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SUMMARY OF DOCTORAL DISSERTATION 

Justification of the research topic  

The role of additional (supplementary) pension insurance is increasing because of the 

direction of pension reforms. This means that some decisions are voluntary. Freedom of choice 

is linked with responsibility shift onto individuals. This means that individual pension system 

participant is increasingly responsible for selecting the relevant pension plan, choosing 

contribution rates, and making appropriate investment decisions to meet their pension savings 

goals. Thereafter, they need to choose the correct way to disburse savings to protect retirement 

income flows. These reforms raise questions pertaining to mechanisms and quality of choices 

– especially the question if choices are fully rational and sufficient to attain pension objectives?   

Pension literature increasingly recognizes importance of behavioural economics in 

pension economics. The paradigm shift is apparent; not only the subject of choice is important 

but so is the method and means in which choices are made. For this reason, it is of importance 

to discuss rationality in economics and explain relationship between explanatory and 

prescriptive parts of behavioural economics, considering its application in pension system 

design and reforms. The trend is visible also in Poland.  

However, main body of research has been conducted in a particular socio-economic 

environment of the US and the UK, not considering major differences between pension system 

structures. There was no comprehensive and exhaustive position in Polish literature regarding 

applications of behavioural economics in pension system design and structure.  From a global 

perspective, there was none focused on Polish perspective. The aim of this Dissertation is to fill 

this gap.   
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Research problem 

 

The objective of this dissertation is identification and evaluation of effectiveness of the 

applications of behavioural economics methods in reforming pensions around the World. It is 

assumed that the conclusions may be utilized to improve implementation of behavioural 

economics methods in Polish pension system’s design and structure. 

 

Thesis   

 

Pension systems reforms drive increased individualisation of pension provision, which 

increases responsibility of individual pension system participants for the choices made 

regarding pension decisions. Decision making requires utilization of behavioural economics in 

pension system design to increase rationality of decisions made by pensions system 

participants.   

 

Hypotheses 

 

1. Pension system participants are usually not fully rational regarding additional 

(supplementary) pensions plans, especially concerning plan participation, investment decisions 

and choices of funds decumulation.   

2. Utilization of behavioural economics positively influences participation and rationality of 

choices in pension systems.   

3. Behavioural methods can be used regardless of particular pension system, although the 

system determines effectiveness of the aforesaid behavioural methods.    
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Research questions 

1. What are the directions of reforming pension security systems in the world?  

2. What decisions are taken by individual members of pension schemes and what is the 

subject of the choice?  

3. What are the directions of development of behavioral economics? 

4. Which aspects of the behavioral approach can be applied to the design of pension 

schemes?  

5. Where in the world is behavioral economics used in the construction of the pension 

security system? 

6. Are there any conditions determining the effectiveness of behavioral methods in the 

pension schemes concerned? 

7. Is it necessary to consider the compatibility of the underlying system with the 

behaviorally supported complementary part?  

8. Are behavioral methods effective and efficient to secure the pension of Poles?   

 

Research methods 

 

Chapter 1: Critical literature review, 

Chapter 2: Critical literature review, 

Chapter 3: Critical literature review and secondary statistical data analysis, 

Chapter 4: Case studies, supplemented with secondary data statistical analysis, 

Chapter 5: Case study, supplemented with secondary data statistical analysis and survey results 

analysed statistically, non-parametrical Chi squared and v-Cramer. 
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Dissertation structure  

 

The Dissertation comprises five chapters along with introduction and conclusion.  

First chapter documents pensions system determinants as well as reform directions, particularly 

of the financial defined contribution plans. This chapter provides a summary of reasons for 

which pension reforms take place and explains the reasons why additional (supplementary) 

pension plans are introduced to fill the pension gap. The main reason for pension reorganization 

is pension individualisation and changed role of the government. Defined benefit, pay as you 

go systems are replaced with defined contribution systems, which shifts responsibility for 

pension adequacy onto households. In pension systems supplemented with additional pension 

plans, individuals are required to assume responsibility for their pension adequacy through 

choices they make.  

Chapter two identifies behavioural inhibitors of pension decisions. The explanatory part 

of behavioural economics has been presented, preceded with detailed description of behavioural 

economics thought, especially concept of rationality. This was followed by synthesis of 

mechanisms impacting rationality criteria. Dominance of rationality models based on statistical 

decision making and cartesian utility maximalisation means that any discrepancy from ideal 

had been considered as human failure by neoclassical economists. The new behavioural 

economics school refers to quasi-rationality or predictable irrationality instead.  Heuristics are 

simplified decision-making techniques, useful under uncertainty and risk environment.  

This chapter further synthesises body of behavioural economics research distinguishing 

cognitive and motivational aspects. With regards to volitional aspect of explanatory part, it is 

argued that attention is the main effort of will. Standard economic theory assumes that once 

(optimal) decision is made, homo economicus can fulfil their targets uninterrupted. The real 

people however fail to achieve their goals due to will strength scarcity. Lack of perfect self-
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control is critical from retirement planning perspective.  Regarding cognitive aspect, pension 

savings is one of the most complex tasks one is to accomplish in financial life and yet many 

people do it wrongly. Not only one needs to accurately assume future needs and requirements, 

but also predict income flows and several life events. Plain retirement and financial knowledge 

are often insufficient. Some forms of pre-commitment or even mandates is necessary in order 

to translate convictions into actions.  

Third chapter presents methods and techniques that have been developed to address 

issues caused by the mechanisms presented earlier. This is prescriptive part of behavioural 

economics. Third chapter discusses behavioural interventions, preceded by a succinct summary 

of neoclassical interventions such as tax incentives or educational efforts, embedding 

behavioural economics tools within the comprehensive catalogue of decision influence 

techniques. The discussion is framed around Savings, Investments and Decumulation aspects. 

An integrated framework and a broad set of behavioural methods (tools, interventions) helping 

achieve pension adequacy is presented. Proper choice architecture however provides simple 

solutions for most people yet does not preclude more advanced and sophisticated to make their 

own (implicitly – more complex) choices and decisions. Derivative of this is the entire plan 

should be transparent and straightforward but allowing freedom of choice – therefore soft 

compulsion – both in accumulation as well as decumulation phase.  

Chapter four is focused on case studies. To test hypotheses regarding differentiated 

effectiveness of behavioural methods depending on economic environment, especially type of 

pension provision, four countries which implemented behavioural solutions in their pension 

design are compared. The criteria of country selection, UK, New Zealand, Italy and Turkey, 

was automatic enrolment implementation. Analysis is based on structural context of additional 

(supplementary) pension systems.   
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Chapter five is focused on Poland. Historical use of behavioural methods as well as 

examples of irrational decisions are documented. Secondary data, especially statistical results 

of OFE lotteries and transfer, low additional (supplementary) plans utilisation as well as most 

recent low use of main PPK plan is explained with research on implementation in higher 

education institutions in Poland.   

 

Conclusions 

Pension gap caused by parametrical changes, deriving from unfavourable demographics needs 

to be addressed. Alongside parametric reforms (i.e. changing benefit formula, extending 

required contribution periods required to obtain full benefit etc) of basic pensions systems it is 

necessary to use financial defined contribution plans (perhaps even with increased premiums) 

in order to improve pension adequacy.  

However, replacing PAYG systems with funded is not resolving demographic issues – 

accumlated savings must be sold to next generation, as well as cover the transformation cost.  

Funded plans can improve adequacy only if contributions are paid on top of basic pensions.  

To improve adequacy, it is necessary to support and incentivise growth of additional 

(supplementary) pension provision, based on funded defined contribution plans.  

The key conclusion is that if people were completely rational, meaning if they perfectly 

adhered to maximising utility and optimising choices, then no interventions would be necessary 

because people would know precisely how much they need to save and once they did find out 

how much, they would have absolutely no problem fulfilling their targets.  

Given that people are not completely rational though, additional (supplementary) plans 

ought to be supported using behavioural economics interventions.   
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The underlying public pillar of pension security, which guarantees a high replacement 

rate, contributes to reducing the need for additional insurance in other pillars.  Issues related to 

the expansion of participation and the increase in the level of defined contribution funded 

pension provision (FDC) should therefore be discussed in the context of the scheme concerned. 

The most important classical factors seem to include the regime of the implemented social 

policy, the construction of the pension system, the level of disposable income (more generally 

– the wealth of society), the role of employers and the involvement of private entities in the 

organization of pension security.  

Automatic enrolment has thus far been tested in liberal post-Beveridge systems and 

proves more effective in the stock exchange system over the banking system and common law 

over the civil code. The natural activity is to save privately, that is, additionally, and the 

architecture of choice is only a kind of facilitation or reminder. In banking systems, on the other 

hand, investing savings is innovative. In addition, in the latter, people are covered and save in 

the mandatory and usually extensive base part, which is negatively correlated with the size of 

additional (supplementary) pension savings.  

The fifth chapter presents pension reforms in Poland, in the light of previous studies. 

Conclusions have been additionally verified during PPK implementation in higher institutions 

in Poland. The introduction of Employee Capital Plans (PPK) does not enjoy, at least so far, the 

interest foreseen by the legislator. Currently, only about 24 to 26% of eligible persons have 

decided to stay in the PPK. It is important to highlight however, that not everyone in population 

is eligible to participate hence this result is even lower when full working age population 

between ages 16 and 64 is taken into consideration. 

This is in line with the predictions - based on the trend found in chapter four. The initial 

results showed that in terms of saving, the discussed solution is effective, because it allows to 

increase the number of savers, however, the number of savers is smaller than expected, after 
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all, participation was expected at the level of 75%. This appears to be explained as derivative 

of incompatibility with the base system. Participation at the level of 15% of working-age 

workers places Poland in the same group as Turkey or Italy, also as expected. It should be noted 

here that considering less than 12% of participation in additional pension security, of which 

only less than 7% actively, the inclusion of almost 15% of the working-age population in the 

additional retirement saving program which is PPK is a good phenomenon, but the point here 

is that because of similar reforms, but in other environment, this result was about six times 

higher.  

The conclusions of the research indicate that the level of trust in the institution is related 

to the decision regarding the PPK, training increases the level of knowledge, but does not affect 

the decision to participate, automatic enrollment makes it easier to stay in the PPK and the 

forecast of pensions from ZUS encourages participation.  

This seems to confirm the thesis that behavioral methods are effective, but their 

effectiveness depends on the conditions of the socio-economic environment in which they are 

introduced. It seems reasonable that behavioral methods should be adapted to the nuances of 

the particular market. In doing so, it seems necessary to consider the comprehensive reform of 

the underlying system and to consider the impact of the underlying part of the pension system. 

In countries where markets and financial market institutions are developed, behavioral 

methods are used to remind or support decisions that everyone knows that they should make. 

On the other hand, in countries based on the banking system, i.e. where capitalization and 

savings are based on banks, investing per se is a new phenomenon, and Poles are not inclined 

to long-term investments. In Poland, investing in the securities market is something relatively 

new. In liberal systems, the use of behavioral methods is used to remind and facilitate the use 

of available market solutions, while in Poland it is used to introduce something relatively new.  
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It seems that the lack of this distinction and the attempt to implement capital solutions is in fact 

an important distortion of theorists and an overgeneralization of the conclusions of research 

carried out in the liberal, Anglo-Saxon environment. 

Reforms of the Polish pension system are not carried out while maintaining the 

standards of goodness of change management. Too often they are used to meet short-sighted 

fiscal objectives (such as balancing the budget) and, as seems to be the most pejorative 

phenomenon, political ones (such as the manipulation of the statutory retirement age). 

Unfortunately, because of reforming the system without a coherent message, the state has lost 

its credibility about the pension system. Another reform and change of the retirement age, with 

the already mentioned lack of trust of people and therefore the use of behavioral methods can 

be treated suspiciously – as an attempt at manipulation. 

The implementation of reforms in Great Britain and New Zealand was based on broadly 

understood consensus and public consultation, which will allow for the acceptance of the 

introduced reform. As a reminder, both in Italy and Turkey, it was the lack of proper change 

management that was cited as the reason for the failure of the reform. In Poland, a reform based 

on conclusions about limited rationality was introduced, in a way that ignores experience in this 

field. 

To propose a holistic reform of the Polish pension system is beyond the objective of this 

Thesis. The aim of this Dissertation is not to propose a comprehensive reform of the Polish 

pension security system, but to identify and highlight important behavioral aspects that the author 

believes should be paid attention to when reforming the system. The review of knowledge 

presented in this work suggests that during the further reform of social security in Poland, not 

only neoclassical factors should be considered, but also behavioral factors – although in the 

context of the pension system. The need to develop this discipline in Poland is evidenced by 

the international experience presented in the work, but also in Poland. Based on the research, it 
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seems that the conclusion that behavioral methods will not sufficiently increase the savings 

needed to ensure adequate pensions in the Polish pension system is justified. However, they 

should be used to raise their level. They will help, but they are not enough.   

The low premium in Poland, without a clear auto-escalation plan, is inadequate. An 

increase without notice is likely to result in a sharp increase in the opt-out 

in the future. It is necessary to simplify the design of the products of the supplementary part, 

create automatic funds and provide easy information on fees, but above all on the projected 

benefits, and thus the pension gap from all sources. An annuity market needs to be created. 

Without this, there is no pension security system, only savings. 

Transferring the methods tested in the liberal system and without proper homologation 

to Polish conditions will not solve the problem. The key, however, is to change the paradigm 

and allow the assumption that the construction of choice, the way in which the choice is 

presented and constructed, is relevant to the decisions made regarding pension security. This is 

certainly a good start.  

The idea behind this dissertation was created long before these trends became apparent. 

The author's hope is that a reliable review of the knowledge presented here will allow to refer 

to and apply these experiences in the design of further changes and possible amendments to the 

social security system in Poland.  


