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Cultural 
dimension of 
flexibility vs 
monumentalism: 
sources, 
measurement, 
and impact 

This topic systematically investigates a cultural dimension recently introduced in literature: 
flexibility vs monumentalism, another dimension next to the individualism vs collectivism that is 
already well-known and has received a lot of attention in literature. While individualism-
collectivism explains the North-South cultural differences, flexibility-monumentalism highlights 
a contrast between East Asia and Latin America plus Africa. Some possible research questions 
might be (but are not limited to):  how this dimension has been shaped? What has contributed 
to this difference across cultures? What are the possibilities to measure it? What is the 
explanatory power of this dimension? How much does it add in explaining various social and 
economic phenomena? The applicant is free to choose methods and data with what to 
approach the research questions. The only limitation is that in order the supervisor to be able 
to supervise the topic is and the application has to be strictly based on 1) the concept of 
societal culture, defined as a pattern of values, beliefs, attitudes, norms that differentiate one 
group of people (country, region) from another; 2) the state of the art regarding measuring 
culture with the help of dimensions, specifically flexibility-monumentalism. 

ENG/EST 

Anneli Kaasa 
anneli.kaasa@ut.ee  

The impact of 
global challenges 
on culture 

This topic investigates, whether global challenges like the latest pandemic with its social and 
economic limitations have influence on culture. Some possible research questions might be 
(but are not limited to): Has the pandemic changed values, attitudes, norms and beliefs of 
people? Is it different in different countries? Does it depend on the type (pattern) of culture? 
Are the changes permanent of will the fade out after the pandemic has faded out? The 
applicant is expected to offer a well thought-through set of research questions and explain the 
methods with what he/she is planning to answer those questions. The applicant is free to 
choose methods and data with what to approach the research questions. International surveys 
that have been performed during and after the pandemic form just one option. The only 
limitation is that in order the supervisor to be able to supervise the topic is and the application 
has to be strictly based on 1) the concept of societal culture, defined as a pattern of values, 
beliefs, attitudes, norms that differentiate one group of people (country, region) from another; 
2) the state of the art regarding measuring culture with the help of cultural dimensions. 
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Tiiu Paas 
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Growing 
uncertainty and 
people’s 
economic and 
social resilience 

The proposed research aims to provide new knowledge and lessons on how people can adapt 
to the uncertainties arising from the unpredictability of political, economic and social 
developments. Research questions may focus on changes in people’s wellbeing, growing 
inequalities as well as adapting to new forms of working offered by labour markets (e.g. remote 
work, telework, co-working, gig-work).  What is the role of different components of human 
capital in supporting people’s resilience to new challenges?  What government action is needed 
to support economic and social resilience?  These are just some of the possible research 
questions.  In addition to a quantitative analysis, the use of qualitative research approaches is 
also recommended by the conducting the study.  

ENG 

Jaan Masso 
jaan.masso@ut.ee  
 
Jaanika Meriküll 
jaanika.merikull@ut.ee,  
 
Liis Roosaar 
liis.roosaar@ut.ee  

The 
measurement 
and economic 
effects of the 
underdeclared 
and undeclared 
work in the 
European Union 
countries 

Undeclared and under-declared work has adverse social consequences for workers, firms, and 
welfare states. The common characteristics of all kinds of un(der)declared work include the 
avoidance of the full payment of wages, compulsory social security and/or tax payments 
required under the applicable regulatory system. Some of the practices related to it include the 
payment of unreported income (envelope wages), bogus self-employment, and several kinds of 
gig (platform) work. The planned PhD thesis work is expected to combine both quantitative and 
qualitative research methods. The former may aim to map the landscape of the 
un(der)declared work using the survey-based and registry-based datasets. The latter may use 
information gathered via qualitative methods directly from employees, self-employed and 
employers. The final aim of the work is to contribute towards developing policies aiming to 
reduce the un(der)declared while avoiding detrimental effects on the employees’ welfare. The 
work is partly related to the starting Horizon Europe project “Worker’s un(er)declared 
employment in Europe: research and policy co-creation for inclusive labour markets”. 

ENG 

Lenno Uusküla 
lenno.uuskula@ut.ee  

Applied 
macroeconomics 

This theme allows the student to develop his/her own topic in the field of applied 
macroeconomics, including both theoretical and empirical work. The society is facing several 
challengers, starting from green transition, increasing defense spending, chaning financial 
sector to aging - they all require solutions that work for the economy and planet as a whole, 
and in general equilibrium framework, not just from the viewpoint of individuals. The 
profession is still looking for ways to understand the effects of news, firm turnover, changing 
financial sector, international trade linkages among others to the way countries grow and 
economic cycles evolve around the trend. These are just a few examples of potential directions 
the student may take the topic. 
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Tiiu Paas 
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Adjustment of 
people with 
labour markets’ 
developments in 
the conditions of 
increased 
uncertainty 

Recent changes in labour markets are caused by rapidly increased uncertainty (e.g. COVID 
pandemic, war, several crises), technological development and digitalisation processes. These 
processes are pushing people to adjust with labour market developments through using new 
working ways (NWW; e.g. remote work, hybrid work, co-working spaces). The focus of the 
thesis can be on analysing social and economic consequences of increased uncertainty in labour 
markets (changes in employment, income, poverty, inequality, working ways), and possible 
effects of implemented policy measures in different countries aiming to generalise lessons and 
elaborate supportive measures for people and enterprises.   

ENG/EST 

Eve Parts  
eve.parts@ut.ee  

Economic effects 
of population 
ageing 

Ageing is one of the greatest social and economic challenges of the 21st Century. It is important 
to understand how the ageing process will affect nations, economies and individuals. Most 
developed economies face increasing dependency ratio which translates into the tax and 
contribution burden of social expenditures related to ageing, such as pensions, health and long-
term care. However, demography is not everything – labor force participation is an important 
mediating factor between demographics and the social expenditure burden. One of the 
mitigating factors for the aging problem could be to keep older people longer in the labor 
market. Retirement ages and exit routes into retirement vary a great deal across countries. 
These differences are strongly related to the design of the welfare systems.  Therefore, it is 
important to figure out which policies and changes (i) in the pension and health systems and (ii) 
in the mindset of employers and elderly employees would help to keep older people in the 
labor market longer. 
Alternative research questions for PhD thesis could include (but are not limited to) following: 
(a) Factors influencing elderly labor supply; (b) Possibilities and practices to influence elderly 
labor supply through pension system; (c) Relationship between elderly labor supply and their 
living standard. Empirical analysis could be based on panel data or longitudinal data from 
SHARE – The Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe. This is a multidisciplinary and 
cross-national panel database of micro data on health, socio-economic status, and social and 
family networks of about 140,000 individuals aged 50 or older (around 380,000 interviews). 
SHARE started in 2004 and covers 27 European countries and Israel. See more about SHARE 
here: http://www.share-project.org/home0.html . Doctoral candidate choosing this topic can 
benefit from SHARE international research community – there are more than 10.000 SHARE 
users since 2019.  
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Luca Alfieri 
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Methods and 
Data from AI and 
Machine Learning 
in 
macroeconomic 
analysis 

Economists now routinely employ AI and machine learning methods to estimate latent 
variables of economic interest, subsequently using these estimates as covariates in regression 
or classification exercises. While this practice can deepen our understanding of macroeconomic 
phenomena and improve predictive accuracy, it raises significant econometric and theoretical 
challenges — particularly when causal inference is the intended goal. 
The potential applications of these methodologies across macroeconomics are broad and 
consequential. AI models can be used to forecast key economic variables such as GDP growth, 
inflation, and employment rates, providing firms and policymakers with timely insights into 
emerging economic conditions and enabling more informed decision-making. Beyond 
forecasting, AI algorithms offer powerful tools for optimising economic models and policy 
strategies — whether the objective is to maximise growth, stabilise inflation, or reduce 
unemployment — with the potential to improve both economic outcomes and resource 
allocation. The ability to process real-time data from multiple sources adds a further dimension, 
allowing for continuous monitoring of economic conditions and more agile policy responses. At 
a deeper analytical level, AI can uncover complex economic relationships and structural 
patterns that may not be immediately apparent through conventional methods, opening new 
avenues for both theoretical and empirical inquiry. 
The proposed PhD research aims to systematically investigate the opportunities and limitations 
offered by these new methodologies across several macroeconomic domains. A particular focus 
will be placed on the econometric validity of AI-assisted estimation strategies and their 
implications for causal inference in applied macroeconomic research.  

ENG 

Priit Vahter 
priit.vahter@ut.ee  

Determinants of 
productivity gap 
between frontier 
firms and the rest 

This study would investigate based on firm level and employer-employee level data the drivers 
of productivity gap between firms at the productivity frontier and the rest. This involves 
investigation of factors that create competitive advantage for the top performers (superstar 
firms) and/or factors that support or hinder catch-up by low or medium productivity firms with 
the productivity frontier. The topic needs to be narrowed down by the candidate by focusing on 
specific factors of the productivity gap. Proposals are especially welcome that would focus on: i) 
the role of differences in skills and diversity of workforce (e.g., by gender, cultural background, 
age) in explaining the productivity gap; ii) factors that hinder knowledge spillovers to low 
productivity firms; iii) how complementarities in innovation process of firms (e.g. between 
technological innovation and other factors of productivity)  affect the productivity gap. Also, 
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focus on either the role of adoption of technologies, such as AI and automation, or eco-
innovation by firms in productivity dynamics is very welcome.  

Bradley Loewen 
loewen@ut.ee  

Peripheral 
innovation 
ecosystem 
reconfiguration 
and sustainability 

The aim of the research is to understand the challenges and strategies of peripheral innovators 
to develop and seize opportunities afforded by the twin digital and green transition. Research 
activities will include mapping the innovation ecosystem (to be defined), uncovering actor 
motivations for collaboration in joint innovations, and investigating successes and failures in 
ecosystem development. The research is case-based (in Estonia) and qualitative, involving 
interviews and document analysis, and can employ an innovation biography approach.  
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