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Abstract
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Essay 1 (with Oskar Nordström Skans): This paper provides field evidence on the causal
impact of past successes on future performances. Since persistence in success or failure is likely
to be linked through, potentially time-varying, ability it is intrinsically difficult to identify the
causal effect of succeeding on the probability of performing well in the future. We therefore
employ a regression discontinuity design on data from professional golf tournaments exploiting
that almost equally skilled players are separated into successes and failures half-way into the
tournaments (the “cut”). We show that players who (marginally) succeeded in making the
cut substantially increased their performance in subsequent tournaments relative to players
who (marginally) failed to make the cut. This success-effect is substantially larger when the
subsequent (outcome) tournament involves more prize money. The results therefore suggest that
past successes provide an important prerequisite when performing high-stakes tasks.

Essay 2: Recent experimental evidence suggests that women in general are more discouraged
than men by failures which potentially can explain why women, on average, are less likely than
men to reach top-positions in firms. This paper provides the first quasi-experimental evidence
from the field on this issue using data from all-female and all-male professional golf tournaments
to see if this result can be replicated among competitive men and women. These top-performing
men and women are active in an environment with multiple rounds of competition and the
institutional set-up of the tournaments makes it possible to causally estimate the effect of the
result in one tournament on the performance in the next. The results show that both male and
female golfers respond negatively to a failure and that their responses are virtually identical.
This finding suggests that women’s difficulties in reaching top-positions in firms are caused by
external rather than internal barriers.

Essay 3: Voting is a fundamental human right. Yet, individuals that are younger than 18 do
typically not have this right since they are considered uninformed. However, recent evidence
tentatively suggests that the political knowledge of youths is endogenous to the voting age. I
test for the existence of such dynamic adjustments utilizing voting age discontinuities caused by
Swedish laws. I employ a regression discontinuity strategy on Swedish register data to estimate
the causal effect of early age voting right on political knowledge around age 18. The results
do not support the existence of positive causal effects of early age voting right on political
knowledge. Thus, we should not expect that 16-year-olds respond by acquiring more political
knowledge if they are given the right to vote. This finding weakens the case for a lowering of
the voting age from 18 to 16.

Essay 4 (with Lena Hensvik): We postulate that firms’ production losses  from absence
depend on the employees’ internal substitutability, incentivizing firms to keep absence low in
positions with few substitutes. Using Swedish employer-employee data we show that absence
is substantially lower in such positions even conditional on establishment and occupation fixed
effects. The result reflects sorting on both entry and exit margins, with stronger separations
responses when it was difficult to predict the absence of the employees beforehand. These
findings highlight that internal substitution insures firms against production disruptions caused
by absence and that absence costs are important aspects of firms’ hiring and separations
decisions.
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Introduction 

This thesis consists of four self-contained essays. The general purpose of the 
thesis has been to investigate the extent to which factors beyond ability (in-
telligence) and education affect individuals’ performance and shape their 
labor market outcomes. Understanding and paying attention to the subtleties 
that determine our ability to perform complex tasks and that influence our 
career paths is essential for forming welfare-enhancing policies and for ex-
plaining patterns on the labor market. I study three broad and potentially 
important determinants of performance and labor market outcomes: confi-
dence, motivation and health.  

The research on confidence is based on data from professional golf tour-
naments while the other topics are studied through empirical analyses of 
Swedish register data with rich information on, among other things, individ-
uals’ labor market outcomes.  

The first two essays specifically study the causal effect of a previous suc-
cess, which is assumed to build confidence, on current performance among 
individuals participating in professional golf tournaments. The third essay 
investigates whether having the right to vote at an early age, which is as-
sumed to increase the motivation to acquire political knowledge, improves 
the high school grade in Social Studies. The fourth essay considers how 
health and especially sickness absence shape labor market outcomes and 
career opportunities. I discuss these three themes below in turn.   
 
Confidence 
It has long been known that human performance is sensitive to emotions and 
stereotypes (see, e.g., Ellis et al. [1997] and Steele and Aronson [1995]). At 
the same time, humans are known to exaggerate previous successes and for-
get previous failures, so that they think of themselves more highly than oth-
ers do (see, e.g., Guthrie [2001] and Weinstein [1980]). In an interesting 
theoretical contribution, Compte and Postlewaite (2004) suggest that the 
latter behavior is an adaption to the former sensitivity. Their argument builds 
on the notion that confidence enhances performance and that the perceived 
empirical frequency of success affects confidence levels. Thus, according to 
Compte and Postlewaite (2004), it can actually be rational and welfare-
enhancing to have positively biased recollections of previous performances.  

Of course, this reasoning relies on a positive causal relationship going 
from confidence to performance. Although intuitively reasonable, this rela-
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tionship has proven hard to show empirically. If confidence is defined by 
previous successes and failures, there will typically be a positive relationship 
between confidence and genuine ability since more able individuals more 
often succeed. Thus, regressing current performance on past outcomes leads 
to biased estimates, since the underlying ability is correlated with both cur-
rent performance and past outcomes. Estimating the causal effect of confi-
dence on performance instead requires a situation where ability can be held 
constant.  

Situations like that are rare in naturally occurring settings which, up to 
this point, has led researchers to investigate the question using laboratory 
experiments where assignment to success and failure can be manipulated at 
the will of the researchers. These studies typically find that successful out-
comes improve subsequent performance, while failures worsen future per-
formance (see Gill and Prowse [2014] and Bélanger et al. [2013]). But do the 
results hold true in a real-world situation where the stakes are high? 

This is the question that Oskar Nordström Skans and I try to answer in 
Essay 1 using data from male professional golf tournaments which offer an 
opportunity to study almost equally skilled players that experience successes 
and failures. Golf tournaments are played over four days (typically Thurs-
day–Sunday) and 18 holes are played each day. Roughly 140 players partici-
pate in the typical tournament. Only players that are tied for 65th place or 
better after two days are qualified for the remaining two days and all of them 
will receive at least some prize money. Players who do not qualify must 
leave the tournament and receive no prize money at all, making participation 
a financial loss. Players close to the qualification threshold have performed 
almost equally well (i.e. they have almost the same ability) but will arguably 
remember the tournament differently in terms of success and failure.  

 We use a regression discontinuity design to compare the performance of 
marginally successful and unsuccessful players in the subsequent tourna-
ment, which is played the next week. We can thereby remove the confound-
ing influence of underlying ability and estimate the causal effect of success, 
which is assumed to build confidence, on performance. We find that margin-
ally successful players substantially outperform marginally unsuccessful 
players in the next tournament. Marginally successful players are about three 
percentage points more likely to pass the qualification threshold in the next 
tournament and use 0.25 fewer shots after two rounds. This finding shows 
that confidence in one’s own ability is also crucial for human performance in 
high stakes real-world situations, which confirms the relevance of the hy-
pothesis that it is rational and welfare-enhancing to have positively biased 
recollections of previous performances.  

In Essay 2, I complement the analysis with more data from female profes-
sional golf tournaments. It has been suggested in previous research that 
women become more discouraged than men by experiencing failures and 
that this might be one explanation for why women are underrepresented in 
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top-positions in firms and other organizations (see Gill and Prowse [2014]). 
In competitive environments, individuals are bound to occasionally experi-
ence failures and if those failures worsen future performance more for wom-
en than for men, then initially unsuccessful women might face problems 
making future career advancements. Some women might also avoid compe-
tition intensive careers altogether if they anticipate these dynamics.  

The hypothesis of gender differences in the performance response to pre-
vious failure has, however, not been tested using data from real-world situa-
tions with repeated competition. In Essay 2, I do just that using data from 
all-male and all-female professional golf tournaments. Using the same em-
pirical strategy as in Essay 1, I find that the difference in current perfor-
mance between previously marginally successful and marginally unsuccess-
ful players is virtually the same for men and women. This result, although 
from a rather particular empirical context, suggests that men and women are 
actually equally sensitive to previous competitive outcomes, which indicates 
that gender differences in the ability to cope with failure is an unlikely ex-
planation for the underrepresentation of women in top-positions on the labor 
market.                                   
 
Motivation 
As economists, we think it is important for policy-makers to consider poten-
tial dynamic effects of changes in policies and laws. Individuals might, e.g., 
adjust their labor supply in response to a change in the income tax, making 
fiscal calculations based on a static world misleading. Similarly, it is also 
important to take motivation or incentives into account in areas outside pure 
economics. In Essay 3, I therefore step into the world of political science to 
investigate whether a lower voting age can have dynamic effects with re-
spect to the level of political knowledge among young people, i.e. is the lev-
el of political knowledge at age 16 greater if an individual can vote at age 16 
rather than at age 18?  

This piece of research is motivated in part by the recent popular debate in 
many western countries, including Sweden, about the appropriate voting age, 
and also by two studies that have examined the level of political knowledge 
for different age groups in the UK and Austria. The voting age in the UK is 
18, and that has been the case for several decades, whereas the voting age in 
Austria was lowered to 16 in 2007. The study carried out in the UK (Chan 
and Clayton [2006]) used data from 1991 and 2001 and investigated the lev-
el of political knowledge among individuals who were at least 16 years of 
age. They found a clear age gradient in political knowledge, with 16-year-
olds exhibiting the worst results. Based on this result, the researchers sug-
gested that the voting age should not be lowered to 16 in the UK. Note that 
this conclusion was reached under a voting age regime of 18. The study car-
ried out in Austria (Wagner, Johann and Kritzinger [2012]) used data from 
2009 and performed a similar analysis. Contrary to the first study, they 
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found that 16-year-olds possessed virtually the same level of political 
knowledge as their somewhat older fellow citizens and based on that finding, 
they concluded that a voting age of 16 was reasonable. Wagner, Johann and 
Kritzinger (2012) also suggested that their study had a substantial advantage 
compared to Chan and Clayton (2006), since their conclusion was reached 
under a voting age regime of 16. They argue that this is important because 
16-year-olds might become more politically knowledgeable simply because 
they are given the right to vote.  

But the diverging results in Chan and Clayton (2006) and Wagner, Johann 
and Kritzinger (2012) could also potentially be explained by cross-country 
differences other than the voting age between the UK and Austria, such as 
the school system. In Essay 3, I therefore investigate the hypothesis that 
having the right to vote increases the motivation to become politically 
knowledgeable in a more controlled framework. Conceptually, I try to an-
swer the following question: Consider a pair of twins, where one of the twins 
can vote at 16 and the other at 18. Will the twin who can vote at 16 exhibit 
higher levels of political knowledge at age 16 than the other twin, since he or 
she has stronger incentives to learn about the political system and the differ-
ent political alternatives? Empirically, I answer this question by comparing 
the high school grade in Social Studies of individuals who turn 18 just before 
and just after a major election in Sweden. This allows me to estimate the 
causal effect of early age voting right on levels of political knowledge 
around age 18. I find that individuals turning 18 just before and just after a 
major election in Sweden exhibit virtually identical levels of political 
knowledge around or shortly after age 18. Even though I study 18-year-olds 
rather than 16-year-olds, this result generally indicates that having the right 
to vote does not make young individuals more motivated to learn about poli-
tics and society. 

Thus, while lowering the voting age to 16 might be reasonable based on 
general human rights considerations, we should not expect 16-year-olds to 
become more engaged in and more knowledgeable about society just be-
cause they are given the right to vote.                     
 
Health 
Sickness absence rates are rising in Sweden and in many other European 
countries. While high absence rates and associated sickness insurance ex-
penditures are generally acknowledged as a major national fiscal problem 
that needs to be tackled, less focus has been given to the individual conse-
quences of sickness absence. By definition, sickness absence is of course 
associated with different degrees of suffering for the sick individual, but can 
it also lead to adverse consequences on the labor market, such as decreased 
access to certain types of jobs?  

This is the question that Lena Hensvik and I study in Essay 4. Our starting 
point is the idea that there are complementarities between job characteristics 
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and worker characteristics that can lead to match-specific gains in productiv-
ity (see Sattinger [1975] and Tinbergen [1956] for the origin of this idea). A 
substantial part of the research in labor economics is devoted to how firms 
and workers search for their optimal partners and how this affects wages and 
job separation patterns. While the focus of this research has been on com-
plementarities between workers’ skills and the skill requirement of different 
jobs (see, e.g., Abowd et al. [2007], Andersson et. al [2009] and Lazear 
[2009]), little is known about how other worker characteristics, such as 
health, go along with different types of jobs.  

In Essay 4, we test the novel hypothesis that there is a positive association 
between individuals’ sickness absence probabilities and their degree of sub-
stitutability on the workplace. The fundamental idea is that firms are reluc-
tant to hire individuals with high sickness absence probability for jobs that 
require skills that few other employees on the workplace possess. Absence 
from those kinds of jobs can lead to major production disruptions for a firm, 
since nobody on the workplace can fill the position and carry out the associ-
ated tasks. Conceptually, think of a workplace in which all employees are 
dependent on IT services, but that can only afford to employ one IT techni-
cian. If the IT technician is absent, the rest of the employees may face prob-
lems performing their work.  

We measure sickness absence by a dummy for receiving sickness pay (i.e. 
being absent more than 14 days) and substitutability by the number of other 
employees in the same combination of workplace and occupation (i.e. poten-
tial substitutes).  

We reach four major conclusions. First, in the cross-section, it is clear that 
having few substitutes is associated with low sickness absence. Second, new 
hires in jobs with relatively few substitutes had significantly lower pre-hire 
sickness absence than new hires in jobs with a relatively high number of 
substitutes. Third, by following individuals over time, we can see that the 
same individual has significantly lower sickness absence when he or she 
works in a job with few substitutes than when he or she works in a job with a 
relatively high number of substitutes. Fourth, exhibiting sickness absence in 
a job with few substitutes is more strongly associated with job separation 
than exhibiting sickness absence in a job with a relatively high number of 
substitutes. 

The results are consistent with our hypothesis that there should be a posi-
tive association between individuals’ sickness absence probabilities and their 
degree of substitutability in the workplace. The results also show that firms 
use three different strategies to achieve an allocation where low-absence 
workers work in low substitutability jobs and vice versa: pre-hire screening, 
on-the-job pressure and post-hire adjustments. Thus, despite the fact that an 
individual’s probability of being sick is arguably much harder to observe for 
an employer than, for example, formal credentials (such as education level) 
it is somehow observed, or at least approximated, and it blocks individuals 
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from entering certain jobs. However, more research is needed to find out 
exactly how employers are able to assess the sickness absence probabilities 
of job seekers.                  
 
Concluding comments 
Overall, the findings in this thesis support the idea that factors other than 
ability and education substantially affect individuals’ performance and labor 
market outcomes. The results suggest that confidence is crucially important 
when performing complex high stakes tasks, while a good and stable health 
appears to be of major importance for getting access to positions in firms 
where absence potentially can lead to major production disruptions. 

The positive causal relation between confidence and performance that 
was established in Essay 1 and Essay 2 is of particular interest from a social 
inequality perspective since initial confidence has been found to be positive-
ly correlated with socioeconomic background (see Twenge and Cambell 
[2002]). Confidence might therefore be a mechanism that widens the per-
formance and income gap between individuals from advantaged respectively 
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds and that consequently contrib-
utes to intergenerational rigidity in socioeconomic mobility. 

The fact that the effects of earlier successes (which are assumed to build 
confidence) on current performance appear very similar for men and women 
further indicates that career differences between men and women, especially 
with respect to representation in top positions in the labor market, are not 
caused by gender differences in the psychological sensitivity to previous 
competitive outcomes which Gill and Prowse (2014) speculated. 

The thesis also present novel results on sickness absence which should be 
considered a central labor market phenomenon. And, quite surprisingly, 
economists have paid little attention to how sickness absence affect firms’ 
production processes and to what extent varying costs of production disrup-
tions caused by absence affect hiring, firing and absence rates. The results 
clearly indicate that the interaction between production disruption costs and 
sickness absence are of crucial importance for understanding the relationship 
between health and labor market outcomes. Notably, it is well established in 
the literature that sickness absence is decreasing in socioeconomic status 
(see, e.g., Fuhrer et al. [2002]). Given the adverse consequences of exhibit-
ing sickness absence for labor market outcomes that were documented in 
Essay 4 it is thus also troubling, from an equality perspective, that individu-
als from poor backgrounds are particularly susceptible to spells of sickness 
absence and, as the results indicate, may thus also be excluded from the parts 
of the labor market where absence is more costly. 

All the hypotheses that are tested in this thesis are, however, not support-
ed by the data. The analysis of the interaction between voting right and polit-
ical knowledge in Essay 3 suggests that young people do not rise to the oc-
casion and become more politically knowledgeable just because they are 
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given the right to vote. Thus, while motivation is a key driver for human 
behavior in many aspects of life, having the right to vote does clearly not 
generate sufficient motivation to learn more about politics. This is an im-
portant piece of evidence when considering the potential effects of lowering 
the voting age. 
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