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Research Statement 
 

My research agenda focuses on how the external institutional environment affects firm strategy and 

firm performance. To excel, firms must not only develop effective market strategies that address their 

competitors and customers but also non-market strategies appropriate to their broader surroundings. 

Organizations such as rating and certification agencies, regulatory and standard-setting bodies, industry 

associations, and political parties can have widespread impact on firms and are also strategic actors in 

their own right. The diversity of these organizations provides a rich setting in which to build a research 

program that offers insight to firms, as well as policy makers and other stakeholders. 

Dissertation Research  

My dissertation research exemplifies my preferred research approach - combining theory from the 

economics and strategy literatures with large-scale data analysis. I examine how competition and 

incentives affect rating agencies, market intermediaries that evaluate the characteristics of products 

offered by sellers. Firms are increasingly being rated and certified by a variety of rating and certification 

programs, in part due to factors such as technology and globalization. My research offers insight into 

rating agencies by examining heterogeneous rating agency business models and their impact on rating 

decisions. I test my hypotheses in the US credit rating market by combining widely available seller-paid 

credit ratings with two proprietary databases of buyer-paid ratings. 

 

In the first chapter, I examine what factors affect ‘who rates whom’ in a rating market – that is, the 

likelihood of products or firms to be rated by various agencies. I posit that an agency’s business model 

(specifically, whether they are paid by buyers or sellers) and its competitive position will both play key 

roles in who they rate. Analysis of the patterns of overlap in rating coverage provides novel insight into 

the competitive positions of each rating agency. 

 

In the second chapter, my job market paper, I examine the effect that the same variation in business 

model (seller-paid or buyer-paid) has on rating decisions when agencies rate the exact same products. 

Theoretically, payment for ratings could generate a conflict of interest that biases rating agency 

decisions or could be counterbalanced by reputational rewards for rating accuracy. In contrast to prior 

literature, I move beyond a focus on mean differences that can obscure the margins where rating bias 

exists. I propose that ‘who pays’ will have a clear impact on the variability and timeliness of rating 

changes. My results suggest that seller-paid agencies are slower to incorporate new negative 

information, particularly for rated firms where the potential for conflict of interest is strongest. Buyer-

paid rating changes are more frequent and generally precede corresponding seller-paid changes, 

consistent with the preferences of each business model’s paying customers. 

 

In the third chapter of my dissertation, I examine the impact when one threshold on a rating scale takes 

on a particularly high level of importance. These critical thresholds exist in settings such as student 

report cards, restaurant hygiene ratings, U.S. airline on-time performance reporting and credit ratings. I 
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seek to demonstrate how these thresholds reduce overall informativeness due to manipulation of 

ratings around the threshold by both raters and those being rated. 

 

The data set that I have constructed for my dissertation includes two proprietary data sources and 

ratings for over 10,000 firms from seven different rating agencies between 1999 and 2009. This data is 

well suited to answering questions building on my dissertation, such as how change in the competitive 

landscape affects rating outcomes, the importance of other information disclosure events (besides 

rating changes) by rating agencies, and the ex-post performance of ratings in predicting future events. 

Broader Research Agenda 

My dissertation research forms one part of a broader research agenda aimed at increasing 

understanding of various aspects of the external institutional environment, in particular examining the 

link between the organizational form of a rating agency and its rating decisions. In joint research with 

Tim Simcoe of Boston University, we are comparing the rating decisions of government rating agencies 

to industry-led self-regulatory bodies. I also have a working paper titled “Regulatory convergence: An 

empirical examination of film classification” that explores multiple theoretical explanations for 

convergence in rating agency decision-making over time. Both of these projects make use of a large 10-

year dataset I have constructed containing film age-appropriateness classification decisions (e.g. R, PG-

13, G) by rating agencies from a wide range of countries. 

 

Using my bond and movie rating datasets as well as other sources I plan to examine additional topics 

related to ratings, rankings and certification including their specific relevance to entrepreneurial firms 

and the role of government intervention. Subsequently, I intend to expand into a broader set of topics 

including industry-self-regulation, lobbying, public-private partnerships and the integration of non-

market strategy with market strategy. This research is intended to be relevant to multiple audiences and 

will draw on academic literatures including strategy, economics, organization theory, and public policy. I 

expect to send my work to journals such as Strategic Management Journal, Management Science, 

Journal of Economics & Management Strategy as well as the Academy of Management journals. 

Conclusion 

My research is motivated by a strong belief that firm non-market strategy is critically important and 

complementary to competitive strategy, yet relatively underexplored both by firms and within business 

schools. This is particularly true as business activities expand beyond regional and national boundaries, 

exposing firms to new institutional environments containing dissimilar rules and organizations. 

 

As a doctoral student I have focused on identifying and connecting with the appropriate research 

communities for my interests and developing the research skills required to produce meaningful 

research. Now, as I prepare to become an assistant professor, my goal is to make significant 

contributions to the academic literature and become recognized both within and beyond academia as a 

thought leader on non-market strategy topics. 


