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Civil liberties in times of crisis

• The notion that humans have natural, inalienable rights is the foundation of liberal
democracies (Locke 1698; Mill 1875; Rawls 1971).

• Political philosophers sometimes consider civil liberties as “sacred values,” rights that should not be subject to
trade-offs (e.g., Aberle et al. 1950; Radcliffe-Brown 1952; Tetlock 2003).

• Yet when societies confront major crises, trade-offs between individual civil liberties and
security become stark.

• Crises responses (e.g., toward terrorist attacks, devastating natural disasters, pandemics) often involve
curbing liberties, at least temporarily.

1. What are citizens willing to sacrifice, and what are they steadfast in supporting no matter
what the circumstance?

2. How does this vary across countries, between individuals within countries, and over time?

3. How do threats to security affect this trade-off, and what does variation in the willingness to
sacrifice rights across groups reveal about social inequality?

⇒ This paper aims to answer these questions in context of COVID-19 pandemic.

2 / 15



Civil liberties in times of crisis

• The notion that humans have natural, inalienable rights is the foundation of liberal
democracies (Locke 1698; Mill 1875; Rawls 1971).

• Political philosophers sometimes consider civil liberties as “sacred values,” rights that should not be subject to
trade-offs (e.g., Aberle et al. 1950; Radcliffe-Brown 1952; Tetlock 2003).

• Yet when societies confront major crises, trade-offs between individual civil liberties and
security become stark.

• Crises responses (e.g., toward terrorist attacks, devastating natural disasters, pandemics) often involve
curbing liberties, at least temporarily.

1. What are citizens willing to sacrifice, and what are they steadfast in supporting no matter
what the circumstance?

2. How does this vary across countries, between individuals within countries, and over time?

3. How do threats to security affect this trade-off, and what does variation in the willingness to
sacrifice rights across groups reveal about social inequality?

⇒ This paper aims to answer these questions in context of COVID-19 pandemic.

2 / 15



Civil liberties in times of crisis

• The notion that humans have natural, inalienable rights is the foundation of liberal
democracies (Locke 1698; Mill 1875; Rawls 1971).

• Political philosophers sometimes consider civil liberties as “sacred values,” rights that should not be subject to
trade-offs (e.g., Aberle et al. 1950; Radcliffe-Brown 1952; Tetlock 2003).

• Yet when societies confront major crises, trade-offs between individual civil liberties and
security become stark.

• Crises responses (e.g., toward terrorist attacks, devastating natural disasters, pandemics) often involve
curbing liberties, at least temporarily.

1. What are citizens willing to sacrifice, and what are they steadfast in supporting no matter
what the circumstance?

2. How does this vary across countries, between individuals within countries, and over time?

3. How do threats to security affect this trade-off, and what does variation in the willingness to
sacrifice rights across groups reveal about social inequality?

⇒ This paper aims to answer these questions in context of COVID-19 pandemic. 2 / 15



COVID-19 pandemic
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This paper

We study to what extent individual preferences for protecting rights and civil liberties are
elastic to health insecurity during COVID-19.

• Conduct representative surveys involving approximately 550,000 responses across 15
countries, from March 2020 until January 2021.

• Document significant heterogeneity across countries and demographic groups in willingness
to sacrifice rights for public welfare.

• Citizens disadvantaged by income, education, or race are less willing to sacrifice rights than their more
advantaged peers in every country: suggesting civil liberties as “luxury goods.”

• Estimate that 1 s.d. raise in health insecurity increases willingness to sacrifice civil liberties
by approx. 72-92% of gap between Chinese and US citizens.

• Qualitatively and quantitatively similar results leveraging either naturally-occurring variation or experimental
approaches.

4 / 15



This paper

We study to what extent individual preferences for protecting rights and civil liberties are
elastic to health insecurity during COVID-19.

• Conduct representative surveys involving approximately 550,000 responses across 15
countries, from March 2020 until January 2021.

• Document significant heterogeneity across countries and demographic groups in willingness
to sacrifice rights for public welfare.

• Citizens disadvantaged by income, education, or race are less willing to sacrifice rights than their more
advantaged peers in every country: suggesting civil liberties as “luxury goods.”

• Estimate that 1 s.d. raise in health insecurity increases willingness to sacrifice civil liberties
by approx. 72-92% of gap between Chinese and US citizens.

• Qualitatively and quantitatively similar results leveraging either naturally-occurring variation or experimental
approaches.

4 / 15



This paper

We study to what extent individual preferences for protecting rights and civil liberties are
elastic to health insecurity during COVID-19.

• Conduct representative surveys involving approximately 550,000 responses across 15
countries, from March 2020 until January 2021.

• Document significant heterogeneity across countries and demographic groups in willingness
to sacrifice rights for public welfare.

• Citizens disadvantaged by income, education, or race are less willing to sacrifice rights than their more
advantaged peers in every country: suggesting civil liberties as “luxury goods.”

• Estimate that 1 s.d. raise in health insecurity increases willingness to sacrifice civil liberties
by approx. 72-92% of gap between Chinese and US citizens.

• Qualitatively and quantitatively similar results leveraging either naturally-occurring variation or experimental
approaches.

4 / 15



Surveys and measurement



Two large-scale online surveys

1. Longitudinal survey:
• 535,657 responses from 300,000 unique respondents;

• 13 countries: Australia, Canada, France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Singapore, Spain,
Sweden, UK, and US;

• 1,000/country each week, from March 2020 to January 2021.

• Core civil liberties trade-off module: willingness to sacrifice ...

2. In-depth survey:
• 13,352 respondents;

• China, France, Germany, Italy, South Korea, UK, US;

• Late-March to mid-April 2020.

• Core civil liberties trade-off module + “minimum lives need to be saved”;

• Experimental module that provides information on public health consequences of unchecked COVID-19.
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Trading-off civil liberties: measurement

1. Core civil liberties trade-off module:
• I am willing to sacrifice my own rights and freedom during a crisis like the current one for the health and

well-being of society.

• In addition to general rights and freedom, 7 questions covering domains such as privacy, democratic
procedures, free movement, free speech.

2. “Minimum lives need to be saved” module:
• Out of every 100 people who would have otherwise died in [your country] because of the COVID-19 pandemic,

some will be saved if one of the following policies is implemented. What’s the minimum number of lives that
each of the following policies would need to save in order for you to support it?

• E.g., the government can track smartphone location and social contact data of all citizens.

• Total of 11 questions covering privacy, free movement, unrestricted business activities.

• Insensitive to whether asking the question in relative (above) or absolute scale;

• Answers strongly predictive of behaviors such as downloading tracking apps, donating to NGOs related to civil
liberties, and supporting petitions that advocate liberties.

6 / 15



Trading-off civil liberties: measurement

1. Core civil liberties trade-off module:
• I am willing to sacrifice my own rights and freedom during a crisis like the current one for the health and

well-being of society.

• In addition to general rights and freedom, 7 questions covering domains such as privacy, democratic
procedures, free movement, free speech.

2. “Minimum lives need to be saved” module:
• Out of every 100 people who would have otherwise died in [your country] because of the COVID-19 pandemic,

some will be saved if one of the following policies is implemented. What’s the minimum number of lives that
each of the following policies would need to save in order for you to support it?

• E.g., the government can track smartphone location and social contact data of all citizens.

• Total of 11 questions covering privacy, free movement, unrestricted business activities.

• Insensitive to whether asking the question in relative (above) or absolute scale;

• Answers strongly predictive of behaviors such as downloading tracking apps, donating to NGOs related to civil
liberties, and supporting petitions that advocate liberties.

6 / 15



Civil liberties as “luxury goods”



Patterns within countries
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Civil liberties as “luxury goods”: across countries and over time
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Health insecurities and
trading-off civil liberties



Insecurities & sacrificing civil liberties
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Stable pattern over time
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Empirical approach #1: COVID-19 mortality fluctuations

• Instrument for health insecurity using short-term fluctuations in local COVID-19 mortality
(using longitudinal survey):

• Conditional on local COVID-19 cumulative mortality, variation in policies to combat the disease, individual-level
time-varying subjective financial insecurity, and views of government effectiveness.

• As a baseline, we estimate the following model using two-stage least-squares:

Yik = αj(ik) + αt(ik) + γ0 · Health insecurityik +X ′
ikj(ik)t(ik)Ω0 + εik (1)

Health insecurityik = αj(ik) + αt(ik) + γ1 · COVID-19 incidencej(ik)t(ik) +X ′
ikj(ik)t(ik)Ω1 + κik,

(2)

• Alternative specification with individual FEs:
• Unobserved individual characteristics correlated with health insecurity may affect attitudes. We take advantage

of the panel component of the survey that approximately 83,000 respondents participate in multiple survey
waves over the sampling period.

• First stage: Kleibergen-Paap F-stat = 148.70.
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Empirical approach #1: COVID-19 mortality fluctuations (result)
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Empirical approach #2: information treatment

• COVID-19 has been not only a health but also an economic crisis. The experimental
intervention helped isolate the former channel:

• Help respondents better understand the exponential nature of disease transmission, the consequences that
such exponential growth poses to a healthcare system that cannot adjust at the same rate, and the justification
for policies aimed at flattening the epidemic curve;

• Exponential growth bias should cause people to underestimate the threat that an exponentially-spreading
disease poses to the healthcare system.

• Instrument for health insecurity using random assignment to the information treatment (using
in-depth survey).

• First stage: Kleibergen-Paap F-stat = 57.73.
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Empirical approach #2: information treatment (result)
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Conclusion

• Individuals are often willing to trade-off civil liberties to alleviate health insecurities, especially
among those who are socioeconomically advantaged: civil liberties as luxury goods rather
than sacred values.

• A 1 s.d. increase in health insecurity raises willingness to sacrifice rights and freedom by: 9.4 pp (panel), 10.7
pp (repeated cross-section), 17 pp (information treatment).

• Interpretations:
1. Shape of citizens’ indifference curves may be altered due to the crisis experience, resulting in a persistent

change in the underlying willingness to sacrifice rights and freedoms for a given level of health security.

2. Respond to increase in either objective (e.g., actual epidemic burden) or perceived (e.g., salience of the
pandemic) health threats, moving along the indifference curve between health security and civil liberties due to
changes in “prices.”

• Even transient moves along the indifference curve could result in long-term individual and societal
consequences through enduring changes to institutions and norms.
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