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Abstract

An ongoing debate in the United States relating to COVID-19 features the purported tension between containing the corona-
virus to save lives or opening the economy to sustain livelihoods, with ethical overtones on both sides. Proponents of opening
the economy argue that sustaining livelihoods should be prioritized over virus containment, with ethicists asking, “What about
the risk to human life?”” Defendants of restricting the spread of the virus endorse saving lives through virus containment but
contend with the ethical concern “What about people’s livelihoods and individual freedoms?” A commonly held belief is
that political ideology drives these differential preferences: liberals are more focused on saving lives, whereas conservatives
favor sustaining livelihoods with no additional government intervention in the free-market economy. We examine these lay
beliefs among US residents in four studies and find that economic system justification (ESJ), an ideology that defends the
prevailing economic system when under threat, is a reliable psychological predictor beyond political ideology. Specifically,
compared to those who scored low on ESJ, people who scored high on ESJ judged China as more justified in downplaying
the spread of virus to protect its interest in the global free-market economy, supported in-person over online learning, viewed
shelter in place as less desirable, and perceived the opening of the Texas economy as more legitimate. We also find that
multiple psychological mechanisms might be at work—resistance to market interventions, perceived legitimacy of opening
the economy, perceived seriousness of the health crisis, and violation of human rights.

Keywords COVID - Economic system justification - Political ideology - Sustaining livelihoods - Saving lives - Shelter in
place

“Should we risk the lives of hundreds of thousands
of Americans by reopening the economy too soon or

risk the livelihood of tens of millions of Americans by
opening the economy too late?”!

Besides the uncertainty associated with its origins, pre-
vention, and cure, COVID-19’s consequences are under
immense scrutiny. On the economic side, work life has been
interrupted seriously, and innumerable industries (e.g., res-
taurant, hotel, cruise, airline, and education) have come to a
standstill. In the airline industry, in particular, several CEOs
have taken a cut in their salaries.” Speculations of employee
mistreatment are on the rise’ and up to 44 million Americans
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have received unemployment even as the unemployment rate
(14.8%) has peaked at a level not seen since tracking began
in 1948 (CRS, 2021). Social services such as food pan-
tries have seen a dramatic uptick in demand as the growing
number of unemployed seek help to provide basic necessi-
ties for themselves and their families.* In partial response,
companies like NationSwell are trying to assist workers and
businesses experiencing inequity, job losses, and COVID-19
related financial misery.’ Yet, despite the US government’s
unprecedented emergency relief funding, more than 100,000
small businesses have closed in response to the pandemic,
taking jobs and health insurance away from thousands of
Americans who depend on them.®” Delay in opening the
economy is raising ethical concerns among businesses per-
taining to people’s livelihoods, especially in countries whose
citizens have limited financial and social safety nets such as
savings, employment protection, and government assistance.

On the public health side, as of March 24, 2021 there
have been more than 125 million confirmed cases and 2.75
million deaths in 219 countries.® The US leads with close to
a quarter of the globe’s infections (30.6 million+) and over
one-fifth of deaths (557,089). Aggressive R&D efforts have
generated a few vaccines with varying efficacy, accompanied
by rapidly emerging and more contagious new strains that
may be resistant to the vaccines and thrive in winter temper-
atures. As of February 2021, more than 100,000 Americans
were dying of COVID per week.” Not surprisingly, calls for
Saving Lives through virus containment are high and anxi-
ety relating to morbidity and mortality as well as Sustaining
Livelihoods prevails.

Unfortunately, opening the economy may lead to greater
virus exposure that could increase mortality, and mandat-
ing the populace to stay at home to contain the virus may
put many individuals in dire financial straits (Bethune &
Korinek, 2020; Ngo et al., 2022), with these effects more
likely in the short run. Consequently, the debate rages

4 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/business/economy/coronavi-

rus-food-banks.html.

5 Aziz, A. (2020, April 29). How NationSwell Is Mobilizing Busi-
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6 https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/05/12/small-busin

ess-used-define-americas-economy-pandemic-could-end-that-forev
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7 Sraders, A, and Lambert, L. (2020, September 28). Nearly 100,000
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° https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/country/united-states?count

ry=~USA.

@ Springer

globally as to how soon to open economies and to what
extent to focus on restricting the spread of the virus.!? In
the US, previous inconsistent guidelines from the federal
government, state legislature, and Centers for Disease Con-
trol on everything from masks to schooling has resulted in
confusion and a new wave of coronavirus cases.'! Enmeshed
within this situation are angry citizens claiming violation of
their individual rights.'?> Some researchers have suggested
that “containing the spread of the disease should be prior-
itized over resuming economic activities, at least from the
perspective of maintaining positive economic expectations
among individuals” (Li, 2020, p. 1).

Though containing the virus may benefit the global econ-
omy in the long run, many Americans are more concerned
about immediate risks of losing their livelihoods and inabil-
ity to care for their families (Nisa et al., 2021). Clearly, peo-
ple differ on the extent to which they hold these two view-
points (henceforth, “Sustaining Livelihoods” and “Saving
Lives,” respectively). In fact, a April 19, 2020 NBC News/
WSIJ poll reported that “Fifty-eight percent [of respondents]
are more worried about stopping the virus’ spread, while 32
percent are more concerned with the economic fallout.”!?
Supporters of Sustaining Livelihoods emphasize the need
for economies to be revived, people to get back to work,
and businesses to begin making a profit again. Endorsers
of Saving Lives place primacy on safety and restricting the
spread of the virus before opening the economy, lest the situ-
ation gets exacerbated (Das et al., 2021). Indeed, U.S. public
health experts opined that states that did open the economy
may have done it too soon.'*

In short, several parts of the world are facing a binary and
seemingly impossible choice, each having its supporters and
naysayers. In countries like the US, Brazil, and India which
on the date of writing this section of the paper were ranked,
respectively, #1, 2, and 3 in terms of number of COVID-19
infections, and #1, 3, and 2 in terms of number of deaths,
these ostensibly zero-sum game options appear particularly
relevant. The costs and benefits of these two choices are

10" Tyucker, J. (2020, March 8). Why this Draconian Response to
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13 Murray, M. (2020, April 19). In new poll, 60 percent support
keeping stay-at-home restrictions to fight coronavirus. NBC News,
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/meet-the-press/poll-six-10-suppo
rt-keeping-stay-home-restrictions-fight-coronavirus-n1187011.
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riddled with ethical challenges, many of which directly
and inexorably impact public health, businesses, and entire
economies. The primary ethical dilemma is contained in the
very tradeoff between two choices that businesses and policy
makers are debating—Ilives or livelihoods? To address this
question, researchers have attempted to place a dollar value
on a human life, an analysis replete with its own complexi-
ties and controversies.'

In this research, we explore the characteristics of those
who may be more or less favorably disposed to Sustaining
Livelihoods versus Saving Lives viewpoints. These human
dispositions are important to investigate as people’s expecta-
tions at an individual and group level influence their choices
and may impact economic, employment, and health-related
outcomes (Coibion et al., 2019; Coibion & Gorodnichenko,
2015; Leduc & Sill, 2013). One commonly held belief in US
about the current COVID context is that “It’s all politics,”
i.e., Political Ideology predicts preference for Sustaining
Livelihoods versus Saving Lives, with conservatives favor-
ing the former and liberals favoring the latter. This belief
perhaps carries over from the age-old notion that conserva-
tives believe in the free-market system more than liberals
(Fuller & Geide-Stevenson, 2007; Fuller et al., 1995). In
fact, some recent opinion polls and other anecdotal evidence
may support this political divide vis-a-vis the differential
preference for Sustaining Livelihoods or Saving Lives. For
instance, in the US, while Democrats and Independents
perceive COVID-19 as deadlier than the seasonal flu and
believe that the death toll from COVID-19 is understated,
Republicans opine that the virus is like the common flu and
that the death toll is exaggerated.'®

There is evidence that suggests that the complete pic-
ture is more nuanced than straight partisan preferences. As
per the NBC News/WSIJ poll cited earlier, only 32% were
concerned about the economic fallout while the proportion
of conservatives in the US is closer to 40%.'" In a poll con-
ducted by Axios/Ipsos, 62% of Americans say that they wear
masks at all times outside of their homes while liberals are
only 26% of the country’s population.'® Barrios and Hoch-
berg (2020) using county-level data find that the Trump bloc
of voters considers the virus as less risky and are more in
favor of Sustaining Livelihoods than others. These findings,

15 https://medium.com/datadriveninvestor/how-much-is-a-human-
life-worth-744ded9a2640.

16 https://mews.gallup.com/poll/311408/republicans-skeptical-covid-
lethality.aspx.

17 Jones, J. (2019, February 22). Conservatives Greatly Outnum-
ber Liberals in 19 U.S. States. Gallup, https://news.gallup.com/poll/
247016/conservatives-greatly-outnumber-liberals-states.aspx.

18 Saad, L. (2019, January 8). U.S. Still Leans Conservative, but
Liberals Keep Recent Gain. Gallup, https://news.gallup.com/poll/
245813/leans-conservative-liberals-keep-recent-gains.aspx.

while interesting, do not reveal the underlying psychological
characteristics associated with this phenomenon. In sum, it
is unclear whether emphasis on Sustaining Livelihoods over
Saving Lives can be attributed singularly, or even primarily,
to the Trump bloc or political conservatism per se.

Economic System Justification

To help illuminate these psychological characteristics, we
rely on Economic System Justification (ESJ) as the con-
struct. ESJ (Jost, 2020; Jost & Thompson, 2000) is a dispo-
sitional variable that belongs to the constellation of various
system justifying beliefs, e.g., Belief in a Just World (BJW;
Hafer, 2000; Lerner & Miller, 1978) and Social Dominance
Orientation (SDO; Umphress et al., 2008). System justi-
fication in general is conceptualized as the psychological
“process by which existing social arrangements are legiti-
mized” (Jost & Banaji, 1994, p. 2). People have been found
to vary in the extent to which they hold system justifying
beliefs and this variation has led to a compelling research
program that demonstrates system justification’s import for
a host of outcomes, e.g., subjective well-being (Okulicz-
Kozaryn et al., 2014), status quo maintenance (Kay et al.,
2002), inequality legitimization (Operario & Fiske, 2001),
and stereotype reliance (Baron & Pfeffer, 1994). Importantly,
“System-justifying tendencies...may stem, at least partially,
from epistemic...needs to manage uncertainty and threat”
(Jost et al., 2003a, b, p. 60).

ESJ is a specific form of system justification that assesses
the extent to which an individual justifies and endorses the
current economic system. In the US, system justification of
the free-market economic system (ESJ) spurs rationalizing
that it is just and fair and everyone receives what is mer-
ited. Economic system justifiers perceive the free-market
system as performing a powerful and consequential role in
safeguarding this justice and fairness. This perception in
turn, prompts them to defend the free-market system against
intervention, changes, or proposals for alternative systems.
COVID has disrupted the status quo vis-a-vis human health
and the economy, posing a threat to both these dimensions
of our existence. The health dimension captures infections,
mortality (numbers and rate), and short- and long-term
effects of infection. The economic dimension represents
increased unemployment and the consequent financial stress,
changing the way people perform their jobs, restriction on
the type of work that can be done in-person versus digitally,
how and when schools and universities might begin to oper-
ate normally, a re-conceptualization of the type of jobs that
are essential, and firms’ resources and capabilities leading
to threat of closure. ESJ concerns itself with the economic
system and consequently, we expect its motivation to jus-
tify the economic status quo as opposed to any intervention
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or change. Rather than valuing economic over health out-
comes, the reason why economic system justifiers would
be associated with the tendency to emphasize Sustaining
Livelihoods over Saving Lives is because the former implies
fewer or no interventions in what they perceive to be a well-
oiled economy. Specifically, as with other system justifying
beliefs, if the existing economic system is threatened (as it
is in the current COVID context of an unexpected natural
disaster), high ESJ individuals subscribing to less govern-
ment intervention will be motivated to defend and bolster it
“even at the expense of personal and group interest” (Jost
& Banaji, 1994, p. 2). In short, higher (versus lower) ESJ
scores should predict support for the Sustaining Livelihoods
(versus Saving Lives) viewpoint.

Political Ideology

We also investigate Political Ideology (PI) as an additional
predictor in our testing, for several reasons. First and fore-
most, it has been posited that one of the elements of PI
architecture is acceptance/rejection of economic inequality.
In other words, PI and economic considerations are theo-
retically enmeshed (Conover & Feldman, 1981; Jost et al.,
2003a, b, 2008). Second, as stated earlier, some believe that
US partisan political divisions drive the differential empha-
sis on Sustaining Livelihoods and Saving Lives. Including PI
in the conceptual model enables us to test this belief empiri-
cally. Third, ESJ and PI have been found to be related (Jost
et al., 2003a, b). If so, ignoring the effect of PI on dependent
variables of interest could lead to results that are conflated.

An important recent development in PI scholarship has
been the challenge to the empirical capture of PI in terms
of a unidimensional bipolar conservative-liberal scale
(Bouchard et al., 2003; Smith et al., 2017; Treier & Hillygus,
2009). It has been argued and shown that such a conceptual-
ization may be too broad a generalization of an individual’s
political ideology. In accord, more fine-grained perspec-
tives and frameworks have emerged that draw distinctions
between economic and social dimensions of PI. Our opera-
tionalization takes this into account by featuring the Social
and Economic Conservatism Scale (Everett, 2013).

Psychological Mechanisms

To illuminate the psychological foundations of the phenom-
enon fully and thoroughly, we examine four potential psy-
chological mechanisms/processes predicated on our predic-
tions of preference for Sustaining Livelihoods for high ESJ
individuals and Saving Lives for low ESJ individuals in the
United States.

@ Springer

Free enterprise. Previous research shows that free-mar-
ket system justifiers are motivated to see the system as
legitimate, fair, and powerful (Jost et al., 2003a, b). This
belief prompts people to defend the economic system
against interventions and changes to the status quo. Sys-
tem justifiers are more likely to endorse the Sustaining
Livelihoods perspective because it implies the absence
of interventions in the economy and allows workers to
carry on as usual. Measures enacted to Save Lives, on
the other hand, require government involvement in the
free market (e.g., lockdowns, mandates).

Perceived COVID-19 Severity. People justify their pre-
ferred belief system by minimizing concerns that con-
flict with their preferences (Kunda, 1990). This well-
researched behavior, called motivated reasoning (Jain
& Maheswaran, 2000), as a human processing and
judgment strategy is robust and is observed in innumer-
able settings (Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Kruglanski, 1980,
1990). For instance, de Mello, Maclnnis, and Steward
(2007) found that people are more likely to selectively
search for favorable information about products that help
them reach a goal, and view that information as more
credible and trustworthy when their hopes of attaining
the goal are threatened. Similarly, Paharia et al. (2013)
found that people who want to justify vacationing in a
locale that uses sweatshop labor are more likely to con-
cur with economic justifications for such labor. In the
COVID context, the ‘tradeoff” in people’s preferences is
between maintaining the economic status quo (Sustain-
ing Livelihoods) and economic disruption by interven-
ing to address health concerns (Saving Lives). Those
who prioritize the prevailing economic system (Sustain-
ing Livelihoods) should minimize concerns relating to
virus containment (Saving Lives) to justify their bias.
This should be reflected in high scoring ESJ individuals’
judgments of the severity of the health implications of
COVID-19: they view the virus as less dangerous than
warranted based on the available evidence and hence
judge the seriousness of the health consequences to be
lower than those who score low on ESJ.
Fairness/Legitimacy. Judgments of the fairness and
legitimacy of a system are at the heart of a system jus-
tifying belief and its defense. For instance, American
respondents who scored higher on the general system
justification belief scale accorded greater fairness to typ-
ical dimensions of a society (van der Toorn et al., 2010).
Further, when the system’s legitimacy is threatened,
people try and justify inequalities and defend the status
quo (Kay et al., 2005). Consequently, perceived fairness
and legitimacy is a viable candidate for the psychologi-
cal process. Those who score high on ESJ when faced
with a threat to the economic system should defend the
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prevailing economic system and perceive actions that
support it as fairer and more legitimate.

4. Individual freedom. Mandates on lockdowns and busi-
ness closures may signify a fundamental challenge
to the freedom to make individual choices. Previous
research has found a positive correlation between ESJ
and neoliberal ideology, “a theory of political economic
practices proposing that human well-being can best
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterized by strong private property rights, free
markets, and free trade” (Harvey, [44], p. 2; Azevedo
et al., 2019). Neoliberals prioritize personal freedom
and choice above all else and believe that it should be
up to individuals to decide what is best for themselves
and their families. As such, high ESJ individuals should
judge economic reopening and the freedom to go to
work as aligned with their inalienable human rights and
liberties.

Empirics

Four studies—three conducted during April-May 2020
and one during January 2021, all on Amazon Mechanical
Turk (Mturk) with participants living in the United States—
examine ESJ’s and PI’s association with COVID-19 specific
beliefs. There are costs and benefits of using MTurk samples
for experimental research (Crump et al., 2013; Goodman
et al., 2012). However, Berinsky et al., (2012) and Gosling
and colleagues (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Gosling et al.,
2004) contend that MTurk data represent more diversity than
US university samples, are less expensive, quicker to obtain,
more efficient, and importantly, as reliable as those recruited
from conventional research methods. In addition, in their
study comparing a large MTurk sample with two national
benchmark samples—one online and one face-to-face—
Clifford et al. (2015) found the results to be identical and
concluded MTurk to be a valid recruitment tool for psycho-
logical research on political ideology. Specific to the domain
of our inquiry, undergraduates, the prototypical sample in
much of psychology lab studies, may be less appropriate
than MTurkers because of the lower perceived COVID-19
related threat to their age group. We provide more details of
the sample for each study separately.

Study 1 explored ESJ’s and PI’s association with per-
ceptions pertaining to the oft-mentioned rumor that China
volitionally concealed the extent of the virus spread in its
early evolution, presumably to protect its economic interests
in the globalized free-market economy. We expected that
the appropriateness of this concealment will be positively
correlated with ESJ due to the mechanisms described above.

Study 2 focused on support for school closures and investi-
gated ESJ’s and PI’s correlation with beliefs and judgments
about online and in-person education during the pandemic.
The mechanisms of free enterprise and perceived disease
severity were examined in this study as well. In study 3,
respondents imagined being small business (restaurant)
owners and made judgments about the mandate to ‘shelter
in place,” and we examined the extent to which these judg-
ments were linked with ESJ and PI. Study 4 investigated
the relationship between ESJ, PI, and responses to Texas
announcing the reopening of its economy in May 2020. It
also tested the psychological mechanisms delineated earlier
(See Supplementary Appendix).

Each of these scenarios was taken from the evolution of
the current pandemic in the United States and represents a
phenomenon of relevance to the debate concerning Sustain-
ing Livelihoods versus Saving Lives. For instance, China’s
rumored downplaying of the virus continues to be a ques-
tion in the media as international relations with the country
hit a road bump.'®?° In study 1, we examine the idea that
people who support China’s purported downplaying of the
virus believe that it is warranted in that it averted a dis-
ruption to businesses and hence people’s ability to Sustain
Livelihoods. Study 2 examines attitudes toward virtual and
in-person learning during the pandemic, an issue that has
been widely debated on both sides. The shift toward vir-
tual learning is aimed at Saving Lives, but some Americans
argue that it has done more harm than good. One of the criti-
cisms of this measure is that virtual classes make it all but
impossible for parents, especially those already struggling
financially, to work full time to support their families.?! We
thus hypothesized that economic system justifiers will be
more supportive of in-person instruction. Study 3 captures
judgments of ‘shelter in place’ and is situated in the context
of a restaurant as a small business. Finally, Study 4 examines
Americans’ attitudes toward Texas’ reopening its economy.
One reason for using Texas as an exemplar is that the state
is primarily conservative and our prediction of ESJ as the
driver of our DVs over and above political ideology faces a
more stringent test in this context. Notably, even after almost
two years of the onset of COVID-19, each of these scenarios
is still representative of the questions facing policy makers,
businesses, and citizens, presumably because they capture
abiding concerns relating to this pandemic.

19 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/world/asia/coronavirus-
china-narrative.html.

20 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/06/world/coronavirus-update-
us-usa.html.

21 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/10/22/fewer-mothe
rs-and-fathers-in-u-s-are-working-due-to-covid-19-downturn-those-
at-work-have-cut-hours/.
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A consistent picture emerges across the four studies—
ESIJ predicts support for Sustaining Livelihoods over Sav-
ing Lives. As compared to low ESJ respondents, high ESJ
participants are more likely to judge China as justified in
downplaying the extent of COVID-19 incidence within its
borders (study 1), support in-person over online learning
(study 2), perceive ‘shelter in place’ as undesirable (study
3), and view Texas’ economy reopening as more legitimate
and desirable (study 4). Study 2 also documents belief in
free enterprise and perceived severity of the pandemic and
Study 4 documents perceived severity, individual freedom,
and fairness/legitimacy as playing significant roles in the
outcomes associated with ESJ.

Study 1: Appropriateness of China’s
Perceived Downplaying of the Pandemic

“Blaming China for coronavirus isn’t just dangerous.
It misses the point.”??

The origins of COVID-19 have been debated since its
early days. Some people believe that China volitionally
minimized the extent of COVID within its borders and its
contagiousness. As a backdrop, the first COVID case came
to light on December 8, 2019. There were 571 cases on 22
January 2020 that increased to 2800+ by January 27. It is
widely speculated that prior to the epidemic going global,
there may have been lack of transparency in China about the
extent and seriousness of the crisis. YiMagazine, an online
journal, published a special report titled “The Puzzle of No
New Case for 12 Days after 6 January,” revealing that from
January 6 to 18, no new cases were reported in Wuhan. This
raised concerns of deliberate concealment, potential of mis-
leading the public, and loss of an opportunity to contain
the virus spread. Subsequently, several news reports either
omitted updates on the epidemic or reported misleading
information to shift the public’s attention and underplay the
problem. While China’s concealment/downplaying is still
speculative, study 1 focuses on this speculation and exam-
ines who might be more supportive of this concealment, that
many consider was unethical.

Participants and Method

Participants were recruited using the Mturk Toolkit from
Cloudresearch (Litman et al., 2017). Workers were required
to be from the United States, have an approval rating of at
least 95%, and have more than 100 hits. 159 MTurk workers

22 The Guardian (2020, April 10). https:/www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2020/apr/10/blaming-china-coronavirus-pandemic-
capitalist-globalisation-scapegoat.
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matching these criteria participated for a monetary incen-
tive of $0.50. Their demographics were as follows: Gen-
der: female: 45.9%, unreported gender: 1.9%; Age: median
age range: 35-44 years; Ethnicity: Caucasian American:
70.4%; Asian: 12.6%; African American: 8.2%; Hispanic:
4.4%:; Others: 3.4%:; Location®: Northeast: 16.3%; Midwest:
21.4%; South: 30.8%; West: 31.5%).

Participants first responded to the 17-item ESJ scale
(x=0.82; Jost et al., 2003a, b). Examples of these state-
ments include “Economic positions are legitimate reflections
of people’s achievements” and “Most people who don’t get
ahead in our society should not blame the system; they have
only themselves to blame” (anchored by 1 =Strong Disa-
gree; 9 =Strongly Agree). After reverse scoring the relevant
items, higher scores reflect higher ESJ.

Participants then responded to the Social Economic and
Conservatism Scale (SEC Scale; a=0.825) as a proxy for
PI. The social and economic subscales were significantly
correlated (r=0.405, p<0.001) and additional analyses
with separate subscales are reported in the Supplementary
Appendix (Table 1a). This measure taps into the extent to
which a respondent is conservative and serves as a more
detailed and layered proxy for PI (Everett, 2013). It has been
used successfully in examining the relationship between
conservatism and parenting (Kerry & Murray, 2018),
analytical cognitive style (Saribay & Yilmaz, 2017), and
confirmation bias vis-a-vis fake news (Kim et al., 2019).
Participants gave a score between 0 (more negative feel-
ings) and 100 (more positive feelings) toward 7 social and
5 economics domains believed to separate liberals from
conservatives in the US (social: abortion (reverse-scored),
religion, military and national security, traditional marriage,
traditional values, family unit, and patriotism; economic:
welfare benefits (reverse-scored), limited government, gun
ownership, fiscal responsibility, and business). Social items
reflect endorsement of traditional values while economic
items reflect attitudes toward government involvement and
regulation of the economy. After reverse scoring as indi-
cated, the aggregate score served as a measure of political
orientation, with a higher aggregate score indicating a more

2 Northeastern States: New England, Connecticut, Maine, Massa-
chusetts, New Hampshire,

Rhode Island, Vermont, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania;

Midwestern States: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin,
Towa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska,

North Dakota, and South Dakota;

Southern States: Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North
Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, District of Columbia, West Vir-
ginia, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Loui-
siana, Oklahoma, Texas; Western States: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho,
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, Alaska, California,
Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington.
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conservative ideology. Consistent with earlier research, ESJ
and SEC were moderately correlated (r=0.60).

Next, participants read an excerpt from a news article
published on Bloomberg.com on April 1, 2020. The arti-
cle highlighted the US intelligence community’s belief
that China made efforts to conceal the initial outbreak of
COVID-19 (see Supplementary Appendix). Respondents
were asked to assume that the article was accurate, and to
judge China’s choice of masking COVID-19’s reality within
its borders, using two questions, “If China concealed the
coronavirus outbreak in its country to prevent damage to
its businesses, to what extent do you agree that it did the
right thing?” and “If China concealed the coronavirus out-
break in its country to prevent widespread panic, to what
extent do you agree that it did the right thing?” (1 =Disa-
gree; 9= Agree). These responses were positively correlated
(r=0.71, p<0.001) and aggregated into an index of judg-
ments about the appropriateness of China’s actions. Higher
scores indicate higher perceived appropriateness. Finally,
respondents shared demographic information including gen-
der, ethnicity, age, and occupational status.

Results and Discussion

A three-step hierarchical regression analysis (HRA) tested
the impact of ESJ and SEC on appropriateness judgments.
The first step included only control variables (i.e., gender,
age, occupation, and ethnicity), the second included control
variables and SEC (mean-centered), and the third added ESJ
(mean-centered) to the aforementioned variables. Table 1
reports means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations
between the variables.

The results reveal that the control variables did not con-
tribute significantly to the model (see Table 2). Adding
SEC explained about 6.7% of the variation in perceived
appropriateness of China’s actions over and above the con-
trol variables, F(1, 139)=11.764, p <0.001. Importantly,
including ESJ to the model explained an additional 5.5%
of the variation, and this change in R? was significant F(1,
138)=10.389, p=0.002. The full model was also signifi-
cant, F(20, 138)=2.472, p=0.001. In the final step, ESJ
was a significant predictor of judgments of China’s attempt
to conceal the virus (B=0.587, s.e.=0.182, #(138)=3.223,
p=0.002) while SEC was not (B=0.014, s.e.=0.014,
1(138)=0.986, p> 0.32). We reran the analyses using sepa-
rate SEC subscales. In the final step of this model, neither
the social nor economic subscale significantly predicted
judgments of China’s actions (ps > 0.21).

As a robustness check, an HRA was conducted with-
out the control variables (see Supplementary Appendix
Tables 1b, c¢). SEC was entered in the first step and ESJ
was entered in the second step. The results of this analy-
sis are consistent with those reported above. ESJ was a

significant predictor of judgments (B=0.536, s.e.=0.177,
1(158)=3.02, p=0.003) while SEC was not (B=0.010,
s.e.=0.012, #(158)=0.779, p > 0.43).

The results of study 1 support our hypothesis that ESJ is a
significant predictor of judgments of China’s handling of the
virus, even after accounting for the effect of political ideol-
ogy. In fact, once the effect of ESJ was accounted for, SEC
was no longer a significant predictor of judgments.

Study 2: Support for School Closures

“And in many communities across the country, the
CDC guidelines are just the latest data point in argu-
ments between adults who want children back in class-
rooms now and those hesitant to reopen due to Covid-
19 risks.”?*

Participants and Method

Participants were recruited using MTurk. Workers were
required to be from the United States, have an approval rat-
ing of at least 95%, and have more than 100 hits. 201 MTurk-
ers who fit these criteria participated in the study in exchange
for $0.50. Their demographic characteristics were Gender:
female: 49.3%, unreported gender: 1.0%; Median age range:
35-44 years; Ethnicity: White: 72.1%; Asian: 6.5%; African
American: 14.4%; Hispanic: 5.5%; Others: 1.5%; Location:
Northeast: 20.5%; Midwest: 19%; South: 41%; West: 20%;
Annual Household Income: Mean: $72,696, S.D: $82.,960.
This study was preregistered on aspredicted.org (https://
aspredicted.org/6vy4g.pdf).

Participants first responded to the 17-item ESJ scale
(x=0.83; Jost et al., 2003a, b). After reverse scoring the
relevant items, higher scores reflect greater economic sys-
tem justification. Participants then reported their attitudes
toward free enterprise on six items adapted from Heath et al.
(1994). These items were modified to address the COVID-
19 pandemic: “Government planning is essential to safe-
guard America’s economic interests during COVID-19”
(reverse-scored); “The less governments intervene in the
economy during COVID-19 the better”’; “Private enterprise
is the best way to solve America’s economic problems from
COVID-197; “Major public services and industries ought to
be regulated by the government during COVID-19” (reverse-
scored); “Even the most important public services and indus-
tries are best left to private enterprise during COVID-197;
and “Private industries are just as efficient as nationalized
industries during COVID-19.” Participants expressed their

24 https://edition.cnn.com/2021/02/17/health/cdc-school-guidance-
debate-wellness/index.html.
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Table 2 Regression Results Variable B SEB T R R? AR?
for Study 1 on Judgments
Relating to China’s Perceived Step 1 0.376 0.141 0.141
Concealment of COVID-19 Gender (F) 0435 0328 1.327

Gender (UR) -0.015 2.042 —0.007

Occupation (UE) —-1.677 0.580 —2.893%*

Occupation (S) —0.543 0.822 —0.660

Occupation (R) -0.319 0.959 —-0.332

Occupation (O) —-0.218 0.774 —0.281

Occupation (UR) —1.626 3.540 —0.459

Age (18-24) 1.897 0.635 2.9907%*

Age (25-34) 0.901 0.438 2.055%*

Age (45-54) 0.404 0.520 0.777

Age (55-64) —0.187 0.594 -0.315

Age (> 65) 0.537 1.508 0.356

Age (UR) 1.069 2.773 0.385

Ethnicity (H) 1.021 0.785 1.301

Ethnicity (B) —-0421 0.595 -0.707

Ethnicity (Asian) -0.170 0.500 —-0.341

Ethnicity (O) —0.405 1.013 -0.399

Ethnicity (UR) -0.652 2.036 —0.320

Step 2 0.456 0.208 0.067%**
SEC (Mean-Centered) 0.014 0.014 0.986
Step 3 0.514 0.264 0.055%*
ESJ (Mean-Centered) 0.587 0.182 3.223%*

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Other (O); Unreported (UR)

N=159. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, though Step
1 and Step 2 R, R?, and AR? are included for completeness. For each control variable, the most common
option was used as the reference category: Gender (male), Occupation (employed), Age (35-44 years), Eth-

nicity (White)

9 <0.05, #p <0.01, ¥**p <0.001

opinion on each of these statements on a scale from 0 to 100
(0=Strong Disagree; 100=Strongly Agree). After reverse
scoring the relevant items, higher scores reflect greater sup-
port for free enterprise (a=0.88).

Next, participants responded to four items probing the
perceived severity of COVID-19, “How serious is the
COVID-19 pandemic in the United States right now?”;
“How dangerous is COVID-19 to the average American?”;
“How concerned should Americans be about catching
COVID-197”; and “How likely is COVID-19 to negatively
affect your health?” (¢ =0.92), followed by the SEC Scale
(Ag0cia1 = 0-89, Apconomic =0-76). The social and economic
subscales were significantly correlated (r=0.658, p <0.001)
and additional analyses with separate subscales are reported
in Table 2a (Supplementary Appendix).

Subsequently, participants read an excerpt from a news
article published on Medium.com in July 2020, which
addresses the debate surrounding online learning and
school reopening. After reading the article, respondents

@ Springer

were asked “To what extent do you support online learning
during COVID-19” and “To what extent do you support in-
person learning during COVID-197” (1 =not at all, 9 =com-
pletely). Finally, participants reported their demographics
including annual household income, gender, ethnicity, age,
and occupational status.

Results and Discussion

A series of three-step hierarchical regression analyses
(HRA) were conducted. The first step included only control
variables (i.e., gender, age, occupation, and ethnicity), the
second included control variables and SEC (mean-centered),
and the third added ESJ (mean-centered) to the aforemen-
tioned variables. The same analysis was repeated using the
SEC subscales separately rather than as an aggregate scale.
Table 3 reports means, standard deviations, and intercorrela-
tions between the variables.
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84 S.S.Jainetal.
Table 4 Regression results .for Variable SE B T R R2 AR?
Study 2 on Support for Online
Learning Step 1 0.256 0.066 0.066

Gender (M) 0.239 0.281 0.848

Gender (UR) 0.423 1.47 0.288

Occupation (UE) —-0.472 0.420 —-1.12

Occupation (S) -0.921 1.256 -0.733

Occupation (R) —-0.028 0.592 —0.047

Occupation (O) —-0.504 0.781 —0.645

Occupation (UR) 2.38 1.88 1.27

Age (18-24) —0.483 0.676 -0.714

Age (35-44) —0.340 0.374 -0.910

Age (45-54) 0.277 0.413 0.671

Age (55-64) 0.127 0.475 0.268

Age (> 65) —0.667 0.656 -1.02

Ethnicity (H) -0.553 0.589 -0.939

Ethnicity (B) 0.552 0.399 1.384

Ethnicity (A) 0.502 0.549 0914

Ethnicity (UR) 1.24 1.29 0.964

Step 2 0.458 0.210 0.144%#*
SEC (Mean-Centered) —0.028 0.009 —3.11%*
Step 3 0.478 0.229 0.019*
ESJ (Mean-Centered) -0.362 0.172 —2.106*

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Other (O); Unreported (UR)

N=201. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, though Step
1 and Step 2 R, R?, and AR? are included for completeness. For each control variable, the most common
option was used as the reference category: Gender (female), Occupation (employed), Age (25-34 years),

Ethnicity (White)

9 <0.05, #p <0.01, ¥**p <0.001

DV: Support for Online Learning

We first examined the effect of ESJ on support for online
learning. The results revealed that the control variables did
not contribute significantly to the model (see Table 4). Add-
ing SEC explained about 14.4% of the variation in support
over and above the control variables, F(1, 183)=33.387,
p <0.001. Including ESJ to the model explained an addi-
tional 1.9% of the variation, and this change in R> was signif-
icant F(1, 182)=4.434, p=0.037. The full model was also
significant, F(18, 182)=2.996, p <0.001. In the final step,
ESJ was a significant predictor of rejection of online learn-
ing (B=-0.362, s.e.=0.172, t(182) =— 3.106, p=0.037),
as was SEC (B=- 0.028, s.e.=0.009, #(182)=— 3.106,
p=0.002). We reran the analyses using separate SEC sub-
scales. In the final step of this model, the economic sub-
scale was a significant negative predictor of support for
online learning, (B=— 0.322, s.e.=0.111, #(181)=-3.083,
p=0.002) while the social subscale was not (p > 0.49).

@ Springer

DV: Support for In-Person Learning

Next, we tested the effect of ESJ on support for in-person
learning. The control variables did not contribute signifi-
cantly to the model (see Table 5). Adding SEC explained
about 13.6% of the variation in support over and above the
control variables, F(1, 183)=33.387, p <0.001. Impor-
tantly, including ESJ to the model explained an additional
2.8% of the variation, and this change in R* was significant
F(1, 182)=6.728, p=0.010. The full model was also sig-
nificant, F(18, 182)=3.351, p<0.001. In the final step, ESJ
was a significant predictor of support for in-person learning
(B=0.575, s.e.=0.222, #(182)=2.594, p=0.010), as was
SEC (B=0.032, s.e.=0.012, #(182)=2.715, p=0.007).
We reran the analyses using separate SEC subscales. In the
final step of this model, the economic subscale was a sig-
nificant positive predictor of support for in-person learning,
(B=0.036, s.e.=0.014, #(181)=2.64, p=0.009) while the
social subscale had no effect (p >0.52).
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Table 5 Regression Results Variable SE B T R R2 AR?
for Study 2 on Support for
In-Person Learning Step 1 0.292 0.086 0.086
Gender (M) -0.450 0.363 —1.241
Gender (UR) —1.81 1.90 -0.955
Occupation (UE) 0.119 0.541 0.219
Occupation (S) 1.11 1.62 0.685
Occupation (R) 0.696 0.763 0912
Occupation (O) 0.661 1.01 0.656
Occupation (UR) —1.123 2.43 —-0.063
Age (18-24) 0.034 0.533 0.665
Age (35-44) 0.312 0.482 0.647
Age (45-54) 0.354 0.533 0.665
Age (55-64) —-0.039 0.612 —0.063
Age (> 65) —0.181 0.847 -0.214
Ethnicity (H) 0.164 0.760 0.215
Ethnicity (B) 1.02 0.515 1.98°%
Ethnicity (A) -0.227 0.708 -0.320
Ethnicity (UR) -1.67 1.66 —-1.01
Step 2 0.470 0.221 0.136%#*
SEC (Mean-Centered) 0.032 0.012 2.71%*
Step 3 0.499 0.249 0.028*
ESJ (Mean-Centered) 0.575 0.222 2.59%

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Other (O); Unreported (UR)

N=201. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, though Step
1 and Step 2 R, R?, and AR? are included for completeness. For each control variable, the most common
option was used as the reference category: Gender (female), Occupation (employed), Age (25-34 years),

Ethnicity (White)

9 <0.05, #p <0.01, ¥**p <0.001

Mediator 1: Free Enterprise

We also tested the effect of ESJ on belief in free enterprise.
The control variables did not contribute significantly to the
model (see Table 6). Adding SEC explained about 34.6%
of the variation in support over and above the control varia-
bles, F(1, 183)=114.51, p<0.001. Adding ESJ to the model
explained an additional 11.5% of the variation, and this
change in R? was significant F(1, 182)=47.96, p <0.001.
The full model was also significant, F(18, 182)=13.00,
p <0.001. In the final step, both ESJ (B=10.66, s.e.=1.54,
1(182)=6.925, p<0.001) and SEC (B=0.385, s.e.=0.082,
1(182)=4.717, p<0.001) significantly predicted belief in
free enterprise. We reran the analyses using separate SEC
subscales. In the final step of this model, the economic
subscale was a significant positive predictor, (B =0.409,
s.e.=0.095, #(181)=4.31, p<0.001) while the social sub-
scale was not (p>0.17).

Mediator 2: Perceived Severity

We next examined the effect of ESJ on perceived severity
of the pandemic. The control variables did not contribute
significantly to the model (see Table 7). SEC explained
about 16.7% of the variation in perceived severity over and
above the control variables, F(1, 183)=40.687, p<0.001.
Adding ESJ to the model explained an additional 1.8% of
the variation, and this change in R? was significant F(1,
182)=4.478, p <0.001. The full model was also significant,
F(18, 182)=3.677, p<0.001. In the final step, both ESJ
(B=-0.342,s.e.=1.62, #(182)=-2.116, p<0.05) and SEC
(B=-10.342,s..=0.162, #(182) =— 3.563, p <0.001) were
significant predictors. We reran the analyses using separate
SEC subscales. In the final step of this model, the economic
subscale was a significant negative predictor of perceived
severity, (B=0.042, s.e.=0.010, #(181)=-4.20, p <0.001)
while the social subscale was not (p >0.73).
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Table 6 Regression Resplts for Variable SE B T R R? AR?
Study 2 on Free Enterprise

Step 1 0.319 0.101 0.101
Gender (M) —0.885 2.52 -0.276
Gender (UR) 7.69 13.2 0.583
Occupation (UE) 4.46 3.76 1.19
Occupation (S) —-3.83 11.3 —-0.341
Occupation (R) 1.26 5.31 0.237
Occupation (O) —1.61 7.00 —-0.230
Occupation (UR) 37.0 16.9 2.20%*
Age (18-24) 5.67 6.06 0.937
Age (35-44) 3.30 335 0.984
Age (45-54) 1.52 3.70 0.410
Age (55-64) -3.35 4.25 —0.788
Age (> 65) 3.87 5.88 0.658
Ethnicity (H) 6.85 5.28 1.30
Ethnicity (B) 2.88 3.58 0.805
Ethnicity (A) 1.73 4.92 0.352
Ethnicity (UR) -6.16 11.6 —0.532

Step 2 0.669 0.447 0.346%#*
SEC (Mean-Centered) 0.385 0.082 4.772%%*

Step 3 0.750 0.563 0.115%#*
ESJ (Mean-Centered) 10.7 1.54 6.93%*:%

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Other (O); Unreported (UR)

N=201. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, though Step
1 and Step 2 R, R?, and AR? are included for completeness. For each control variable, the most common
option was used as the reference category: Gender (female), Occupation (employed), Age (25-34 years),

Ethnicity (White)

9 <0.05, #p <0.01, ¥**p <0.001

Robustness Check

As reported in the preregistration (https://aspredicted.org/
6vy4g.pdf), we explored household income as another
potential covariate. The same HRA described above was
run with household income added to the first step. These
analyses revealed that, in the last step of the model, both ESJ
and SEC were significant or marginally significant predic-
tors of in-person (ESJ: B=0.581, s.e.=0.223, #(181)=2.61,
p<0.01; SEC: B=0.032, s.e.=0.012, #(181)=2.71,
p<0.01) and online learning (ESJ: B=—0.334, s.e.=0.171,
t(181)=—- 1.95, p=0.053; SEC: B=- 0.028, s.e.=0.009,
#(181)=-3.12, p <0.01). Hierarchical regression analyses
without the control variables were also conducted for the
effect of ESJ on support for in-person and online learning.
SEC was entered in the first step and ESJ was entered in
the second step. Both SEC and ESJ were significant predic-
tors of in-person (ESJ: B=0.518, s.e.=0.202, #(198)=2.57,
p <0.05; SEC: B=0.036, s.e.=0.010, #(198)=3.41,
p<0.01) and online learning (ESJ: B=— 0.356, s.e.=0.158,
1(198)=-2.26, p<0.05; SEC: B=—- 0.025, s.e.=0.008,

@ Springer

1(198)= — 3.06, p<0.01) (see Supplementary Appendix
Tables 2e and b). Thus, the results of the two-step HRA are
consistent with the three-step HRA.

Mediation Analysis

We explored a serial mediation model in which ESJ influ-
ences support for in-person and online instruction through
belief in free enterprise and perceived seriousness of
COVID-19, respectively. First, a serial mediation analysis
was conducted with 10,000 bootstrap samples using sup-
port for online teaching as the DV (Hayes, 2017, model 6).
ESJ (centered) was entered as the predictor and SEC (cen-
tered) was included as a covariate. The results revealed a
significant total indirect effect for the serial mediation model
through free enterprise and perceived severity, B=— 0.2049,
95% CI [— 0.3538, — 0.0853] (Fig. 1). Neither the indi-
rect effect of free enterprise nor perceived severity was
significant on its own. A similar serial mediation analysis
was conducted using support for in-person teaching as the
DV. The results again revealed a significant total indirect


https://aspredicted.org/6vy4g.pdf
https://aspredicted.org/6vy4g.pdf
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Table 7 Regression Results for Variable B SE B T R R2 AR?
Study 2 on Perceived Severity
of the Pandemic Step 1 0.286  0.082  0.082
Gender (M) -0.073 0.265 -0.276
Gender (UR) 0.719 1.38 0.520
Occupation (UE) —-0.909 0.394 —2.30*
Occupation (S) 0411 1.18 0.348
Occupation (R) -0.791 0.557 —1.42
Occupation (O) —-0.852 0.734 —-1.16
Occupation (UR) -3.49 1.77 -1.97
Age (18-24) —0.608 0.636 -0.957
Age (35-44) —0.108 0.352 -0.307
Age (45-54) 0.685 0.388 1.765
Age (55-64) 0.735 0.446 1.65
Age (> 65) 1.29 0.617 2.09%*
Ethnicity (H) -0.274 0.554 —0.496
Ethnicity (B) 0.778 0.375 2.07*
Ethnicity (A) 0.366 0.516 0.708
Ethnicity (UR) -0.511 1.21 —-0.422
Step 2 0.499 0.249 0.167%**
SEC (Mean-Centered) —-0.031 0.009 —3.56%**
Step 3 0.516 0.267 0.018*
ESJ (Mean-Centered) -0.342 0.162 —2.12%

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Other (O); Unreported (UR)

N=201. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, though Step
1 and Step 2 R, R2, and AR? are included for completeness. For each control variable, the most common
option was used as the reference category: Gender (female), Occupation (employed), Age (25-34 years),
Ethnicity (White)

#p<0.05, *p <0.01, *¥%p < 0.001

B=-.0333,p<.001

Perceived
Seriousness

Free Enterprise

B=10.50, p<.001 B=.5858,p<.001

Indirect effect: B =-2049, 95% C1 = [-3538, -.0853] Support for

Online

ESJ

Direct effect: B = -.1155, 95% CI = [-.4051, .1741]

Fig. 1 ESJ's Influence on Support for Online Learning Mediated by Free Enterprise and Perceieved Seriousness of COVID-19

effect through the sequential mediators, B=0.0857, 95% CI
[0.0174, 0.1896] (Fig. 2). The indirect effect through belief
in free enterprise alone was also significant (B=0.3612, 95%
CI[0.1227, 0.6185]) but the effect through perceived sever-
ity alone was not.

The results of study 2 suggest that high economic system
justifiers are against market interventions during COVID-19

and perceive the pandemic as less severe. These individuals
are also more likely to be against online learning, which was
implemented across the world as a measure to Save Lives.
They are more supportive of the status quo in-person learn-
ing, which also helps to Sustain Livelihoods by allowing
parents to work outside of the home. Study 3 builds on these
results by asking participants to report their attitudes on the
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Fig.2 ESJ's Influence on Sup-

=-.0333, p <.001

port for In-Person Instruction
Mediated by Free Enterprise

Free Enterprise

Perceived
Seriousness

and Perceived Seriousness of

COVID-19 B=10.50, p <.001

Indirect effect: B =.0857, 95% CI =[.0164, .1908]

B=-2450,p < .01

Support for

ESJ

Direct effect: B = .0662, 95% CI = [-.3581, .4905]

mandate to ‘shelter in place’ as the owner of a restaurant.
We chose this scenario because the tradeoff between Sav-
ing Lives and Sustaining Livelihoods should be especially
salient to small business owners that are unable to make a
living wage during lockdowns.

Study 3: Desirability of ‘Shelter in Place’

“A store filed (a lawsuit) asking that the government’s
emergency shelter-in-place ordinance be declared
unconstitutional ">

A strategy used globally to prevent virus contagion is ‘shelter
in place’ which is essentially ‘stay at home,” with some varia-
tions. In some parts of the world, people have been mandated
to follow this strategy or face monetary fines and/or other legal
consequences for violation. While this strategy is considered
health-protective, it is also associated with job losses and one
of its outcomes is that several parts of the economy come to
a standstill. Another criticism of this practice is that it com-
promises our relationships and curtails Americans’ fundamen-
tal freedoms and human rights by eliminating and/or severely
constraining social interactions. Finally, individuals who do not
think the pandemic is severe are likely to believe such a mandate
to be excessive and unwarranted (“we don’t shut down the econ-
omy because of the flu”). There are varying degrees of ethicality
associated with these consequences of shelter in place, affording
us an opportunity to test our prediction that people high (vs. low)
on ESJ will be less favorable toward shelter-in-place directives.
We also test the possibility that the prevalence of COVID in the
community moderates this effect.

Participants and Method
Respondents were recruited from MTurk and were required to

be from the United States, have an approval rating of at least
95%, and have more than 100 hits. 275 MTurkers matching

25 Athens Banner Herald (2020, April 25). Athens Leaders: Kemp
ending shelter in place too soon. https://www.onlineathens.com/news/
20200430/athens-leaders-kemp-ending-shelter-in-place-too-soon.

@ Springer

In-Person

these criteria participated in the study in exchange for $0.50.
Their demographic characteristics were Gender: female: 44.4%,
unreported gender: 0.4%; Age: median age range: 35-44 years;
Ethnicity: Caucasian American: 74.2%; Asian: 10.9%; Afri-
can American: 7.6%; Hispanic: 5.8%; Others: 1.5%; Location:
Northeast: 18.9%; Midwest: 16.4%; South: 36.7%; West: 27.6%.
Respondents first completed the ESJ scale and were then ran-
domly assigned to imagine being small business owners in a
country that is facing either a high incidence or low incidence of
COVID. Further, they were informed that the government was
considering shelter in place as a strategy to prevent virus conta-
gion. The high incidence condition is read as follows:

“Imagine you own a popular restaurant on an island
nation which is accessible by flight and a water ferry.
This restaurant provides you and your family the liveli-
hood you need for sustenance. The population of the
island is approximately 100,000. Further, there are
over 1000 coronavirus cases reported on the island
thus far, with 58 deaths. The head of the country is
considering ‘shelter in place’, a practice when resi-
dents of a community will be asked to stay at home and
avoid any uncertainty outside. This practice encour-
ages that people ‘self-quarantine’ until further notice.
Several cities, states, and countries have asked their
residents to follow shelter in place guidelines.”

In the low incidence scenario, the number of cases was
reported to be 5 and the number of deaths to be 0. Participants
were then probed on their support for shelter-in-place orders
using 4 items (a=0.85): “How likely are you to support shelter
in place if it is put into practice?” (1 =Not at all likely, 9= Very
likely); “Please circle the number that best represents your opin-
ion below regarding whether shelter in place should be optional
or mandated” (1 =It should be optional, 9=It should be man-
datory); “Please tell us the extent to which agree or disagree
with the statements “Shelter in place helps saves lives,” and
“Shelter in place is a violation of human rights” (reverse-scored)
(1=Strongly Disagree, 9=Strong Agree).

As in studies 1 and 2, participants then completed SECS
and reported their demographics. Tables 8 and 9 report the
summary results of the hierarchical regression analysis.


https://www.onlineathens.com/news/20200430/athens-leaders-kemp-ending-shelter-in-place-too-soon
https://www.onlineathens.com/news/20200430/athens-leaders-kemp-ending-shelter-in-place-too-soon
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The social and economic subscales were significantly cor-
related (r=0.534, p<0.001) and additional analyses with sepa-
rate subscales are reported in the Supplementary Appendix
(Table 3a).

Results and Discussion

As in the previous studies, we used HRA to test our predictions.
The first step included only control variables (i.e., participants’
gender, age, occupation, and ethnicity), the second added SEC
(mean-centered), the third incorporated incidence rate (0=low,
1=high), the fourth added ESJ (mean-centered), and the fifth
added the interaction between ESJ and incidence rate.

The results reveal that the control variables account for 9.6%
of the variation in support for shelter in place, which was sig-
nificant, F(17,257)=1.61, p=0.001. Adding SEC explained an
additional 10.9% of the variance, F(1, 256)=35.07, p<0.001,
and adding virus incidence rate explained another 1%, F(1,
255)=3.33, p=0.069. Importantly, including ESJ to the model
explained an additional 6.7% of the variation over and above the
aforementioned factors, and this change in R* was significant
F(1, 254)=23.81, p<0.001. The interaction between ESJ and
incidence rate did not contribute significantly to the model, F(1,
253)=1.11, p>0.29, but the full model was significant, F(21,
253)=4.82, p<0.001.

In the final step, ESJ was a significant negative predic-
tor of support for shelter in place (B=— 0.611, s.e.=0.142,
#(253)=-4.30, p<0.001). As hypothesized, high ESJ individuals
were less likely to support shelter in place than low ESJ indi-
viduals. SEC had a significant effect (B=— 0.018, s.e.=0.008,
#(253)=— 2.33, p<0.05) and incidence rate had a margin-
ally significant effect on the outcome, (B=0.356, s.e.=0.207,
#(253)=1.72, p=0.086). We reran the analyses using separate
SEC subscales. In the final step of this model, the economic sub-
scale was a significant negative predictor of support for shelter
in place, (B=— 0.035, s.e.=0.009, #(252)=— 3.89, p<0.001),
while the social subscale was not (p>0.28). A robustness check
with a four-step HRA without control variables revealed similar
results. ESJ (B=—0.647, s.e.=0.140, 1(274)=—2.33, p<0.05)
and SEC (B=- 0.015, s.e.=0.007, #(274)=— 2.08, p<0.05)
were significant while incidence rate was marginal (B=0.375,
s.e.=0.205, 1(274)= — 1.83, p=0.068) (Supplementary Appen-
dix Tables 3b, c).

The results of study 3 suggest that high ESJ individuals pri-
oritize Sustaining Livelihoods over Saving Lives by opposing
shelter-in-place orders, even in a situation in which the virus
spread is relatively high. This is likely because they are inher-
ently resistant to government intervention in economic affairs
in general and is consistent with our neoliberal argument earlier.
The lack of a moderation effect with incidence rate is also con-
sistent with the results in Study 2 showing high ESJ individuals
believe the pandemic is less severe. Even when informed that the
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local COVID-19 incidence rate is high, high economic system
justifiers may not believe they are in serious danger. Study 4 con-
tinues this line of inquiry by examining attitudes toward ending
mandates like shelter in place and returning to the status quo by
reopening the economy.

Study 4: Support for Reopening
the Economy

“Reopening the Economy Would Add 233,000 Deaths
by July but Save Millions of Jobs.”?

In study 4, we investigate the relationship between ESJ
and support for reopening the economy, as well as several
potential mechanisms for the relationship between ESJ and
Sustaining Livelihoods versus Saving Lives. Several states
started reopening their economies in May 2020, and we
chose to study Texas’ reopening for several reasons. With
a $1.9 trillion economy, its size is second only to Califor-
nia,”” making it an important state not only to its millions of
residents, but to the US at large. Unlike California, however,
Texas resolved to reopen relatively early, and its decision has
been called “one of the quickest and most expansive efforts
to reignite the economy.”?® Further, restricting the state in
question ensures all participants are thinking about the same
parameters when making judgments about a state’s potential
reopening. This study also attempts to manipulate high and
low ESJ using a scenario, rather than relying solely on self-
reported beliefs.

Participants and Method

Participants were recruited using Mturk and were required
to be from the United States, have an approval rating of at
least 95%, and have more than 100 hits. There were two
procedural ways in which this study differed from previous
ones. Due to the study length, participants were asked to
complete a simple attention check prior to beginning the
study. Specifically, they were asked to rearrange the fol-
lowing words in alphabetical order: tomato, doubt, banana,
lemon, and fragrance. Participants who failed the attention
check skipped to the end of the study without answering
any further questions. This was the only study to use an
attention check. Second, an open-ended question (“Where
do you live?”) rather than forced choice option was used

26 https://www.usnews.com/news/economy/articles/2020-05-01/
reopening-the-economy-would-add-233-000-deaths-by-july-but-save-
millions-of-jobs.

27 https://www.forbes.com/places/tx/.

28 https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/may/11/texas-reopen-
economy-coronavirus-covid-19.
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Table 9 Regressior} Rgsplts Variable B SE B T R R2 AR?
for Study 3 on Desirability of
Shelter in Place Step 1 0311 009  0.096
Gender (F) -0.296 0.218 —1.358
Gender (UR) 3.892 2.448 1.590
Occupation (UE) 0.321 0.343 0.937
Occupation (S) 0.063 0.570 0.110
Occupation (R) 0.468 0.710 0.658
Occupation (O) 0.555 0.711 0.781
Occupation (UR) —1.152 1.219 —0.945
Age (18-24) —0.238 0.460 -0.518
Age (25-34) —0.103 0.277 -0.374
Age (45-54) 0.200 0.323 0.618
Age (55-64) -0.334 0.362 -0.923
Age (> 65) 1.009 0.589 1.712
Ethnicity (H) 0.057 0.459 0.123
Ethnicity (B) 0.335 0.397 0.844
Ethnicity (A) 0.648 0.342 1.893
Ethnicity (O) 1.442 1.208 1.194
Ethnicity (UR) -3.212 1.717 —1.871
Step 2 0.453 0.205 0.109%**
SEC (Mean-Centered) -0.018 0.008 —2.327*
Step 3 0.464 0.216 0.010
Incidence (0=Low, 1 =High) 0.356 0.207 1.721
Step 4 0.532 0.283 0.067#**
ESJ (Mean-Centered) -0.611 0.142 —4.299%**
Step 5 0.535 0.286 0.003
ESJ X Incidence 0.180 0.171 1.054

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Other (O); Unreported (UR)

N=275. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, but R, R,
and A R? for each step of the model are included for completeness. For each control variable, the most
common option was used as the reference category: Gender (male), Occupation (employed), Age (35—

44 years), Ethnicity (White)

p<0.05, *p <0.01, ***p <0.001

to measured residency. Despite the fact that living in the
United States was a requirement for participation, 15 par-
ticipants explicitly reported residing in other countries. It
is unclear whether these participants misread the question,
reported their past residence, or were able to circumvent
the platform’s screening process—they were thus excluded
from analysis. This left a sample of 269 MTurk workers
from the US.? Their demographic indicators were Gender:
female: 38.3%, prefer not to say: 0.7%; Age: median age
range: 25-34 years; Ethnicity: Caucasian American: 72.5%;
Asian: 5.9%; African American: 8.2%; Hispanic: 11.5%;

29 Results are not substantively different if these participants are
included in analyses.

Others: 1.9%; Location®®: Northeast: 14.3%; Midwest:
14.9%; South: 37.1%; West: 33.7%; Income: Mean: $69,087,
S.D: $79,889). Participants in this study received $0.75. The

30 About 35% of participants wrote “America” or “United States”
in response to the question “Where do you live?” Analyses are per-
formed on participants who reported residing in a specific state.

Northeastern States: New England, Connecticut, Maine, Massachu-
setts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island,

Vermont, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania;

Midwestern States: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin,
Towa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska,

North Dakota, and South Dakota;

Southern States: Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North
Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, District of Columbia, West Vir-
ginia, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Loui-
siana, Oklahoma, Texas; Western States: Arizona, Colorado, Idaho,
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, Alaska, California,
Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington.
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higher incentive was justified because the instrument took
slightly longer to complete than those used in the first three
studies. In this study, we attempted an ESJ manipulation
(high vs. low). The high ESJ condition is read as follows:

“Scientists have been conducting research all over the
globe for the past 4 decades to understand an economic
system. They have made several observations that
reveal some consistent and enduring patterns. Individ-
ual economic success depends on how hard you work
rather than the help you get. The harder you work, for
the most part, the more economically successful you
are. In that sense, most people who don’t get ahead
in society have only themselves to blame, and they
should not blame the system. In essence, economic
positions are indicative of people’s achievements, and
it is extremely hard to change the economic system
to make things equal. Consequently, extreme wealth
and extreme poverty can co-exist, and there will be
poor people and there will be unemployed people.
Inequalities are simply a part of economic life, and
the economic system is often a fair reflection of the

59

‘laws of nature’.

The low ESJ condition was rewritten to attribute indi-
vidual economic success to an unfair economic system and
not indicative of how hard one works. Participants were
then asked to state the main points of the article they read.
The dispositional ESJ scale was included after the manipu-
lation. Unfortunately, the manipulation was not successful
at creating variation between high and low ESJ individu-
als as hoped. The effect of manipulated ESJ on the dis-
positional ESJ scale was not significant (My o, gs;=4.59,
SDy g gsy=1.89; Myjgp gsy=4.77, SDy oy, gsy=1.37; F(1,
282)=1.37, p=0.243), nor did it affect the dependent
variable or any of the mediators (ps>0.34). It is likely our
manipulation was not strong enough to shift beliefs in eco-
nomic system justification, which are often developed and
reinforced over years. Thus, as with studies 1, 2, and 3, as
well as prior literature, we used the ESJ scale as the inde-
pendent variable of interest.

Next, participants read an excerpt from a business website
about reopening the Texas economy. The main dependent
measure is composed of five questions about respondents’
comfort with and support for the reopening (e.g., “To what
extent do you support the decision of reopening Texas?”
1=Not at all, 9= Very much so) (@ =0.95). Participants also
responded to several exploratory items regarding their atti-
tudes (see Supplementary Appendix for all items).

Measures of the mediators followed next. Participants
first answered questions about the perceived severity of
the pandemic, on two items (“I don’t believe the number
of cases will be as high as predicted by the UT Southwest
Medical Center, once the Texas economy reopens” and “I
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don’t believe the coronavirus situation in Texas is as serious
as it is made out to be” anchored by Strongly Disagree (1)
and Strongly Agree (9); r=0.735, p<0.001). These items
were reverse-scored so that higher values indicate greater
perceived severity. Next, they responded to three items about
the fairness/legitimacy of Texas reopening its economy for
businesses (“Is it fair for Texas to reopen its economy on
Monday?”; “How legitimate is it for Texas to reopen its
economy on Monday?”’; and “To what extent do you intend
to unquestioningly accept Texas to reopen its economy on
Monday?” 1 =Not at all, 7=Extremely; a=0.84; higher
scores indicated higher judgments of fairness/legitimacy).
Finally, participants answered two questions about respect
for individual rights and freedoms around the Texas reopen-
ing (‘“Please tell us the extent to which you agree or disa-
gree with each of the following statements: Reopening the
Texas economy is showing respect for freedom of expres-
sion; Reopening the Texas economy is showing respect for
human rights”; 1 =Definitely Disagree, 9 =Definitely Agree;
r=0.78, p <0.001; higher scores indicate greater respect for
personal freedom).

As in the previous studies, participants then completed
the SECS and reported their demographics, including annual
household income. The social and economic subscales were
significantly correlated (r=0.579, p <0.001) and additional
analyses with separate subscales are reported in the Sup-
plementary Appendix (Table 4a—c). Table 10 reports the
correlations, means and standard deviations, and Table 11
reports the summary results of the HRA on the DV.

Results and Discussion

We first performed HRA to examine the relationship
between ESJ, and the dependent and mediator variables.
The first step included only control variables (i.e., partici-
pants’ gender, age, occupation, ethnicity, and mean-centered
income), the next added SEC (mean-centered), and the third
step included dispositional ESJ (mean-centered).

DV: Support for Reopening

The control variables accounted for 18.5% of the variation
on support for reopening the economy, which was signifi-
cant, F(20, 248)=2.818, p<0.001. Adding SEC explained
another 25.5% of the variation, F(1,247)=112.7, p<0.001.
Including ESJ in the model explained an additional 12.4%
of the variation over and above the aforementioned factors,
and this change in R*> was significant F(1, 246)="70.32,
p <0.001. The full model with all predictors was also sig-
nificant, F(22, 246)=14.5, p <0.001. In the final step of the
model, ESJ was a significant predictor of reopening support
(B=0.755, 5.e.=0.090, 1(246)=8.39, p < 0.001). As hypoth-
esized, high ESJ individuals were more likely to support
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reopening than low ESJ individuals. SEC also had a signifi-
cant effect on support (B=0.036, s.e.=0.007, #(246)=5.41,
p <0.001). We reran the analyses using separate SEC sub-
scales. In the final step of this model, the economic sub-
scale was a marginally significant predictor, (B=0.012,
s.e.=0.007, 1(245)=1.73, p <0.09), while the social sub-
scale was a significant predictor (B =0.023, s.e.=0.006,
1(245)=3.80, p <0.001) of reopening the Texas economy.

Mediator: Perceived Severity

The control variables accounted for 12.3% of the varia-
tion on perceived severity, which was significant, F (20,
248)=1.74, p<0.05. Adding SEC explained an additional
12.9% of the variance, F(1, 247)=42.7, p<0.001. Includ-
ing ESJ explained another 11.9% of the variation over and
above the aforementioned factors, and this change in R?
was significant F(1, 246)=46.5, p <0.001. The full model
with all predictors was also significant, F(22, 246)=6.61,
p <0.001. In the final step, ESJ was a significant predictor
(B=-0.836, s.e.=0.123, 1(246) =-6.82, p <0.001)—high
ESJ individuals perceived the crisis to be less serious than
low ESIJ individuals. SEC was also a significant predictor,
(B=-0.20, s.e.=0.009, #(146)=— 2.18, p <0.05). When
we reran the analyses using separate SEC subscales, neither
the social nor economic subscales significantly predicted
perceived severity (ps>0.11).

Mediator: Fairness and Legitimacy of Reopening

The control variables accounted for 19.0% of the varia-
tion on fairness judgements, which was significant, F (20,
248)=2.91, p<0.001. Adding SEC explained an additional
22.5% of the variance, F(1, 247)=95.2, p<0.001. ESJ
explained 7.7% of the variation over and above the afore-
mentioned factors, and this change in R? was significant F(1,
246)=37.2, p<0.001. The full model with all predictors
was also significant, F(22, 246)=10.8, p<0.001. In the
final step of the model, both ESJ (B=0.389, s.e.=0.064,
#(246)=6.10, p<0.001) and SEC (B=0.025, s.e.=0.005,
1(246)=5.36, p<0.001) were significant predictors. We
reran the analyses using separate SEC subscales. In the
final step of this model, the economic subscale was a sig-
nificant positive predictor of perceived fairness of reopening,
(B=0.025, s.e.=0.005, #245)=5.14, p<0.001). The social
subscale was not significant (p > 0.29).

Mediator: Respect for Individual Freedom

The control variables accounted for 22.1% of the varia-
tion on respect for individual freedom, which was signifi-
cant, F(20, 248)=3.521, p<0.001. Adding SEC explained
an additional 16.7% of the variance, F(1, 247)=67.23,

p<0.001. Including ESJ explained another 4.0% of the vari-
ation over and above the aforementioned factors, and this
change in R? was significant F(1, 246)=17.27, p <0.001.
The full model with all predictors was also significant, F(22,
246)=8.37, p<0.001. In the final step of the model, both
ESJ (B=0.275, s.e.=0.066, 1(246)=4.16, p <0.001) and
SEC (B=0.023, s.e.=0.005, #(246)=4.78, p <0.001) were
significant. We reran the analyses using separate SEC sub-
scales. In the final step of this model, both the economic
(B=0.030, s.e.=0.008, #(245)=3.53, p<0.001) and social
(B=0.019, s.e.=0.007, #245)=2.64, p=0.009) subscales
were significant predictors of respect for individual freedom.

Robustness Check

A two-step HRA without control variables was conducted as
a robustness check (see Supplementary Appendix Tables 4b,
c¢). Both ESJ and SEC significantly predicted support for reo-
pening Texas in these analyses (ESJ: B=0.766, s.e.=0.094,
1(266)=8.13, p<0.001; SEC: B=0.035, s.e.=0.007,
1(266)=5.07, p<0.001). In other words, the results did not
change substantively when control variables were removed
from the analyses.

Multiple Mediation Analysis

We hypothesized that all three mediating constructs (per-
ceived severity, fairness/legitimacy for businesses, and
respect for human rights) are associated with ESJ and the
Sustaining Livelihoods perspective. In this context, “the
multiple-mediator model is likely to provide a more accurate
assessment of mediation effects” (MacKinnon et al., 2007).
Therefore, we conducted a multiple mediation analysis to
examine the total indirect effect when all three mediators are
included in the model simultaneously, as well as the indi-
rect effect of each mediator while controlling for the other
mediators (Lockwood & MacKinnon, 1998).

A multiple mediation analysis was conducted with 10,000
bootstrap samples (Hayes, 2017, model 4). Support for reo-
pening the Texas economy was regressed on the three medi-
ators which were regressed simultaneously on ESJ (mean-
centered). SEC (mean-centered) was used as a covariate. The
results revealed a significant total indirect effect, B=0.4966,
95% CI [0.3569, 0.6460]. Next, we examined the specific
indirect effect of each of the three mediators. As predicted,
all three mediators produced significant indirect effects of
ESJ on support for reopening (severity: B=0.1541, 95% CI
[0.0713, 0.2579]; legitimacy: B=0.2614, 95% CI [0.1423,
0.3899]; freedom: B=0.0811, 95% CI [0.0248, 0.1571]) (see
Fig. 3).

The results of study 4 provide additional evidence for
the focal hypothesis that ESJ is associated with a prefer-
ence for Sustaining Livelihoods over Saving Lives in the
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Table 11 Regression Results Variable B SEB T R R? AR?
for Study 4 on Support for
Reopening the Economy Step 1 0430  0.185 0.185%%*
Gender (F) -0.030 0.196 —-0.153
Gender (UR) 0.367 1.21 0.303
Occupation (UE) 0.041 0.493 -0.084
Occupation (S) —1.931 0.804 —2.40%*
Occupation (R) -0.829 1.55 —-0.534
Occupation (O) —1.565 0.861 —1.82
Occupation (UR) —-3.53 1.51 —2.34%*
Age (< 18) 1.66 1.52 1.09
Age (18-24) 0.620 0.521 1.19
Age (35-44) —0.503 0.305 -1.59
Age (45-54) -0.503 0.305 —1.65
Age (55-64) -0.372 0.383 -0.971
Age (> 65 years) 0.908 0.924 0.983
Age (UR) -1.28 1.50 —0.850
Ethnicity (H) 0.616 0.300 2.05%
Ethnicity (B) 0.533 0.342 1.56
Ethnicity (A) -1.36 0.396  —3.44%k*
Ethnicity (ME) -6.14 1.50 —4.09%**
Ethnicity (H/P I) —1.31 0.756 -1.73
Income (Mean-Centered) —1.15E-6  0.000 —0.958
Step 2 0.647 0419 0.257%**
SEC (Mean-Centered) 0.036 0.007 5.4 %%
Step 3 0.743  0.552  (.134%**
ESJ (Mean-Centered) 0.755 0.090 8.39%**

Coding Key: Gender: Male (M); Female (F); Unreported (UR). Occupation: Employed (E); Unemployed
(UE); Student (S); Retired (R); Other (O); Unreported (UR). Ethnicity: White (W); Hispanic (H); Black
(B); Asian (A); Middle Eastern (ME); Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (PI)

N=269. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, but R, R?,
and AR? for each step of the model are included for completeness. For each categorical control variable,
the most common option was used as the reference category: Gender (male), Occupation (employed), Age

(3544 years), Ethnicity (White)

£p<0.05, *p <0.01, ***p < 0.001

US. High ESJ individuals were more likely to downplay
the seriousness of the virus and support reduced govern-
ment intervention and reopening of the US economy, even
as health experts warn there could be dire effects of doing
s0 too soon.>! Consistent with previous studies, this effect
continued to be prominent after controlling for SEC. Further,
with respect to the potential mechanisms, high ESJ individu-
als were more likely to believe that reopening the economy
is fair and legitimate, and respects individual rights, and
perceived the COVID-19 crisis to be less serious than low
ESJ individuals. All three of these factors significantly medi-
ated the relationship between ESJ and support for reopen-
ing, providing insight into proximate psychological variables

31 https://www.npr.org/2020/05/09/853052174/public-health-experts-
say-many-states-are-opening-too-soon-to-do-so-safely.

that contribute to preference for the Sustaining Livelihoods
viewpoint.

General Discussion

The unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic has led to millions
of job losses, concomitant threats to job security, countless
businesses struggling or shutting down, and over 2.4 mil-
lion deaths worldwide. Our research examines the impact
of SEC and ESJ on judgments of four controversial conse-
quences of COVID-19 that epitomize the tradeoff between
Sustaining Livelihoods and Saving Lives: China’s perceived
initial response to the outbreak, the shift to remote learning,
shelter-in-place orders, and reopening the Texas economy.
The results for each of the four studies with an
aggregate sample size of close to 1,000 respondents

@ Springer
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Fig.3 ESJ's Influence on P ived
Support for Reopening Texas erce“_]e
Mediated by Free Enterprise Severity
and Perceieved Seriousness of
COVID-19
B=-8374,p <.001 B=-.1840, p <.001
Fairness to
Businesses
=.4086, p <.001 B=.6397, p<.001
Support for
Reopenin,
Direct effect: B= 2692, p < 001 pening

B= 3174, p<.001

representing varied US demographics (see Summary
Table 12) support ESJ’s role in predicting perceptions of
the appropriateness of these actions over and above politi-
cal ideology.** In addition to documenting these robust
effects of ESJ, our research reveals that “It may not all be
politics.” To a large extent (though less robust compared
to ESJ), political ideology indeed predicts the stereotypi-
cal expectation—conservatives are more supportive of
Sustaining Livelihoods than liberals who endorse Saving
Lives more. However, this PI predicated framework does
not appear to be the complete story. System justification,
especially economic systems, appears to play a central
role in this debate.

The uniqueness of COVID-19 and the speed and span
of its spread have created considerable ethical tension for
policy makers and businesses/employers—that of prioritiz-
ing between two mutually reinforcing values of the collec-
tive good—Sustaining Livelihoods or Saving Lives. Hence,
beyond the theoretical interest of distinguishing value-laden
belief systems like ESJ from broader political ideologies
like conservatism, the insights from this research may be
useful in bridging the current political divide and nudging
Americans to seek data-driven solutions proposed by the
scientific community. Such considerations are especially
useful for policy makers who often make crucial decisions
based on guesswork about what their constituents want or
the best way to serve them. Such steps could also help high
and low ESJ people see different perspectives and support
middle way alternatives that benefit the workforce, which is

32 A fifth study examining ESJ and SEC on price gouging during
COVID-19 shows supportive results and is reported in the Supple-
mentary Appendix.

@ Springer

B = 2556, p<.001
Respect for

Individual Freedom

experiencing economic and social hardship like never before
in living memory.

COVID-19 has presented a novel conundrum in business
ethics. Perhaps, the most fundamental decision businesses
must make at this moment is whether to open at all. Risk of
virus transmission increases with social activities, even with
the best intentions and most stringent precautionary meas-
ures. In many cases, the decision of what to do is entirely up
to the business owners and employees. For example, when
an executive order closed down bars that do not sell food,
some bars opted to offer simple concessions like $1 “Cuomo
chips” and “9 French fries” to be technically compliant with
the rule.>* Other owners realized the difficulty of maintain-
ing social distancing in the presence of alcohol and vowed
to remain closed even if it meant laying off employees and
threatening the future of their business. When making these
difficult choices, business leaders undoubtedly consider the
Sustaining Livelihoods over Saving Lives tradeoffs laid out
in this paper.

In recent memory, US businesses have rarely been
expected to ensure the health and other basic needs of their
employees or customers. Now, some business owners refuse
to remain beholden to the ever-changing policy directives
on the pandemic and may voluntarily consider policies that
go beyond mere compliance. Examples of ethical business
practices aimed at employees include flexible work sched-
ules, reduced hours, part-time reduction in benefits, reas-
signments, shared work leave, ensuring furloughed work-
ers have access to health insurance, voluntary retirement,
directing some of their CSR budgets toward employees, and

33 https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/dyz44j/bars-are-serving-ridic
ulous-dollar1-menu-items-to-stay-open-during-covid-restrictions.
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Table 12 Summary of Results for all Studies

Study DV ESJ B ESTAR> SECtotalB  SEC AR> SECeconB  SEC social B

1
Judgment of China’s COVID-19 Response 0.587***  0.055%%* 0.14 0.067%** 0.012 —0.003

2
Support for Online Learning —0.362% 0.019* —0.028%%* 0.144%**  —(0.033%%* —0.005
Support for In-Person Learning 0.575% 0.028%* 0.032 0.136%** 0.036%* 0.006
Free Enterprise 10.77%%* 0.115%** 0.385%**  (0.346%** 0.409%** 0.092
Perceived COVID-19 Severity —0.342% 0.018* —0.031%**  0.167***  —(0.042%** —-0.002

3
Support for Shelter in Place —0.611%**  0.067***  —0.018% 0.109%**  —0.036%** 0.008

4
Support for Reopening the Economy 0.755%**  (.134%** 0.036%** 0.257%%* 0.012 0.023%%*
Perceived COVID-19 Severity —0.836%**  0.119%**  —0.020* 0.129%**  —0.006 —-0.015
Fairness and Legitimacy of Reopening 0.389%**  (0.077%%* 0.025%** 0.225%%* 0.025%** 0.004
Respect for Individual Freedom 0.275%%%  0.04+%* 0.023**%  0.167*** 0.030%*** 0.019%**

Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Results presented are from the final model, in which control variables were entered in Step 1, SEC total
(centered) in Step 2, and ESJ (centered) in Step 3. Coefficients for separate SEC subscales are included for completeness

#p<0.05, **p<0.01, *+%p <0.001

working with government to use mobile technology to speed
up contact tracing exponentially. In fact, in the absence of
consistent policy directives, many businesses are voluntar-
ily providing the public good of ‘health protection’ such as
requiring masks to receive service, facilitating customer
social distancing by creating one-way aisles, outdoor seat-
ing, and offering no-touch services where possible to assure
customers that they are cognizant of their safety concerns
while continuing to offer services and remaining viable.

Despite its contribution to understanding the COVID-19
landscape, our research is not without limitations. First, all four
studies are correlational, making statements of causation unre-
liable. We tried addressing this challenge by testing a home-
grown manipulation for high and low ESJ beliefs based on the
ESJ scale items but were unsuccessful. Another limitation of
this work is that it relies on cross-sectional data for mediation
analyses. Questions have been raised about the appropriate-
ness of mediation in such samples (Green et al., 2010; Kline,
2015; MacKinnon et al., 2000). For instance, MacKinnon et al.
(2000) argue that mediation, confounding, and suppression
effects are statistically very similar and thus difficult to differ-
entiate without strong theoretical support. It would, therefore,
be beneficial for future research to examine the causal impact
of ESJ beliefs on attitudes toward the current crises.

Our findings may also be bounded by the country set-
ting (all respondents are from the US). Indeed, Cichoka
and Jost (2014) while comparing system justification in
20 countries representing capitalist and post-Communist
societies conclude: “...there are lower levels of system jus-
tification in post-Communist countries. At the same time,
we find that system justification possesses similar social

and psychological antecedents, manifestations, and conse-
quences in the two types of societies” (p. 6). The implica-
tion appears to be that the framework and the findings may
need to be carefully interpreted in the context of countries
where system justification may be at a lower level. It will
be particularly insightful to test our model in these non-US
settings.

It is also possible that other system justifying beliefs (e.g.,
Social Dominance Orientation (SDO)—Pratto et al., 1994,
Belief in a Just World (BJW)—Furnham, 2003) predict
COVID-19 reactions. In fact, Jost et al., (2003a) report sig-
nificant correlations between several system justifying ideol-
ogies including ESJ, SDO, Power Distance Belief, and BIW,
among others. However, other system justifying ideologies
are less proximate to the economy and the Sustaining Liveli-
hoods viewpoint than ESJ. It is possible that different types
of system justifying ideologies will have varying degrees of
impact on economic-relevant judgments, a hypothesis that
should be investigated by future research.

Fair Market Ideology (FMI) is another well-known sys-
tem justification belief. FMI represents justification of a spe-
cific economic system (market economy), whereas economic
system justification focuses on economic systems in general
with an emphasis on the in-built wealth inequality. FMI and
ESJ have been reported to be positively correlated in the US
(Jost al., 2003a, b). Because both concepts are focused on
the economic system, future research should aim to tease
apart their contribution, possibly by testing our predictions
in multiple country settings as stated above, while measuring
FMI and ESJ simultaneously as covariates.

@ Springer
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Although MTurk samples are reliable, efficient, and rep-
resentative (Buhrmester et al., 2011), it would be useful to
generalize the results to other samples. Such cross-sample
investigation is especially important considering the wide-
spread impact of COVID. There remain multiple questions
about ESJ’s link to Sustaining Livelihoods versus Saving
Lives that have important ethical implications. For exam-
ple, will high ESJ individuals be accepting of more deaths,
particularly those of more vulnerable populations, if the
economy turns around sooner as a consequence? Might
high ESJ people be willing to try untested medication if
doing so promises more expedient reopening of the econ-
omy? Recently, cases have begun to emerge of suspected
data suppression and manipulation relating to the infection
and mortality rate of COVID.** Taking a cue from this phe-
nomenon, are high ESJ people willing to suppress mortal-
ity and/or medical efficacy evidence to catalyze businesses
getting back into business? In some countries, governments
are rumored to be using the COVID situation to take greater
control of peoples’ lives to further their agendas. Might
COVID serve as a springboard for manipulating political
agendas and even elections?

Never before has the world faced such a direct conflict
between sustaining livelihoods and saving lives, a conflict
replete with ethical, moral, monetary, and mortality-related
challenges and pitfalls. Our research takes this conflict head
on. Our findings illuminate the psychological mechanisms
that are responsible for a bias toward sustaining liveli-
hoods versus saving lives beyond political ideology. Even
though our investigation captures a moment in time spe-
cific to a global challenge evolving and morphing daily, the
pandemic-related tension between the economy and public
health, particularly in free-market economies, seems to be

a perennial one.™

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplemen-
tary material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05091-4.
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