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Abstract

This document describes the analysis plan for an online experiment evaluating the effects of

information provision on preferences for redistribution using a representative sample (in terms

of income, age, gender and region) of the French-speaking and the German-speaking Swiss

population. This online experiment is aimed at complementing a natural field experiment

conducted in the context of the vote on the unconditional basic income (henceforth UBI) that

took place in Switzerland. The natural field experiment documented that providing voters with

information about inequality and poverty in Switzerland increased the share of acceptance of

the UBI in the French-speaking part of Switzerland, but not in the German-speaking part. Our

online experiment is structured as follows: First, we measure our respondents’ preferences for

redistribution as well as their beliefs about inequality. We then provide half of our respondents

with information about inequality and poverty in Switzerland. Subsequently, we assess our

respondents’ attitudes towards the introduction of an unconditional basic income. We also

collect data on subjects’ more general redistributive preferences. We pre-specify our main

specifications as well as the dimensions of heterogeneity we will explore.
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1 Motivation

In Spring 2016, we conducted a pre-registered1 natural field experiment in the context of the

vote on the unconditional basic income (henceforth UBI) that took place in Switzerland on

June 5th 2016. We tested whether providing people with accurate information about income

inequality, poverty, and labor supply response to the introduction of a basic income affected

their voting behavior in the referendum on the UBI. To that end, we selected all the Swiss

municipalities in which the number of mailboxes does not exceed 750.

Approximately one week before the vote, we sent placebo letters to a random subsample of these

small municipalities (placebo municipalities). The letters aimed at reminding their readers that

the vote on the UBI was about to take place and that it was important to vote. Another sub-

sample of these small municipalities (treatment municipalities) received letters similar to those

sent to the placebo municipalities, with the exception that they also contained information on

inequality and poverty in Switzerland as well as estimates of the labor supply response to the

UBI. Finally, the remaining small municipalities did not receive any letter (control municipal-

ities). After the vote, we used publicly available data on voting outcomes at the municipality

level to examine whether treated municipalities supported the UBI significantly more than the

control municipalities and the placebo municipalities.

We find evidence of a small but precisely measured increase in support for the unconditional

basic income in the treated municipalities. We also document strong and significant heterogene-

ity in responses to the information letters by German-speaking and French-speaking Swiss.2 In

particular, we find a very large and statistically significant increase in support for the UBI in

treated municipalities compared to placebo and control municipalities in the French-speaking

part of Switzerland. However, we find no significant differences in the level of support for

the UBI between the treated and the control municipalities in the German-speaking part of

Switzerland.

To uncover which channels best explain this heterogeneity in treatment effects, we plan to con-

duct an online experiment with a representative sample of the Swiss population (in terms of

age, gender, region and income). The experiment starts with the collection of pre-treatment

measures of beliefs about poverty and inequality in Switzerland as well as preferences for redis-

tribution, amongst others. We then randomly assign half of the respondents to a treatment in
1https://www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/1326
2By German-speaking Swiss we mean a Swiss individual living in one of the German-speaking cantons.
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which they are made aware of the same pieces of information as the ones sent to the treated

municipalities in our natural field experiment. Subsequently, further relevant covariates as well

as new measures of preferences for redistribution and beliefs about inequality are collected.

The primary goal of this is experiment is to replicate our results from the field experiment in a

more controlled environment. Our secondary goal is to determine which channel best explains

why only the French-speaking Swiss were affected by the treatment. To that end, we first

investigate if differences in pre-treatment preferences between French-speaking and German-

speaking Swiss exist. We then examine whether heterogeneous treatment effects for any of the

pre-treatment variables in which the German-speaking and the French-speaking Swiss differ can

be documented.

This pre-analysis plan is organized as follows. In section 2 we outline the various mechanisms

that might explain why the French-speaking Swiss were affected by the treatment but not the

German-speaking Swiss. In section 3 we describe the experimental design and the sample used.

In section 4 we lay out our main hypotheses. Finally, section 5 specifies which econometric

specifications we would like to estimate. In particular, we outline the dimensions over which

heterogeneity in treatment effects will be explored.

2 Potential mechanisms

2.1 Heterogeneous treatment effects

We compiled a list of mechanisms that could explain the differences in response to the informa-

tion between the German-speaking and the French-speaking areas of Switzerland. We focus on

(pre-treatment) characteristics that could plausibly differ between the French- and the German-

speaking Swiss and could therefore explain an heterogeneous response to the treatment.

First, French-speaking and German-speaking Swiss might have different biases in beliefs about

inequality. For example, French-speaking Swiss might have higher biases in beliefs and therefore

respond more strongly to the information treatment. Second, it could be that German-speaking

Swiss and French-speaking Swiss differ in their desired levels of inequality. In particular, it is

possible that French-speaking Swiss have lower levels of desired inequality and therefore respond

more strongly to the information treatment which makes them realize how much inequality there

is. Third, it could be that French-speaking Swiss and German-speaking Swiss differ in their
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attitudes towards redistribution. In particular, it could be that people who are more open to

higher government redistribution respond more strongly to the information.

Fourth, one crucial difference between French Swiss and German Swiss could be differences in

attitudes towards redistribution to the unemployed. We test whether views on redistribution to

the unemployed moderate the response to our information treatment. Fifth, German-speaking

and French-speaking Swiss could differ in the degree to which they care about efficiency rather

than inequality. If the French-speaking Swiss put less weight on efficiency considerations they

could be more open to an UBI. Finally, it is possible that people’s general political ideology

as proxied by their past voting behavior is an important determinant for their openness to an

unconditional basic income. Since most French-speaking Swiss tend to lean more to the left

than German-speaking Swiss, it is possible that they respond more strongly to the information.

2.2 Other explanations

We also examine several other characteristics in which German-speaking and French-speaking

Swiss might differ and that could have affected people’s behavior in the vote on the basic

income on June the 5th. We measure people’s willingness to read letters containing political

advertisement, the degree to which people talked about the basic income referendum with

members of their social network, the usual timing of when people vote (which could have

mattered as our letters arrived at people’s homes 9 days before the referendum took place) and

people’s perception of media coverage and sentiment.

3 Experimental Design

3.1 The survey

Each respondent starts by choosing whether to complete the survey in French or in German.

The survey starts with a few questions on demographics (e.g. age, household income, region of

residence as well as gender).

3.1.1 Collection of pre-treatment measures

We collect all of our respondents’ pre-treatment preferences for- and beliefs about inequality.

We ask them a series of questions related to their preferences for redistribution, their attitudes

towards inequality, and their concerns for efficiency. We also elicit their beliefs about income
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inequality in Switzerland, their desired level of income inequality, their estimate of the number

of people living in poverty in Switzerland and their estimate of the number of people that

they believe would continue working if a basic income was introduced in Switzerland. Then,

subjects complete a screener that allows us to examine whether they are paying attention to

the instructions they are presented with (Berinsky et al., 2014).

3.1.2 Information treatment

Upon collection of these pre-treatment measures, half of the participants (those assigned to the

treatment group) receive the following text:

• Various organisations and parties have different views on the unconditional basic income.

For example, according to the initiative in favor of a basic income, the introduction of the

basic income is an important opportunity to expand the economic opportunities of many

people, to effectively diminish poverty and to achieve a higher life quality for everyone.

The unconditional basic income is supposed to enable the whole population to live a life

in decent conditions and to enable them to take part in public life.

• In what follows we would like to draw your attention to several important economic facts

in Switzerland. The numbers that we mention in the following come from official statistics

of the Swiss Federal Statistical office and a representative survey.

• Did you know that according to a representative survey of the institute Demoscope 98

• This means that almost all Swiss people have the intention to continue working after the

introduction of an unconditional basic income.

• Did you know that the top 10

• Did you know that according to official number of the Swiss Federal Statistical Office more

than 500,000 people who live in Switzerland have an income below the poverty line?

• This means that the UBI can contribute to the reduction of poverty and inequality in

Switzerland.

3.1.3 Placebo treatment

People in the control group just get the following message which is identical to the first

paragraph that people in the treatment group receive:
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• Various organisations and parties have different views on the unconditional basic income.

For example, according to the initiative in favor of a basic income, the introduction of the

basic income is an important opportunity to expand the economic opportunities of many

people, to effectively diminish poverty and to achieve a higher life quality for everyone.

The unconditional basic income is supposed to enable the whole population to live a life

in decent conditions and to enable them to take part in public life.

3.1.4 Support for UBI and post-treatment measures

After having been exposed to the information and placebo treatments, we measure our partic-

ipants’ support for an unconditional basic income. We measure the support for the UBI using

our participants’ answer to the question “I am in favor of the introduction of a basic income.”.

We then also collect people’s views on inequality and preferences for redistribution. For example,

we measure respondents’ opinion on the statement that “income inequality is a serious problem

in Switzerland” and their general preferences for redistribution by asking them whether they

think the government should reduce income differences between the rich and the poor. We also

measure additional outcomes in which we gauge people’s agreement to the following statements:

• The government ought to reduce the income differences between rich and poor.

• The introduction of a basic income would increase unemployment.

• The introduction of a basic income would have negative economic consequences for you,

compared to your current living conditions.

• Hard work does not generally breed success - success is more a matter of luck and con-

nections.

3.1.5 Measures related to other channels

The end of the survey aims at measuring different dimensions over which French-speaking and

German-speaking Swiss might differ and which could explain why the information treatment

affected French-speaking Swiss. Amongst others, we measure

• participants’ propensity to read political advertisement

• subjects’ perception of the extent to which the media covered the UBI;
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• the time at which our respondents cast their vote, as well as the moment at which they

usually vote;

• the extent to which they talked about the UBI with their family, friends, colleagues.

Finally, we collect additional demographics.

3.2 Setting, Sample Size and Power

We conduct this experiment with 1,800 respondents in collaboration with the company Research

Now which will provide us with a sample representative of the Swiss population in terms of age,

gender, region and income.3 Our main motivation for conducting an online experiment is the

ability to collect large samples which provide us with sufficient statistical power.

In total, our sample will consist of 900 French Swiss respondents and 900 German Swiss respon-

dents. Half of the respondents will be assigned to the information treatment. The other half

will be assigned to the control condition.

Under conservative assumptions about the explanatory power of our controls (i.e. an R-squared

of .2), we have a power of .8 to detect effect sizes of .12 of a standard deviation at α=0.05. In

order to detect significantly different treatment effects between our French Swiss and German

Swiss subjects we have a power of .8 to detect effect size differences of .18 of a standard deviation

at α=0.05.

4 Hypotheses

Our main hypotheses are motivated by the results from the natural field experiment which

we conducted in June 2016. In particular, we found that municipalities who were randomly

assigned to receive information letters increased their support for the basic income referendum

by about .1 of a standard deviation. We documented that our effects were entirely driven by the

French-speaking subsample. The two central hypotheses that we want to test with our online

experiment are the following:

• Respondents in the information treatment have more positive attitudes towards the in-

troduction of an unconditional basic income compared to respondents in our control con-

dition.
3We focus on the French and the German speaking parts of Switzerland, which make up more than 90% of the

overall population. We exclude people from those 321 municipalities which received the letters with information
(about 100,000 households) in the field experiment we conducted in June.
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• We expect a significantly larger increase in the support of the basic income referendum

for people in the French-speaking part of Switzerland compared to people in the German-

speaking part of Switzerland.

5 Empirical Specifications

5.1 Baseline balance

We will test for baseline balance for the following variables:

• gender

• age

• log income (income is the midpoint of the interval specified by the respondent)

• employment status (dummies for unemployed, part-time employed, and employed full-

time)

• education (dummy for person with at least bachelor degree)

• political orientation (taking value one for people voting for people voting for the socialist

party or the green party and zero otherwise)

• pre-treatment attitudes towards redistribution which is given by an index of subject’s

pre-treatment preferences for redistribution (defined more precisely in section 6.4).

• beliefs about inequality as measured by the ratio of subject’s belief about share of total

income earned by the bottom 10% of earners divided by their belief about the income

share earned by the top 10% of earners.

• beliefs about the number of people in Switzerland who live in poverty (we calculate the

mid-point for the brackets)

• beliefs about labor supply response to an UBI as measured by subject’s belief about the

share of people who would continue working if an UBI was introduced.

• pre-treatment desired levels of inequality as measured by the ratio of subject’s desired

share of total income for the bottom 10% of earners divided by their desired income share

for the top 10% of earners.
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• pre-treatment efficiency concerns as measured by subject’s answers to the question on

whether the government should care more about growth than about inequality.

We will regress each of these variables on a treatment indicator to see if there are imbalances.

We will account for multiple hypothesis testing by regressing the treatment indicator on all of

the variables, and we will conduct a joint F-test, to see if the coefficients are jointly different

from zero.

5.2 Main specifications

Our main analysis will focus on comparing people’s attitudes towards the UBI. Our basic

specification is as follows:

AttitudeUBIi = β0 + β1Informationi + ΠT Xm + εi

where AttitudeUBIi corresponds to individual i’s agreement with the statement that they would

support the introduction of a basic income, Informationi is a dummy variable taking value 1

if individual i is assigned to the information treatment, and zero otherwise. Xm is a vector of

control variables which includes several pre-determined controls, namely respondent’s gender,

whether the respondent lives in the french-speaking part of Switzerland, the respondent’s prior

beliefs about inequality, poverty and labor supply responses as well as his desired levels of

inequality.4 There is no need to cluster the standard errors since randomization is at the

observation level. Based on the previous evidence from our field experiment, we expect that

β1 > 0.

Subsequently, we test whether people from the French-speaking part of Switzerland respond

more strongly to the information treatment. Specifically, we estimate the equation:

AttitudeUBIi = π0 + π1Informationi × Frenchi + π2Informationi + π3Frenchi + ΠT Xm + εi

where Frenchi is a dummy variable taking the value one if the individual currently lives in the

French-speaking part of Switzerland.5 Our main object of interest in this equation is π1. In

particular, in light of our field-experimental evidence, we hypothesize that π1 > 0.
4We will also estimate this specification without including any control variable.
5Xm includes the same covariates as before except for Frenchi.
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5.3 Additional specifications

We also re-estimate additional equations for the following three post-treatment outcomes, yi:

• General measure of redistribution: The government ought to reduce the income

differences between rich and poor.

• Perception of inequality: People’s perception of whether there is too much inequality

in Switzerland.

• Beliefs about the effects of the basic income: We measure people’s beliefs whether

the basic income will lower overall and individual wealth. The variable will be recoded

such that high values mean more positive views about the effects of the basic income.

– The introduction of a basic income would increase unemployment.

– The introduction of a basic income would have negative economic consequences for

you, compared to your current living conditions.

In partciular we estimate the following two equations:

yi = ρ0 + ρ1Informationi + ΠT Xm + εi

yi = γ0 + γ1Informationi × Frenchi + γ2Informationi + γ3Frenchi + ΠT Xm + εi

We expect that ρ1 > 0, i.e. people who receive the information are more in favor of redistribution

and have more positive views about the likely effects of the basic income on their own economic

circumstances. Finally, we also expect French Swiss to respond more strongly to the information

treatment, i.e. γ1 > 0.

5.4 Heterogeneous Treatment Effects

We will also investigate whether there are heterogeneous treatment effects of our information

treatment depending on pre-determined respondent characteristics. For all of the heterogeneity

in treatment effects analysis, our main outcome variable will be AttitudeUBIi. Specifically, we

will estimate the equation

AttitudeUBIi = δ1Informationi × interactioni + δ2Informationi + δ3interactioni + ΓT Xm + εi
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where interactioni refers to one of the following interaction variables:

• Biases in Beliefs: We create an index based on an unweighted mean of the following

three variables:

– We first build a z-scored6 measure of bias about income inequality which takes higher

values for people over-estimating the degree of income inequality and lower value for

people under-estimating inequality. We divide people’s estimates of the total income

share of the bottom 10% by their estimate of the income share of the top 10% based

on the following two questions: (i) What do you think is the share of the total income

that the top 10% of earners receive in Switzerland? (ii) What do you think is the

share of the total income that the bottom 10% of earners receive in Switzerland?

– We use a z-scored transformation of responses to the following question: In your

opinion, how many people in Switzerland lived with an income below the poverty

line in 2014? We code this variable such that higher values mean that people over-

estimate the number of people with an income below the poverty line.

– We use a z-scored transformation of responses to the following question: Out of 100

people, how many people do you think would continue to work if they received an

unconditional basic income of CHF 2500 per month? We code this variable such

that high values mean that people over-estimate the share of people who plan not to

continue working.

• Desired equality: We use a z-scored measure of desired levels of inequality, defined as

the ratio of people’s desired share of total income for the bottom 10% of earners divided

by their desired income share for the top 10% of earners. This variable is based on the

following two questions:

– What do you think is the share of the total income that the top 10% of earners should

receive in Switzerland?

– What do you think is the share of the total income that the bottom 10% of earners

should receive in Switzerland?

• Redistribution index: We construct an index of people’s pre-treatment general prefer-

ences for redistribution by taking the mean of the following two variables:
6We z-score all of our responses using the mean and standard deviation in the control group.
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– We z-score our respondents’ agreement to the statement that “Social justice requires

that income inequality should be reduced”.

– We examine our respondents agreement to the statement that “We need larger income

differences as incentives for individual effort”. First, we recode the variable such that

higher values stand for more negative views towards inequality and then we z-score

this variable.

• Redistribution to the unemployed: A z-scored measure of people’s pre-treatment

preferences for redistribution to the unemployed which uses people’s responses to the

following statement: The government should give more assistance to the unemployed.

• Efficiency concerns: A z-scored measure of pre-treatment efficiency concerns which uses

people’s agreement to the following statement: It is more important for the government

to achieve high growth rates to maintain overall prosperity in Switzerland rather than to

reduce inequality.

• Political Ideology: a measure of the the position on the political spectrum. We code

this as a dummy variable taking value one if our respondent previously voted for the social

party or the green party.

• Attention: We measure participants’ attention to the survey by using a screener. We

create a dummy taking value one for all individuals who pass the attention check. We

expect that people who pay more attention to the survey should be more affected by the

treatment.

We correct for multiple hypothesis testing in these seven tests by using the “sharpened q-value

approach” (Benjamini et al., 2006; Anderson, 2008). In particular, we will adjust our p-values

for a false discovery rate of .05. We will also report the unadjusted p-values.

5.5 Assessing the relative importance of mechanisms

In what follows we present a strategy that allows us to assess the relative importance of differ-

ent mechanisms for potential heterogeneous responses between German-speaking and French-

speaking Swiss. Conditional on finding significantly different responses to the information treat-
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ment for French-speaking and German-speaking Swiss, we will estimate the model

AttitudeUBIi =τ0 + τ1Frenchi × Informationi + τ2Informationi × interactioni

+ τ3Informationi + τ4interactioni + τ5Frenchi + ΓT Xm + εi

AttitudeUBIi =γ0 + γ1Informationi × Frenchi + γ2Informationi + γ3Frenchi + ΠT Xm + εi

for each of the above mentioned interaction variables. More specifically, for each of the inter-

action variable we test whether τ1 is significantly different from γ1. In practice, we will run

seemingly unrelated regressions in order to test for the equality of these two coefficients. This

allows us to test which of the interaction-term variables mediates the heterogeneous treatment

effects potentially observed between German-speaking and French-speaking Swiss. This implies

that we will conduct in total seven tests.

We correct for multiple hypothesis testing in these six tests by using the “sharpened q-value

approach” (Benjamini et al., 2006; Anderson, 2008). In particular, we will adjust our p-values

for a false discovery rate of .05. We will also report the unadjusted p-values.

5.6 Documenting differences in preferences and beliefs between French Swiss

and German Swiss

We also separately regress each of the interaction variables listed in section 6.4, interactioni

and an additional set of variables on an dummy variable taking value one for people from the

french-speaking part of Switzerland, Frenchi. The additional outcome variables are given as

follows:

• Timing of the vote: We create a dummy variable taking value one for all individuals

who say they voted in the election in the last 7 days before the referendum.

• Social Spillovers: We create an index taking higher values for people who discuss po-

litical matters more using the following three questions:

– I talked about the referendum on the basic income with my friends.

– I talked about the referendum on the basic income with members of my family.

– I talked about the referendum on the basic income with members of my colleagues.
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• Media (volume): We use a normalized variable taking higher values when people say

that there were a lot of news reports about the basic income in the weeks before the

referendum.

• Media (tone): We use a normalized variable taking higher values when people say that

the coverage of the UBI was mostly negative in the weeks before the referendum took

place.

In particular, we estimate the following equation:

interactioni = α0 + α1Frenchi + εi

We expect that α1 6= 0 for many of the variables.

5.7 Attrition

We will test if attrition is related to the treatment by estimating the following equation:

Ai = π0 + π1Treatmenti + ΠT Xm + εi

where Ai indicates if a participant finished the survey, and where Xi is a set of pre-determined

characteristics. We will use the same set of pre-determined characteristics as for the baseline

balance test.

If the coefficient π1 is significant at the 5 percent level, we will use Lee bounds and Manski

bounds for the statistical analysis. This will allow us to bound our estimates. If the coefficient

π1 is not significant at the 5 percent level, we will conduct the statistical analysis without

adjusting for attrition.
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