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Research question: Those born in a socio-economically disadvantaged family (eg., unemployed parents, 

uneducated parents, alcoholic or criminal parents, single parents) have much less chance of leading a 

healthy life, reach an adequate level of education, and have a good job (Evans, 2004). This topic has 

attracted the interest of scholars of social and economic sciences for years (Banerjee et al., 2015; 

Banerjee & Duflo, 2007). More recently it also attracted the attention of psychologists and 

neuroscientists (Katsnelson, 2015).  In particular, psychologists have been interested in the effect of 

socioeconomic status on cognitive abilities (Hair, Hanson, Wolfe, & Pollak, 2015; Haushofer & Fehr, 

2014) and neuroscientists, in the effect of socioeconomic status on brain development (Hackman & 

Farah, 2009). These studies indicate that low socioeconomic status is associated to minor cognitive 

ability (Mani, Mullainathan, Shafir, & Zhao, 2013; Spears, 2011). However, other studies showed that 

the poor are not less cognitively able but they are only victims of their own negative stereotype (they 

believe they are less good) that would reduce the mental resources at the expense of performance (Hall, 

Zhao, & Shafir, 2014; Haushofer & Fehr, 2014). Until now, very few scholars have examined the effect of 

socioeconomic status on decision-making and these few showed a puzzling picture: the poor seem even 

more rational than the rich (Hall, 2008; Shah, Shafir, & Mullainathan, 2015; Spears, 2013). However, no 

study examined decision-making under risk (and uncertainty), despite daily decisions are largely 

connoted by risk and uncertainty. The research questions from which the project should be developed 

are the following: 

 Does the socio-economic status affects choices under risk? 

 What is the nature and the origin of these effects? 

 Is it possible to reduce the effect by means of targeted interventions? 

The argument has important social and economic consequences because socio-economics disparity 

is still one of the most important problems in the world and because it has been noticed that people 

who are born in a socio-economically disadvantaged background are less able to get out of their state 

than those passing through it momentarily (Bowles, Durlauf, & Hoff, 2006).  

 

The candidate profile: The successful applicant will have an undergraduate and master degree in a 

relevant subject (economics or other quantitative subject). The applicants should have studied 

microeconomics within their academic curriculum. Interest in cognitive science and experimental 

economics is recommended. Knowledge of econometric tools and software used in experimental 

economics would be an advantage. The candidate will apply both economic and psychological tools in 

laboratory experiments. Observed choices will be analyzed in a theoretical framework based on micro-

economic theory. The candidate should consider the Cognitive and Experimental Economics Laboratory 

(CEEL) as a preferred context where to conduct his/her research. The CEEL is actively engaged in 

research to understand people decision-making processes and social determinants, as well as to develop 

interventions to change behaviors and improve social contexts. The research activity of CEEL aims to 



bridge economics to related fields such as social and cognitive psychology, organizational behavior, 

consumer behavior and public policy.   

 

References 

Banerjee, A., Duflo, E., Goldberg, N., Karlan, D., Osei, R., Parienté, W., … Udry, C. (2015). Development 
economics. A multifaceted program causes lasting progress for the very poor: evidence from six 
countries. Science (New York, N.Y.), 348(6236), 1260799. http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1260799 

Banerjee, A. V, & Duflo, E. (2007). The Economic Lives of the Poor. The Journal of Economic 
Perspectives : A Journal of the American Economic Association, 21(1), 141–167. 
http://doi.org/10.1257/jep.21.1.141 

Bowles, S., Durlauf, S. N., & Hoff, K. (2006). Poverty traps. Princeton University Press. 
Evans, G. W. (2004). The environment of childhood poverty. The American Psychologist, 59(2), 77–92. 

http://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.59.2.77 
Hackman, D. A., & Farah, M. J. (2009). Socioeconomic status and the developing brain. Trends in 

Cognitive Sciences, 13(2), 65–73. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2008.11.003 
Hair, N. L., Hanson, J. L., Wolfe, B. L., & Pollak, S. D. (2015). Association of Child Poverty, Brain 

Development, and Academic Achievement. JAMA Pediatrics, 169(9), 822. 
http://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2015.1475 

Hall, C. C. (2008). Decisions under poverty: A behavioral perspective on the decision making of the poor. 
Dissertation. Princeton University. Retrieved from http://gradworks.umi.com/33/05/3305760.html 

Hall, C. C., Zhao, J., & Shafir, E. (2014). Self-affirmation among the poor: cognitive and behavioral 
implications. Psychological Science, 25(2), 619–25. http://doi.org/10.1177/0956797613510949 

Haushofer, J., & Fehr, E. (2014). On the psychology of poverty. Science (New York, N.Y.), 344, 862–7. 
http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1232491 

Katsnelson, A. (2015). News Feature: The neuroscience of poverty. Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences, 112(51), 15530–15532. http://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1522683112 

Mani, A., Mullainathan, S., Shafir, E., & Zhao, J. (2013). Poverty impedes cognitive function. Science (New 
York, N.Y.), 341, 976–80. http://doi.org/10.1126/science.1238041 

Shah, A. K., Shafir, E., & Mullainathan, S. (2015). Scarcity frames value. Psychological Science, 26(4), 402–
12. http://doi.org/10.1177/0956797614563958 

Spears, D. (2011). Economic Decision-Making in Poverty Depletes Behavioral Control. The B.E. Journal of 
Economic Analysis & Policy, 11(1), 1935–1682. http://doi.org/10.2202/1935-1682.2973 

Spears, D. (2013). Poverty and probability: aspiration and aversion to compound lotteries in El Salvador 
and India. Experimental Economics, 16(3), 263–284. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10683-012-9333-9 

 


