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R E S E A R C H I N S I G H T

Whydocitizenssupport
pricecontrols?
Theroleofmotivatedbeliefs

T H E M A I N TA K E AWAY

Support for price caps is not sustained by misinformation alone. Experiencing
shortages reduced support by 35 percentage points—about twice the decline
produced by factual information—but 41% still favored the cap. When choices
were consequential, participants updated more and were less likely to retain
optimistic beliefs.

W H Y T H I S S T U DY M AT T E R S

Price caps remain politically popular even though economists broadly agree that
binding caps can create shortages, rationing, and welfare losses. This study asks
why citizens continue to favor them. The authors propose that support reflects
more than a lack of information: people who favor government intervention may
derive psychological value from believing that price caps improve welfare. Such
motivated beliefs should be harder to sustain when people directly experience the
policy’s costs or become responsible for the consequences of choosing it.

H OW T H E S T U DY WA S C O N D U C T E D

A total of 821 university students participated in 45 laboratory sessions in Bogotá.
Groups of four buyers shopped for a fictitious product under monetary incentives.
In the free market, every buyer purchased; under a binding price cap, only half
could buy. The main comparison randomly assigned participants to learn about
this shortage through equivalent factual information or through direct market
experience. Independently, one person in each group made a consequential
regime choice, while the others made hypothetical choices. Beliefs and support
for the price cap were measured before and after participants learned about its
consequences.
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Keyfindings
Four results that explain how information, experience, and responsibility shape policy
support.

01
Support started high.
Before learning about the cap’s consequences, only 46%
believed it would reduce their chance of buying, while 78%
chose the price-cap regime.

02
Experience changed minds more than facts.
Factual information reduced support by 18 percentage points,
from 80% to 62%. Direct experience reduced it by 35 points,
from 76% to 41%.

03
Motivated beliefs persisted.
Even after personally experiencing that the price cap cut the
probability of purchasing from 100% to 50%, 41% of participants
still selected it.

04
Responsibility disciplined beliefs and choices.
Among initially optimistic participants, consequential decision-
makers were 18 points more likely to recognize the shortage
effect and 17 points less likely to support the cap.

E V I D E N C E AT A G L A N C E

35 pp
Drop in support after direct
experience

41%
Still chose the cap after
experiencing shortages

821
Participants across 45
laboratory sessions

From evidence to action
F O R P O L I C Y M A K E R S

Information campaigns can correct some
misconceptions, but facts alone may
leave self-serving beliefs intact. Policy
communication should make trade-offs
concrete and connect stated preferences to
observable consequences.

F O R I M P L E M E N T E R S

Simulations, pilots, and transparent perfor-
mance feedback can make implementation
costs visible before policies are scaled.
Designs that give participants a meaningful
stake in the outcome may generate more
careful belief updating than passive information
provision.

F O R R E S E A R C H E R S

The laboratory setting isolates the mechanisms
but abstracts from fairness concerns, partisan
cues, and repeated real-world exposure.
Field studies should test whether feedback
and accountability similarly change policy
preferences in naturally occurring political
settings.

Q U E S T I O N S F O R T H E N E X T S T U DY

Can participatory budgeting, citizen assemblies, or transparent reporting of policy outcomes reduce motivated support for inefficient
policies? How do fairness concerns, social narratives, and partisan identities interact with experience and personal responsibility?
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