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Re: Dissertation by Theodor Kouro

The thesis by Theodor Kouro, titled “Essays in Experimental Economics,” investigates
the motivations and mechanisms driving people’s prosocial behavior and human capital
investments. The thesis offers a thorough examination of the behavioral economics literature
on prosocial behavior and parental misperceptions, and proposes novel study designs to
further our understanding. Combining the use of field experiments as well as administrative
data from Albania, the thesis provides compelling empirical evidence on the role of autonomy
in motivating prosocial actions and on the existence of biased parental beliefs regarding
children’s performance. The outcomes examined in the thesis---donations, voluntary effort
provision, and academic track choice---are not only consequential in behavioral and labor
economics literatures but are also highly significant for policy design.

The first chapter studies how autonomy motivates prosocial donations. Existing
literature suggests that people donate more when they are given a choice between donating to
one of two different recipients, compared to when they are donating to one randomly chosen
recipient. This could be due to preference for donating to a specific charity, or due to simply
having control over allocating their donations. This thesis focuses on testing whether having
control over allocations can generate different donation behaviors, and whether this is linked
to preference for having a choice.

In the experiment, there are three projects at the charity, all aimed at benefitting
children with Down Syndrome. The control group has no control over the allocations. In T2,
the decision maker is directly asked to allocate donations across the three projects. In T1, the
decision maker first has a choice whether or not to allocate their donations across the projects,
and upon choosing to do so, allocates donations. The author finds that when subjects are given
control over the allocations, as in both T1 and T2, donations substantially increase. T1 shows
that most decision makers choose to allocate when given a choice.

My interpretation of these results is that the decision makers indeed prefer to control
their allocations. However, being first given a choice over whether to do so or not does not
seem essential as the results are not statistically different across T1 and T2. Hence the
decision makers seem to care more about having control over allocations, and it does not
matter whether they specifically have a choice over whether or not to have this allocative
power. My understanding is that this design still cannot tell us why they value having control,
whether it is a preference donating to a specific project, or simply having the allocative
control. I would think that comparing two conditions under which (1) they have control over
which project gets a majority of the donations (2) one randomly chosen project gets a majority
of the donations, which happens to coincide with their preferred allocation, might be more
helpful for distinguishing these two channels (which is more similar to the author’s design in
the second chapter).
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Perhaps this is not the main motivation behind the current design, or there are specific
reasons that the author chose the current design, so the author should clarify this more in the
writing. Given we already know that donations increase when people can allocate, the
research question that corresponds to the current design seems to be, given that people may
prefer to have control over allocations, does it matter whether they are given a choice whether
or not to have this control? This seems a very specific question and thus the paper should be
more clear about why we care about this particular question.

I also could not fully appreciate the motivation behind having the last treatment, T3.
Perhaps the author wanted to see whether having control is more important when the decision
maker can have more information. However, this does not seem to relate to whether the
information is more valuable due to preference for donating to a specific charity, or due to
simply having control over allocating their donations. Either channel can increase the value of
information. The result is also a little puzzling as having information lowers donation
amounts (as the author suggests, maybe it introduce other biases or cognitive burden), so it
almost seems like a separate add-on analysis, and perhaps should be motivated as such. Hence
my main recommendation would be to improve the writing of the motivation, literature
review, and the experimental design so that they are more tightly aligned with one another.

The second chapter also delves into the role of autonomy, looking at how it impacts
prosocial effort provision. The experiment engages student volunteers in one of three types of
writing tasks under different conditions. They may be randomized into it, choose it on their
own, or be matched to it based on their ability (specifically, their ability to raise awareness).
The results show that volunteers are significantly more productive when they are allowed to
choose a task. The effects are similar to when they are specifically matched based on ability,
because they tend to choose their ability-matching tasks anyways. Simply giving them a
choice is more effective than placing them in a competition for a monetary reward. Hence,
giving people autonomy over task choice can be a cost-effective way to increase productivity,
as long as the distribution of task choices are aligned with the firm’s interests.

I find the motivation and the design of this experiment to be quite clear and
straightforward. | think the results together paint a pretty coherent picture, but the writing of
the results is a bit long winded therefore confusing. There are many pairwise comparisons
involving the control group with lengthy discussions. | think the results could potentially be
summarized in fewer figures, e.g., using multiple bars with each indicating a specific
treatment. | think the descriptions of how the treatments were exactly implemented, e.g.,
whether the ability-matched groups knew that the matches were created based on it, would be
useful as well. Hence my main recommendation would be to shorten the results section and
improve clarity of the writing.

The last chapter examines parental misperceptions about children’s academic
trajectories at the time of secondary school track choice. Using administrative data combined
with a large-scale survey of parents in Albania, the author shows that parents systematically
overestimate their own child’s future academic performance in high school and therefore
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college eligibility. However, when asked to predict a random student with similar middle
school performance as their children, the parents’ beliefs are more pessimistic. This over-
optimism may explain why there is high enrollment in academic high schools, although many
students will not perform well enough to be eligible for college eventually.

The empirical patterns that the author documents are both thorough and compelling in
showing that there are substantial parental misperceptions. I think these empirical facts are
useful for policy makers and also strongly motivates future research projects that the author
plans to undertake, trying to tackle this issue. I mainly had a few minor clarifying questions.
Would the author be able to compare the parents who answer the survey against those who do
not answer in terms of basic characteristics or their children’s characteristics? This would help
understand the selection into the survey sample. Also | was wondering if the optimism is
entirely explained their misperceptions of the children’s actual current grades, or they are too
optimistic about the future, even if their beliefs about the current grades were true. If the
former is true, | think | understand why the authors highlight the information problem to be
the crucial issue to be addressed. However, if the latter is true, it seems that the issue goes
beyond the parents knowing the children’s actual grades, because they still form biased
beliefs only regarding their children (while being realistic for others so there does not seem to
be an information problem for this part).

Together the thesis tackles three ambitious research questions related to autonomy and
misperceptions using experimental techniques. The author’s approaches are both scientifically
rigorous and creative. It is also impressive that the author managed to conduct two field
experiments on his own by partnering with firms and NGOs in Albania. In my view, the thesis
satisfies formal and content requirements for a PhD thesis in economics and | would
recommend the dissertation for a defense.
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