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egend has it that the King
wanted to reward Sissa ibn
Dahir for having invented
chaturanga, the precursor of
modern-day chess. Ibn Dahir
requested only agrain of wheatonthe
firstsquareof the board, two grainson
the second, four on the third, eight on
the fourth, and so on. The King, amu-
sed at the strange request, granted his
wish, without quite realising that the
number of grainson thelastsquare of
theboard would beworth morethan his
kingdom. He was suffering from what
today’s behavioural science terms ex-
ponential growth bias (EGB).

EGB is the psychological phenome-
non due to which people tend to linea-
rise the growth path of a process that
grows exponentially It is particularly
relevant for the spread of Covid-19.
This phenomenon has some Impor-
tant ramifications as India enters the
secondwave of the pandemic.

Geometric Growth

The spread of the disease, as apparent
from recent data, follows a geometric
progression. This phenomenon is cap-
tured by what epidemiologists term as
the basic reproduction number — R-
number —or the number of cases dir-
ectly infoected by onecase. An R-mumber
greater than 1 implies that an infected
ndividual risks infecting more than
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one mdividual, each of whom risks in-
fectingmorethanone. Thisleadstothe
disease’s geometric progression, and
the numberof cases on a given day in-
creasesatan ncreasing rate.

However, in an environment whe-
re the R-number exceeds 1, ask a per-
son what the mamber of Covid-19 posi-
tive cases will be in a month. She is al-
most surely likely to underestimate
the mmmber

A January 2021 study (bitly/39Th
REKS), published in Social Sciehce and
Medicine, shows that when people are
shown actual data from three consecu-
tive weeks on the number of Covid19
cases topredict thenumberof cases in
the fourth and fifth week, they end up
severelyunderpredictingthe mumbers.
The difference between the actual and
predicted number of cases is EGB.

The implications of EGB on Covid-
appropriate behaviour are non-trivial.
Thinkof apersotiwhohasahighEGB.
She thinks that the number of cases in
the future will be much lower than the
actial number: Consequently, her per-
ception of how risky it is to contract
the diseass is much lower than what it
wionld have been if she did not have a
highEGB.

The study shows such a person is
lesslikely to comply with Covid-appro-
priate behaviour such as using saniti-
ser, mask-Wearing, etc. Further, they
are more likely to find others’ non-
complianceas appropriate, thus weak-
ening the effect of Informal social
sanctions on compliance behaviour
Besides, they are also 1ikely to say that
Gol 1s doing an excellent job address-
ngCovid-related concerns. it iseasy to
see how the inability to foresee the ex-
ponentiality of growth of Covid19ca-
ses can quickly lead to a multi-fold in-
crease in the number of casas.

Gol should consult leading epidemiologists and public
health experts and routinely publish forecasts of the
number of Covid-19 cases for subsequent weeks

Asecondwave?What secondwave?

Exponentiality of growth abundan-
tly appears In evervday life too. For in-
stance, milk boils at an exponential ra-
te—which is why it spills sooften. Wat-
er hyacinth manages to fill a pondever
50 quickly. EGB has been documented
in each of these cases, but in the con-
text of Covid-19, it has enormous pub-
lic health consequences.

Getting the Numbers Right
In a September 2020 discussion paper
(hitly/swGnxdN) for the IZA (Institu-
te of Labour Economics), two ways to
mitigate the bias were looked at. First,
participants were asked to predict the
number of cases in the future. Howev-
el they were given active foedback on
the error they were committing in the
prediction task in some conditions. It
turned out that participants learned
from the mistake they were comrmit-
ting and, within a fow iterations, could
predict the futre mumber of cases
with considerable accuracy.

Second, some participants were gi-
ven a forecast range based on a mathe-
matical model, and were told that the-
reis a significant chance that the actu-
al mumber of cases would le in that
range. This behavioural nudge led toa
sharp increase in the predictions’ ac-
curacy, and an increase in the stated
compliance rate of Covid-appropriate
behaviour.

These findings have an important

implication for public health commu-
nication. The second waveof Covid-19,
very much like the first, has seen a ra-
pid rise in the number of cases. At the
time of writing this piece, the number
of new cases was 126,789, the highest
singleday increase i over five
months. It is unlikely that the rate of
growth will come down soon.

At the same time, cantion fatigne se-
ems to have set in among people. What
should the government do to make su-
re that people do not under-predict’
the number of cases, perceive therisk
of infection correctly, and observe Co-
vid-appropriate behaviour? For one,
Gol should consult the comitry's lea-
ding epidemiclogists and public he-
alth experts and routinely publish fo-
recasts of the number of Covid-19 ca-
ses for subsequent weeks. Such fore-
casts should be widely publicised i
themedia.

Thiswill helpmake the exponentia-
lity of the growth of the disease top of
the mind for people. This, in turn, will
help recalibrate the risk perception,
and encourage the adoption of Covid-
appropriate measures. After all, we
don'twantthepeople tomakethesame
mistake that pauperised Sissa ibn Da-
hirsking.

Thewriter isassociate professor of
economics, Indian Institute of
Management, Bangalore
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