
Table 5: Mean elasticities implied by the literature are close to zero

Subjective best practice Blundell et al. (2016a)

Overall 0.02 −0.03
(−0.22, 0.25) (−0.25, 0.18)

Near retirement 0.14 0.09
(−0.14, 0.42) (−0.14, 0.31)

Women 0.12 0.07
(−0.08, 0.32) (−0.10, 0.24)

Notes: The table shows elasticities implied by the literature and conditional on selected character-
istics of demographics, specification, data, and publication. The benchmark estimate in the first
row corresponds to the overall mean elasticity; the next two rows show estimates for workers near
retirement and women. In the first column we construct a definition of best practice based on our
reading of the literature. For the computation we use the results of frequentist model averaging
and compute fitted values conditional on the definition of best practice (for example, we use 0 for
the standard error in order to correct for publication bias and 1 for the quasi-experimental dummy
variable in order to put more weight on quasi-experimental results). In the second column we do
not define best practice ourselves but use the characteristics used by Blundell et al. (2016a). The
95% confidence intervals are reported in parentheses.

directly on the elasticity and does not compute the elasticity merely as a byproduct of another

exercise. All other variables are set to their sample means.

Table 5 shows the results. The first column presents our subjective best practice defined

in the previous paragraph. In the second column we conduct a similar exercise but instead of

selecting aspects of best practice subjectively we choose the aspects of the baseline estimation

in Blundell et al. (2016a). Both approaches give similar results: the point estimate of the mean

elasticity is about zero, and the mean is below 0.25 with 95% confidence. The next two rows

show that the implied elasticities are a bit larger for women and workers near retirement, but

even here the elasticities are smaller than 0.42 with 95% confidence. The CBO’s calibration of

the mean Frisch elasticity at 0.4 is thus inconsistent with the literature.

6 Concluding Remarks

A general implication of our results is that it is wrong to calibrate a parameter of a structural

macro model, or indeed any policy, based on the mean estimate of that parameter reported in the

micro literature. The reported mean is an extremely poor reflection of the underlying parameter.

Heterogeneity is one problem, but to calibrate a representative-agent model one still needs a

representative value. The main issue is publication bias, which in our case exaggerates the mean

reported estimate twofold. Remarkably, the same degree of exaggeration due to publication bias

has been found by Ioannidis et al. (2017) for the empirical economics literature as a whole. What
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