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Chapter 6

Impact Chapter

The research discussed in this dissertation contributes to the field of human decision
sciences and includes insights relevant to psychology, experimental economics, and
neuroeconomics. The studies and findings discussed can inform researchers and
practitioners interested in social preferences and their biological foundations (Chapter
2), in the relationship between social and intertemporal preferences (Chapter 3), and
biases in investment decisions (Chapter 4).

The study "Love and retaliation" presented in Chapter 2, provides new insights and
possible future avenues in the study of reciprocity in social interactions. This study is
an example of an interdisciplinary effort that has its roots in the discipline of
neuroeconomics, an emerging and dynamic field that combines insights and tools
from psychology, economics, and neuroscience to unravel the neural mechanisms
underlying our day-to-day decisions. This interdisciplinary approach has led to
insights on human decision-making that go far beyond what each separate discipline
could have achieved alone. The use of innovative methods such as Transcranial
Magnetic Stimulation in the study of economic relevant decisions brings an important
academic contribution, by advancing the current understanding of why and when
people engage in norm enforcement in the form of punishment and reward and what
are the components involved in such decisions. Understanding the similarities and
differences between punishment and rewards could eventually increase cooperation
in society. Social punishments and rewards are important to our society to function
well. However, from an academic perspective, it is still unclear whether they are just
two sides of the same coin or whether they involve different psychological processes,
being employed by people in different ways. In addition, for a society to work well, it
is of utmost importance that social norms in place are respected and followed.
Punishment and reward are tools that are used to promote norm compliance.
Understanding how punishment and reward affect human behavior and how norm
enforcement is encoded in the brain can bring important insights to policy-making.

The idea that motivated the study “Intertemporal Social Preferences” described in
Chapter 3, is that charitable giving plays an important role in our society and
understanding the donors’ motivations and factors that influence giving is crucial to
promote effective donations. Charitable decisions are traditionally studied in the
domain of social preferences, i.e., as a decision between self and others at a certain
point in time. However, in many contexts, the timing of donation and consequences to
the beneficiary may not coincide or both may occur at a later point in time. For
instance, when donating to a charitable organization, the costs of giving are usually
immediate, but the benefits to the ultimate recipient are delayed. Also, donors could
pledge to donate in the future, postponing both the cost and benefit.

These examples show that people are often confronted with situations that involve
a trade-off between immediate and delayed benefits and costs (i.e., intertemporal
decisions) and between one’s own and others’ welfare (i.e., interpersonal decisions).
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To understand giving and helping behavior in such situations, it is crucial to
investigate not only how people care for others and how they care for the future, but
also if and how these two aspects interact. That is, the interaction between social
preferences and intertemporal choice. The findings discussed in this chapter indicate
that the effect of time delay on giving needs to be explored considering several factors
such as different prices of giving and can inform fund-raisers and policymakers that
aim at developing effective strategies to increase giving. For instance, campaigns
relying on matching donations to encourage giving could thus be less efficient if they
involve long time delays.

Chapter 4 discusses the study "In search of the sunk cost bias". This study
contributes to the experimental literature that investigates decision biases. The focus
is on the sunk-cost bias, which refers to the idea that makes their decision to continue
an endeavor based on the previously invested resources (e.g., money, time, and
effort). The sunk cost bias is considered a mistake in reasoning because sunk cost
costs are costs that have already been incurred and that should thus no longer be
considered relevant to future rational decision-making. Despite the intuitive appeal of
the concept and a substantial body of evidence from survey studies supporting the
existence of the sunk cost bias, it has been surprisingly hard to reliably demonstrate a
sunk cost effect in incentivized settings, both in the field and the lab. The findings
reported in this chapter are relevant to the discussion about the incentivization of
participants’ decisions in an experiment and shed light on the discrepancy of findings
between survey and incentivized studies observed in the literature.
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Public debate and promotion of Maastricht University

The work included in this dissertation has been presented and discussed in several
places in Europe, America, and Asia. Among others, they include Carnegie Mellon
University in Pennsylvania (2020), the European Economics Science Association
Conference in France (2019) and Guatemala (2018), the Workshop on Norms and
Behavioral Changes at the University of Pennsylvania (2018), the Summer school in
Neuroeconomics of NYU University in Shanghai (2019), the São Paulo Summer
School of Advanced Science on Social and Affective Neuroscience in Brazil (2018),
the Summer School on Behavioral Economics and Psychology in Prague, and the
Society for Neuroeconomics conference in Philadelphia (2018) ad Dublin (2019).

The study presented in Chapter 4 "In search of the sunk cost bias" was featuered in the
Dutch newspaper Trouw and in the UMIO Prime engagement platform.

Software and Data analyses

The experiments presented in this thesis are programmed using z-Tree and Qualtrics.
The data analyses are performed with the software STATA. The codes are available
upon request to the author.
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