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Supplemental Methods 
 
Prediction Study 
 
Participants 
 

Participants were 472 professionals recruited via social media, email, and professional 
academic networks to voluntarily complete an approximately 3-minute online study. Of the 472 
participants who started the survey, 351 (74.4%) completed and submitted it.  
 
Sample exclusion criteria 

All participants who consented to participate and passed an initial attention check were eligible 
to complete this study. Prior to analysis, we exclude participants who completed the study more 
than once based on Prolific ID or IP address; completed the study in a second try after failing the 
attention check on their first attempt; failed a second attention check included at the end of the 
study; or whose response was flagged in Qualtrics meta-data as a potential bot. 
 
Procedure 

 
All participants who consented to participate were shown side-by-side images of the 

formal and informal letters from each of the three field experiments. See Figure S10 for an 
example of the set of EITC letters that were shown to prediction study participants. 
The order of the images in each set of letters was randomized (i.e., letter A is formal in Figure 
S10; half of participants saw an image where letter A was informal), as was the order of the letter 
sets. After viewing each set of letters, participants were asked, “Which letter do you think was 
more effective at getting people to take the requested action?” and were required to choose either 
Letter A or Letter B in response. 

After viewing all three sets of letters (EITC, business self-certification, and program 
enrollment), participants were then asked the following four questions: 

1. In general, do you think government communications are more effective when they are in 
color or black and white? [In color / Black and white] 

2. In general, do you think government communications are more effective when they use 
formal language or informal language? [Formal language / Informal language] 

3. In general, do you think government communications are more effective when they are 
written at a high reading level or at a low reading level? [High reading level / Low 
reading level] 

4. In general, do you think government communications are more effective when they use 
images and pictures or when they use only text? [Images / Text-only] 

All four questions, as well as the response options for each question, were presented in random 
order. 

Finally, participants were asked a set of voluntary questions about their professional 
affiliation, field of study, experience running field experiments, and experience sending mass 
written communications.  
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Study 1 
 
Procedure 
 
 All participants who passed an initial attention check were randomized by the survey 
platform to one of four conditions corresponding with one of the treatment letters shown in 
Figure S1A-D. After viewing the letter corresponding with their treatment assignment, 
participants were asked the following questions: 

1. Please look closely at the letter's design and formatting. How formal would you say 
the design of this letter is, on a scale from 1 to 10 where 10 is "extremely formal"? 

2. Please look closely at the letter's language. How formal would you say the language in 
this letter is, on a scale from 1 to 10 where 10 is "extremely formal"? 

3. Now think about the letter overall. Overall, how formal would you say this letter is on a 
scale from 1 to 10, where 10 is "extremely formal"? 

Participants were then asked a series of demographic questions including age, gender, education 
level, party affiliation, and trust in government. 
 
 
Study 5 
 
Sample exclusion criteria 
 
All participants who consented to participate and passed an initial attention check were eligible 
to complete this study. Prior to analysis, we exclude participants who completed the study more 
than once based on Prolific ID or IP address; completed the study in a second try after failing the 
attention check on their first attempt; failed a second attention check included at the end of the 
study; or whose response was flagged in Qualtrics meta-data as a potential bot. 
 
Procedure 
 
 All participants who passed an initial attention check were randomized by the survey 
platform to one of nine conditions. In a factorial design, each condition was associated with a 
sender (government, nonprofit, private company) and a request (sign up for emergency alerts, 
attend an event, pay a fine), as follows: 

1. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from the government asking you to sign up for 
emergency alerts. 

2. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from a nonprofit organization asking you to sign 
up for emergency alerts. 

3. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from a private company asking you to sign up for 
emergency alerts. 

4. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from the government asking you to attend an 
event about neighborhood development. 
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5. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from a nonprofit organization asking you to 
attend an event about neighborhood development. 

6. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from a private company asking you to attend an 
event about neighborhood development. 

7. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from the government asking you to pay a fine for 
not paying a bill for a service you use on time. 

8. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from a nonprofit organization asking you to pay a 
fine for not paying a bill for a service you use on time. 

9. Imagine you receive a letter in the mail from a private company asking you to pay a fine 
for not paying a bill for a service you use on time. 

After seeing the prompt corresponding with their condition assignment, all participants were 
asked three outcome questions: 

1. How important would you think it is to take the requested action? (1-4 scale, “Not at all 
important” to “Very important”) 

2. How likely do you think it is that you would face consequences for not taking the 
requested action? (1-4 scale, “Not at all likely” to “Very likely”) 

3. How formal would you say this letter is, on a scale from 1 to 10 where 10 is "extremely 
formal"? 

Participants were then asked a series of demographic questions including age, gender, education 
level, party affiliation, and trust in government. 
 
 
Study 6 
 
Sample exclusion criteria 
 
All participants who consented to participate and passed an initial attention check were eligible 
to complete this study. Prior to analysis, we exclude participants who completed the study more 
than once based on Prolific ID or IP address; completed the study in a second try after failing the 
attention check on their first attempt; failed a second attention check included at the end of the 
study; or whose response was flagged in Qualtrics meta-data as a potential bot. 
 
Procedure 
 

All participants who passed an initial attention check were randomized by the survey 
platform to one of six conditions. Each condition was associated with either the Formal or 
Informal letter from each of the three field experiments reported in this manuscript (Studies 2-4). 
All participants were first shown the letter corresponding with their condition assignment. They 
were then asked the following eight outcome questions, presented in a random order: 

 
1. How formal is this letter on a scale from 1 to 10, where 10 is “extremely formal”? 
2. Who do you think sent this letter? 

a. A private company 
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b. An individual person/private citizen 
c. A nonprofit organization 
d. The government 
e. Other 

3. If you received this letter in the mail today, how important would you think it is to take 
action? (1-5 scale, 5 = “Very important”) 

4. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: This letter is from 
a credible source. (1-5 scale, 5 = “Strongly agree”) 

5. Imagine you received this letter in the mail. How likely would you be to take the action 
being requested in the letter? (1-5 scale, 5 = “Extremely likely”) 

6. What was this letter asking you to do? 
a. Register to vote 
b. Claim tax credits 
c. Self-certify a business 
d. Sign up for a membership for medical emergency transport services 
e. Apply for government rental assistance 
f. Pay property tax 
g. Pay a parking ticket 
h. None of the above 

7. How easy do you think it would be to take the action being requested in the letter? (1-5 
scale, 5 = “Extremely easy”) 

 
Thereafter, participants were re-shown the letter and asked the following outcome questions, 
presented in a random order: 
 

8. Based on your read of the letter, to what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the 
following statements (1-5 scale, 5 = “Strongly agree”): 

a. The sender of this letter put in a lot of effort. 
b. The sender of this letter thinks it’s important for me to take action. 
c. The sender of this letter is important. 
d. The sender thinks this letter is relevant for me. 
e. The sender of this letter is competent. 
f. The sender of this letter is trustworthy. 
g. The sender of this letter is genuine. 
h. The sender of this letter is an authority. 
i. The sender of this letter is trying to scam me. 

 
Participants were then asked a series of demographic questions including age, gender, education 
level, party affiliation, and trust in government. 
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Supplemental Tables 
 
Table S1. Prediction study sample 
 N % 
Professional Affiliation (N = 354)   
   Government 99 28.0% 
   Academic 179 50.6% 
   Private sector 34 9.6% 
   Nonprofit 38 10.7% 
   Other 30 8.5% 
Field of study (for academics, N = 165)   
   Behavioral economics 17 10.3% 
   Other economics 10 6.1% 
   Psychology 21 12.7% 
   Sociology 6 3.6% 
   Public policy 34 20.6% 
   Organizational behavior 7 4.2% 
   Management 11 6.7% 
   Judgment and decision-making 35 21.2% 
   Other 24 14.6% 
Prior experience   
   Mass communication (N = 349) 176 50.4% 
   Field experiments (N = 345) 172 49.9% 

 
 
Table S2. Predictions on the efficacy of government letters 

 Completed study  
(N = 351) 

Full sample, 
including partial 
responses (N = 472) 

Academic  
(N = 179) 

Government  
(N = 99) 

Policy domain: EITC 
   Formal 10.83% 30.72% 7.82% 15.15% 
   Informal 89.17% 69.28% 92.18% 84.85% 
Policy domain: Program enrollment 
   Formal 15.67% 35.17% 17.88% 13.13% 
   Informal 84.33% 64.83% 82.12% 86.87% 
Policy domain: Business self-certification 
   Formal 9.97% 29.66% 13.41% 3.03% 
   Informal 90.03% 70.34% 86.59% 96.97% 

Notes: Cells indicate percentage of participants who predicted that the corresponding letter would be most 
effective at getting recipients to take the requested action. Participants saw all three sets of letters, presented in 
random order. 
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Table S3. Predictions regarding general attributes of formality 
 Completed study  

(N = 351) 
Full sample, 
including partial 
responses (N = 357) 

Academic  
(N = 179) 

Government  
(N = 99) 

Attribute: Color 
   Color 89.43% 89.08% 89.94% 87.76% 
   Black and white 10.57% 10.92% 10.06% 12.24% 
Attribute: Language 
   Formal 27.14% 27.17% 29.78% 22.22% 
   Informal 72.86% 72.83% 70.22% 77.78% 
Attribute: Reading level 
   High reading level 8.26% 8.10% 12.29% 2.02% 
   Low reading level 91.74% 91.90% 87.71% 97.98% 
Attribute: Images 
   Images 88.86% 88.80% 88.83% 89.90% 
   Text only 11.14% 11.20% 11.17% 10.10% 

Notes: Cells indicate percentage of participants who predicted that the government communications with the 
corresponding attribute would be most effective at getting recipients to take the requested action. Participants 
were presented with binary choices for each attribute, and all attributes were presented in random order. 
 
 
Table S4. Study 1: Attributes of formality 
 (1) (2) (3) 
 Design Language Overall 
    
Formal aesthetic, informal language 1.705*** 0.111 0.785*** 
 (0.220) (0.220) (0.211) 
Informal aesthetic, formal language 0.066 0.833*** 0.450* 
 (0.242) (0.198) (0.203) 
Formal 1.878*** 1.262*** 1.620*** 
 (0.214) (0.192) (0.192) 
    
Observations 687 687 687 
R-squared 0.203 0.101 0.131 
Mean for Informal 6.366 6.891 6.562 

Notes: Linear estimates of the effect of treatment assignment on formality of design (column 1), formality of 
language (column 2), and overall formality. All outcomes are all measured on a 1 to 10 scale where 10 reflects 
“extremely formal.” All specifications control for age, gender, college education, party affiliation, and trust in 
government. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Table S5. Study 2: Field experiment on business self-certification 
 (1) 
VARIABLES Self-certifications 
  
Formal 0.019*** 
 (0.006) 
  
Observations 10,000 
R-squared 0.007 
Mean for Informal 0.0733 

Notes: Estimates from covariate-adjusted OLS model of self-certifications on an indicator for assignment to the 
Formal condition, with controls for business license type, preferred modality of communication, and license issue 
year. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 
 
Table S6. Study 3: Field experiment on take-up of a government program 
 (1) 
VARIABLES Enrollment 
  
Formal 0.008*** 
 (0.002) 
  
Observations 35,172 
R-squared 0.001 
Mean for Informal 0.0177 

Notes: Estimates from covariate-adjusted OLS model of enrollment on an indicator for assignment to the Formal 
condition, with controls for whether the mailing address was located in the partner city and randomization strata. 
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 
 
Table S7. Study 4: Field experiment on take-up of EITC 

Condition N Unique pageviews % engaged 
Formal 10,000 363 3.63% 
Informal 10,000 284 2.84% 
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Table S8. Study 5: Expectations about government communications 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 
 Emergency alerts Attend event Pay fine 
 Important Conseq. Formal Important Conseq. Formal Important Conseq. Formal 
          
Sender: Nonprofit -0.835*** -0.124 -1.650*** -0.050 -0.187 -0.285 -0.641*** -0.940*** -1.424*** 
 (0.146) (0.126) (0.393) (0.132) (0.129) (0.384) (0.157) (0.157) (0.389) 
Sender: Private -0.953*** -0.148 -2.338*** -0.339* -0.156 -0.718 -0.299* -0.447** -1.082** 
 (0.152) (0.117) (0.417) (0.133) (0.125) (0.375) (0.150) (0.143) (0.386) 
          
Observations 194 194 194 197 197 197 193 193 193 
R-squared 0.317 0.085 0.204 0.202 0.136 0.145 0.183 0.220 0.121 
Mean for govt 2.878 1.652 7.138 2.504 1.586 5.683 3.405 3.377 7.945 

Notes: Estimates from linear models controlling for age, gender, college education, party affiliation, trust in 
government, and frequency of interaction. Columns 1-3 report estimates of the effect of sender on perceived 
importance of acting (column 1), likelihood of facing consequences for inaction (column 2), and expected formality 
(column 3) for the subgroup of participants who were randomly assigned to the “sign up for emergency alerts” 
request. Columns 4-6 report the same outcomes for the subgroup of participants who were randomly assigned to 
the ”attend an event” request, and columns 7-9 report the same outcomes for the subgroup of participants who 
were randomly assigned to the “pay a fine” request. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** 
p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 
 
Table S9. Study 6, additional outcomes 
 (1) (2) (3) 
 Comprehension Time on letter Sender is 

important 
    
Formal 0.015 15.943*** 0.306*** 
 (0.013) (3.206) (0.059) 
Govt. program 0.078*** 11.093** -0.131 
 (0.017) (4.167) (0.068) 
EITC 0.043* -11.833*** -0.551*** 
 (0.018) (3.324) (0.074) 
    
Observations 1,189 1,189 1,189 
R-squared 0.032 0.085 0.133 
Mean for Informal 0.937 50.12 3.703 

Notes: Estimates from linear models controlling for age, gender, college education, party affiliation, and trust in 
government. Comprehension (column 1) is a binary measure; time spent on letter (column 2) is measured in 
seconds; sender is important is measured on a 1 to 5 scale. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** 
p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Supplemental Materials 
Figure S1. Study 1 materials 

A: Informal language and informal aesthetic 
B: Formal language and informal aesthetic 
C: Informal language and formal aesthetic 
D: Formal language and formal aesthetic 

 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

B A 
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  C D 
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Figure S2. Study 2: Formal letter 
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Figure S3. Study 2: Informal letter 
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Figure S4. Study 3: Formal letter 
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Figure S5. Study 3: Informal letter 
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Figure S6. Study 4: Formal letter 
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Figure S7. Study 4: Informal letter 
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Figure S8. Example treatment from prediction study 
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