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ABSTRACT. Economic knowledge plays a central role in many theories of political behavior.
But empirical studies have found many citizens to be poorly informed about the official state
of the economy. Analyzing two waves of the Eurobarometer database, we re-examine the
distribution of public knowledge of three macroeconomic indicators in two dozen European
countries. We find that less than a third of respondents give estimates of levels of growth,
unemployment and inflation that lie within a reasonable margin of error of official statistics.
By this standard, public economic knowledge is disturbingly lacking. Furthermore, the
(in)accuracy of people’s estimates of official unemployment, inflation and growth rates is
more strongly driven by affective than informational dynamics. People are more pessimistic
about the state of the economy than official statistics indicate. While socio-economic
insiders give relatively more accurate estimates, they do so not because they are better
“informed”. Instead, they extrapolate from their own comfortable economic circumstances
and, with the resulting sanguine guesses, end up closer to official estimates. In real-world
politics, official economic statistics thus do not function as a shared information backdrop
that could buttress the quality of public deliberation. Instead, knowledge of them is itself
driven by personal socio-economic circumstances.
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Introduction

1

Citizens’ perceptions of economic performance inform their political and economic choices
(van der Brug, van der Eijk, and Franklin 2007). They punish political incumbents when the
economy performs poorly (cf. Conover, Feldman, and Knight 1986), while their support of
specific policies, for example liberal trade or migration regimes, depends on how they judge
economic performance. Individual decisions about investments, career paths and other life
choices are equally informed by ideas about “how the economy is doing”. Given that the
economic perceptions of citizens are central to popular politics, the question is what shapes
them.
Scholarship on citizens’ normative judgments about the economy (whether it is currently
doing well) and expectations (whether it will do well in the future) (Soroka, Stecula, and
Wlezien 2015) has linked them to people’s labor market position, educational background,
gender, and support for political incumbents (Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg 2014;
Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006; Mansfield and Mutz 2013; De Vries, Hobolt, and Tilley 2017).
Where one stands in society clearly shapes one’s economic outlook.
Yet most studies have ignored another potential factor behind the forming of blanket
economic judgments: what citizens think they know about the current state of the economy.
After all, the common assumption is that people simply have more or less information, and
what makes the difference is how people interpret that information and form judgments and
expectations on that basis. To be sure, citizen estimates of economic performance differ
significantly from the official figures (Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg 2014; Blendon
et al. 1997; Caplan 2002; Papacostas 2008). When prompted, some offer more accurate
estimates than others; how far removed these estimates are from the official figures varies
systematically with people’s individual characteristics (Vicente and López 2017).
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This finding seems to suggest that socio-economic insiders – people with good jobs and high
education in particular – are well-informed, and outsiders less so. But that is not a forgone
conclusion. Most people overestimate inflation and unemployment, such that those who
offer atypically optimistic (i.e. low) estimates may be correct by accident. Low estimates may
be less a sign of knowledge than of an optimistic guess. The economic knowledge of socioeconomic insiders may be colored by their societal position and experience – their affect, in
other words – as much as that of outsiders.
This paper seeks to disentangle the informational and affective dimensions of people’s
economic knowledge by comparing their estimates of inflation, unemployment and
economic growth to actual national official statistics. We draw on Eurobarometer survey
data for more than 20,000 European citizens, polled in two waves in 2006 and 2014. The survey
asked respondents to provide official figures for national unemployment, inflation and
economic growth. To tease apart informational effects (some people know better) from
affective effects (answers are driven by optimism or pessimism), we leverage a specific
feature of our data: for inflation and unemployment, poor information and pessimism both
push estimates upwards, making the two hard to distinguish. But growth estimates are
different: here, low estimates point to pessimism. This allows us to distinguish between
different sources of misestimation. For instance, overestimating unemployment, inflation
and growth is a sign of poor information. In contrast, the overestimation of unemployment
and inflation but not of growth suggests pessimism. This is particularly so when the trait in
question – say, personal financial distress – is not associated with lower accuracy in
estimating growth.
Leveraging these kinds of differences allows us to tease apart the drivers of people’s
economic information. We find that, for the most part, what people (think they) know about
the economy is not driven by “better information” but by positive or negative predispositions.
Although this makes some people’s estimates accurate, they may know just as little and
simply offer better guesses because they are more sanguine. Optimism correlates with
higher education, financial security and a general trust in statistics; in other words, it is
associated with socio-economic insiders. The people whom we do find to be genuinely less
informed are those who self-identify as politically far-left or far-right and those who do not
frequently discuss politics. People on the political fringes tend to make poor, but more or less
random, guesses. Those who don’t discuss politics give excessively high numbers for
everything: unemployment, inflation and growth.
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These findings matter for how we understand the role of economic information in politics:
people’s knowledge does not only fuel socio-economic dynamics (and for example voting
behaviour) but is also driven by them. An optimistic (and somewhat naïve) view of statistics
would see them as intersubjectively shared yardsticks against which different judgments of
economic conditions can be evaluated. Statistical information could function as a corrective
to affective judgments of the economy.
But in practice, that is not what we observe. It is misleading to think of economic knowledge
as objective information that people do or do not possess. Instead, what people think they
know about the economy here and now largely depends on their personal economic
circumstances and expectations for the future.
In what follows, we first lay out how and when economic knowledge matters to politics, and
what we already know about citizen awareness of economic indicators. We then outline what
we argue to be the two main alternative approaches to economic knowledge, what we call
the standard informational approach versus the affective approach. The subsequent
sections detail our hypotheses, data, model, and results.

The relevance of economic knowledge
Economic issues are key drivers of voting behavior (van der Brug, van der Eijk, and Franklin
2007; Healy, Andrew, Persson, and Snowberg 2017; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; Mackuen,
Erikson, and Stimson 1992)2. Views of the state of the economy loom large in theories about
how economic conditions shape citizens’ political choices (Fair 1978; Sanders 2003; Soroka,
Stecula, and Wlezien 2015). In a nutshell, the literature on economic voting asks two
fundamental questions: how do citizens form economic opinions? And to what degree and
through which channels do citizens’ opinions inform their political behavior?
In the first instance, we might expect general economic conditions to be relatively
unimportant in how citizens form their political preferences: rational pocketbook voters
would support politicians and policies that (relatively) benefit themselves (Conover,
Feldman, and Knight 1986). If policies have distributive effects, the aggregate impact, for
example on economic growth, might seem less important than whether a particular policy,

2

Even without the direct electoral link, people’s opinions can influence public policy, for example
on trade (Kono 2008).
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such as changes to the tax code or trade liberalization, would benefit any person
individually.
But because linking electoral options to personal economic circumstances and future
prospects is difficult and takes a lot of effort, citizens often take informational shortcuts
(Lupia 1994). Research consistently finds that general economic conditions, heavily covered
in the news, influence individual voting behavior more than the individual benefits or costs
that might be expected from political or policy alternatives (Conover, Feldman, and Knight
1986). Irrespective of whether citizens care about general economic conditions, we find that
they matter for economic assessment.
The key issue for us is the role of economic knowledge in the formation of citizen opinion. For
our purposes, economic knowledge is whatever people (think they) know about the state of
the economy, expressed in terms of macroeconomic indicators. We do not assume that
official figures about inflation or unemployment are in some hard sense correct; what
matters is that they are the official figures. We thus use the term ‘knowledge’ neutrally,
irrespective of whether what people have in their heads corresponds to official statistics.
Two observations guide our inquiry: first, economic knowledge generally conceived affects
people’s opinions (Walstad 1997), potentially more than many other factors. Rho and Tomz
(2017) argue that “economic ignorance” underlies people’s trade policy preferences; for
Blinder and Krueger (2004), people’s specific (and variable) knowledge decisively links
abstract orientations (say, self-interest or altruism) to specific policy positions (cf. Medrano
and Braun 2012).
Second, citizens offer wildly different assessments of economic conditions: their estimates
of macroeconomic indicators often vary significantly and can deviate enormously from
official figures (Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg 2013, 49; van der Brug, van der Eijk,
and Franklin 2007). Much of the scholarship on economic voting has sidestepped
quantitative assessments as explanatory variables because – with such large errors
contained in them – they are hard to link to political behavior, both theoretically and
empirically. The guiding idea is that on the whole, people’s knowledge of the economy is so
poor that we cannot take it seriously as a driver of political choices.3

3
Indeed, most research has focused on attitudes, asking, for example, whether people support free
trade or privatization.

Information versus affect in people’s economic knowledge
www.fickleformulas.org

6

Here we disagree. That what people (think they) know differs across identifiable groups of
citizens and from official estimates does not mean that such knowledge is unimportant –
especially if it turns out that such knowledge varies systematically with people’s socioeconomic positions. We heed Ansolabehere et al.’s (2014) call to tease apart the effects of
economic perceptions (of the here and now) and judgments (whether conditions are “good”
or not). So what do we know about why economic knowledge varies between people?

How well do people know the numbers and why?
The baseline conclusion of research on quantitative economic knowledge is that it is poor
(Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg 2013, 2014; Fullone et al. 2008; Del Giovane, Fabiani,
and Sabbatini 2008; Mohr et al. 2014; Papacostas 2008; Vicente and López 2017). Economists
and policymakers attach great weight to a single percentage point inflation or growth more
or less; yet citizen estimates are often five percentage points or more off the official numbers.
(We provide detailed descriptive statistics for our data below.)
What explains such differences? Ansolabehere et al. (2014) found that Americans with less
education and those with ethnic and racial minority backgrounds on average report higher
national unemployment figures. Lending support to the idea that people take their cues from
their immediate environments, citizens of states with relatively high unemployment also
report higher national figures. Mohr et al. (2014) quizzed Germans about their statistical
knowledge, understanding of economic concepts and causal relationships, and found their
answers to reflect gender, educational level, and age (for comparable results from Italy, see
Fullone et al. 2008). Pan-European studies also show significant cross-country differences
(Papacostas 2008; Vicente and López 2017), some of which may be attributed to socioeconomic differences between countries (e.g. different average levels of education) or
national economic conditions.4

Unsurprisingly, citizen knowledge is also significantly

shaped by news coverage in the media they consume (Soroka, Stecula, and Wlezien 2015).
These conclusions chime with what scholars have learned about economic attitudes.
Walstad (1997) finds the latter to be colored by gender, race, income and education; welleducated, affluent white men are more pro-trade than anyone else and, at the margin,
altering any of these traits increases protectionist tendencies. These findings are broadly

4
We consciously do not make cross-country differences the object of our inquiry, but we do control
for them in our statistical analyses.
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supported in the literature, including the puzzlingly strong effect of gender (Burgoon and
Hiscox n.d.; Guisinger 2016).

The informational versus affective approaches to economic knowledge
These findings correspond to an image in which economic insiders, or those with relative
economic privilege, have superior economic knowledge to others. This standard
informational approach holds that some people know better, and that better knowledge is a
function of personal traits such as education, income, gender, occupational status, and so
on. In this view, economic assessments and hence political behavior are partly a function of
how well-informed people are – a line of argument that resonates with studies that find
education to influence attitudes towards trade irrespective of socio-economic position
(Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006), or the information sources citizens consult strongly
influencing their political behavior (Soroka, Stecula, and Wlezien 2015).
The alternative view – what we call the affective approach – sees differences in economic
knowledge rooted in non-informational factors such as ideological predisposition,
observation bias and personal circumstances. Economic judgments more generally are
colored by ideological orientation (Blendon et al. 1997), which informs attitudes towards
trade more than presumed self-interest (e.g. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010). Wolfe and
Mendelsohn (2005) come to similar conclusions about Canadian attitudes towards trade,
while Mansfield and Mutz (2013) find ideological orientation to dominate US citizen views of
offshoring by American companies. On the other side of the Atlantic, Legge and Rainey
(2003) see German attitudes towards privatization primarily shaped by basic ideological
orientation rather than by calculations of self-interest.
So if economic insiders provide estimates that are relatively close to the official figures, does
this mean they know better, or that they guess as much as everyone else, but have biases
that happen to point in the right direction?

Hypotheses and observable implications
We seek to establish the factors that condition economic knowledge. In doing so, we do not
assume that official figures about unemployment or inflation are objectively correct; the
definitions underlying inflation and unemployment measures are ambiguous enough to
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justify doubts as to how well they capture the phenomena in question5 At the same time, the
survey questions explicitly ask for people’s familiarity with official numbers as reported in
the media. We take differences in people’s responses as evidence of more or less familiarity
with economic information (if the distance between personal estimates and official figures
is large but not clearly biased in one direction) or of biased perceptions (if the difference
shows clear directional biases to systematically over- or underestimate official figures).
Our data allows us to compare citizen estimates for three different economic headline
figures: economic growth, inflation, and unemployment. For our purposes, the former differs
from the latter two. Inflation and unemployment are intuitively more concrete than growth
– they are about life getting more expensive and people losing their jobs. They are also easy
to relate to personal experience and observation: people who observe large price changes,
for example for fuel or groceries, are likely to make quick inferences about overall inflation
levels (Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg 2013; Del Giovane, Fabiani, and Sabbatini
2008; Moati 2011). Mutatis mutandis, the same applies to unemployment figures.
Economic growth, in contrast, is a much more abstract concept. Extrapolations from
personal circumstances may thus bias unemployment and inflation estimates more than
estimates of growth. In addition, higher numbers indicate a worse economic situation in the
case of inflation and unemployment, but a better situation in the case of economic growth.
We can leverage these differences between the indicators to study to which extent personal
experiences color subjective economic knowledge. In particular, they allow us to ascertain
whether certain personal attributes are associated with more accurate estimates because
respondents are indeed better informed, or whether their estimates are merely more
optimistic and turn out to be closer to official statistics because the general tendency to offer
overly pessimistic numbers is reduced for these respondents (even if they guess as much as
everybody else).
Our empirical analysis builds on two Eurobarometer (EB) waves, which include extensive
respondent-level information that we use to proxy key explanatory variables. Vicente and
López (2017) have analyzed the factors that explain differences in economic knowledge using
one of the EB waves (2015) which we analyze as well. Although many of our variables coincide
with theirs, their analysis is less theory-driven, uses a different specification and does not

5
For inflation, see e.g. Johnson 2015; Mackie and Schultze 2002. For unemployment, e.g. Baxandall
2004 and Alenda-Demoutiez and Mügge 2019. For growth, e.g. Pilling 2018; UNECE, Eurostat, and
OECD 2011.
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include the earlier EB wave. We therefore treat their results as inspiration for hypotheses
about our own data rather than as established facts about patterns within it.

Learning and socialization
A broad scholarship has found a strong positive connection between education levels and
the accuracy of economic and political knowledge (Blendon et al. 1997; Caplan 2002, 2007;
Mohr et al. 2014; Walstad 1997; Walstad and Rebeck 2002). Most of these studies reflect the
informational perspective: the quality of subjective economic knowledge is seen as a
function of people’s information levels, which in turn relates to education. Long education
trajectories may have socialized people into particular patterns of news consumption;
exposure to economics training may have enabled them to make sense and therefore
accurately recollect quantitative economic information more readily than others. To the
extent that this intuition is correct, we might expect highly educated people to answer
questions about all three indicators more accurately than those with less education.
But there is also an alternative, affective dynamic through which education levels may
influence the accuracy of respondents’ estimates: more educated people may offer more
sanguine estimates than less educated ones because of their typically more favorable socioeconomic positions and prospects. If so, we would expect the accuracy of personal estimates
to correlate with education levels, but in a slightly different pattern: higher education should
correlate with lower, less pessimistic (and hence more accurate) estimates for
unemployment and inflation, but not with clearly better estimates for economic growth.

H1a (informational): the higher people’s education levels, the more accurate their
estimates for all three indicators.
H1b (affective): higher education levels correlate with less pessimistic, lower (more
accurate) estimates for unemployment and inflation, but not growth.
In addition, potentially (but not necessarily) covarying with their educational backgrounds,
individuals may have developed a general interest in political and economic topics. This may
make them more avid consumers of political and by extension economic news, such that
their estimates may be more accurate.
To be sure, this mechanism is not as obvious as it may seem. A strong investment in politics
could also augment affective predispositions, such that the pessimism/optimism dynamics
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would be particularly pronounced.6 Strong political interests, in other words, might see
people’s economic knowledge converge as well as diverge. Interest in political discussion and
economic issues can matter through both informational and affective dynamics. But the
resulting patterns would differ:

H2a (informational): people who actively participate in political discussions and indicate
interest in economic issues offer more accurate estimates of all three indicators.
H2b (affective): people who actively participate in political discussions and indicate
interest in economic issues offer less pessimistic, lower (more accurate) estimates of
unemployment and inflation, but not growth.
Finally, the relationship between learning and socialization and the accuracy of economic
knowledge may also be mediated by political ideology and individuals’ trust in government
institutions. Traditionally, ideological biases have mainly been conceptualized in terms of
partisanship (Ansolabehere, Meredith, and Snowberg 2013; De Vries, Hobolt, and Tilley 2017):
supporters of political incumbents would put a gloss on present economic conditions and
outlook for the future; opponents would do the opposite. More recently, we see an emergent
division between relatively centrist citizens on the one hand, and politically more extreme
ones (both left and right) on the other. The latter can be seen as part of an anti-establishment
group in the population, marked by higher disregard for and lack of trust in democratic
institutions and the kinds of policies implemented through them.
People’s experiences of economic conditions may thus be systematically colored by the
degree to which they find themselves in the political mainstream versus the fringes. But it is
conceivable that the causal arrow runs in the other direction: those who perceive economic
conditions to be dismal might find themselves driven towards anti-establishment opinions.
For our purposes, the direction of the causal arrow is less important than the fact that antiestablishment positions and particularly negative economic assessments may be two sides
of the same coin, with economic perceptions simultaneously fueling and reflecting the
ideologically colored predisposition of citizens.

6

In addition, the recent segmentation of news sources (bubble effects) may mean that interested
people have more exposure to different kinds of information, such that a strong interest in politics
might lead people in very different directions depending on their environment and political
inclinations. At the same time, we would expect such dynamics to be recent phenomena,
supposedly less visible in Eurobarometer waves from roughly five and fifteen years ago.
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At the same time, it may also be that people outside the political mainstream don’t believe
economic figures have much purchase and, for this reason, pay less attention to them or
trust them less, so that when queried about official figures, they volunteer estimates that
are further from official figures. To further investigate this establishment/antiestablishment dimension, we consider the relative trust citizens have in national economic
statistics. We expect a knowledge effect and a suspicion of manipulation effect. If people
with trust in statistics also pay more (positive) attention to them, we would expect them to
offer better estimates across the board. If distrusting statistics means that people believe
the most salient and personally relevant statistics (about unemployment and inflation) are
politically manipulated, we would expect a stronger misestimation effect there than with
growth statistics.
The key difference between informational and affective conceptions lies in how these biases
play out as citizens on the political extremes may be exposed to discourses which paint a
particularly dismal picture of economic conditions.

H3a (informational): people closer to centrist political positions as well as those having
greater trust in government statistics will offer more accurate estimates for all three
indicators.
H3b (affective): people closer to centrist political positions as well as those having greater
trust in government statistics will offer less pessimistic, lower (and more accurate)
estimates for unemployment and inflation, but not growth.

Salience and exposure
The second cluster of explanatory variables relate to the salience of economic statistics in
public debate and the direct exposure of individuals to the economic developments these
indicators seek to capture.
A rational choice view of information acquisition emphasizes that gathering information is
costly, and people will expend effort to acquire information when it has a direct bearing on
their personal situation. By this logic, people in precarious positions would pay closer
attention to reporting about specific economic developments and would be more up to date
than those who can afford to pay less attention. In other words, financial and economic
distress might improve estimates. We would expect such an effect in particular for
unemployment figures, which relate most immediately to people’s personal situations.
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At the same time, the affective perspective suggests that economic hardship may increase
anxieties and encourage people to extrapolate from their own situation to society as a whole.
Scholars have shown that blanket economic judgments about whether things are going well
or not are often influenced by people’s personal experiences and expectations. Judgments of
one’s personal situation and of the general situation bleed into each other, either because
people make inferences about national economic conditions from the case they know best
(their own) or because their emotions (pessimism, frustration, anxiety) color their general
perceptions.
It is not self-evident that we would find a similar link between personal circumstances and
actual economic knowledge, as opposed to economic judgments. Consonant with a more
rationalist view of information acquisition and cognition, people may be able to separate
their personal situation from knowledge about general conditions, knowing that things in
general are going well even if they aren’t for themselves personally. Two alternative
hypotheses follow:

H4a (informational): individuals with greater exposure to the risk of unemployment or
inflation offer more accurate estimates of the respective figures.
H4b (affective): individuals with greater exposure to the risk of unemployment or inflation
offer more pessimistic, less accurate estimates of the respective figures.
Finally, salience may also matter in a different way. The cost of acquiring knowledge about
economic statistics is partly a function of their salience in public debate. If they make
newspaper headlines, they are relatively “cheap” to pick up. If one needs to dig in specialist
sources to find them, they are more expensive. Does easy-to-acquire information, as the
informational perspective expects, improve the accuracy of people’s estimates?
To test the effect of this form of salience, we compare the pre- and post-crisis EB waves.
Europeans’ concerns about the state of their economies skyrocketed in the aftermath of the
2008 financial crash. For six consecutive years (2007-2013), Europeans perceived
unemployment, the national economy and rising prices as the three most relevant issues in
their countries (Eurobarometer 67 and 80). News coverage clearly increased as well; with a
16 percent increase in unemployment from 2006 to 2014 (Eurostat 2018) in some EU countries,
it is not surprising that Europeans centered their attention on these macroeconomic
indicators.
From an informational perspective, we would expect that, averaged across Europe, the
growing importance of economic issues would increase citizens’ attention to economic
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information and hence improve their subjective economic knowledge. From an affective
perspective, we would expect that the greater salience of these indicators in public debate
would reinforce negative perceptions. Our final pair of hypotheses follows:

H5a (informational): ceteris paribus, people’s knowledge of all three indicators is more
accurate in the aftermath of the economic crisis than before it.
H5b (affective): people’s knowledge of all three indicators is more pessimistic and less
accurate in the aftermath of the economic crisis than before it.

Data
To test these hypotheses, we analyze data from the two waves of the Eurobarometer survey
that included questions about citizens’ knowledge of economic indicators: EB67.2 conducted
in 2007 and EB83.3 conducted in 2015. In both waves, randomly selected samples of roughly
1,000 respondents each from two dozen European countries were probed about their
knowledge of three macroeconomic statistics: the national unemployment, inflation and
growth rates. Details about sample sizes and the countries surveyed can be found in
appendix table A2.
Questions were phrased in the following way:
“What was the official unemployment rate, the percentage of active
people who do not have a job, in (OUR COUNTRY) in 2014? I can tell you
that the exact figure is between 0% and 30%” (Question QF4 in EB83.3
questionnaire), etc.
In total, the two surveys yielded more than 56,000 possible personal estimates of national
unemployment and inflation rates across two dozen countries at two points in time, and
slightly more than 43,000 estimates of the growth rate (omitted from some country samples
in the EB survey).
We analyze this information in two ways: to investigate the drivers of the (in-)accuracy of
respondents’ estimates, i.e. how close they are to the official figures (independently of
whether they are over- or under-estimates), we calculate the absolute value of the distance
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between personal estimates and the official figures.7 A value of 0 represents a perfectly
accurate estimate; the higher the value, the further removed respondents’ estimates are
from the actual figures. To gauge the direction in which covariates tend to bias knowledge of
economic statistics, we rely on the net difference between personal estimates and official
rates. In this case, positive values indicate over-estimates, and negative values underestimates.8

The state of economic perceptions – descriptive
analysis
Maria Vicente and Ana López (2017) have analyzed the second wave of the Eurobarometer
(EB 83.3) in a study for the Journal of Official Statistics. They place heavy emphasis on
describing the data and on differences in estimate accuracy across countries. Although
these differences are interesting in their own right, they are less relevant to our endeavor,
which emphasizes the theoretical relationships discussed above.
Table 1 provides an overview of the broad distribution of responses (the size of countrysamples is summarized in appendix table A2). It shows, for each indicator and wave, the total
number of responses and non-responses (‘don’t knows’) as well as the proportion of the
former that are roughly correct (less than 2 [1] percentage point off the actual figure).9

7

We treat the statistics published by Eurostat for 2006 and 2014 as the ‘official’ figures. For
countries in the sample for which Eurostat does not publish figures (Turkey, Macedonia,
Montenegro, Serbia, Albania, Croatia and Turkish Cyprus), we use statistics published on the
World Banks’ World Development Indicators database.
8
Given the large number of ‘don’t know’ responses, we additionally generate a dummy variable
which indicates whether a respondent offered any estimate at all. These results are included in
appendix table A4.
9
That is: if the actual official unemployment rate was 5.0 percent, any estimate lying within 3.0
[4.0] and 7.0 [6.0] percent is classified as ‘correct’.
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Table 1. The distribution of responses by indicator and EB wave
Wave
Indicator
Number of respondents who give
an estimate
Number of respondents who
answer ‘Don’t know’
Proportion of ‘Don’t knows’
Proportion of respondents within
+/- 2 percentage points of actual
figure (as % of total asked)
Proportion of respondents within
+/- 1 percentage point of actual
figure (as % of total asked)

2007
Unemployment

Inflation

15,370

2015
Growth

Unemployment

Inflation

Growth

13,845

6,602

21,837

18,729

18,573

13,345

14,870

9,139

5,921

9,029

9,185

46.47%

51.78%

58.06%

21.33%

32.53%

33.09%

19.42%

23.72%

22.37%

23.09%

20.03%

31.77%

10.75%

16.24%

11.88%

12.83%

12.00%

18.66%

SOURCE: Own calculations based on EB67 and 83

First off, we see that knowledge about official economic statistics among citizens is
surprisingly low: about half of the respondents in the 2007 survey did not provide any
estimate when probed, indicating that they ‘don’t know’ the unemployment, inflation or
growth rate. Those who did respond often provided estimates far removed from the official
figures: only 1 in 5 respondents in 2007 offered numbers less than two percentage points
removed from the actual figure, while only 1 in 10 were correct within one percentage point.
Respondents’ willingness to provide an estimate was much higher in the post-crisis survey
of 2015, in which the proportion of ‘don’t knows’ fell to between 20 and 30 percent. At the same
time, the share of roughly correct answers did not clearly improve from 2007 to 2015.
To illustrate the deviance of personal estimates from the official figures, Figure 1 plots the
distribution of the variable capturing the net difference between the estimates given by
respondents and the official rates. The histograms show that the estimates of many
respondents lie rather far from the official figures.
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Figure 1. Distribution of respondents’ estimates vs. actual official figures

The plots also suggest that citizens see their economies more pessimistically than official
figures indicate: 75 to 85 percent of respondents think that the rate of unemployment and
inflation are higher than indicated in official statistics, while the ratio is lower for economic
growth, where about half of respondents underestimate official growth rates.

Methods
To assess our hypotheses, we next run a series of multivariate ordinary least square
regressions in which we test, for each of the three indicators (unemployment, inflation and
growth), the strength and robustness of the correlation of individual respondent
characteristics with the absolute and net distance between personal estimates and official
figures. In our main specifications, we employ country fixed-effects that absorb variation
that is constant across respondents from any one country.10
Our central question is to what degree subjective economic knowledge is driven by
informational versus affective dynamics. In line with the hypotheses presented above, we
consider a range of variables to capture possible alternative dimensions of this distinction.
Before we present the results, we briefly summarize these measures.11

10

In robustness checks, we evaluate the consistency of our main results in models with random
intercepts instead of fixed effects (cf. appendix table A5).
11
The degree of correlation among independent variables is generally low, the highest being 0.23
(between occupational status and education). See correlation matrix in appendix table A3.

Information versus affect in people’s economic knowledge
www.fickleformulas.org

17

The education variable is categorical and indicates at what age respondents completed their
full-time education (less than 12 years old; 12-15 years old; 16-17 years old; 18-20 years old; 2124 years old; older than 25 years).
We use two variables to capture personal economic situation: respondents’ answers to the
question “How would you judge the current financial situation of your household?” (very
good; rather good; rather bad; very bad) and their occupation (the survey slots these into
eight categories: self-employed, manager, other white-collar worker, manual worker, house
person, unemployed, retired, student). We further include four variables that proxy for
respondents’ political ideology and interest in political and economic issues. To gauge
whether people find themselves more or less in the political (centrist) mainstream or selfidentify with more radical, anti-establishment political ideas, we use a categorical variable
derived from respondents’ self-placement on a scale ranging from 1 (very left) to 10 (very
right). We have compressed this scale into five categories (far left; center-left; center;
center-right; far right).
We measure relative trust in political institutions, and statistics in particular, with the
following question: “Personally, how much trust do you have in the official statistics in [OUR
COUNTRY], for example the statistics on unemployment, inflation or economic growth?
Would you say that you tend to trust these official statistics or tend not to trust them?”
(answers coded as a dummy: tend to trust; tend not to trust). We derive people’s engagement
with political discussion from their answer to the question: “When you get together with
friends and relatives, would you say you discuss frequently, occasionally or never about
national political matters?” Respondents were offered three possible answers (never;
occasionally; frequently). Finally, we proxy the importance respondents attach to economic
issues with a variable that counts the number of economic issues respondents mention
among “the two most important issues facing [OUR COUNTRY] at the moment” (the values
thus range between 0 and 2).12
To tease apart subjective economic knowledge from general economic assessments, we
include the responses to a question about relative economic optimism: “What are your

12
The issues we counted as ‘economic’ are: economic situation; rising prices; taxation;
unemployment; government debt; pensions. The remaining ones, which we did not count as
economic, are: terrorism, housing, immigration, health and social security, the education system,
the environment, other, none.
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expectations for the next twelve months: will the next twelve months be better, worse, or the
same when it comes to the economic situation in [OUR COUNTRY]?” (better; same; worse).
To capture the effects of salience, we use a dummy for the EB wave to see whether the
financial and economic crisis, which heightened the salience of economic issues across
Europe, indeed had the effect of improving subjective economic knowledge.
In all models, we also control for respondents’ age (the linear function as well as the square
term) and gender.13 Descriptive statistics and a correlation matrix are provided in appendix
tables A1-A3.

Results and interpretation
Our main results are presented in Table 2. For each indicator, it shows both the strength and
significance of the various variables as predictors of the (in)accuracy of subjective economic
knowledge (Models 1, 3 and 5) as well as the direction in which they bias personal estimates
(Models 2, 4 and 6). All estimates are based on ordinary least square models with country
fixed-effects. In the ‘accuracy’ models, the dependent variable captures the absolute
distance between personal estimates and the official figures; in the ‘direction’ models, the
net difference. Positive coefficients in the ‘accuracy’ models thus indicate that the
respective covariates are associated with personal estimates that are further removed from
the official figures; negative coefficients indicate ‘better’ estimates. In the ‘direction’
models, positive signs indicate higher, and negative signs lower, estimates, independent of
their accuracy.
Appendix table A4 shows the importance of the same covariates as predictors of ‘don’t know’
responses. Appendix table A5 evaluates the consistency of the results from table 2 in a model
with country- and NUTS2 region-level random intercepts.14

13

In the random-effects model (appendix table A5), we add the official rates of
inflation/growth/unemployment (from Eurostat) as well as GDP per capita (logged) (from WDI) at
the country-level.
14
One of the strongest results, consistent with the literature, concerns the effect of gender on
subjective economic knowledge: although women are much less likely to offer a response in the
first place (cf. table 4), the estimates of women who do respond are consistently worse than those
of men (cf. table 2) and systematically biased upwards for all three indicators (cf. table 3).
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Considering the long list of other variables we include in our model specifications, we remain
puzzled by this finding. It may indicate gendered differences in upbringing and socio-political
engagement, in educational and professional choices, or a combination thereof. Because our
interest here lies elsewhere, we make no attempt here to delve into this question.
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Table 2. (In)accuracy and directional bias of personal estimates
Unemployment
Accuracy
Direction
Education
Ref=<age 12
Age 12-15
Age 16-17
Age 18-20
Age 21-24
Age 25+

Inflation

Growth

Accuracy

Direction

Accuracy

Direction

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

-0.20 (-0.70)
-0.60 (-2.69)
-1.13 (-4.82)
-1.48 (-5.66)
-1.58 (-5.28)

-0.18 (-0.55)
-0.42 (-1.51)
-1.06 (-3.75)
-1.28 (-3.89)
-1.41 (-4.04)

0.08 (0.28)
-0.31 (-1.22)
-0.73 (-2.92)
-1.23 (-4.55)
-1.31 (-5.10)

0.09 (0.30)
-0.30 (-1.17)
-0.69 (-2.77)
-1.21 (-4.43)
-1.29 (-5.23)

0.53 (2.10)
0.24 (1.07)
0.09 (0.44)
-0.15 (-0.72)
-0.33 (-1.39)

0.58 (2.29)
0.35 (1.45)
0.07 (0.32)
-0.20 (-0.99)
-0.33 (-1.43)

Financial situation
Ref=very bad
Rather bad
Rather good
Very good

-0.68 (-2.29)
-0.99 (-3.03)
-1.50 (-4.16)

-0.48 (-1.60)
-0.79 (-2.31)
-1.42 (-3.52)

-1.18 (-4.65)
-1.61 (-5.20)
-1.79 (-5.68)

-1.05 (-3.87)
-1.49 (-4.44)
-1.71 (-5.12)

-0.27 (-2.33)
-0.37 (-3.85)
-0.42 (-3.82)

0.22 (1.11)
0.33 (1.64)
0.30 (1.54)

Economic outlook
Ref=get worse
Stay same
Improve

-0.45 (-2.92)
0.67 (-3.60)

-0.45 (-2.51)
-0.94 (-4.82)

-0.23 (-1.74)
-0.24 (-1.92)

-0.19 (-1.32)
-0.18 (-1.25)

-0.08 (-0.99)
0.008 (0.08)

-0.01 (-0.11)
-0.07 (-0.44)

0.33 (2.87)
0.40 (3.69)

0.33 (1.83)
0.43 (2.24)

0.07 (0.66)
0.27 (2.10)

0.10 (0.79)
0.37 (2.64)

0.04 (0.69)
0.005 (0.05)

-0.16 (-1.94)
-0.19 (-1.60)

Trust statistics

-0.60 (-4.91)

-0.64 (-5.45)

-0.33 (-3.43)

-0.30 (-3.04)

-0.02 (-0.29)

0.25 (3.24)

Discuss politics
Ref=never
Occasionally
Frequently

-0.72 (-5.63)
-1.27 (-8.14)

-0.59 (-3.50)
1.09 (-6.08)

-0.56 (-5.63)
-0.86 (-5.97)

-0.51 (-5.27)
-0.87 (-5.88)

-0.33 (-4.62)
-0.45 (-4.09)

-0.28 (-3.18)
-0.58 (-4.34)

Political ideology
Ref= Centre
Far left
Centre-left
Centre-right
Far right

0.23 (1.57)
-0.28 (-3.15)
-0.31 (-4.39)
0.77 (5.68)

0.03 (0.16)
-0.20 (-1.75)
-0.22 (-2.37)
0.43 (2.72)

0.14 (1.23)
-0.19 (-2.14)
-0.11 (-1.35)
0.44 (2.86)

0.12 (0.98)
-0.19 (-1.95)
-0.09 (-1.02)
0.34 (1.94)

0.12 (1.25)
-0.04 (-0.61)
-0.11 (-1.38)
0.38 (4.38)

0.08 (0.57)
-0.11 (-1.05)
0.09 (0.79)
0.23 (1.70)

Occupation
Ref= Manager
Self-employed
Other white collar
Manual worker
House person
Unemployed
Retired
Student

0.21 (1.82)
0.06 (0.32)
0.56 (2.97)
0.41 (2.54)
0.41 (2.54)
0.50 (2.82)
-0.07 (-0.37)

0.22 (1.63)
0.03 (0.16)
0.46 (2.20)
0.22 (1.41)
0.64 (2.88)
0.63 (3.93)
0.11 (0.50)

0.16 (1.13)
0.19 (1.68)
0.62 (5.92)
0.66 (4.20)
0.54 (3.09)
0.45 (4.78)
0.29 (2.05)

0.14 (0.91)
0.19 (1.57)
0.61 (6.57)
0.69 (4.34)
0.45 (2.32)
0.46 (4.72)
0.28 (1.92)

0.06 (0.59)
0.11 (1.84)
0.26 (2.49)
0.10 (0.77)
0.33 (3.10)
0.10 (1.01)
0.24 (2.03)

0.15 (1.39)
0.09 (1.11)
0.34 (3.18)
0.42 (2.51)
0.38 (2.55)
0.27 (1.92)
0.30 (1.80)

2.70 (8.63)

2.96 (6.74)

2.46 (7.86)

2.60 (7.10)

0.81 (5.03)

1.38 (3.96)

Nr economic issues mentioned
among most important two
Ref=0
1
2

EB2015 dummy
Female

1.03 (7.25)

0.96 (5.88)

0.74 (7.23)

0.77 (7.29)

0.46 (6.58)

0.52 (6.16)

Age

-0.06 (-3.73)

-0.02 (-0.78)

-0.06 (-3.25)

-0.06 (-2.87)

-0.03 (-3.42)

-0.03 (-2.07)

Age-square

0.0002 (1.34)

-0.0002 (-1.39)

0.0003 (1.64)

0.0002 (1.29)

0.0002 (2.16)

0.0001 (0.74)

Yes
31
29,238
0.19

Yes
31
29,238
0.19

Yes
31
25,875
0.22

Yes
31
25,875
0.20

Yes
31
20,014
0.10

Yes
31
20,014
0.13

Country fixed-effects
Number of countries
Observations
R-square

NOTE: t-statistic in parentheses. Robust standard errors clustered by country. Constant not shown.
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Overall, the results lend strong, if not unequivocal, support to the affective hypotheses.
More educated respondents are much more likely to reply (cf. appendix table A4) and offer
more accurate, lower estimates of unemployment and inflation. Unemployment estimates of
highly educated individuals are about 1.5 percentage points closer (lower) to official rates,
and inflation estimates, 1.3 points. But the same is not true for growth where estimates of
highly educated individuals are not significantly better than those of respondents with less
education. This pattern is in line with the hypothesis that more educated respondents
enjoying more comfortable economic circumstances offer less pessimistic estimates of
unemployment and inflation as they extrapolate from their own experience. For growth,
where pessimism works in the opposite direction, this is not the case. Educated socioeconomic insiders are thus not necessarily better informed but, in our interpretation of the
data, merely more optimistic.
Coefficients for respondents’ financial situation point in a similar direction. People who
indicate being in a better financial situation offer more accurate estimates across the three
indicators, which tend to be 1.4 and 1.7 percentage points lower for unemployment and
inflation respectively, but 0.3 points higher for growth. This implies that relatively richer
respondents offer more sanguine estimates of economic growth than materially more
deprived respondents of the same level of education – a pattern that conforms with the
intuition that emotive factors can bias estimates in a direction that incidentally also makes
them more accurate.
The other two measures of respondents’ general assessments of the economy in the survey
– the importance they attach to economic issues and their expectation about its future
course – also tap into this. While correlations are smaller in substantive terms, we find that
respondents who attach greater importance to economic issues offer less rather than more
accurate estimates, which are consistently more pessimistic (higher for unemployment and
inflation; lower for growth). The general pattern is that “caring” about the economy
translates into exaggerated (pessimistic) estimates, not more accurate knowledge.
Respondents who give more bullish predictions about the expected future offer lower, more
accurate estimates of present levels of unemployment and inflation – but not growth. Of
course these relationships can go in two directions: people may offer overly gloomy
estimates because of their general economic pessimism or they may be pessimistic because
they have bleak (but inaccurate) economic statistics in their minds. The direction of the
causal arrow is less important to us, however, than the observation that the two go hand in
hand.
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Next we evaluate political factors. Here our results are more mixed. The relationship with
trust in statistics strongly conforms with the affective hypothesis, whereas respondents’
interest in political discussions as well as their ideological self-placement are more in line
with informational dynamics. People who tend to trust official statistics offer lower, more
accurate estimates for unemployment and inflation – and higher, but not more accurate,
ones for growth. This is clearly in line with an affective perspective, which suggests that
people who are more at ease with the political establishment are more optimistic about the
state of the economy without necessarily being better informed.
On the other hand, our estimations show that respondents who discuss political matters
frequently are significantly more likely to reply (cf. appendix table A4) and offer more
accurate estimates across all three indicators. Similarly, respondents who self-identify with
more centrist political-ideological positions tend to give more accurate estimates of
unemployment, inflation and growth than respondents on the political fringes. In particular,
respondents who place themselves on the far right offer significantly larger, less accurate
numbers for all three indicators (including growth). This provides at least some evidence
that people who are socialized into ‘finding politics interesting’ are somewhat more informed
about official macroeconomic statistics’ representation of the state of the economy.
Finally, we turn to the hypotheses about salience and exposure. Overall, we find that
individuals more exposed to the risks of unemployment and inflation are not better informed
about the respective statistics. The unemployed and people in less secure professions give
higher, less (not more) accurate estimates of unemployment and inflation levels (as well as
growth rates). People particularly exposed to inflation, for example pensioners and
respondents taking care of the household and groceries, also give much higher, less accurate
estimates of its level. This clearly goes against the informational hypotheses. People at
greater risk of unemployment or inflation do not pay closer attention to relevant statistics.
Instead, their estimates reflect greater levels of anxiety and the cues they take from their
immediate environment. In other words, personal distress colors subjective economic
knowledge negatively.
Last but not least, the growing salience of economic news in public debates in the aftermath
of the financial crisis has led to a notable increase in the proportion of people who do offer
an estimate when probed (cf. appendix table A4; also table 1). It has not, however, led to better
knowledge. On the contrary, the accuracy of people’s estimates significantly decreased in
the post-crisis Eurobarometer wave. According to the country-fixed effects model in Table
2, respondents in 2015 offered higher, less accurate estimates for all three indicators. In the
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more flexible random-effects specification (in which we control for the level of national
official statistics), the same tendency, although substantially weaker, holds for
unemployment and inflation. Growth estimates also tend to be less accurate according to
the random-effects specification, but without a clear directional bias (i.e. random errors). In
either case, the results reject the informational hypothesis that greater salience leads to
more accuracy.

Conclusion
What shapes what people know about the economy? In particular, to what degree can such
data count as a shared informational background to public deliberations and the formation
of individual economic assessments and preferences?
We have argued that such an informational view of economic statistics’ role in public life,
entrenched as it is, misses the mark. We find little evidence for the idea that the accuracy of
people’s information is a function of how relevant particular knowledge might be to them.
There is relatively little evidence, for example, that people in socio-economic positions or
employment categories for whom particular information might be especially useful also
report it more accurately. Even when it comes to the effect of education, it is unclear to us
whether it matters because it improves “knowledge” in some basic sense, or because welleducated people are economically more secure and hence less likely to overestimate
inflation and unemployment.
We propose an affective view of such information instead. Personal economic and political
gloom strongly affects what people think they know about the economy – not just general
assessments, but actual numbers they are willing to attach to economic conditions. For labor
markets, general pessimism about the future translates into higher unemployment
estimates here and now. Personal economic distress equally lets people report much higher
unemployment and inflation rates than is true for people with fewer economic worries. There
is a clear tendency, in other words, to extrapolate from one’s personal situation.
Political gloom, too, colors subjective economic knowledge. People placing themselves at the
political extremes offer much less accurate estimates across the board than others,
suggesting that they tune out of official information channels about economic conditions.
The evidence suggests, even if less strongly so, that this results in a pessimistic bias: people
at the political extremes (think they) know economic conditions to be worse. The same holds
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for citizens who distrust statistics more generally. Here too we find a strong correlation with
more pessimistic economic estimates.
These findings upend models of economic opinion formation that theorize economic
information as an exogenous input. At first sight, this does not augur well for deliberative
democracy, which thrives on the availability of intersubjectively shared common ground –
the facts everyone can agree on. (Present-day American politics offer a worrying illustration
of what happens when that common ground crumbles.) At the same time, our analysis does
not assume that official figures offer accurate or even universally useful assessments of
economic conditions. They differ enough across socio-economic classes, regions and
individuals to justify doubts about just how meaningful “national economic conditions” are
for citizens. In that view, it may be understandable after all that people are less invested in
such information as objective yardsticks than common imageries would expect. Either way,
our findings underline that – not only on the drawing board and in the way experts use them,
but also in the hands and minds of citizens – statistics are far from the objective economic
yardsticks that their champions all too often still hold them to be.
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Appendix
Table A1. Descriptive statistics
Variable

Type

Number of
observations

Mean

Standard
deviation

Minimum

Maximum

Unemployment:
net difference
Inflation: net
difference
Growth: net
difference

Continuous; net difference personal
estimate minus value official statistic
Continuous; net difference personal
estimate minus value official statistic
Continuous; net difference personal
estimate minus value official statistic
Ordinal; ranging from 0 (=ended fulltime education <12 years old) to 5 (=>25
years old)
Ordinal; ranging from 0 (=very bad) to
3 (=very good)
Nominal; divided into 8 professional
categories
Ordinal variable derived from
individual self-placement; from 1(=far
left) to 5(=far right)
Dichotomous variable; 1=tend to
trust, 0=tend not to trust
Ordinal; from 0 (=never discuss
political matters) to 2 (=frequently
discuss political matters)

37,207

4.29

6.58

-26.5

25

32,574

4.32

5.27

-8.6

22.61

25,175

1.06

3.94

-13.3

16.4

61,454

2.78

1.29

0

5

61,246

1.62

0.76

0

3

63,092

4.85

2.17

1

8

49,730

2.96

1.09

1

5

56,743

0.53

0.50

0

1

62,351

0.95

0.66

0

2

Continuous; from 0 to 2

63,092

1.06

0.73

0

2

Ordinal; from 1 (=worse) to 3 (=better)

58,692

2.02

0.74

1

3

EB2015 dummy

Dichotomous; 0 (=2006 wave) or 1
(=2014 wave)

63,092

0.52

0.50

0

1

Female

Dichotomous; 1=female respondent

63,092

0.55

0.50

0

1

Age

Continuous; age in years

63,092

47.89

18.25

15

99

Age square

Continuous; square term of age in
years

63,092

2,626.93

1,813.24

225

9,801

Education
Financial
situation
Occupation
Political
ideology
Trust statistics
Discuss politics
Nr economic
issues
mentioned
among most
important two
Economic
outlook
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Table A2. Sample sizes by country and wave
Country

Austria
Belgium
Bulgaria
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Germany (East)
Germany (West)
Denmark
Estonia
Spain
Finland
France
Great Britain
Northern
Ireland
Greece
Croatia
Hungary
Ireland
Italy
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Latvia
Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Sweden
Switzerland
Slovakia
Turkey

2007 EB wave

2015 EB wave

N
people
asked

N
unemp
estimat
es

N infl
estimat
es

N
growth
estimat
es

N
people
asked

N
unemp
estimat
es

N infl
estimat
es

N
growth
estimat
es

1011
1011
1039
502
1043
508
1005
1002
1005
1000
1038
1013
1015

722
689
252
153
778
427
732
843
521
285
752
652
360

681
461
228
99
594
389
654
683
511
322
635
472
426

350
258
110
41
275
190
342
321
300
170
311
234
197

1032
1014
1063
500
1021
521
1033
1020
1001
1002
1013
997
1006

975
737
631
376
905
449
828
870
834
757
886
813
759

940
614
504
235
798
384
751
760
781
582
776
648
766

925
602
475
246
772
380
716
730
833
608
776
646
744

304

126

142

72

300

197

195

189

1000
1000
1006
1000
1010
1018
511
1013
500
1009
1000
1011
1019
1005
1013
1106
998

582
614
577
543
347
391
260
346
161
696
523
406
153
766
579
840
294

423
556
599
561
355
409
164
446
150
687
416
385
180
609
627
716
265

164
274
223
257
201
176
81
130
65
366
187
201
95
305
258
346
102

999
1008
1055
1018
1028
1003
504
1005
504
1010
998
1000
1007
1037
1008
1051
0

896
790
892
843
814
715
399
643
311
915
915
625
432
997
773
860
0

610
699
820
786
699
567
296
517
295
877
879
436
344
925
638
607
0

630
713
750
784
710
589
292
476
298
904
864
427
339
910
671
574
0
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Table A3. Correlation matrix
Unemp net diff
Infl net diff
Growth net diff
Education
Financial situation
Occupation
Political ideology
Trust statistics
Discuss politics
Econ important
Econ optimism
EB2015 dummy
Female
Age
Age-square

Unemp net diff
1
0.288***
0.185***
-0.0584***
-0.0645***
0.0195**
0.0267***
-0.0771***
-0.0870***
0.0555***
-0.0732***
0.180***
0.102***
-0.0754***
-0.0725***
Trust statistics

Unemp net diff
Infl net diff
Growth net diff
Education
Financial situation
Occupation
Political ideology
Trust statistics
Discuss politics
Econ important
Econ optimism
EB2015 dummy
Female
Age
Age-square

1
0.0465***
-0.0542***
0.181***
-0.0372***
-0.0321***
-0.0476***
-0.0432***

Infl net diff
1
0.389***
-0.111***
-0.191***
0.0377***
0.0375***
-0.0733***
-0.0855***
0.149***
-0.0636***
0.202***
0.119***
-0.0977***
-0.0912***
Discuss politics

1
-0.0450***
0.0175*
0.0542***
-0.106***
0.0683***
0.0513***
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Growth net diff

1
-0.0663***
-0.0250***
0.0307***
0.0237**
0.00507
-0.0669***
0.0486***
-0.0171*
0.134***
0.0805***
-0.0655***
-0.0593***
Econ important

Educaiton

1
0.188***
-0.236***
-0.00296
0.133***
0.180***
-0.0750***
0.0839***
0.0386***
-0.0183*
-0.177***
-0.199***
Econ optimism

1
-0.0624***
1
0.131***
0.0232**
0.00396
-0.0281***
-0.0620***
-0.0364***
-0.0645***
-0.0315***
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Financial situation

Occupation

Political ideology

1
-0.116***
0.0529***
0.176***
0.0854***
-0.193***
0.189***
0.0363***
-0.0676***
0.0436***
0.0496***
EB2015 dummy

1
-0.0416***
-0.0553***
-0.0751***
0.00173
-0.0179*
0.00962
0.0403***
0.276***
0.361***
Female

1
0.0292***
-0.0281***
0.0234**
0.0280***
-0.00463
-0.0220**
0.00615
0.00883
Age

1
0.0388***
0.0760***
0.0747***

1
-0.0248***
-0.0287***

1
0.983***
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Table A4. Likelihood of answering “don’t know”
Unemployment
(1)

Inflation
(2)

Growth
(3)

Education
Ref=<age 12
Age 12-15
Age 16-17
Age 18-20
Age 21-24
Age 25+

-0.24 (-3.24)
-0.34 (-4.07)
-0.50 (-6.78)
-0.69 (-9.70)
-0.83 (-9.69)

-0.14 (-1.27)
-0.25 (-1.94)
-0.40 (-3.39)
-0.61 (-5.34)
-0.72 (-5.96)

-0.11 (-1.00)
-0.18 (-1.44)
-0.33 (-2.73)
-0.61 (-5.22)
-0.71 (-5.81)

Financial situation
Ref=very bad
Rather bad
Rather good
Very good

-0.07 (-1.36)
-0.11 (-2.08)
-0.31 (-3.76)

-0.11 (-2.17)
-0.17 (-3.60)
-0.46 (-6.28)

-0.08 (-1.27)
-0.18 (-3.25)
-0.35 (-4.60)

Economic outlook
Ref=get worse
Stay same
Improve

0.07 (1.43)
-0.08 (-1.35)

0.13 (3.46)
-0.02 (-0.51)

0.12 (2.51)
-0.04 (-0.61)

Trust statistics

-0.06 (-1.90)
-0.09 (-1.91)
-0.11 (-3.05)

-0.04 (-1.08)
-0.003 (-0.09)
-0.18 (-4.52)

-0.06 (-1.71)
0.01 (0.26)
-0.19 (-4.66)

Discuss politics
Ref=never
Occasionally
Frequently

-0.32 (-10.5)
-0.56 (-9.48)

-0.33 (-10.34)
-0.57 (-12.00)

-0.37 (-8.53)
-0.60 (-10.65)

Political ideology
Ref= Center
Far left
Center-left
Center-right
Far right

-0.01 (-0.17)
-0.15 (-3.42)
-0.13 (-3.74)
0.09 (1.71)

-0.03 (-0.48)
-0.08 (-1.75)
-0.14 (-3.53)
0.01 (0.19)

-0.003 (-0.04)
-0.10 (-1.95)
-0.20 (-4.74)
0.01 (0.24)

0.20 (3.67)
0.07 (1.17)
0.30 (4.76)
0.25 (3.15)
0.30 (4.14)
0.22 (3.36)
0.07 (0.89)

0.18 (3.18)
0.07 (1.33)
0.28 (4.89)
0.27 (3.52)
0.32 (4.98)
0.21 (3.71)
0.09 (1.03)

0.20 (3.15)
0.06 (0.91)
0.35 (5.49)
0.39 (5.20)
0.31 (4.91)
0.29 (5.23)
0.07 (0.64)

Nr economic issues mentioned
among most important two
Ref=0
1
2

Occupation
Ref= Manager
Self-employed
Other white collar
Manual worker
House person
Unemployed
Retired
Student
EB2015 dummy

-1.17 (-10.99)

-0.73 (-7.42)

-0.76 (-6.95)

Female

0.50 (10.82)

0.55 (10.15)

0.56 (9.92)

Age

-0.04 (-6.05)

-0.03 (-5.74)

-0.03 (-4.47)

Age-square

0.0004 (7.18)

0.0004 (6.27)

0.0003 (4.92)

Yes
31
39,680
-19,382.2

Yes
31
39,680
-22,792.2

Yes
31
29,936
-16,654.6

Country fixed-effects
Number of countries
Observations
LPSLH

NOTE: z-statistic in parentheses. Robust standard errors clustered by country. Constant not shown
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Table A5. Random effects specifications of main results
Unemployment

Inflation

Growth

Accuracy
(1)

Direction
(2)

Accuracy
(3)

Direction
(4)

Accuracy
(5)

Direction
(6)

Education
Ref=<age 12
Age 12-15
Age 16-17
Age 18-20
Age 21-24
Age 25+

0.11 (0.41)
-0.28 (-1.31)
-0.81 (-3.75)
-1.13 (-4.39)
-1.20 (-4.15)

-0.01 (-0.04)
-0.26 (-1.00)
-0.87 (-3.28)
-1.06 (-3.48)
-1.23 (-3.55)

0.08 (0.26)
-0.22 (-0.77)
-0.66 (-2.29)
-1.10 (-3.66)
-1.15 (-3.82)

0.10 (0.33)
-0.18 (-0.68)
-0.61 (-2.29)
-1.07 (-3.78)
-1.11 (-4.09)

0.49 (1.88)
0.25 (1.12)
0.09 (0.39)
-0.15 (-0.71)
-0.29 (-1.21)

0.44 (1.43)
0.26 (0.95)
-0.03 (-0.12)
-0.25 (-1.05)
-0.38 (-1.44)

Financial situation
Ref=very bad
Rather bad
Rather good
Very good

-0.85 (-4.02)
-1.24 (-5.60)
-1.71 (-6.87)

-0.72 (-3.45)
-1.20 (-5.36)
-1.84 (-6.97)

-1.01 (-5.54)
-1.40 (-6.95)
-1.50 (-7.45)

-0.92 (-4.53)
-1.31 (-5.64)
-1.43 (-6.50)

-0.25 (-2.32)
-0.35 (-3.92)
-0.35 (-3.50)

0.27 (1.48)
0.34 (2.13)
0.35 (2.22)

Economic outlook
Ref=get worse
Stay same
Improve

-0.44 (-3.20)
-0.65 (-3.81)

-0.44 (-2.94)
-0.73 (-4.10)

-0.28 (-2.70)
-0.30 (-2.72)

-0.25 (-2.35)
-0.24 (-1.92)

-0.07 (-0.84)
-0.006 (-0.05)

0.03 (0.24)
0.09 (0.65)

Trust statistics

0.32 (3.43)
0.46 (4.82)
-0.64 (-5.72)

0.44 (3.93)
0.68 (5.80)
-0.72 (-6.68)

0.06 (0.83)
0.14 (1.11)
-0.35 (-4.02)

0.09 (1.08)
0.22 (1.60)
-0.32 (-3.77)

0.07 (1.40)
-0.01 (-0.13)
-0.04 (-0.59)

-0.08 (-1.41)
-0.15 (-1.68)
0.20 (2.86)

Discuss politics
Ref=never
Occasionally
Frequently

-0.67 (-5.72)
-1.12 (-7.76)

-0.53 (-3.41)
-0.89 (-4.54)

-0.58 (-6.21)
-0.82 (-6.26)

-0.53 (-5.78)
-0.80 (-6.07)

-0.33 (-5.01)
-0.43 (-4.00)

-0.27 (-3.04)
-0.51 (-3.77)

Political ideology
Ref= Center
Far left
Center-left
Center-right
Far right

0.23 (1.69)
-0.26 (-2.78)
-0.27 (-4.40)
0.74 (4.98)

0.04 (0.26)
-0.20 (-1.81)
-0.19 (-2.69)
0.42 (2.88)

0.10 (0.91)
-0.24 (-3.11)
-0.13 (-1.73)
0.47 (2.96)

0.09 (0.71)
-0.25 (-2.97)
-0.12 (-1.39)
0.37 (1.99)

0.11 (1.11)
-0.07 (-0.93)
-0.11 (-1.66)
0.32 (3.96)

0.03 (0.21)
-0.11 (-1.10)
0.05 (0.47)
0.21 (1.81)

Occupation
Ref= Manager
Self-employed
Other white collar
Manual worker
House person
Unemployed
Retired
Student

0.19 (1.61)
0.005 (0.03)
0.53 (3.03)
0.31 (2.26)
0.59 (3.78)
0.48 (3.05)
-0.13 (-0.69)

0.22 (1.65)
-0.06 (-0.35)
0.41 (2.00)
0.08 (0.50)
0.61 (3.06)
0.54 (3.61)
-0.02 (-0.10)

0.13 (0.92)
0.13 (1.23)
0.60 (6.70)
0.70 (4.35)
0.50 (3.04)
0.48 (4.88)
0.30 (1.98)

0.12 (0.79)
0.13 (1.12)
0.59 (7.15)
0.71 (4.14)
0.42 (2.35)
0.50 (4.87)
0.31 (2.04)

0.07 (071)
0.10 (1.78)
0.27 (2.51)
0.17 (1.28)
0.34 (3.21)
0.13 (1.32)
0.26 (2.18)

0.04 (0.42)
0.04 (0.49)
0.33 (2.76)
0.23 (1.58)
0.35 (2.32)
0.24 (1.83)
0.26 (1.81)

EB2015 dummy

3.36 (11.90)

4.18 (16.80)

1.05 (2.21)

0.64 (1.22)

1.27 (3.94)

0.02 (0.04)

Female

1.03 (7.04)

0.98 (5.88)

0.73 (7.15)

0.75 (7.08)

0.47 (6.62)

0.55 (6.49)

Nr economic issues mentioned
among most important two
Ref=0
1
2

Age

-0.07 (-4.56)

-0.03 (-1.35)

-0.07 (-4.03)

-0.06 (-3.60)

-0.03 (-4.32)

-0.03 (-2.97)

Age-square

0.0003 (2.11)

-0.0001 (-0.82)

0.0004 (2.30)

0.0003 (1.93)

0.0002 (2.78)

0.0002 (1.34)

National unemp rate

-0.22 (-5.95)

-0.45 (-11.39)
-0.64 (-6.59)

-0.83 (-7.61)
0.07 (1.66)

-0.62 (-6.34)

-0.19 (-1.35)
29
487
19,530
-46,453.5

-0.83 (-3.86)
29
487
19,530
-51,980.0

National infl rate
National growth rate
GDP per capita log)
Number of countries
Number of regions
Observations
LPSLH

-0.93 (-4.09)
29
490
28,334
-84,822.5

-1.37 (-4.55)
29
490
28,334
-89,052.4

-2.15 (-5.59)
29
490
25,035
-71,080.8

-1.92 (-5.33)
29
490
25,035
-72,833.1

NOTE: z-statistic in parentheses. Robust standard errors clustered by country. Constant not shown.
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