avenue for future research would be to examine the relationship between these survey questions 

and individual choices in various economic environment, and to investigate the methodological strengths and weaknesses of using survey questions versus 

incentivized experiments when studying moral motivation. 

6 
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Fig. 4. Moral views and support for redistribution. Note: Panels a–c show state-level correlations between support for redistribution and the solidarity, 

nationalism, and fairness variables, all standardized by the population-weighted means and standard deviations. The size of the state marker indicates 

the state’s population. See Table S8 for the corresponding regression specifications with individual level data (supporting the pattern we observe in the 

state-level data). Panel d shows the treatment effect of the COVID-19 reminder on redistribution; pooled and broken down by political affiliation. The 

estimated effects and sandwich standard errors are based on population-weighted linear regressions, including the same control variables as in Fig. 2 . See 

Tables S14–S15 the complete regression specifications. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

suggests that there should be more support for redistribution, given the pattern observed in Fig. 4 a, whereas the fact that

the COVID-19 reminder made people more accepting of inequalities due to luck suggests that there should be less support 

for redistribution, given the pattern observed in Fig. 4 c. Consistent with the treatment effects on the moral responses having

countervailing effects on policy attitudes, we observe in Fig. 4 d that there is no significant treatment effect of the COVID-19

reminder on attitudes to economic redistribution for the full sample. 

However, we do find an interesting political heterogeneity in the treatment effect on economic redistribution ( z = 2 . 40 ,

p = 0 . 016 , Table S15), as shown in Fig. 4 d. The COVID-19 reminder makes Republicans more supportive of economic redis-

tribution ( z = 2 . 08 , p = 0 . 038 ), whereas we do not find a significant effect for non-Republicans ( z = −1 . 21 , p = 0 . 228 ). This

political difference is consistent with how the COVID-19 reminder has different effects on the moral views of Republicans 

and non-Republicans. The COVID-19 reminder causes a significant increase in inequality acceptance among non-Republicans 

( z = −4 . 07 , p < 0 . 001 , Table S6), but has no significant effect on inequality acceptance among Republicans ( z = −0 . 24 ,

p = 0 . 813 ); the difference is statistically significant ( z = 2 . 29 , p = 0 . 022 ). Thus, the effects on the moral responses suggest

that the COVID-19 reminder should cause an increase in support for economic redistribution among Republicans based on 

the increase in solidarity and the absence of an effect on inequality acceptance, in line with what we observe in Fig. 4 d. For

the non-Republicans, there are countervailing effects on their moral responses, consistent with the absence of an effect on 

support for economic redistribution. 

In Table S16, we show that the COVID-19 reminder has no effect on the support for universal health coverage among

Republicans or non-Republicans, which suggests that attitudes to this policy are hard to shift in the polarized political 

landscape in the US. 

4. Discussion 

Our study suggests that the crisis has the potential to change moral views in the US in a way that may shape moral

views and public policy. While some aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic are unprecedented, it shares key features with 

many other public health emergencies and with natural disasters ( Cassar et al., 2017; Havidán et al., 2006 ). Importantly,

such crises represent a risk to everyone in society and create health and economic inequalities as a product of chance. The

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic we have documented could therefore apply to other crises, but more research is needed 

to establish whether our findings are generalizable. 

We find evidence suggesting that the pandemic moves Americans towards solidarity, independent of political affiliation, 

gender, age, and geography. The increase in solidarity may reflect that the crisis makes salient the selfless behavior of others

in society, but it may also reflect an increased recognition of our mutual dependence. This finding is in line with other

studies on the effect of dramatic life events showing that personal exposure to violence or war causes people to become
7 
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Fig. 5. The pandemic in the survey period. Note: Panel a shows the relative frequency of the search terms “corona”, “covid” and “virus” on Google Trends. 

Panel b shows, shaded in grey, the survey period and the number of confirmed cases per capita in each state as aggregated from the Johns Hopkins 

database Dong et al. (2020) . Panel c shows the degree to which treated survey participants report that they consider their local community to be affected 

(0: not at all affected, 10: extremely affected) and the number of confirmed cases in the middle of the survey period, by state (the corresponding figure 

for the expectation of how long the crisis will last, is reported in Fig. S5). The size of the state marker indicates the state’s population. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

more altruistic ( Bauer et al., 2014, 2016; Voors et al., 2012 ), but contrasts with studies suggesting that economic recessions

make people more selfish ( Fisman et al., 2015 ). 

We find evidence suggesting that the crisis also may shape inequality acceptance. We expected the pandemic to make 

people less accepting of such inequalities, based on the idea that the crisis highlights how chance shapes life outcomes. 

In contrast, we find that people become more accepting of inequality, consistent with the crisis making people focus more 

on luck as being controllable. This may reflect that the pandemic has highlighted the role of individual choice, but it may

also reflect a self-serving bias in people’s fairness views ( Babcock et al., 1995; Konow, 20 0 0; Rodriguez-Lara and Moreno-

Garrido, 2012 ). People may unconsciously aim to maintain a belief in a just world where inequality reflects controllable 

factors ( Lerner, 1980; Bénabou and Tirole, 2006 ), which also would serve as a rationale for not providing more support to

those who are most affected by the crisis. 

At the time of the study, the crisis was omnipresent. Fig. 5 a reports Google Trends statistics for the search terms “corona”,

“covid” and “virus”, and documents that the study was conducted in a period when the interest in the pandemic peaked. 

The headlines in the main newspapers also reflected a wide range of views on the crisis, from fear to optimism. To illustrate,

the front page of the New York Times on March 25, 2020 contained a story about an astronomical surge in COVID-19 cases

in New York City, a story about the democrats being optimistic about finalizing a political compromise on a $2 trillion

economic package for a bailout fund, and a story about president Trump insisting that he did not view the coronavirus as

any more dangerous than the flu. 

In Fig. 5 b, we show the development of the number of confirmed cases in each state before, during, and after the survey

period. We observe that the pandemic had rapidly developed when we implemented the survey. Finally, in Fig. 5 c, we show

that the responses to the question in the COVID-19 reminder concerning the extent to which the respondents considered 

their local community to be affected are strongly associated with the confirmed number of cases in the state of the respon-

dents. This provides evidence of the respondents in the treatment group paying attention to the COVID-19 reminder, and, 

thus, suggests that the experimental design succeeded in creating random variation in how salient the pandemic was for 

the respondents when answering the moral and policy questions. 
8 
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Fig. 6. Treatment effects and political identification. Note: The figure shows the population-weighted averages of the fairness and solidarity variables for the 

control group and the treatment group, for the pooled sample and by political affiliation. The variables have been standardized with population-weighted 

means and standard deviations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Fig. 5 c, we observe that there is some variation in the actual and perceived exposure to the crisis across states,

see also Figs. S3-S5. As reported in Fig. 2 , we do not find differential treatment effects based on the actual number of

confirmed cases in the state of the respondent, see also Tables S4–S7. This is robust to focusing on perceived exposure.

One of the COVID-19 reminders was a question about how affected they perceive their local community to be. If we divide

the states into above and below the mean reported level on this question, there is no significant difference in estimated

treatment effects between these two groups of states (see Table S17). The absence of differential effects may reflect that 

greater exposure to the crisis creates opposing forces: it may make people more susceptible to the COVID-19 reminder but 

at the same time also more saturated with the pandemic ( Benjamin et al., 2010 ). Alternatively, it may also reflect that the

salience of the crisis is determined by developments at the national level more than at the state level, and thus that there

is not much variation in the salience among the participants in our sample. 

The study was designed to shed light on the directional effect of the crisis on moral views. Clearly, our design does not

allow us to provide any estimate on the potential size of the effect. The full impact of the crisis is likely to be much larger

than any effect we can capture through a COVID-19 reminder. Still, it is instructive to compare the estimated treatment 

effects with the average difference in moral views among Republicans and non-Republicans with respect to solidarity and 

inequality acceptance. From Fig. 6 , we observe that the change in the moral views of Americans due to the reminder equals

about one-fifth of the difference that we observe between Republicans and non-Republicans in the control group on each 

of the moral dimensions. Given that the full impact is likely to be much larger and that these dimensions are predictive of

people’s policy preferences, we believe that our findings are suggestive of the pandemic having the potential to shape the 

political landscape and welfare policy in the US. 

Our results add to the emerging literature studying the impact of the pandemic on social preferences and attitudes to 

redistributive polices. These early papers suggest the pandemic has magnified hostility against foreigners ( Bartoš et al., 2020 ) 

and increased the support for health care and unemployment insurance programs ( Rees-Jones et al., 2020 ). The evidence

on how the pandemic affects generosity is mixed ( Brañas Garza et al., 2020; Sterba and Harrs, 2020 ). This literature has

also examined how social preferences affect health behaviors during the pandemic, where the main result is that prosocial 

individuals are more likely to follow physical distancing guidelines, stay home when sick, and buy face masks. 

We should note that our findings may be sensitive to the nature of the treatment question. We asked how the pan-

demic had affected the respondent’s local community, and, in line with other studies showing that priming community 

membership increases charitable donations ( Kessler and Milkman, 2018 ), we found an increase in pro-sociality. However, if 

we instead had asked questions about how the crisis affected the respondents themselves, then we might have triggered a 

more selfish focus. This illustrates the importance of perspective-taking in crisis times, and how the broader public debate 

can be critical in shaping people’s level of pro-sociality. 

An intriguing question for future research is whether effects of the crisis on moral views are lasting and carry over to

the policy debate. In this respect it is interesting to note that the share of Americans who agree that health care coverage

is the responsibility of the federal government has increased compared to before the pandemic ( Jones, 2020 ). Additionally,
9 
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related studies on wars, natural disasters and economic shocks have shown that people internalize moral perspectives that 

emerge in times of crisis ( Barr et al., 2016; Bauer et al., 2014, 2016; Giuliano and Spilimbergo, 2014; Voors et al., 2012 ),

and there is experimental and observational evidence of habit formation in moral behavior suggesting that the changes that 

we observe in the present study may be sustained in normal times ( Gintis et al., 2003; Henrich et al., 2006; Rand et al.,

2012; Peysakhovich and Rand, 2016 ). Therefore, our results give some reason to believe that the pandemic may cause more

solidarity among Americans in the long run, but also greater acceptance of inequalities due to luck. 
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