
Research Statement 
My research uses experimental and econometric methods to explore questions at the intersection 
of behavioral and public economics. In particular, I am interested in how labor supply responds 
to discontinuities in the budget sets that are created by tax and transfer systems, how people 
think about taxes and the public goods taxes finance, and how group identity influences 
decision-making.  
 
Job Market Paper 
My job market paper (joint with John Gibson and Robert White) titled, “The backward hustle: 
An experimental investigation of tax code notches and labor supply” and is forthcoming in the 
Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization.  
 
This paper seeks to understand whether labor supply responds to sharp disincentives to work. 
These sharp disincentives to work can come from the phase-in and phase-out of benefits as part 
of a social safety net and create discontinuities in the budget set where additional labor supply 
yields simultaneously less net household income and less leisure. But, while these discontinuities 
are common features of tax-benefit systems, labor supply response from these disincentives has 
been difficult to document in the field for a number of reasons (e.g. fixed wage-hour contracts, 
complex tax system, etc.). In a laboratory experiment we can shut down these “optimization 
frictions” by giving subjects full information about their payment schedules, allowing for 
flexible labor supply, and ensuring that subjects understand the payment schedules and have the 
available information to make optimal choices. In this setting, we find clear evidence that 
individuals do restrict their labor supply or “bunch” at the discontinuity relative to a linear 
payment schedule. However, we also find that many subjects fail to bunch. This holds even for 
extreme discontinuities. We then explore the role of behavioral factors such as self-control, 
overconfidence, and loss aversion as potential determinants of bunching behavior. We find that 
self-control and loss aversion have a positive and significant association with subjects’ decision 
to bunch, while overconfidence has a negative association. The contribution of this paper is to 
provide clean evidence on bunching behavior but also to demonstrate that behavioral factors may 
serve as important underlying determinants of an individual’s decision to bunch. 
 
Job Market Paper - Extensions 
Currently John Gibson and I are writing a grant to conduct additional experiments that build on 
this research. This additional research will explore at least three additional questions.  
 
First, people bunch on effort, but, do they bunch on wages? Put another way, would individuals 
decline higher wages if those wages caused them to lose transfer payments? In the lab, we want 
to test whether our findings are robust to a different margin of adjustment. Moreover, in the 



previous paper we used undergraduates at Florida State University. Even in a setting with full 
information, flexible labor supply, comprehension questions, marginal incentives on the screen, 
etc. these undergraduates still had difficulty overriding heuristics like “more tasks are better” and 
failed to withhold their labor when it would have been beneficial. The ability to override this 
kind of heuristic — which we call “self-control” — is associated with more bunching behavior. 
How would alternative populations like low income individuals behave in this game? This is an 
especially relevant topic given the recent work of Sendhil Mullainathan and others on “scarcity”. 
Better understanding what helps people to override their heuristics when their cognitive 
bandwidth has been reduced are potentially interesting follow-on projects. Exploring 
environments of bunching on wages or effort across student and low income subject pools can 
provide important insights that generate interesting and future research.  
 
Second, we want to ask, “Is bunching optimal?” Because past research thinks about notches in a 
static decision environment the answer is obvious: bunching is obviously better than choosing a 
bundle with less income and less leisure. However, once dynamics are considered, specifically 
those that link past effort (or wages) to future wages, then the answer may change.  To be clear, 
by "dynamic" I am referring to a scenario where an individual’s choices today alter their state 
tomorrow.  Once we move to a dynamic environment (e.g., wages are a function of past effort, 
etc.), then we could consider finite versus infinite horizon effects (which I assume will be of 
second-order importance). 
 
Third, how does a person’s labor supply depend on social information about labor supply? These 
discontinuities in the tax-benefit system often apply to low income individuals. One concern with 
incentives to restrict labor supply is that it causes people to remain on welfare and creates a 
so-called  “culture of poverty”. In this line of research we ask how social information about labor 
supply and earnings affects own labor supply. We do so by manipulating whether individuals 
have information about (1) Own earnings, (2) Mean of group earnings (where a group might be 
an earnings quartile), (3) Mean of group earnings and highest earnings group, and (4) Mean of 
group earnings and adjacent earnings group. This is a paper about the social norms of labor 
supply and perhaps the effects of aspirations on labor supply.  
 
In addition to the aforementioned job market paper and extensions that we are currently writing 
up in a grant proposal, I also have several other ongoing projects (in addition to the papers I 
published while in graduate school).  
 
Research on Public Goods Provision 
Much of my current and past research is interested in questions related to public goods provision. 
The first article I wrote with Mark Isaac (published in Public Choice)  titled, “Endogenous 
institutions and the possibility of reverse crowding out” is about whether or not private provision 



of a public good can crowd-out public provision of that same good, a concept we call “reverse 
crowding out”. We report a series of intentionally ordered experiments where individuals play a 
linear public goods game, followed by a linear public goods game with an exogenous tax, 
followed by a linear public goods game with an endogenous tax, and finally the endogenous tax 
environment with “agents of grace” (individuals who have been given a dominant strategy for 
full cooperation). We found little evidence of reverse crowding-out. Instead what we discovered 
was that early cooperation in the standard public goods game predicted taxation in the later 
endogenous tax situation. This provided evidence that individuals are thinking about taxes as a 
way to overcome the free-rider problem.  

There was only suggestive evidence that “agents of grace” were able to increase the 
cooperation of the sub-group with the dominant strategy to free-ride. In follow up research, Mark 
Isaac, Luke Boosey and I investigate the agents of grace further but there was no evidence that 
agents of grace were changing the behavior of other individuals. This paper was published in a 
peer-reviewed volume.  

In recent research I have decided to take-up this question of endogenous taxation again in 
a solo authored paper titled, “Group Identity, Repeated Interaction, and Taxation”. This paper 
seeks to recreate important features of close-knit communities inside of the laboratory. One 
shortcoming of past experimental work in public goods is that it brings groups of strangers into 
the laboratory to participate in an experiment about cooperation. In this experiment I want to 
compare how groups of strangers behave to natural groups such as the marching band, Army and 
Air Force ROTC, etc. Moreover, I manipulate whether the public goods environment is finite or 
indefinitely repeated. I believe this indefinite horizon also captures an important feature of 
close-knit communities. The idea is that, if individuals under extremely favorable conditions still 
seek public finance institutions to overcome free-rider problems then that is a powerful 
illustration for the standard justification for government intervention. However, if close-knit 
groups do not need public finance institutions to overcome the free-rider problem then there is 
some impetus for altering parameters in the environment (e.g. group size, unequal endowments, 
etc.) to understand the conditions under which people do choose taxation. Experimental sessions 
are still being conducted. But, I feel this can be a fertile area for future research and I am happy 
to discuss this further at the ASSA meetings.  

The paper titled, “An Experimental Investigation of Warm Glow and Hidden Income” 
uses a laboratory experiment to investigate a counter-intuitive theoretical result from Dan 
Hungerman. While the canonical warm glow model predicts that increased warm glow implies 
crowding-out is more incomplete, Hungerman shows that when tax evasion is possible, higher 
levels of warm glow lead to more complete crowding out. I design a laboratory experiment that 
manipulates the tax rate individuals face and whether tax evasion is possible. In fact, I confirm 
the result that a setting with tax evasion produces more complete crowding out. However, the 
decision to hide income does not appear to be a function of the measures of warm glow I 
collected. Currently I am revising this paper for resubmission to another journal. 



In addition to the research mentioned here there are several other papers I am working on 
related to public goods provision and/or taxation that have been published, have been 
resubmitted, or are being written. These papers use a mixture of experimental and econometric 
methods.  
 
Economics of Religion 
I am currently co-authoring a paper with Angela Dills titled, “Sincerely held beliefs: the effect of 
school prayer on public school enrollment”. In Engel  v. Vitale (1962) the Supreme Court ruled 
that state-sponsored school prayer was unconstitutional. This removal of government prescribed 
prayer was met with intense debate. In particular, there were claims that the absence of school 
prayer would lead to moral decline. Given beliefs about the importance of school prayer for 
moral development, we explore whether individuals exit public schools in favor of other options. 
Specifically, we use the Engel v. Vitale Supreme Court decision and its interaction with the share 
of strict churches in a state as an instrument to identify the causal effect of school prayer on 
public school enrollment. Follow-on studies could attempt to create actual measures of moral 
decline and test whether school prayer had an effect on these measures. 

Another project related to religion is the paper titled, "Religion and Fertility: Evidence 
from a (super)natural experiment" (coauthored with Joseph Connors and Hugo 
Montesinos-Yufa). Causal evidence on how religion affects behavior is difficult to come by. In 
this study we will use news about the first approved Marian Apparition in the United States as a 
shock to religiosity. In the Akerlof and Kranton model of identity economics such a shock at the 
margin leads people to consider the prescribed actions of their social group. We argue that the 
decision to have children is a decision promoted by religious traditions Moreover, because of the 
different prominence of Mary in Catholic doctrine we expect differential effects on areas with a 
greater share of Catholics. If this study is successful an interesting and important extension 
would be to investigate how religiosity affected end-of-life healthcare decisions. This is an 
especially important question for public economists because it affects two of the four major 
budget items (Social Security and Medicare) in the United States. 

  
Conclusion 
There is more published and unpublished research I could discuss in this statement. However, 
what I hope I have accomplished in writing this statement is to demonstrate past productivity and 
future directions. Almost all this research is in the field of public economics. Much of it lies at 
the intersection of behavioral and public economics. And, while the research that is more 
advanced is the work using experimental methods, given some time I will also develop a 
research portfolio that uses observational data.  


