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 Harvard Eastern 
   Harvard 

Students take a unite exam…… 



Centralized College Admission (CCA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Decentralized College Admission (DCA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MISCOORDINATION 



EXPERIMENT DESIGN  



This experiment is going to test… 

In different mechanism…… 

• how will smart/dumb students choose? 

• Which kind of mechanism is more effective? 



Experiment 

• Hold in Berlin 

• Treatments: CCA or DCA 

 

• Participants = Students 



Setting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• 12 students applying 

Capacity = ? Capacity = ? 

COLLEGE 
2 

COLLEGE 
1 



Setting 

• Students learn their own ability  

– randomly drawn from                 each round. 

– pairwise for CCA and DCA 

• Choice 1: Decide effort level  

 

– Students’ cost =  

 

• Choice 2: Choose school (DCA) 



Centralized College Admission (CCA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Decentralized College Admission (DCA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Payoff 

• Endowment  

• Cost of effort 

• Value from school 



Market Setting and Prediction 

Higher Utility Higher Effort 

Market 1 
[2000/1000] 6 6 CCA 

DCA  
in Expectation 

Market 2 
[2000/1000] 2 2 DCA 

Indifference 
in expect. 

Market 3 
[2000/1000] 2 8 

DCA  
in Expectation 

CCA 

Market 4 
[2000/1800] 3 9 CCA DCA 

Market 5 
[2000/1000] 9 1 

Indifference 
in expect. 

Indifference 
in expect. 
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Proposition 1 

• In CCA, high ability students exert high efforts. 

 

• Thus smart students (who with high ability level) 
get admitted to the good college; whereas dumb 
students (who with low ability levels) get admitted 
to the bad college (or even not accepted by any 
colleges.) 



Theorem 1 

• In DCA, there is a cutoff of ability, while the students’ 
effort functions are continuous and monotone in ability 
level. 

 

• The smart students (whose ability is over the cutoff) 
play a pure strategy that surely applying to the good 
college. 

 

• The dumb students (whose ability is below the cutoff) 
play a mixed strategy when choosing between the two 
colleges. 



Proposition 2 

• Dumb students prefer DCA to CCA when there are 
no enough seats for all students. 

 

• Very dumb students can hardly have a chance to 
enter a college in CCA, while the probability of 
getting a seat is away from zero in DCA due to 
fewer number of applications than the capacity. 

 

• This proposition also holds in a more general l 
colleges case. 

 



Proposition 3 

• Smart students prefer CCA to DCA. 

 

• Smart students can only get a seat in the good college 
in DCA, whereas they can get seats in both colleges in 
CCA. 

 

• Their equilibrium probability of entering good college 
is the same across the two mechanism. 

 

• This proposition also holds in a more general l colleges 
case. 

 



Experimental Results 
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Result 1: Expected utility 

 

 

 

 

• 1 & 4: consistent; CCA > DCA 

– potential miscoordination 

• 2 & 3: inconsistent; CCA > DCA (insignificant) 

 

 

 

 



Result 2: Effort levels  

 

 

 

 

• 1 & 4: consistent; DCA > CCA 

– Without a shortage of seats: CCA better 

• 3: inconsistent; insignificant difference 

CCA performs better than DCA. (Why?) 

 

 

 



Result 3: Expected utility of low- 
and high-ability students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• support proposition 2 and 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Result 4: Individual efforts 



Overexertion of Effort 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Overexertion: DCA > CCA   Intuition: uncertainty 

> 

> 



Result 5: Choice of college in DCA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Too Smooth Around The Cutoff 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

under- or 

overestimate 

the cutoff 



Conclusion & Comment 

• The data support the main predictions. 

• DCA performs worse than CCA. 

– more pronounced overexertion in DCA 

Is the above conclusion general? 

uncertainty or unfamiliar? 

If the experiment is conducted in Japan… 

• When effort increases our productivity…? 


