
Research Statement

During my PhD I have applied several methods to my inquires ranging from building theo-

retical models through applied work with panel data and structural estimation from choice

data to developing experimental designs and running experiments, depending on what is

the most suitable for my research question. Even though I have acquired a broad range

of skills my main interest is well defined and can be described as the context dependence

of people’s social behavior and the malleability of preferences. Within this realm my work

defines two research agendas.

I. Excuses and motivated beliefs

a, Motivated Beliefs and Prosociality

The first research agenda is about how excuses or motivated beliefs emerge in situations

where it is relevant what one thinks about herself and what others think of her. This stream

of work includes my job market paper. In this project, I look at a situation where a third

party can mitigate or enhance how one’s decision affects others. I hypothesize that in such

situations, how people think about the third party serves as an excuse to act selfishly. As an

example, if someone wants to take a plane, but feels bad about polluting the environment,

she may be tempted to argue that scientists working on the negative consequences of burn-

ing kerosene must be able to solve the problems. In a laboratory study, a decision-maker

can choose how much money she receives. However, whether this amount is taken from

her counterpart depends on the ability of a third party. The experimental results provide

suggestive evidence for my hypothesis: in all samples, beliefs about the third party are more

positive when the third party can help the counterpart, but the effect is not significant with

material incentives for correct beliefs. As a further step, one might want to investigate the

role of narratives and the level of confidence in relation to motivated beliefs.

b, Meritocracy and Overconfidence

In another project, my co-author Peter Schwardmann, and I look at excuses in a dif-

ferent perspective. Two important regularities emerging from empirical work in behavioral

economics and psychology are that people are overconfident about their ability and that

they like to think of themselves as moral. Our experiment tests the hypothesis that over-

confidence is in fact a direct consequence of a desire to feel that one is making morally

appropriate sharing decisions. We assign experimental subjects to groups of two and let

them separately work on an intelligence test to increase the size of a shared pie, where pie

size is an increasing function of both group members’ performance on the test. After the

test, one group member is put in a position to share the pie. The treatment changes how
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much of the pie the dictator is able to claim for herself. We hypothesize that dictators that

are randomly assigned to the condition that facilitates selfish behavior will self-deceive into

higher confidence about their relative performance in the intelligence test. We posit that

overconfidence has instrumental value in justifying selfish behavior for those endowed with

both resources and decision power over their distribution. A necessary condition for this

justification to be potent is the adherence to a meritocratic norm, whereby ability ought to

be rewarded. We measure our subjects’ normative stance on meritocracy and hypothesize

that the treatment effect should be larger for those subjects that adhere to the norm.

c, Smart Choices

In a different laboratory study about product choice with my co-author, Balázs Krus-

per, we investigate the causal effect of choice on beliefs about uncertain product qualities.

We anticipate that beliefs are motivated by the desire to feel that one has made a smart

decision. The main identification concern is reverse causality: choices are clearly affected

by beliefs. In order to deal with this reverse causality, we provide subjects with sufficiently

complex products in the form of compound lotteries where there is uncertainty in the prob-

ability that a product is paying a known positive sum. We then provide signals about the

unobserved probability in a way that one of the products always stochastically dominates

the others. We teach subjects how to evaluate the signals, hence, making sure all subjects

can identify the dominant product. After observing the signal, subjects in one treatment

can choose from a set of products, while in another treatment one product is randomly

assigned to the subjects. We then elicit beliefs about the unobserved probability before

the payoffs are realized. As the design makes sure that all subjects choose the dominant

product, there is no differential selection across treatments. In both treatments subjects

have incentives to distort beliefs for anticipatory utility reasons, however, in the first treat-

ment having chosen the product provides an additional motivation. To test this hypothesis,

we compare the belief difference between the chosen and non-chosen product to the belief

difference between the assigned and non-assigned product while controlling for the signal.

d, Excuses and Image Concerns

Complementary to the experimental projects, I want to build a theoretical framework

extending Bénabou and Tirole (2006). Their model takes into account that people are moti-

vated not just by greed, but by social reputation concerns. By considering image concerns,

prosocial motives and endogenous beliefs as primitives of the model, I could investigate

how belief distortions and actions depend on personal characteristics. Previous literature

discusses belief distortion without strategic interaction. A key challenge in modelling mo-

tivated beliefs together with self- and social-signaling is to characterize a new equilibrium

concept in which the equilibrium pins down optimal, but wrong beliefs. Such a model
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would help to look at the earlier experimental results in one overarching framework, give

individual predictions for selfish behavior and belief distortion and would also help to point

to novel and relevant questions in this field.

II. Cooperation and Attitude

a, The Effect of Managers’ Health Shocks on Employment Practices

In the second research agenda I am interested in how past experience, or expected fu-

ture gain influences how people relate to each other. It is usually assumed that people

have deep underlying preferences, however, recent studies document that preference might

change due to external circumstances (Malmendier and Nagel (2011), Callen et al. (2014)).

In an empirical study using administrative LEED data set from Hungary, my co-author,

Kinga Marczell, and I investigate the effect of managers’ health shocks on the separation

rate of their employees. We hypothesize that previous illness experience of managers at a

company may affect their attitude towards employees. To test our hypothesis, we measure

changes in the separation rate of employees assigned to managers before and after the man-

agers’ illness episodes. Our results show that employee separation rate is 7.1% higher after

the illness compared to before. Furthermore, we provide a descriptive analysis of managers’

own employment outcomes. We find that adverse employment effects are present even four

years after the illness episode. While 12.8% of previously ill managers have no job four years

out, only 11.2% of managers without illness episodes are without jobs, and this difference

stems from the difference in their likelihood of having a manager position. Conditional on

staying at the firm, managers’ wage in the year following the illness is 7.9% lower than that

of their healthy counterparts.

b, In-group, Out-group and Instrumental Reciprocity

In another work with Christophe Heintz, similarly to Charness (2014), we would like to

explore how material incentives for cooperation can override the in-group/out-group effect.

Specifically, we are interested in whether allowing for reputation building results in the

same intra- and inter-group cooperation. It has been shown that the minimal cues in in-

group/out-group experiments serve as a coordination device that changes the expectation

about reciprocity (Yamagishi, Kiyonari 2000). It is, however, not clear to what extent gain

from cooperation in an interaction and the potential presence of channels through which

one can signal one’s intentions can override the differences in outcomes caused by minimal

cues and in general social-identity. Using experimental methods, we would like to learn

about the function and importance of social-identity in situations where participants can

gain from cooperation.
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III. Other Projects

I am also interested in organizations and wage inequality and as a member of the Com-

parative Organizational Inequality Network1, I also work on topics related to inequality

and gender wage gap in an organizational context. Rising income inequality is now rec-

ognized as a widespread problem in high income countries. While the broad trajectories

of national income and wealth inequalities are apparent, little is known about the work-

place and institutional dynamics that produce these disturbing trends. In this project,

we investigate the dynamics of workplace earnings distributions, taking advantage of high

quality administrative data on nearly all private sector workplaces and their employees for

ten countries (Czech Republic, France, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Norway, Slove-

nia, South Korea, Sweden, Denmark, Japan, Canada, and the U.S.) to examine workplace

level inequality levels and trends. As such, we bring workplaces and production into the

center of the analysis of national inequality distributions, levels and trajectories. We are

exploring two central questions: What factors drive overall income inequality within and

between workplaces? How do workplaces exacerbate or mitigate the impact of individual

distinctions, such as education level, gender or immigrant status? Our unique comparative

population level data design allows us to address these two questions in both cross- and

sub-national temporal contexts, asking: How do inequality generating mechanisms vary as

a function of institutional context?

1https://www.umass.edu/coin/
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