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a) Can you recognize an original contribution of the author? 
 Yes. 
 
b) Is the thesis based on relevant references? 
 Yes. 
 
c) Is the thesis defendable at your home institution or another respected institution where 

you gave lectures? 
 Yes. 
 
d) Do the results of the thesis allow their publication in a respected economic journal? 
 Yes. Two of the three chapters have already been published in respected economic 

journals, and the third chapter will no doubt also be published in a good economics 
journal. 

 
e) Are there any additional major comments on what should be improved? 
 No. 
 
f) What is your overall assessment of the thesis? (a) I recommend the thesis for defense 

without substantial changes, (b) the thesis can be defended after revision indicated in 
my comments, (c) not-defendable in this form. 

 (a) I recommend the thesis for defense without substantial changes. 
 
COMMENTS: 
 
NOTE#1: The following comments are given in order of when they relate to material in the 
thesis, and not in order of importance.  
NOTE#2: I carry over the comments from my first report, but add comments at the end based 
on Polak‘s responses to my comments in the last chapter. 
 
1) (page 2) The text says “The meta-analytic approach aims to be as objective as 

possible, but subjectivity can never be disclosed…”. Better: can never be 
“eliminated”. 

 
2) (page 5) The text says, “A few years later, Havranek (2010) made a meta-analysis to 

investigate the rose effect…” “rose” should be capitalized. 
 
3)  (page 17f.) I found the discussion associated with equations (2.5) through (2.10) to be 

confusing. This may be a reflection of my own lack of understanding. The confusion 

arises, I believe, from mixing a number of issues: (i) switching between 𝑏𝑏 and 
𝑏𝑏
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠

 = 𝑡𝑡; 
(ii) incorporating a correction for publication bias; (iii) switching between a cross-
sectional specification (subscript i) and a panel specification (subscripts i and j); (iv) 
lack of clarity about the nature and specification of heteroskedasticity in the error 
term(s), and (v) lack of clarity about mixed effects estimation. 

 
 I believe there are at least six models that are implicitly referenced in this section:  
 
 Define �̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 as the ith estimated effect from study j. 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 are data/estimation/study 

characteristics that differ across regressions within the same study. Note that it could 



include 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 as a variable to correct for publication bias. 𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 are data/estimation/study 
characteristics that are constant within studies but differ across studies. The variance 
of 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is characterized by heteroskedasticity because the original estimates have 
different standard errors. At least six models are implicitly related to the discussion on 
pages 17f. 

 
Fixed Effects (FE) 
�̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽3𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 
where 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2 � 
NOTE: “Fixed Effects” here refers to the common meta-analysis procedure, 
sometimes referred to as the inverse-variance procedure -- not the panel data 
estimation procedure of the same name.  
 
Fixed Effects (FE-WLS) 
�̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 
where 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝜎𝜎2� 
NOTE: Stanley simply calls this “WLS”. This is very confusing because there are 
multiple WLS methods one can use in meta-analysis. This is generally the same as FE, 
except that it allows the variance of the error term to be proportional to 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2 , rather 
than exactly equal to 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2 . 
 
Random Effects (RE) 
�̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 + 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 
where 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁(0, 𝜏𝜏2), 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2 � 
NOTE: This is the conventional “Random Effects” meta-analysis procedure that is 
estimated, for example, by the R program metafor. It is not to be confused with the 
panel data estimation procedure of the same name. 
 
Random Effects (RE-WLS) 
�̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 + 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 
where 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁(0, 𝜏𝜏2𝜎𝜎2), 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝜎𝜎2� 
NOTE: This model is not so common in the meta-analysis literature, but I don’t 
understand why not. Rather than dividing through by 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, it divides through by 

�𝜏𝜏2+𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2 .  If FE-WLS is a reasonable approach, I would think RE-WLS should also 

be considered a reasonable approach, at least on theoretical grounds. Note also that 
FE-WLS is nested within RE-WLS (just as FE is nested within RE). 
 
Mixed Effects (ME-Polak) 
�̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 + 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 
where 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝜓𝜓�, 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝜃𝜃� 
NOTE: This is the specification, at the level of the original estimated effect, implied by 
Equation (2.7). This model is very similar to RE-WLS except that it has a theoretical 
inconsistency: the variance of the unobserved study-specific effect, 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖, is assumed to 
vary across regressions within the same study: 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁�0, 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝜓𝜓�.  
Mixed Effects (ME-Mundlak) 
�̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽2�̅�𝑥𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽3𝑧𝑧𝑖𝑖 + 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 



where 𝜐𝜐𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁(0,𝜎𝜎22), 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖~𝑁𝑁(0,𝜎𝜎12) 
NOTE: To the best of my knowledge, this is the standard mixed effects/heirarchical 
linear model that is estimated by programs like Stata’s mixed command. It is my 
understanding that this model is also known as the Mundlak model. The inclusion of 
�̅�𝑥𝑖𝑖 allows data/estimation/study characteristics that vary across regressions within the 
same study to have different effects at the level of the individual regression and the 
level of the study. A special case of the model drops the multi-level variable �̅�𝑥𝑖𝑖. 
 
I think it would be helpful if the author clarified his discussion of equations (2.5) 
through (2.10), taking into account the comments above if he feels they are correct. 
 

4)  (pages 18-19) There is a typo in equations (2.7)-(2.10), see below for an example: 

 
 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖|𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 should be 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖|𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖. Further, as it is written it looks like “|” is a conditional 

symbol. Should this, instead, be a division symbol “/”? 
 
5) (page 24) The text says, “We can clearly see how the different methodology provides 

us with a completely different result. This is the reason why we use the multilevel 
mixed effects model for the final analysis.” Just because one obtains different 
estimates does not provide a rationale for using a different estimation procedure. The 
reason should relate to some theoretical consideration that causes one to prefer one set 
of estimates over others.   

 
6) (page 25) I really liked Figure 2.1 and the directing of attention to the fact that 

estimation procedures can sometimes heavily weight a very few studies. In this case, 
two studies accounted for approximately 80 percent of the total weight. If there are 
heterogeneous true effects, this means that the true effects associated with those two 
studies get singled out as being more important than the effects from other studies, 
solely because these two studies had more observations. This is why I personally think 
it is good to also report RE estimates, even though this is not commonly done in the 
economics meta-analysis literature. 

 
7)  (page 26) I also liked Figure 2.2. I have not seen this before. It does highlight the 

importance of the normality assumption used by the mixed effects estimator. 
 
8) (page 28) What you call “clustered OLS method with clustered standard errors” is, I 

think, the FE-WLS model I identify above, with cluster robust standard errors. Later 
on (page 71), you call the exact same procedure “a WLS approach with clustered 
standard errors”. 

 
9)  (page 29) It would have been nice to report, in the same table, the estimates without 

the precision term. This would allow one to easily see the difference made by 
adjusting for publication bias.  

 
10) (page 30) The text states, “The interpretation of the results is not straightforward 

because the dependent variable is the t-statistic.” Actually, WLS estimates the same 
coefficients as the unweighted specification, and thus the coefficients can be 
interpreted as if one was interpreting a regression with �̂�𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 as the dependent variable. 



 
11)  (page 65) The text states, “The second issue is related to the incorrect handling of the 

dependent variable in the gravity equation, which is the logarithm of trade. Very often 
(i.e., in approximately one-quarter of the cases), the sum of imports and exports is 
taken before the logarithm.” I am not a trade economist, so I didn’t understand this. 
Surely the author does not mean that some studies calculate the dependent variable as 
ln(exports)+ln(imports), as opposed to ln(exports+imports). Perhaps a little 
clarification here would be useful. 

 
12) (page 67) The text says, “Using econometric methods to analyse the funnel plot -- 

FAT-PET -- meta-regression analysis can be employed to identify the signal of a non-
zero true effect should one exist in the research record.” I have three comments to 
make regarding the FAT.  

  First, strictly speaking, I believe the FAT can only legitimately be applied 
when publication bias is based on statistical significance, as opposed to “incorrect” 
sign. That being said, it is common practice in the literature to apply the FAT when 
publication bias is suspected to be due to bias against incorrect sign. I don’t 
recommend you do anything differently, but maybe you could mention this in the text. 

  My second point relates to recent statements by Stanley and Doucouliagos 
(2019) in which they state, “All meta-analysis methods fail to distinguish a genuine 
effect from the artefact of publication bias reliably under common conditions found in 
economics research” (page 15 of their paper, see link below). In other words, Stanley 
and Doucouliagos argue that the FAT is not very good at identifying publication bias. 
This echoes an earlier finding by Alinaghi and Reed (2018). Still everybody uses it, 
including myself. Again, I don’t recommend that you do anything differently, but it 
would be good if you mentioned this, at least in a footnote. 

  Finally, as you recognize later on, the SE variable is often correlated with other 
study characteristics. This is why you instrument for it in Table 3.3. But if one 
believes that, perhaps one should discuss the significance of the SE variable in the full 
meta-regression, since other variables are being held constant there. Is it still 
significant? Does your conclusion about publication bias remain? 

 Link to Stanley and Doucoualiagos (2019):  
https://poseidon01.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=12602406811200708806812106511609
809800705302004607405800706003005407503808909000011906702301004004904
001300511711209606609607109710702309508709510908111501510212011910207
0116081110&EXT=pdf 

 
13) (page 102) It would be nice to have an expanded discussion of how tariffs are 

measured. Are they effective tariffs? Are they some measure of weighted, statutory 
tariffs? If effective, isn't there an endogeneity issue here? For example, in the extreme, 
exceptionally high tariffs could drive trade to 0, so that effective tariffs would equal 0. 

 
14) (page 117, Table 4.2) This is purely a personal preference issue, but I dislike 

representing panel fixed effects by “FE”, since the term FE commonly means 
something else (the meta-analytic Fixed Effects estimtor) in the meta-analysis 
literature. Maybe Panel FE? 

 
15)  (page 127, Table 4.5) The author uses the BMA estimates to calculate “Best Practice” 

estimates. This implies that the BMA estimates are “better” than the OLS estimates. 



However, aren’t the OLS estimates BLUE? Thus, for the purposes of prediction, 
shouldn’t one use OLS estimates to produce the most efficient prediction? 

 
--------------------------------------------- 
 
16) Polak’s response to my comments (3) and (4) above: „I believe that the final 

specification with the proper explanation is suitable. To connect it to the specifications 
you provided. In stata, the estimations were done using the mixed command; hence it 
should be the ”Mundlak” model. As far as the notation, I had some mistakes in the 
notation of the variances.“ 

 My assessment: Polak’s response addresses my concerns. 
 
17) Polak’s response to my comment (6): „...the more I estimate I collected the more I am 

convinced that not only WLS methods should be used. The most precise estimates 
provide us with the ”best” information by definition. But only if the precision is 
correctly estimated. As meta-analysts, we are not fully convinced that WLS methods 
should always be accompanied by multiple robustness checks.“ 

 My assessment: Polak’s response addresses my concerns. 
 
18) Polak’s response to my comment (11): „The base for the issue is one the ”silver medal 

mistake” described by Baldwin and Taglioni (2007). As it might be surprising, it means 
exactly what is stated. In addition to that, the average of export and import is often used 
as a dependent variable, which means the same mistake. Fortunately, if the researcher 
used only uni-directional trade, this does not happen..“ 

 My assessment: Very interesting! Not being a trade economist, I didn’t know that. 
Polak’s response addresses my concerns. 

 
 
19) Polak’s response to my comment (15): „The reason for using BMA estimates is rather 

in the structure of the research. BMA estimates are also based on the results of OLS 
estimation. We use the results of BMA for the key interpretation and OLS as a 
robustness check. To stay in that line of interpretation, BMA estimates are used for the 
calculation of the prediction. That is my perception. Especially as the ”best practice” is 
also very dependent on what is thought to be the best practice (e.g. as many data points 
as possible or including all countries and control variables, etc.).“ 

 My assessment: Polak’s response addresses my concerns. 
 
 
 
 


