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Statement of Research Interests and Motivation

Yufei Xie

PhD Student in Economics, University of California San Diego

I am a second-year PhD student (Cohort 2024) in economics at UC San Diego, working in public and
health economics. I am interested in how social insurance systems function as populations age, and in how
their financing and design affect both the workers they cover and the firms that fund them.

My main project concerns the optimal design of social insurance when coverage itself responds to pol-
icy. As populations age, governments must raise contributions to finance benefits, but a higher rate also
pushes employers out of a system where enrollment is mandated yet compliance is incomplete, so financ-
ing and coverage are in tension. I develop a directed search model of the labor market, in which firms
choose whether to enroll, into the planner’s problem, so that the optimal benefit condition nests the familiar
Baily-Chetty insurance and moral hazard terms and adds a coverage correction that comes from the firm
participation margin. Estimating this new participation elasticity with firm-level data in China, I find that
it is quantitatively first-order, which means that a planner who ignores it sets the contribution rate too high
and shrinks coverage.

In related work, I examine why entry into Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) rises sharply
during recessions. Because exit rates are very low, a temporary downturn can turn into a permanent labor
force exit. I capture this with a structural labor search model that separates cyclical entry into a health
margin and an incentive margin, which lets me quantify its welfare cost and evaluate counterfactual policies
such as unemployment insurance extensions and tighter screening.

I am also studying how a large in-kind transfer affects household finances. California’s universal tran-
sitional kindergarten program assigns a free year of public pre-kindergarten by a moving birthday cutoft.
I use this cutoff, linked to parents’ credit records and children’s birth records, to ask whether the financial
relief is largest for low-income families, who tend to spend a larger share of their income on childcare.

My interest in these questions began with earlier empirical work in health economics. Using administra-
tive data from China, I have published studies on the healthcare spillovers of spousal health shocks within
households and on the effect of a cognitive-impairment-friendly community program on the healthcare use
of older residents.

I currently work as a research assistant to Professors Itzik Fadlon and Ming Tai-Seale, evaluating a
digital health management program for hypertension that was deployed in a real-world clinical setting at
UC San Diego Health. This experience has strengthened my motivation to do empirical research grounded
in real-world health care delivery, where the adoption of an intervention is itself a central economic outcome.

I am applying to the mentoring program because aging and health economics is the field where I hope
to build my research career. At this early stage, the guidance of senior researchers and the connection
with peers working on similar questions would be tremendously beneficial to me. Two forms of support
would be especially valuable. First, as an international student, I find it difficult to navigate the process
of accessing US administrative data, including restricted Social Security Administration files such as the
Disability Research File and Medicare data. I would appreciate any practical guidance on how to obtain
data access, and on what data is feasible within a realistic timeline. Second, I would value the chance to
connect with faculty mentors and fellow graduate students who work on aging, disability, health, and social
insurance for honest feedback on my current projects and for building longer-term research relationships. I
hope to contribute to the workshop as much as I gain from it.



