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EVALUATION OF THEODOR KOURO’S DISSERTATION THESIS:

ESSAYS IN EXPERIMENTAL ECONOMICS February 2, 2026

Dear members of the PhD Review Committee,

| hereby provide my assessment of Theodor Kouro’s dissertation thesis. After having
read the doctoral thesis, | am convinced that his work makes substantial original con-
tributions to the field of (Experimental) Economics. Overall, this dissertation satisfies
formal and content requirements for a PhD thesis in Economics, and | recommend it
for a defense. Below, | evaluate each of the three chapters separately and offer my
comments and suggestions for possible improvements (none of these suggestions is
binding!).

In chapter 1, “Allocation Choice in Charitable Giving: A Natural Field Experiment”,
Theodor studies whether empowering donors to decide how their donation is used
increases charitable giving, and why it might do so. The core innovation is to hold
constant the charity and the beneficiaries while varying only whether donors can (or
must) allocate money across three projects that help the same recipients in different
ways — which | personally find a very smart idea which | would have loved to do in my
own study that is cited as well. The design is intended to disentangle liking to have a
choice (agency) from having stronger preferences for specific uses of funds (project
preferences).

The study is implemented as a natural field experiment in collaboration with the Down
Syndrome Albania Foundation (DSA), targeting employees at firms that regularly sup-
port the NGO. Twenty-two firms (out of 38 approached) participated, yielding a pool
of over 5,000 potential donors; employees were not told the scientific purpose of

the study, and randomization occurred at the individual level via HR-managed email
distribution. Participants who clicked the email link entered an online survey and do-
nation flow involving three projects: therapy, humanitarian aid, and entertainment.
The experiment compares four conditions and measures (i) likelihood of donating

and (ii) donation amount. The four treatments are 1) Control (C): donate (yes/no) and
amount; no allocation task; donation supports all three projects; Treatment 1 (T1):
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donors choose whether to allocate across projects; if they opt in, they allocate; oth-
erwise they give a single amount; Treatment 2 (T2): conditional on donating, donors
must allocate across the three projects; the only way to avoid allocating is not donat-
ing; Treatment 3 (T3): same as T2, plus an optional link with more detailed information
intended to support more-informed allocation.

Among respondents (1,042 employees; 20% response rate), the chapter reports large
effects on donation amounts but not on the decision to donate. The effects on do-
nation amounts are strikingly large. Allocation choice increased mean donations by
80.9%, forced allocation roughly doubled giving relative to control, and Forced alloca-
tion + info link increased giving by 52.3% relative to control. At the same time, none of
the treatments has a statistically significant causal effect on the likelihood of donating
(extensive margin).

A central conclusion is that the positive effect of allocation opportunities is not driven
by donors simply valuing to have a choice. The key evidence is that forcing donors to
allocate does not reduce giving; instead, it increases it substantially, undermining a
pure agency/choice-preference explanation. Instead, the findings support a project-
preference mechanism: allocation lets donors direct a larger share of their donation
toward the project they value most (which is essentially also in line with my own find-
ings, though we cannot disentangle between project and country). The chapter shows
that donors often allocate unequally across projects and that mean allocations differ
by project (with therapy typically receiving the highest average amounts).

What | found surprising was that the information link underperform forced alloca-
tion; but Theodor offers a potential explanation: A follow-up feedback survey (200
responses) shows that respondents largely did not view the information as difficult or
surprising, but many perceived the combined task (reading information + allocating)
as tiring, pointing to cognitive burden as a plausible explanation for the weaker perfor-
mance of the link condition.

Suggestions:

- You might want to stress more that a big difference between the no-choice and the
allocation-choice situation is that the no-choice situation implies that the NGO can de-
cide on their own about what to prioritize and how to allocate the donations received.
Donors might dislike taking this possibility away from the NGO when they choose to
allocate themselves (of course, this goes against your current treatment effects).

- Have you tried to estimate hurdle model, given that you are differentiating between
intensive and extensive margin?

- In Table 3, for the sake of completeness you might also add a column for treatment
control, where you divide the total donation by three.
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- p11 “..or a combination OF the”

- Throughout the chapter, you sometimes refer to some effects being statistically signif-
icant, but what is the cut-off p-value that you used for this? (e.g., on page 14, link has
a p-value = 0.065; is that statistically different?)

- On page 15, you write “Third, allowing donors to make more informed allocation deci-
sions (link group) increases giving by 52.3%" - but it is not only link, it is also choice.

- In Figure 2, you could also present more info by using a different form of presentation
(e.g., boxplot) instead of mean+high/low

- p.19: “and Figure ?? in Appendix A.4, we..."” ,,..information link (Table ??) suggest...”

- In the appendix, you report p-values where you control for multiple hypothesis test-
ing - but which step-down method did you use here?

- In the follow-up survey section, it would be good to keep the names of the treat-
ments consistent with the first part (e.g., Figure 4 compared to Figure 2).

- You write: “Another limitation is the low response rate of roughly 20%”, but compared
to other fundraising calls, that is a pretty decent number, isn’t it?

- In the discussion, you might want to speculate to what extent some of your results
might if that would not go via a firm to its employees, and given that it has a survey-
start which makes it clear that this is not a regular call for donations (as long as poten-
tial arguments are orthogonal to treatment, that should be fine).

In chapter 2, “Let Me Choose What I'm Best at: A Natural Field Experiment with Volun-
teers”, Theodor asks whether granting volunteers autonomy to choose among tasks in-
creases (i) effort and (ii) effort quality, and he tests why autonomy works when it does.
The chapter contributes by eliciting autonomy in a narrow but generalizable way: vol-
unteers choose among three versions of the same task (writing awareness messages),
which helps keep required skills and difficulty broadly comparable while still allowing
meaningful self-selection. A second and third contribution is to examine whether the
autonomy effect persists after choice is removed, and to benchmark autonomy against
a large, performance-contingent monetary winner-takes-all reward.

To achieve this, he partners with a UNICEF-founded NGO in Albania and runs a large-
scale natural field experiment with approximately 4,400 high school students. Volun-
teers write awareness-raising messages on one of three causes: bullying, depression,
and social inclusion of people with disabilities. Effort is measured objectively as the
number of topic-relevant messages produced. The experiment is conducted during
school education hour and uses classroom-level randomization to reduce spillovers.
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There are a total of four experimental conditions. Control: students are assigned a ran-
domly chosen cause and asked to write messages about it. Choice (autonomy): stu-
dents choose which cause to write about. Ability-matching: students are assigned the
cause where they previously reported the highest perceived ability to raise awareness
(from a baseline survey). Monetary reward: students are assigned a random cause; the
top performer in the classroom (by most “publishable/good” messages) earns €20. Af-
ter the main task, all students complete secondary measures (enjoyment, willingness
to volunteer again, email sign-up) and then complete an additional other task (writ-
ing about environmental pollution) without choice; this is used to test persistence and
alternative mechanisms.

He measures effort by the total number of relevant messages for the assigned/chosen
cause and by quality (in two ways). He finds that task autonomy substantially increases
effort and improves quality. Relative to control, the choice group produces markedly
more output of 42% in message quantity. Choice also improves quality: the share of
good messages and graded quality are 13% higher. With respect to future volunteer-
ing, he finds that stated willingness rises, but revealed follow-through does not, which
is well in line with previous findings in the literature on intention-action gap. When
adding a monetary reward, effort is increased but quality does not improve (maybe be-
cause subjects didn’t really know how you would measure quality?). Moreover, in the
subsequent unpaid other task, the monetary-reward group’s effort returns to baseline,
implying that once rewards are introduced, effort may depend on continued incen-
tivization - but maybe this effect is partly confounded with fatigue effects (see also my
suggestion below). He also tries to evaluate multiple mechanisms, and concludes the
main channel is ability-task matching.

Suggestions:

- p. 27 “(Mertins and Walter, 2021)(Bloom et al., 2015), among others.” check your cite-
command

- p.29, you discuss that volunteers may exert more effort and write "better” messages
because they choose the cause they care about or are more interested in, match their
abilities with the task, value choice, or feel a heightened commitment to perform well
when the choice is theirs, among other explanations. Some studies on related issues
(e.g., having a certain institution in place in a public-good game because it was self-
chosen or set by the experimenter) try to disentangle this by having a treatment arm
where subjects are asked for their preferred option, and then a random mechanism
determines if my choice is implemented or a second random draw determines the
actual option; so some end up with their preferred option because their choice was
implemented, and others end up with the option because the random mechanism
determined that. Maybe you might want to mention this as an alternative approach.
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- p. 30, when you talk about autonomy and effort, you might want to consider citing
studies where workers can set themselves a work goal (e.g, including my own work
with Sebastian Goerg), which could also be understood as a form of autonomy and
which is also found to increase effort compared to forced goals.

- p.40 “This drop occurs because strata, task-fixed effects, and controlswhile balanced
across treatment groupsare still important predictors of the outcome.” typos

- p.42 “(control mean = 54%, (p <0.05))” : Maybe report the exact p-values here and
throughout the rest of your thesis?

- Your money treatment sets very extreme tournament incentives. You might think
about discussing in more detail how your results might change if there was more than
a winner, or some random component would be added as to not demotivate less-
skilled people right from the start

- p.51 “If volunteers appreciate having a choice, they might reciprocate positively by
exerting more effort even when that choice is removed. Conversely, they might react
negatively by exerting less effort simply because they prefer to have choice. However,
the “no difference in effort” result is inconsistent with either of these explanations.”
Or they could just cancel out, or? Maybe mention this as well.

- working on the other task after having worked so long on the main task might be af-
fected by fatigue effects, or? Maybe you might want to discuss this.

In chapter 3, “Unrealistic Educational Aspirations: Behavioral Insights From Parental
Decisions in Albania”, Theodor examines why, in education systems where entry into
secondary tracks is largely unconstrained by ability but university admission is selec-
tive, families may make inefficient schooling choices. The focus is on Albania, where
parents choose between academic (general/oriented) and vocational (VET) upper-
secondary schooling after grade 9, while college access depends on performance in
upper secondary and the State Matura. The chapter tests whether parental misper-
ceptions about academic trajectories and college eligibility help explain the persistent
over-enrollment in the academic track and under-enrollment in VET.

The analysis combines i) administrative panel data tracking 9,000+ students from
grade 9 (middle school) to high school completion/State Matura outcomes (cohorts
culminating around 2024), with ii) a large parent survey distributed through the Min-
istry of Education’s official channels, eliciting aspirations and beliefs about GPA pro-
gression, college eligibility probabilities (for multiple GPA thresholds), perceived re-
turns to education and employment, stigma beliefs, and views on why VET enrollment
is low. Survey responses are linked to actual enrollment and performance data.
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He finds that parents systematically fail to anticipate the GPA drop from middle to high
school, which is found in the administrative records. Most parents instead expect sta-
ble or increasing GPA, and only a small fraction accurately forecast the expected high-
school GPA implied by historical transitions. This misperception is then shown to trans-
late into over-optimism about college eligibility, especially for one’s own child. Indeed,
parents are found to be generally pessimistic about a typical child with the same prior
performance, but markedly more optimistic about their own child. At the same time,
alternative explanations for low VET enrollment receive limited support in his data.

Taken together, the evidence points to information frictions and biased beliefs as a
plausible explanation for excessive demand for academic high schools and underuti-
lization of VET. Especially parents’ overly optimistic expectations about their own
child’s academic trajectory and college eligibility do seem to matter. Unfortunately,
he cannot causally identify the link between beliefs and choices, but he indicates that
this is something to be done in the future, since he mentions in the beginning of the
chapter that this is part of a larger project (which might also explain why this chapter
is included in a dissertation thesis on experimental economics, as it in itself does not
feature an experiment).

If we take his findings in this chapter at face value, the descriptive patterns and weak
support for competing channels make misperceptions a compelling target for policy.

In that case, his plans (with the Ministry of Education) for a nationwide natural field
experiment in public middle schools that is centered on giving parents individualized
statistical information about the likelihood their child will meet college eligibility if
they choose the academic track, might yield promising results in the future (if that is
not rolled out yet, | would suggest to ask parents about their perception of the state
and/or institution providing this information, since | could imagine that some parents
might do exactly the opposite of what is implicitly proposed if they feel that this comes
from a source which cannot be trusted).

In essence, Theodor Kouro’s doctoral dissertation exhibits a high level of intellectual
creativity, makes important contributions to several strands of literature, and is very
well written. As such, as | already wrote right in the beginning, this dissertation satis-
fies formal and content requirements for a PhD thesis in economics, and | recommend
it for a defense.

Sincerely yours,

S it

Prof. Dr. Sebastian Kube
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