
Referee report on “Essays in Behavioral Economics”,  
a dissertation by Lasha Lanchava, CERGE-EI, Prague 

 

Michał Krawczyk 
University of Warsaw 

 

The dissertation consists of three separate papers. Together, they make for an interesting reading and 
show that the author is capable of conducting independent research in the field of behavioral 
economics and communicating it well. 

Like in any project, there is a number of issues that could have been approached differently. I have 
also found two significant omissions in citations. Below I enclose detailed remarks concerning 
specific chapters. The order corresponds to the flow of the text, rather than importance of each 
comment. Further minor suggestions, often concerning language and editing can be found in the 
dissertation file. I have used the “track changes” mode as well as comments. Some words and phrases 
that seem (to me) incorrect in terms of spelling or grammar are highlighted. Again, there were isolated 
cases – overall, as far as I can tell, language quality is very high. 

On the introduction 

I don’t like the first paragraph of the introduction. The first sentence boils down to “ok, I have very 
different papers here, so I use a lot of words with little meaning to cover it all”. And then the second 
says “oh, by the way, my third paper about this and that may not even fit under this huge umbrella 
sketched above.” It does not give a good first impression. And it involves some imbalance, because 
we learn what chapter 3 is about, but not chapters 1 or 2. I would follow one of the following two 
approaches instead: 

1) Find some much narrower unifying theme for all three chapters (preferred if possible without 
a stretch) 

2) Be very frank and don’t care about the incoherence. It’s a dissertation, not a book. “Ok, here 
are three experimental studies. In chapter 1 I do this and that etc.” 

 

On Chapter 1 

General: This is a nice piece, probably the best of the three, with its comprehensive literature review 
and some clever design choices. 

Design: it’s nice that the author took care of possible reallocation of earnings within family by 
rewarding subjects with age-specific gift certificates rather than money. However, the specific choice 
of certificates could have affected behavior. E.g. a man could be “selfish” or even “spiteful” when 
matched with his wife only because he believed she was spending too much on perfumes and 
jewellery anyway etc. Some subject categories could behave altruistically because they did not really 



care about their payoffs etc. It would be advisable to pre-test the certificates on their attractiveness 
etc.  

I also cannot see why siblings could not share their earnings after the experiment.  

Furthermore, having read the instructions I wouldn’t say it was emphasized there was no point sharing 
with parent/child after the experiment (it was merely said that certificates were “special” and “for 
self”). 

It’s a bit surprising that points from all the decision tasks were added up. It’s standard to pick one at 
random. Else the subject cannot really know whether the other person is ahead or behind, which might 
explain why so many are efficiency-seeking (and quite a few are spiteful) while rather few care about 
equality in any individual game. 

Given that “The exchange rate will be set so that each gift certificate will have a monetary value of 25 
GEL on average” it actually pays to be slightly spiteful, because higher other’s payment mean worse 
exchange rate for everyone, decision maker included. It is customary to fix exchange rates in advance 
(and to live with resulting uncertainty for the budget).  

Classification into types (pages 6-8): it is unclear if consistency across all 16 games was required or 
just four games played with the same partner. One could e.g. be altruistic with the family and spiteful 
with others etc. “across four games” suggests it was partner-specific (based on four choices), but table 
2 – that it was not (based on 16 choices) but then tables A2-A5 that is was again. I believe the author 
should clarify that and if both definitions were used, then specify precisely when each of them 
applies. Perhaps it would be worthwhile to provide summary statistics as in table 2 but broken down 
by recipient type.  

I am also unsure if it’s a good idea to describe types (and refer to the table) in the design section 
already (not the results section).  

Concerning data analysis and presentation: did the author control for school fixed effects? I think 
this should be done.  

 

On Chapter 2 

General: An interesting research question, possibly sub-optimal design choices.  

Literature review: In the intro the author boldly states that “there has been no economic study 
evaluating the value of free choice.” Yet he overlooks a few studies that show that people may be 
willing to pay to keep options available, even if they are never willing to use them, see Shin and 
Ariely (2004) and relevant citing papers.  

Design: Given that dictators very rarely give more than 50%, why not set the constraint at, say 53, 
rather than 76? I can imagine someone who would normally choose 50:50 could opt for the 
unconstrained version to give 55, just for the heck of it. But probably very few would give more than 
76 anyway.  

I am afraid that the use of the BDM might have been misguided. Especially in the DG, it is likely to 
push people toward selfishness. Once I have paid, say 40 CzK to play the DG, it is only fair that I 



keep quite a bit more than that for myself, isn’t it? It is interesting to note, however, that WTP for DG 
<<100. Perhaps people were ashamed to take too much for themselves (?).  

I think it would be handy to have the actual wording used for specific games. Maybe it would help to 
guess if subjects were indeed likely to feel as if their freedom was constrained etc.  

The author could have also used some of the psychological reactance scales. This could shed some 
light on the null result – was there no reactance, was is counterbalanced by some other factors etc. 

On Chapter 3 

General: A very nice natural experiment. Some problems with the data.  

Literature review: I don’t want to pretend that I am an expert on fertility rates or the social impact of 
religiosity. But it took me about 10 seconds to find a paper (Bassi and Rasul, 2014) which is so 
closely related to the present study that omitting it in the literature review (and not drawing insights 
from it) is somewhat embarrassing. My guess is that the present chapter was written before the Bassi 
and Rasul paper was made available (seemingly Sep. 2014; or maybe not: 
http://www.eief.it/files/2012/12/imran-rasul_abstract.pdf) but it’s the author’s obligation to check if 
literature review is up to date when the work is disseminated (e.g. dissertation submitted). Moreover, 
there are quite a few older papers that are also very relevant (Bassi and Rasul provide a nice review). 
Overall, I find it surprising that the author did not even try to tackle voluminous literature on 
determinants of fertility preferences and behaviour. Especially those related to religion. It’s really not 
that hard. Try (religion contraception) on scholar.google and a number of very promising hits shows 
up.  

Data: There is no bibliographic reference nor link nor precise name of the survey nor sample size or 
construction – we know way too little about the survey data used. Is it this thing: 
http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/cb2008ge/factsheet/? I can only guess.  

The jumps that we see in the figures strongly suggest that the sample was too small for this kind of 
analysis. Why only the years 2000-2010 are covered? Was the survey discontinued? 

Data analysis: It usually takes nine months before the child is born. Add to that the time it takes a 
couple to change their mind. Add to that the time until the woman actually conceives since they start 
trying. The Catholicos made his announcement in October 2007. Now, the author does not tell us in 
which month the surveys are conducted, but even if all are done in December (unlikely), you cannot 
really expect a noticeable effect in 2008. Thus the variable after is not defined correctly (unless 
everybody had known before that the Patriarch was going to make this promise but we’re not told this 
was the case).  

Wars typically have a very large effect on decisions whether or not to have a child (or, especially: 
whether to have it now or later). Was there a substantial fear of a continuing conflict with Russia? If 
its level differed between OCs and NOCs (say: because Armenians have a more positive attitude 
towards Russia(?)), then identification strategy is problematic. Or perhaps this fear differed depending 
on geographic location (close to the border vs. further away, regions invaded by Russians in 2008 vs. 
not invaded etc.) which could also affect estimates for the variable of interest. Again, observations for 
years 2011-2014 (if available) could help.  

 

http://caucasusbarometer.org/en/cb2008ge/factsheet/


Bottom line: 

Despite all the concerns expressed above, I have no doubt that the dissertation satisfies formal and 
content requirements for a PhD thesis in economics. I therefore recommend the it for a defense. 
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