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March 31, 2012 
 
Letter of Recommendation for Stephanie Heger 
 
It is a pleasure to recommend Stephanie Heger for the NBER Entrepreneurship Boot Camp.  I am 
Stephanie’s thesis advisor (along with David Levine in the economics department here at Washington 
University) and have been interacting with her regularly for the last 2 years on her research.  Stephanie has 
also worked as one of my research assistants over the last year on an empirical project examining the 
relationship between household structure and the decision to start a business.  Stephanie is a bright, 
hardworking PhD student who is extremely well trained in structural microeconometric methods.  More 
importantly, Stephanie has spent the last few months working with David Levine to develop the skills to 
conduct laboratory experiments.  I am very excited about this development in Stephanie’s skill set, since I 
believe there are a number of interesting opportunities of experimental research in the economics of 
entrepreneurship.  Thus far, however, few scholars in entrepreneurship have conducted such experiments 
and so Stephanie’s work has the potential to make a major impact in the field.  The Boot Camp will provide 
needed institutional context for Stephanie’s research, as well as expose her to a wider variety of 
entrepreneurial scholars and ideas that will be fruitful for her experimental research.   
 
Stephanie’s research ideas started with the long-standing question of why so many individuals enter self-
employment when the subsequent failure rate is so high.  Certainly, the prospective entrepreneur’s beliefs 
are critical, and an obvious explanation is that potential entrepreneurs tend to be more optimistic about the 
quality of their business ideas.  However, optimism may be only part of the story: once the individual 
enters self-employment, how does he/she react to news (ie, profit and or revenues) about the idea?  This 
naturally leads to the question of over-confidence: How quickly does the entrepreneur update his/her initial 
beliefs, and how much weight is put in bad news about profits and revenues?  Inferring optimism and over-
confidence from survey data is quite challenging, so Stephanie’s has proposed to study these issues in an 
experimental setting.  An important piece of her work is precise definitions of optimism and over-
confidence that will allow her to separately identify their impacts on an “entrepreneurial” task that will be 
specified in the experiment.  Once this experiment is completed, she then plans additional experiments that 
will disentangle the relationship between optimism, over-confidence, and preference for autonomy that has 
been observed on the part of entrepreneurs. 
 
Stephanie has a very exciting research agenda that uses experimental methods to study key questions in the 
entrepreneurship literature.  Few economists are conducting studies of this sort in the entrepreneurship 
literature, and the NBER Entrepreneurship Boot Camp will be highly beneficial to Stephanie at this stage of 
her dissertation.  Her research has the potential to be highly impactful, and I very strongly recommend 
Stephanie for the Boot Camp.  Please do not hesitate to e-mail me at hamiltonb@wustl.edu or call me at 
(314) 935-8057 if you have any further questions about this excellent candidate. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Barton Hamilton 
Robert Brookings Smith Distinguished Professor of Entrepreneurship 
  












