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Dear Members of the Dissertation Committee, 
 
thank you for the invitation to review the Ph.D. Dissertation Thesis of Ms. Olga Popova. I 
have read it thoroughly with great pleasure and now I am ready to provide you with an 
evaluation of the thesis, as well as with a recommendation on whether Ms. Popova should (or 
should not) be granted a Ph.D. defense and eventually be awarded a Ph.D. degree based on 
this Thesis. 
 
The Thesis cuts across several streams of Economic literature: on perceptions of and attitudes 
towards reforms, on happiness and life satisfaction, on voters’ behavior, and others. The thesis 
does so in an illuminating way, contributing to our understanding of these phenomena in the – 
still under-researched – broader contexts of post-communist transition and post-transition 
experience of Central and Eastern European countries. And this is the thesis’ main 
contribution – it fills several gaps in our understanding of reforms and policy making in the 
post-communist context. Doing so it also enlightens the abovementioned literatures it speaks 
to.  
 
There are at least three pillars on which the thesis firmly rests: good data, robust empirical 
framework, and a sound policy dimension that enables Ms. Popova to provide invaluable 
scientific insights as well as policy relevant conclusions. 
 
The thesis consists of three Essays:  

1. Corruption, Voting and Employment Status: Evidence from Russian Parliamentary 
Elections 

2. Can Religion Insure against Aggregate Shocks to Happiness? The Case of Transition 
Countries 

3. Life Satisfaction and the Euro Adoption 
 

Evaluating these three Essays, there are a few less and more important points that Ms. Popova 
should consider in her future work on the studied topics. 
 
Essay 1:  
 

1. The first Essay elaborates on voters’ behavior in a complex Russian voting system. 
This complexity is well accounted for by the applied methodology. What still remains 
a bit unclear is the interaction between voting for party candidates and for individual 
ones. There may be spillover effects that create a nontrivial strategy space for voters 
and parties – further discussion is needed. 

 
2. The three hypothesis come a bit too late in the text, and are not so well motivated. 

Generally the first few sections would need a bit of reshuffling. 



3. Can the link between corruption and preferences and the hypothesis that “If corruption 
is associated with the activity of the current Parliament (the party of power United 
Russia), it can be the case that the privately employed oppose it during elections” be 
more formally checked? What is exactly the role of corruption? Some of the results 
are unexpected, but it remains unclear how corruption explains these results. 

 
4. On page 15 a transformation is applied that may not be all that innocuous (if I 

understand what is being done well). E(log(x)) is not the same as log(E(x)). 
 

5. On could consider a selection model to account for the decision to participate in 
elections or not. 

 
Essay 2: 
 

1. “I argue that the market reform process and subsequent changes and instability in the 
economic and social situation during transition are likely to be painful, negatively 
affecting life satisfaction.” This hypothesis sounds a bit obvious, in general this essay 
would benefit from a somewhat better account of the empirical puzzle that motivates 
it. 

 
2. This essay reads a bit like two papers, one on endogeneity of religion and one on the 

insurance role of religion. But it seems to be just a matter of rephrasing a few 
sentences. 

 
3. Is there any asymmetry of the role religion for negative and positive shocks? 
 
4. A problem may arise for the instrument if present happiness is serially correlated – 

possibly by means of a third factor – with past happiness, which may have – perhaps – 
caused past religiosity. One should discuss.  

 
5. One should check whether religion does not capture the role of another underlying 

factor. Perhaps it is the religious elderly that drive the results. One could split the 
sample, or control for age by using age cohort dummies. A different possibility is that 
religion captures the role of conservative preferences. Could one check, is this in the 
data? 

 
6. I remain a bit suspicious about the results, given that many coefficients change 

sign/significance if interaction terms are included. Of course one expects such changes 
if highly correlated terms are introduced, but I do not know how stable the reported 
results are. Could the author make a convincing argument using a simpler model first, 
with a reduced encompassing measure of reforms? Something like no reform – any 
reform? 

 
Essay 3: 
 

1. The key issue here seems to be the choice of non-treated cases. It is very hard to argue 
that the reported effects of introduction of the Euro are indeed its true effects and not 
the effects of a different and unrelated event. Elections, economic development, 
reforms… Of course it is difficult to control for all such potential confounding factors, 
but further effort in this direction is needed. 

 



2. Related to the previous point, one should conduct a fallibility experiment: Compare 
two non-treated countries, or two countries using a fake year of treatment.   

 
To summarize, the presented analysis has a clear potential to be published in refereed journals 
and Ms. Popova demonstrates in her Thesis that she is capable of producing high-quality 
research in her future career. The Thesis is already now a worthy contribution to the growing 
literature on individual perceptions of economic reforms. Therefore, I am convinced that the 
Thesis warrants a dissertation defense and eventual award of a doctoral degree.     
 
Sincerely Yours, 
 
Martin Kahanec 
 
  
 
 
 


