Believing in Economic Theory:
Sex, Lies, Evidence, Trust and Ideology

by

D. Andrew Austin
(CERGE-EI, Prague)
and
Nathanidl T. Wilcox
(University of Houston)

Abstract. People’s beliefs about how well economic theory predicts outcomes may affect policy
through democratic processes. Knowing what determines those beliefs is then important. We
investigate how individual attitudes and characteristics correlate with those beliefs using a
classroom Double Auction experiment, combined with a survey and ex-ante and ex-post
elicitations of student beliefs. We find that Sex is a robust correlate of both ex-ante and ex-post
beliefs: women are more skeptical than men in both instances. An index of “socially desirable
responding” is positively related to prior belief in the theory: subjects who manage their image
by telling Lies to please others also claim less skepticism on the ex-ante survey about the
economic theory’s predictive power. Subjects respond to Evidence in a minimally reasonable
way: those who saw prediction errors in their experimental demonstration change their beliefs
less between the ex-ante and ex-post surveys than those who saw none. While Trust—
specifically, “trust of authority”—strongly correlates with Ideology, it is an insignificant
predictor of beliefs. Finally, Ideology has complex effects on beliefs. As expected, the relatively
liberal respondents are relatively more skeptical about economic theory in the ex-ante belief
elicitation. Surprisingly, however, the relatively conservative respondents update beliefs in
response to evidence much less strongly than their more liberal counterparts and, as a result, are
actually relatively more skeptical than them in the ex-post belief elicitation.
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Abstrakt:

Vira (Beliefs) obcantli o tom, jak dobie ekonomicka teorie ptedpovida ekonomické vysledky
muze demokratickym procesem ovlivnit politiku, je proto dilezité védét, na Cem je tato vira
zalozena. Zkoumame, jak jsou individudlni postoje a charakteristiky korelovany s touto virou
pouzitim ucebniho (classroom) experimentu ,,Dvojitd aukce* spolu s dotaznikem a ex-ante a ex-
post zjistovanim viry studentdl. Zjistujeme, ze korelace mezi pohlavim a ex-ante a ex-post virou
je robustni: zeny jsou skeptictéjsi neZ muzi v obou piipadech. Index ,,socialné zadoucich reakci*
je pozitivné korelovan s apriorni virou: subjekty, které podporuji svou image tikanim Lzi, aby
potesili ostatni, téZ projevuji méné skepticismu v ex-ante dotazniku o schopnosti ekonomickeé
teorie pfedpovidat vysledky. Subjekty reaguji na Ditkazy (Evidence) v minimalné rozumné mife:
ti, ktefi vidéli predikéni chyby v ukdzkovém experimentu demonstruji mensi zménu mezi ex-ante
a ex-post dotazniky nez ti, kteti nevidéli chyby zadné. Ptestoze je Diivéra — specialné ,,divéra

v autoritu® — siln¢€ korelovana s Ideologii, je nevyznamnym prediktorem viry. Konecné Ideologie
ma slozité ucinky na viru. Jak 1ze ocekévat, relativné liberalni respondenti jsou relativné
skeptictéjsi k ekonomické teorii v jejich ex-ante vife. Nicméné relativné konzervativni
respondenti prekvapivé méni viru v zavislosti na ditkazech daleko méné siln€ nez jejich
liberalnéjsi protéjsky a jsou vlastné ve vysledku relativné skeptictéjsi v jejich ex-post vire.



