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Abstract

Given an increasing presence in the public sphénat role do economic experts play in shaping
public opinion on economic issues? In this paperewamine the responsiveness of American
public opinion on five economic policy issues talrmformation regarding the distribution of
opinion on these issues among economists. We a#suiee the extent and role of trust in
economists within the public. On average, we firshmingful changes in public opinion in the
direction of expert consensus when citizens arergexplicit information about expert opinion.
However, we also find heterogeneity in citizen m@siveness across issues, such that aggregate
opinion change is smaller on symbolic policy issigdative to technical ones. Further, on
symbolic (but not technical) issues we find théizens use judgments of the trustworthiness of
economic experts in a motivated fashion, as a mefrenforcing prior opinions.
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What this says is that in practical terms the msif@enal consensutesn’t matter.. If
policymakers ignore professional consensus, anigvws about how the world works are
completely insensitive to evidence and resultssdo®wledge matter. [sic] If a tree falls in the
academic forest, but nobody in Brussels or Washmgears it, did it make a sound?

Paul Krugman, “Useless Expertise”

Introduction

Economists and other economic experts increasmggypy prominent roles as public
commentators on salient economic issues of the®jagrking a national discussion, Thomas
Piketty’s massive treatig@apital in the Twenty-First Centugpent eleven straight weeks on the
New York Timebestseller list, including one week as the bestgeiion-fiction book. Several
academic economists write regularly for high-pehlogs and national newspapemsd there is
a growing trend toward analytics-heavy news webghat spend much space on economic
policy, includingVox.comThe Upshoat theNew York TimesNonkblogat theWashington
Post andFiveThirtyEight: EconomicatESPN In the business world more broadly, the
Washington Posirgues that “a chief economist is the new marketist-have

Given their increasing presence in the public sphe&hat role do economic experts play
in shaping public opinion on economic issues? Desfs growing importance, almost no
research exists on this question (but see Sapamzingales 2013). In the present paper, we
begin an investigation into the public’s use ofremmic experts as sources of information for
forming preferences over complex issues of econguailicy. To organize our inquiry

theoretically, we draw on standard dual-processeatsoof political judgment. Empirically, we

! http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/storyline/w27/28/chief-economists-are-the-new-marketers/.
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experimentally examine citizen responsiveness to@mic experts on issues where there is
near-consensus.

Such issues are useful for an initial investigafmma few reasons. First, consensus
among economists on key policy issues may be nrenafent than the often vitriolic debate of
recent years suggests. Stevenson and Wolfers, miyaomi the Booth survey data, state the
following:

Watching Democrats and Republicans hash out tiiféérehces in the public arena, it's easy to get th
impression that there’s a deep disagreement aneasgpnable people about how to manage the U.S.
economy. Nothing could be further from the truthreality, there’s remarkable consensus among
mainstream economists, including those from thiedladl right, on most major macroeconomic issues.
The debate in Washington about economic polichap. It's manufactured. And it's entirely
political 2
Research suggests, however, that a substantia@xgsts between economic experts and the
public on many of these issues (Caplan 2007; Sapiand Zingales 2013)These are of
particular importance, because the expected sgaiak from elite-driven opinion change should
be particularly large when experts and the pulttangly disagree (e.g., vaccinations and
autism; climate change). Second, to the extentab@bomic expertsaninfluence public
opinion, we should expect that influence to bedatgvhen experts largely agree. As an initial
investigation into the influence of economic expelttis reasonable to consider conditions most
favorable to finding effects in order to estimdte tupper bounds of expert influence on
aggregate opinion. Third, the role of expert cosssrand opinion in shaping public attitudes is a
topic of substantial interest across several dosnafipublic policy, including public health

(Nyhan et al. 2014; Nyhan, Reifler and Ubel 2013¢, environment (e.g., Kahan et al. 2012;

Kahan, Jenkins-Smith, and Braman 2011; Malka, Kioksand Langer 2009), and the risks and

2 These data come from a recent survey of about &mademic economists of varying ideological pesires and
home institutions conducted by the Chicago BoothoStof Business. We describe the survey furthévbe

3 http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-07-23/the-wer@mic-policy-debate-is-a-sham.html.

* Our own data—reported below—confirm these gaps.
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benefits of technology (Kahan et al. 2008; Scheudeld Lewenstein 2005). As citizens give
more weight to economic issues in their voting vérathan to any other domain on average
(Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder 2006; Bartels)2866 regularly cite economic concerns as
the country’s “most important problem" (Smith 200(he investigation of citizen responsiveness
to economiaconsensus is especially important to American igslitFourth, this literature
suggests substantial pessimism regarding theyabfliéxperts to persuade the public, and thus
little incentive for political representatives ®spond with consensus-consistent policies. As
indicated by the epigraph to this paper, whileigm be intuitive to believe this pessimism
should extend to the economic domain, only oneystodiate has approached this question
empirically (Sapienza and Zingales 2013), and theeaeasons to believe that expert opinion
may be more influential in the domain of econonotqy.

Our core conclusions are three. First, despitstieg pessimism regarding the efficacy of
using expert opinion as a tool for changing pubpmion, we find meaningful aggregate
responsiveness to expert consensus in the ecomtmmain. Second, there is heterogeneity in
responsiveness across different issues, and thegiva appears to be related to issue
politicization. Issues that are more symbolic shess responsiveness to expert consensus, while
more technical questions over which fewer citizeolsl prior opinions are very responsive.
Finally, our results suggest that citizen attituttegard economists as trustworthy sources of
information are mixed, but relatively uncrystalliz&Vhile there is a slight partisan bias in trust
judgments—with right-wing affiliates somewhat lésssting on average—demographic and
political factors explain very little variance irust. Consistent with this claim, we find that
citizens use trust judgments more as a tool faorfoecing priors (Kahan et al. 2011) than as a

heuristic guide for forming opinions on complexipglissues (Lupia and McCubbins 1998). In
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other words, at present, trust judgments seem fikalg to be rationalizations of a preferred
policy than a latent propensity to follow economesperts across varied contexts. More
generally, our empirical findings of aggregate mesveness averaging across issues, large
responsiveness on technical issues of low saliem@emotivated skepticism on salient and
symbolic issues, suggest both the ability of exptrichange public opinion andportant
bounds on this ability. This implies a need forgloevishing to use such experts as tools for
persuasion to consider strategic issues of messag®y and framing in crafting their appeals to
the public.
Theory

Contemporary dual-process models of political judgtrposit that citizens are motivated
by three primary goals: efficiency, belief persarere, and justifiability. Put another way, all
else equal, citizens would prefer to make politjadigments with minimal effort, to maintain
prior opinions and positive identities, and be dbleonvince dispassionate others that their
opinions are reasonable and fit the facts (Druck@@®; Groenendyk 2013; Kunda 1990;
Lavine, Johnston and Steenbergen 2012; Lodge adoer PA13; Tetlock 2002). Politics is a
peripheral concern to most people; in turn, citezgpically seek to minimize the expenditure of
resources on preference formation when possible. siiggests that they rely on heuristics—
rather than extensive information gathering—to makigments about political matters (e.g.,
Lau and Redlawsk 2006; Lupia 1994; Popkin 19919, these often take the form of cues from
information sources deemed both knowledgeable @erthaps more importantlirustworthy
(Lupia and McCubbins 1998). To the extent that ecaic experts are considered trustworthy
sources of information within their area of expsatiheuristic models of policy judgment suggest

a meaningful role for expert consensus in shapuidip opinion.
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Much research, however, suggests that citizenaarenly concerned with forming
“accurate” judgments efficiently; they are also ivated to form judgments that minimize the
need for changes to their prior opinions. In thespnce of information that threatens preexisting
beliefs, most people are quite willing to expendrative effort to justify resistance to this
information and thus continuity of opinion. Thisrémic is captured by the temmotivated
skepticismor the differential critical treatment of countdtitudinal information relative to
information supportive of priors (e.g., Ditto anddez 1992; Groenendyk 2013; Lodge and
Taber 2013; Taber and Lodge 2006).

Indeed, recent research finds that the communitaticcientific consensus with the goal
of changing public opinion is fraught with diffidids, and citizen responses to uncongenial
information are typically characterized by resis&@afiTaber and Lodge 2006). Kahan and
colleagues (Kahan 2013; Kahan et al. 2010; 201modstrate that citizens judge the
characteristics of experts as a function of thati@hship between expert opinion and their core
values. For example, those whose values predidheseto oppose concealed carry laws judged
a criminology expert to be less trustworthy whea éipert suggested that such laws lower
violent crime rates than when he suggested theg raolent crime rates. In another study,
greater knowledge of scientific findings regardalignate change increased concern among
Democrats and Independents over time, but not arRepgiblicans (Malka et al. 2009).

Such differential treatment of uncongenial inforroatnot only makes persuasion
difficult, but can actually lead tgreaterdisagreement as skeptical citizens attempt to gémer
compelling reasons to remain dubious (e.g., Ditid bopez 1992; Garretson and Suhay 2014;
Lodge and Taber 2013; Lord, Ross and Lepper 19yBah and Reifler 2010; Nyhan et al.

2014; Nyhan, Reifler and Ubel 2013; Taber and La2i@@6). For instance, Nyhan et al. (2014)
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find that a variety of strategies for communicatexgert consensus about the lack of a link
between vaccination and autism all failed to insesitent to vaccinate, and led tdecreasan

this intent among those with strong anti-vaccimagpoors. Similarly, Taber and Lodge (2006;
Lodge and Taber 2013) find that when citizens aposed to counter-attitudinal information,
they invest significant cognitive effort to delegitze the evidence and maintain their priors (see
also Cohen 2003; Kahan et al. 2012). This line ofkisuggests that simple heuristic models
may overestimate the persuasive power of consenfumation on public opinion by failing to
consider the influence of citizen motives beyorfetigincy and accuracy.

Nonetheless, motivated skepticism is not unbounaled citizens are expected to show
greater responsiveness to new information undéaiocezonditions (e.g., Druckman 2012,
Groenendyk 2013; Kunda 1990; Lavine et al. 201R¥tFcontemporary research suggests that
the negative affect elicited by exposure to couatgtudinal information is a primary impetus
driving motivated skepticism (Lodge and Taber 200/&sten et al. 2006). This suggests that
resistance to new information in the aggregateaeenikely on affect-laden symbolic issues for
which many citizens have prior opinions. In contréechnical issues with little affective
resonance are less likely to evoke biases. Thisiakareinforced by recent research
demonstrating that motivated skepticism is temperieen citizens are prompted to consider the
means by which a given policy will achieve desipeticy ends (Fernbach et al. 2013). In
considering the technical aspects of a given pptiizens become aware of their lack of
expertise, and thus their inability to justify thprior opinion. This should generate more

openness to persuasion by area expesecond, motivated skepticism is more likely on éssu

> Additional empirical support for the importancejastifiability comes from Groenendyk (2013), whods that
partisans will continue to identify with their fanem party when they disagree with the party omapoirtant issue,
but only to the extent that they have the cognitesources available to construct a reasonabléigation for
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that are salient at the elite level, and thus iteasvith the symbols of partisan and ideological
conflict. Issues of low political salience are I&ksly to evoke affective biases rooted in partisa
and ideological self-identifications. Indeed, Drowkn et al. (2013) demonstrate that such biases
are more prevalent on issues over which elite a8 are divided (see also Pollock, Lilie and
Vittes 1993).

Taken together, these theoretical consideratioggest the potential for economic
experts to move public opinion in the directiorcohsensus, but also suggest bounds on their
ability to do so. On the one hand, expert conseissasighly informative cue requiring little
effort to process, and thus provides an easy toytedgment on relevant issues. Moreover,
economic policy is often quite technical, involvitige best means to achieve widely shared ends
(Carmines and Stimson 1980; Ellis and Stimson 281®; economic growth, financial stability,
high quality affordable healthcare). In this waye economic domain may be distinct from
previous investigations of expert influence, andmight expect more movement of opinion in
response to consensus information (e.g., comparedvironmental issues like global warming
or gun control). On the other hand—as the recelai@s over health insurance reform have
made clear—many technical economic issues becotiteiged and take on a symbolic
character. In such cases, the affect elicited loj sssues and their partisan and ideological
associations should generate motivated skeptigisways similar to other issues examined in

this literature. In this vein, the present papepigitally explores the following hypotheses:

continued identification. When cognitive resouragese experimentally reduced, partisan change wasra likely
result in the face of uncongenial information.
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H1: Expert Influence: Exposure to information about expert consensusamomic
issues (compared to lack of exposure) will, on ager increase the percentage of the

public that agrees with the expert consensus.

H2: Issue Heterogeneity: Exposure to information about expert consensusamomic
issues (compared to lack of exposure) will havieiht effects for different issues. On
symbolic economic issues—over which most citizaws prior opinions—opinion
change will be relatively small or non-existent. 8ohnical economic issues for which

most citizens do not have prior opinions, opinibarmge will be relatively large.

H3: Motivated Skepticism: On symbolic economic issues, citizens will uasttr
judgments of economic experts strategically tofozse their preexisting opinions.
Citizens whose priors are consistent with the eixpensensus will show greater trust in
economic experts following exposure to consengasmation compared to conditions
with no exposure to consensus information. Citizémsse priors are inconsistent with
the expert consensus will show lesser trust inxpellowing exposure to consensus

information compared to conditions with no exposiereonsensus information.

Methods
We conducted a survey experiment that was fieldesligust of 2013 as part of Time-
sharing Experiments for the Social Sciences (TEBESS is a National Science Foundation

funded organization which provides space to social s@ersearchers wishing to conduct

5 SES-0818839.
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population-based survey experimeh®e survey experiments are conducted by the reisear
company GfK Groupf}’
Experimental Design

The experimental design is between-subjects, apubrelents were randomly assigned to
one of eleven conditions (see Tables 1 and 2)omditions one through five (hereafter, “no cue”
conditions), respondents received a statement av@ubf five policies (see Table 1); each was
asked, “To what extent do you agree or disagrele thé following statement?”, with response
options “Strongly Agree,” “Agree,” “Disagree,” “Stngly Disagree,” and “Uncertain.” In
conditions six through ten (hereafter, “cue” orfisensus cue” conditions), respondents received
policy statements identical to those in the no@uaditions, but each statement was prefaced by
the following: “A sample of professional economigiish widely varying political preferences
was asked whether they agreed or disagreed witfollogving statement:” Respondents were
then asked, “To what extent do you agree or digagrth this statement?” Response options
were identical in both the no cue and the cue ¢mmdi, except that the distribution of
economists’ responses to the statement was shoectlgibeneath each response option in the
cue conditions (see Table 2).

Directly following their response to this statemeait respondents in the no cue and
consensus cue conditions were asked two questieasuring trust in economists as sources of
information about economic policy. The first itegad, “When thinking about economic policy

issues, generally speaking, to what extent do gt obr distrust the opinions of professional

" Space is awarded on a competitive basis. For mémamation, see http://www.tessexperiments.org/.

8 GfK is formerly known as Knowledge Networks, httpww.gfk.com/us/Pages/default.aspx.

° GfK randomly selects members from its “Knowledge#taof available survey respondents for specificiies via
a probability proportional to size weighted samglapproach. KnowledgePanel members are chosen via
probability-based sampling, and the panel is reprigive of the entire U.S. population. For addiibinformation,
see http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/knpanel/donsiledgePanel(R)-Design-Summary-Description.pdf.
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economists?” The six response options ranged floost a great deal” to “Distrust a great
deal.” The second item read, “When our politicaresentatives in Congress are making public
policy on economic issues, generally speaking,hatwextent should they rely on the opinions of
professional economists?” The four response optianged from “A great deal” to “Not at all.”
The final condition served as a clean, control doonl (hereafter, “control” condition).
Respondents randomly assigned to this conditiomdideceive a policy statement, and they
wereonly given the two trust itents.
Source and Selection of Issue Treatments

The five issue statements and the associateccdata@rning economist opinion are taken
directly from the Initiative on Global Markets’ (Nb) panel of economists, operating out of the
University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business tide time of our study, the panel consisted
of forty-one senior economists from elite univaesitin the United States, and was selected to be
reflective of diverse political views and partisaffiliations ' Five issue statements were chosen
that met two criteria for defining consensus onsazne: (1) all panel economists were on the
same side of the issue or were uncertain—thatmsng those who were not uncertain, all
economists expressed either agreement or disagneéeviik the statement; and (2) no more than
10% of the sample responded “UncertdihThis ensures 90% or greater agreement or

disagreement with the statement, and no confliatipigions™

10 Approximately 200 respondents were assigned th ehthe no cue and consensus cue conditiorrs247, R =
207, =204, n=195, =212, g= 202, n= 206, g = 209, n= 214, and = 205. 323 were assigned to the
control condition.

Y For further information, and to see all questitmdate, see http://www.igmchicago.org/home.

12\We use the certainty-weighted responses reposté@M. This has the advantage of removing the small
percentage of non-responses, so that the percemddeo 100 and respondents required no furtlsémictions on
how to interpret the distribution.

'3 These conditions constrained the potential isavagable, but there were more than five. We chiveetotal
issues as a compromise between maximizing the paitéor issue heterogeneity and maximizing stat#dtpower
for hypothesis testing. We narrowed down the setfioal five on the basis of the theoretical cdesations
discussed next, and in consultation with revieveerBESS.
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Finally, we wanted to select issues that vary imgeof their technicality and association
with salient political symbols, thus allowing fdret potential for heterogeneity in opinion change
and motivated resistance. The “immigration” and if@h issues were obvious choices for
symbolic issues. Immigration is a salient and higlymbolic issue in American politics (Citrin
et al. 1990; 1997) that touches on issues of ebajcity, and culture, and over which the two
major parties are associated with distinct stardsg,(Ha 2008; Hood and Morris 1997; Newman
2013; Newman, Hartman, and Taber 2012; Sides aimch @007; Sniderman, Hagedoorn, and
Prior 2004). Similarly, issues of free trade andrexnic protectionism evoke considerations of
country-level competition, and thus of race, ethipjgatriotism and nationalism; even more so
as China has become a prominent symbol in valeppeads during political campaigns. For
example, in the second Presidential debate in 20dth, Barack Obama and Mitt Romney
devoted substantial time to China and the thrégtsses—sometimes speaking of very explicit
threats. Romney statedzhina's been cheating over the years, one, byrdgldbwn the value of
their currency, number two, by stealing our intll&l property, our designs, our patents, our
technology. There's even an Apple store in Chia#igfa counterfeit Apple store selling
counterfeit goods. They hack into our computeBsmilarly, Obama stated\When he talks
about getting tough on China, keep in mind that&oer Romney invested in companies that
were pioneers of outsourcing to China and is ctilyemvesting in countries — in — in
companies that are building surveillance equipni@n€hina to spy on its own folks. That's —
Governor, you're the last person who's going td@agh on Chind!* There is also individual-
level variation in whether citizens respond posityvto symbolic appeals to nationalism (e.qg.,
Baughn and Yaprak 1996; Chirumbolo et al. 2004 a8IStaub and Lavine 1999). Finally, we

selected the issue concerning funding for Medieaict Medicaid because these are among the

14 http://www.npr.org/2012/10/16/163050988/transedpama-romney-2nd-presidential-debate.



Economists and Public Opinion, p.13

most well-known social welfare programs in the dogrand thus ones for which many citizens
are likely to have prior opinions, interests, om$yplic attachments (e.g., Mettler 2011).

Table 1. Policy Items

Issue To what extent do you agree Consensus Position
with the following statement?

Immigration “The average US citizen would
be better off if a larger number
of highly educated foreign
workers were legally allowed to
immigrate to the US each year.”

Agree

Medicare/Medicaid “Long run fiscal sustainability i
the U.S. will require cuts in
currently promised Medicare
and Medicaid benefits and/or tax
increases that include higher
taxes on households with
incomes below $250,000.”

Agree

Trade with China “Trade with China makes most
Americans better off because,
among other advantages, they
can buy goods that are made or Agree
assembled more cheaply in
China.”

Taxes and Tax Cuts “A cut in federal income tax
rates in the US right now would
raise taxable income enough so
that the annual total tax revenue Disagree
would be higher within five
years than without the tax cut.”

Gold Standard “If the US replaced its
discretionary monetary policy
regime with a gold standard,
defining a ‘dollar’ as a specific
number of ounces of gold, the
price-stability and employment
outcomes would be better for the
average American.”

Disagree
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Table 2. Example of No Cue and Cue Conditions

To what extent do you agree or disagree with tHeviing statement? “The
average US citizen would be better off if a largember of highly educated
foreign workers were legally allowed to immigratetihe US each year.”

No Cue Strongly Strongly
Agree  Agree Disagree Disagree Uncertain
1 2 3 4 5

A sample of professional economists with widelywag political preferences
was asked whether they agreed or disagreed witfollogving statement:
“The average US citizen would be better off if egker number of highly
educated foreign workers were legally allowed tonigrate to the US each
year." To what extent do you agree or disagree thigstatement?

Consensus Strongly Strongly
Cue Agree Agree Disagree Disagree  Uncertain
Choose one: 1 2 3 4 5

% of economists
who gave this
response: 49 46 0 0 5

The categorization of these as symbolic econorsigeis seems reasonable given actual
responses in our data. In the no cue conditiorty, ma information about opinion among
economists, over 70% of all respondents expressegiaion rather than choosing “Uncertain.”
In contrast, for the last two issues chosen (té&xesuts and the gold standard) about 60% of
respondents selected “Uncertain” rather than esprgsn opinion, strongly suggesting that
these two issues are substantially more techriwdéed, both issue statements use economic
jargon that may be unfamiliar to many citizens (g'djscretionary monetary policy regime”).

The gold standard is also a fairly obscure issagithnot clearly tied to major party divisions.
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While “taxes” as a general issue is quite symbiolidmerican politics, note that the statement
here is atypical as it concerns a prediction aboeieffect of such cuts on revenue.

We fully recognize that the categorization of thistfthree as “symbolic” and the last two
issues as “technical” is both relative and an awgpsfication. We nonetheless see the
distinction as theoretically useful for an initeatploration into the influence of economic
experts. At a minimum our choice of issues for ¢hw#o categories appears to be confirmed
empirically in terms of prior distributions of unta@inty within the public, which allows for the
explicit testing of issue-based heterogeneity irtivated skepticism and the influence of elite
consensus on public opinion.

Analytic Strategy

The empirical portion of our paper proceeds dsve. First, we consider the distribution
of trust in economists within the mass public, boterall and across several individual
differences. Second, we examine our core researestign: the responsiveness of the public to
consensus information across the five issues. \8tewigether support for the consensus position
differs between the no cue and cue conditions tla@&xtent to which such change is
heterogeneous across issues. Third, we examineraador the use of asymmetric skepticism
of economic experts with the goal of defending srgior beliefs. In the cue conditions, we
asked about trustfter respondents answered the policy items. By examinaw trust
judgments vary between the control condition aredciire conditions across different
subcategories of respondents, we are able to eganfiether there is greater motivated
skepticism on issues for which consensus informatas smaller effects. We end with a

discussion of the implications of our findings tbe literature.
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Trust in Economists

We begin with a simple examination of the extentvhich citizens trust professional
economists' opinions regarding economic potitifigure 1 shows the distribution of responses
to our two trust items, and suggests two conclissibirst, on aggregate, individuals only seem
to trust economists to a modest extent as soundesorm their own judgments about economic
policy. While 59% fall within one of the three “8ti categories, the modal response to this item
is “trust a little.” Only 1% trust economists “aegit deal,” and over 20% of the sample display
“somewhat” or “a great deal” of distrust. This nuixeattern of trust is reinforced by the
distribution of beliefs for the extent to which @uass should rely on economists, for which the
modal response is a hesitant “somewhat.” Only 18%e¥e policy makers should rely on
economists “a great deal,” and 37% believe that steuld rely on economists “only a little” or
“not at all.”

While trust in professional economists is thusdeftiis also variable, suggesting the
potential for trust to vary systematically as adiion of individual-level political and
demographic characteristics. We regressed a soafgracted from the two trust itefi®n age,
gender, race, education, income, southern residancyright-wing political affiliatiort” We
display the coefficient estimates and respectiveettainty bounds from this regression in Figure
2. All variables were recoded to the interval [Qsld each coefficient estimate in Figure 2 can be
interpreted as the percentage point change inftvust change in each independent variable

from its minimum to its maximum value.

' To ensure that our findings here are uncontaminiageour experimental treatments, this section amtjudes
those respondents assigned to the control condition

6 We combined and averaged the values for eachitemst The correlation between the two trust itevas ¢ =
.A7). Results are similar when the two items as@red separately, though males are significaetyg likely than
females to say that Congress should rely on priofieaseconomists when making policy.

" Right-wing affiliation is measured as the averafjpartisan and ideological self-identification. tBaf these are
operationalized in the common manner, as seven-poaies.
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Figure 1. Trust in economists in the mass public

When thinking about economic When our political representatives
policy issues, generally speaking, in Congress are making public policy
to what extent do you trust or on economic issues, generally speaking,
distrust the opinions of to what extent should they rely on the
o | professional economists? opinions of professional economists?
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Distrust a great deal
Distrust somewhat
Distrust a little
Trust a little

Trust somewhat
Trust a great deal
Not at all

Only a little
Somewhat

A great deal

The results suggest an overall lack of systemai@tion in trust judgments: the
explained variance is 7%, and only one predictoghitriving political identification—is
statistically significant. Specifically, stronglgft-leaning citizens are about 12 percentage points
more trusting of economists than strongly rightaleg citizens. This is an intriguing finding
given the typical association of both the economicgession and the political right with support

for the free market in American politics. The pattef coefficients for education also suggests a
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potential gap between citizens with and withoublege degree. To explore this further, we re-
estimated the model including a dummy variablehfring a college degree in lieu of the
extended operationalization. The estimate is peasdind statistically significanf£.08,p<.01),
indicating that college-educated citizens are &@e&tage points more trusting, on average, than
non-college-educated citizens. Overall, howevearsétresults indicate that trust in economists
does not appear to be strongly rooted in commoiostemographic characteristics or political
leanings.

These empirical findings for trust hold two potahtmplications for opinion change.
First, given the tepid levels of trust, even wheovpled consensus information (as in the
following section), opinion change may not be labgeause citizens either do not believe that
economists are valid sources of information (evee@nomic policy). Second, trust in
economists may simply be an uncrystallized attitiedlenany citizens—a topic few have
previously considered in any depth—and instead seaye as a means of legitimizing preferred
conclusions and delegitimizing non-preferred cosidas, rather than as a predisposition to trust
or distrust economic experts. In other words, etz may engage in asymmetric skepticism of
expert credibility as a function of their priorss Ave will discuss further below, there is strong
evidence for this interpretation and the motivated of trust judgments. This is consistent with

the work of Kahan et al. (2011).
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Figure 2. Predictors of citizens’ trust in economits

Right-wing affiliation o ~  ------ —_— -
South — ---_.g____
Income | = —-m----- _._._ ________
Grad degree -4  -mm----- _._ ________
BA degree =4  -===- _._._ ______
Associate degree =4 = -------- —._. ________
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Figure notes. For dichotomous independent varialpeits represent the difference in average thettveen
citizens who possess the characteristic listedth@dxcluded category. For all other variablesnizoiepresent the
difference in average trust for citizens at the mmasxn and minimum values of the variable. Extendetted! lines
are 95% confidence bounds, and extended solid éire§8% confidence bounds.

Consensus and Opinion Change
We now turn to the core question of our papersdbe provision of information
regarding expert consensus on economic issueshadtelistribution of public opinion on those
issues? The raw percentages of respondents falliegch response category across issues and
experimental conditions are shown in Figure 3. fivblocks represent the five policy issues,

the y-axis represents percentages of respondertt®ach line represents a distinct category of
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response to a particular issue: agree with theesmus (solid dots), disagree with the consensus
(empty dots), and uncertain (empty triangles). éamh issue, Figure 3 shows how the percentage
of respondents in each response category chantgsdrethe “no cue” and the “consensus cue”
conditions of the experiment. There are a numb@atterns that are worth exploring in greater
depth.

Figure 3. Percentages of respondents in responsdegories across conditions and issues
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First, we confirm a gap between the mass publicexperts on five economic issues of
substantial importance. In the no cue conditiomaagority of respondents express an opinion
oppositeto the expert consensus on the three symboliesssonmigration, Medicare/Medicaid,
and trade with China; this echoes the findings @bl&n (2007) and Sapienza and Zingales
(2013) using a distinct methodology. Further, inleaf these three cases, uncertain respondents
outnumber those who agree with the consensus. €3e tiree issues, only about 20% of the
sample in the no cue condition expressed a badesistent with the expert consensus.

We find a distinct pattern when looking at the fitveo issues—taxes and the gold
standard. Here, the majority of respondents (ab0%i) in the no cue condition state that they
are uncertain about these issues. Still, amongetiviling to state a belief, only about 15% of
respondents agreed with the experts. Consistehtanprimary goal of the paper, our findings
suggest meaningful heterogeneity in public belaefi®ss issues, even within a single broad
domain of public policy.

The slope of each line in Figure 3 represents énegmtage point change for each
response category between the no cue and consamsgsnditions. We observe substantial
opinion change in the presence of consensus intamtor both taxes and the gold standard,
such that the percentage of respondents agreethgivaé consensus increases by 16 percentage
points for the taxes issue and 19 percentage pmnthe gold standard. This gain appears to be
driven by a decline in both uncertaind disagreeing respondents, though the decline in
uncertainty is greater than the decline in disagesg, again suggesting the importance of issue
technicality and lack of prior opinions to aggregetgsponsiveness to experts. The symbolic
issues (immigration, China, Medicare/Medicaid) stsmaller changes in agreement across

conditions, and in all cases the increases arghessor equal to 10 percentage points.
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Moreover, we find evidence for a backfire effecg(eNyhan and Reifler 2010; Nyhan et al.
2014) on the issue of immigration—perhaps the mosticized issue examined—such that the
percentage of respondents who disagree with theec@usncreasegthough non-significantly)
in response to information about consensus forsthige. For each of the three symbolic issues,
even in the presence of clear information regardomgensus, explicit disagreement with
experts remains above 40%.

Figure 4 plots the estimated differences in théabdity of agreement with the
consensus as a function of receiving (versus reiveng) the consensus cue, ordered with
respect to effect siZ&€.The “combined” estimate averages over issue-spdwterogeneity. The
ordering of effect sizes maps nicely onto our tke&oal distinction between symbolic and
technical issues. The consensus cue was foundleabeeffective for the immigration issue, for
which we find no significant difference in agreerhbatween experimental conditions. The
largest differences in agreement across condiao@s$or gold and taxes, with smaller
differences for both Medicare/Medicaid and Chinahwhe latter falling just short of statistical
significance. The overall average difference i®sifpve and statistically significant 11
percentage points.

These results suggest a few broad conclusiong, Eassistent witlH1, the expert
influence hypothesis, we observe meaningful opimioange through the communication of
consensus information. This change is actuallyegsubstantial for the most technical issues
examined. Indeed, for the issue of the gold stahdae observe an increase in agreement with
the consensus position of nearly 20 percentagagaising only a single, brief experimental

treatment. This is a large experimental effect bigeommon scholarly standards. Importantly,

'8 These estimates were obtained via separate muliémdogits for each issue, regressing the threegury
dependent variable (agree, disagree, uncertain)carmmy variable for random assignment to the moasuthe
consensus cue conditions. Confidence bounds wénated via simulation (1000 draws for each model).
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however, we also find substantial resistance ofipapinion to information on expert consensus
on the three symbolic issues, and no statisticijgificant increase in agreement on the issues
of immigration and China. This is consistent witlr second hypothesis regarding issue

heterogeneity, as well as other recent work iratfea of expert influence.

Figure 4. Changes in probability of agreement as function of consensus cues
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Empirical Evidence for Motivated Skepticism on Symiolic Issues

Our experimental design is between-subjects, amsl\we cannot directly observe
motivated skepticism in our respondetitsiowever, the study was designed in such a wag as t
allow for indirect observation of the motivated use of trust judgmetoss agreement and
disagreement with consensus on any given issueifspdly, after receiving information about
the consensus position on their randomly assigsseei and after stating their own position on
the issue, all respondents received the same twbitems as respondents in the control
condition. If respondents use judgments of trusitsgically, we would expect those who
disagree with the given consensus to display Idexazls of trust in economists on average as a
means of resisting the implications of their disgggnent. Conversely, we would expect
individuals who agree with the consensus positiodisplay higher levels of trust, on average, as
a means of bolstering their preferred position.

We examined these expectations in two ways. kisttilized our regression estimates
from Figure 2 above—which modeled trust as a fuamctif individual-level characteristics in the
control condition—to generate predicted valuesudttfor all respondents in the consensus cue
conditions. That is, we used our regression esésifiom the control condition and the actual
characteristics of respondents in thee conditions to generate predicted values of troist f
respondents in theueconditions. These predicted values can be coresddenputed values of
trust based on a regression model uncontaminateamgrimental treatments. We then
subtractegredictedtrust from theactualvalue of trust observed for respondents in the
consensus cue conditions. Given the noise in tbeigted values (see Figure 2) we should

expect a considerable amount of purely random tranian actual trust values around predicted

19 See Taber and Lodge (2006) and Lodge and Tab&B)26r a number of excellent examples of how ofighin
observe this directly.
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trust values. Nonetheless, if respondents in tleecomditions are engaging in the motivated use
of trust judgments, there should be a systemaatioaship between the direction of the gap
between predicted and actual trust and respondstiate’d agreement or disagreement with the
consensus position. Specifically, respondents whagtdeed with the consensus position should
show negative predictive errors on average (attust less than predicted trust), and
respondents who agreed should show positive preelietrors on average (actual trust greater
than predicted trust).

In Table 3, we display the difference betweenacind predicted trust for respondents
in each of the three response categories (agresgréie, uncertain). We estimated these
differences for all issues combined, for the tregmbolic issues alone, and for the two technical
issues alone. Evidence for motivated use of truatleventail negative coefficients when citizens
disagree, positive coefficients when they agred,iasignificant coefficients when they are
uncertain. The results are very much in line with findings regarding opinion change above.
Specifically, we see evidence for the motivatedafdeust judgments averaging over all issues:
citizens who agreed with the consensus showedtarsgtic and positive, 9-percentage-point
divergence between actual and predicted trust eigosure to consensus cugs.09,p<.01).
While the coefficient for disagreement is in th@ested negative direction, it is not statistically
significant.

However, if we look at the second and third setsabiimns in Table 3, we see that there
is issue-based heterogeneity that is consistehtaut hypotheses. On the three symbolic issues,
the pattern of coefficients and significance fiithvwvhat is expected if citizens are using trust
judgments as a tool to reinforce their prior baliefitizens who disagree with the consensus

show a negative and significant divergence betveetimal and predicted trust, while the
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difference is positive and significant for thoseondgree. Uncertain citizens show no evidence
for a difference in actual and predicted trustetastingly, there is also an asymmetry such that
“bolstering” of favored opinions through increasadkt is stronger than “resistance” through
decreased trust. This, of course, could be idiasyiucto the issues analyzed in the present
study, and further research would be needed to draufirm conclusions. Overall, the pattern of
coefficients between response categories—giveroraraksignment to conditions—is strong
evidence that citizens are using trust judgmentsragans of reinforcing their priors.

Critically, however, this asymmetric skepticism qaately disappears when looking at
the two technical issues. Indeed, all three graipespondents shogreatertrust than
predicted after exposure to consensus informafibis pattern is consistent with the notion that
exposure to highly technical, means-oriented issumses one’s lack of knowledge salient, and
perhaps engenders greater respect for expertgylihee cannot directly test this mediating
mechanism in the present study. These resultsoasstent with our third hypothesis which

posits the motivated use of trust judgments on ghmbut not technical issues.



Table 3. Average difference in actual and predictettust in consensus cue conditions
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Respondent category All issues combined Yimissues Technical issues
B SE p B SE p B SE p
Disagree with consensus -.01 .01 .25 -.03 .01 .01 06 . .03 .02
Agree with consensus .09 .01 .00 A2 .02 .00 06 2 0 .01
Uncertain .02 .01 19 -.01 .02 .68 .03 .02 .06
Adj. R? .05 .10 .03
N 998 594 404

Notes: Entries are OLS estimates. The dependeiataiis actual minus predicted trust. The truatescanges from zero to one. Negative values inelicaver
trust than would be predicted independent of expental treatments, and positive values indicatbdrigrust than expected.
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We can also empirically test for the motivated as&ust judgments by examining how
the relationships of individual characteristicdrigst in economists—such as political affiliation,
income, and education—change between the contnaliton and the consensus cue conditions,
and then estimating the association of thesangedo the relationships of these same individual
characteristics with consensus agreement in treias condition. An example may help to
clarify this logic. Right-wing affiliation is negaely related to agreement with the consensus in
the no cue immigration condition, which means tigitt-leaning individuals are less supportive
of the position economists (implicitly) take onghgsue than left-leaning individuals. When
explicitly exposed to the consensus information, then, wedwexpect right-leaning individuals
to downplay the trustworthiness of economists, laftdeaning individuals to play up their
trustworthiness, with the ultimate goal of reinfogctheir prior opinions on immigration. This
implies that thehangein the coefficient for right-wing affiliation prediing trust should be
negative if we compare the control condition to¢he condition. And we can do this for every
independent variable on every issue, and examaewhrall pattern. If citizens are using trust
judgments to reinforce their priors, we should fandtrong association between changes in the
relationship of individual differences to trust ahe relationship of those same individual
differences to agreement or disagreement with etitessensus in the no cue conditions.

We plot this relationship in Figure 5. The y-axaghis figure represents tlogferencein
the OLS regression coefficient for a given predidotrust when comparing the control
condition to the consensus cue condition. Posutalaes on the y-axis indicate that the
relationship has become more positive (i.e., higladwes of that predictor are now more trusting
relative to low values in the cue condition complaieethe control condition), and vice versa.

The x-axis represents the estimated effect of argpredictor on the probability of agreement
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minus the probability of disagreement with the @suis position for respondents in the no cue
condition (i.e., the “uncontaminated” relationskipagreement with the consenstfs).

Considering all predictors and issues, the tremd ke expected positive direction, and
falls just short of significanceRf=.05,p=.08). The open circle indicates a highly influahti
observatiorf! Figure 5 also estimates the trend without thiolztion, and we find a strong
and significant relationship in the expected pusitlirection RP=.14,p<.01). In both cases,
predictors associated with consensus agreemehné ind cue conditions show a positive change
in their relationship with trust from the controlthe cue conditions, while those associated with
disagreement in the no cue conditions show a negakiange on average.

Lastly, we examine the same pattern but split treltions between the three symbolic
issues and two technical issues as above. Theviiospanels on the bottom of Figure 5 show the
results for the symbolic issues, the first panehwil data points, and the second panel removing
the highly influential point as above. The finahphof Figure 5 shows the relationship for the
technical issues only. Our findings strongly comgeawith the predicted values analysis in the
previous section. For the symbolic issues, chamgt® relationship of predictors to trust across
conditions are strongly associated with the retesiop of those predictors to issue attitudes and
the relationship of those attitudes to the expemsensusf=.09,p=.09 with the influential

point, andR?=.28,p<.01 without the influential point).

% These probabilities are derived from separateinaitial logits by issue of respondent opinion ondition
membership in the no cue conditions.

2L This point had both the largest value of Cook’¢ddok 1977) and was associated with a studentizgidual of
3, which is almost five times the next largest ealBoth statistics suggest the point is an ousliret worthy of
additional attention. The point corresponds with rlationship of income to agreement with the eosss position
on the China issue (consensus = support for tratteGhina), which is unexpectedly negative (higimeome = less
support for free trade). This reinforces our decigb examine the pattern both with and withoutittikiential
point. There is no correct answer as to whetherghbint should or should not be included, but thgegon is largely
the same and consistent with expectations regardfesne’s preference.
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Figure 4. Changes in the relationship of predictorgo trust as a function of
agreement with the consensus in the no cue condiio
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As above, predictors that are positively relatetheoconsensus position in the no cue

conditions show positive changes in their relatipgo trust from the control to the cue

conditions, while predictors that are negativelated to the consensus position show negative

changes. This is exactly what is expected if aitizare using trust judgments in a motivated
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fashion. Furthermore, consistent with the predist@ldes analysis, this relationstaply holds
for the symbolic issues; as shown in Figure 5,eh&mno relationship at all for the two technical
issues. For both sets of analyses, then, we frotigtevidence foH3—the motivated skepticism
hypothesis. When issues evoke symbolic cues marklyeand citizens are more likely to hold
prior opinions, they appear to be both less regpens scientific consensus at the aggregate and
more likely at the individual level to use trustigments of experts as a tool to reinforce their
prior attitudes. By contrast, when issues are negknical and less salient, aggregate
responsiveness is larger, and citizens do not atjust judgments to fit their priors when they
do hold prior opinions.
Discussion and Conclusions

In this paper we have provided a systematic ingatbn into the public’s use of
economists as tools for opinion formation on ecogoolicy issues. Given the sparse research
on this topic, we chose to examine a straightfodwarestion: when economic experts largely
agree on an issue, does the public respond ingipegate? As the epigraph to the paper
suggests, and because economic experts occupgpsinogey prominent roles in the American
media, this is a question of importance to contenauygpolitics. Our findings do not fit neatly
within a simple “responsiveness” or “no responsessi framework. Drawing on dual-process
models of political judgment, we instead posit éind issue-based heterogeneity in both
aggregate opinion change and motivated resistanerptert opinion. Specifically, we find that
public opinion is more responsive to consensugmétion in the aggregate when issues are
technical (e.g., the gold standard), and less respe when issues are symbolic and politically

salient (e.g., immigration).
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A substantial portion of the gap in responsiveragsess all examined issues is due to
differences across issues in the percentage obmegnts who possess prior opinions, as
“uncertain” respondents are more likely than disagrg respondents to move toward the
consensus when provided information about thatewss. Importantly, however, we also find
issue-based heterogeneity in the motivated useisif judgments. For symbolic issues, we find
that citizens who already agree with the consehsister their prior opinion by judging
economic experts as trustworthy sources of infoienatvhile citizens that already disagree
bolster their prior opinion by deeming experts ustworthy. For technical issues, in contrast, we
find no evidence of such asymmetric skepticism ketwcitizens on the basis of their prior
opinions. Indeed, trust in economic experts inaddmth for agreeingnd disagreeing
respondents after receiving information about thresensus. These results are important,
because they demonstrate that the technical issaast merely different with respect to the
percentage of “uncertain” citizens, but also difféth respect to the psychological mechanisms
engaged in the process of opinion formation.

These points suggest the need for individuals@ugs wishing to use consensus
information to think strategically about messagartg and framing. With respect to timing, the
dissemination of such information will be more effee before elite partisans take visible
positions on a given issue. The more partisan disgosurrounding an issue, and the more focus
given to it in the media, the more likely it is tlzatizens will come to view the issue through a
symbolic lens (Pollock, Lilie and Vittes 1993), athdis the less likely they will be to assimilate
consensus information in an unbiased manner (Dracket al. 2013; Lodge and Taber 2013).
There may be windows of opportunity within whicltpexts may persuade, and thus a need exists

to be proactive. Too often, perhaps, it is caifer an issue becomes politically salient that
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experts weigh in with their own perspectives. Wehpect to framing, it may be possible to
increase aggregate opinion change by highlightiegéchnical aspects of an issue at the
expense of the symbolic aspects, thus increasagdhence of citizens’ lack of domain-specific
knowledge. Citizens do care about the extent tekvthieir opinions fit the facts (see Druckman
2012; e.g., Groenendyk 2013; Lavine et al. 20112}, thus the potential exists for frames to
drive a wedge between the often competing motinataf belief perseverance and justifiability.
More research is needed within the framing liter@to examine this possibility (but see
Fernbach et al. 2013).

Our paper also extends research on responsivemesintific consensus to the
economic domain. Despite the importance of econguiicy, this literature has largely
neglected economic issues in favor of the envirartraad public health. Moreover, despite the
stereotype of a strongly divided economics protessihere is much on which economists agree,
and these points of convergence tend to be inicomfith prevailing public opinion (e.g.,

Caplan 2007; Sapienza and Zingales 2013). Impdytardtwithstanding the points raised
above, we offer a potentially more optimistic set@anclusions than previous work. In this
important policy domain, we find substantial respganess to expert consensus on two issues,
and meaningful levels of responsiveness on at thest of the five issues examined (with a
fourth approaching a statistically significant charof similar magnitude). While issue
heterogeneity is of theoretical and practical ies&rone could read our results more simply as a
demonstration of the ability of economic expertsimve public opinion on average. While some
issues may be beyond such influence due to theegptionally politicized nature (e.g.,
immigration), the aggregate distribution of opinmmissues over which partisans are divided

may often be up for grabs, even if thare a core set of individuals who reject the conseasus
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informative on the basis of their prior disagreeménthis way, it is important not to
overestimate the reach of motivated reasoning issmpalitics by forgetting about the substantial
proportion of citizens who are not emotionally istedl in politics.

While we believe our experimental design is stromigs simplicity and use of real
information with no deception, it is possible tha responsiveness to consensus information we
observe is due to a demand effect. That is, ib&sible that our consensus cue conditions created
a context in which respondents felt pressure tpares consistently with the consensus
information, either because such responses areajgneonsidered normative, or because
respondents wished to conform to what they perdeagethe experimenters’ theoretical
expectations. We cannot rule out this possibibiyt, we offer arguments in favor of our design.

First, if respondents do feel pressure to confarrexpert consensus, this is itself a result
of substantial interest, and not merely an expemntalartifact, because it suggests that these
effects would not be limited to the laboratory. @, prior research has found substantial
resistancdo consensus information in experimental contextsl, it is not clear why respondents
in our study would feel particularly pressured émform to the desires of the researchers relative
to prior studies. Third, we find heterogeneity @sponsiveness across issues, and this variation
conforms to theoretical expectations. It would de d demand effects operated on
responsiveness heterogeneously in just the wayagbeedoy our theory. Finally, we provide
substantial evidence for motivated skepticism anlsglic issues, which is exactly opposite what
would be expected if demand effects were very peewan our data.

Our study is an initial investigation into a topicgrowing importance, and the literature
on the role of experts in shaping public opinioowdd be extended to the economic domain. A

number of questions beyond the present study asaldtantial interest: how much attention do
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citizens actually pay to economic experts in pcditimedia? Do citizens show tendencies to
listen more to economic experts that share thewlmhical leanings? Do theerceive

ideological differences at all? Are there spedifitires in the public arena that have
disproportionate influence? How does the publicansthnd economic expertise—are there
differences between responsivenessdonomistselative to public commentators that possess
or claim to possess expertise on economic poliaf? We detect the influence of such economic
experts in aggregate public opinion data? How qeeds shape the discourse of partisan elites
and media figures? Our results suggest that thestigation of such questions is a worthwhile

endeavor.
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