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ABSTRACT
Substantial academic debate exists regarding whether students with economics training exhibit distinct behavioral patterns that 
differentiate them from students in other academic disciplines. On one hand, the debate remains open due to the heterogeneity of 
the results. On the other hand, establishing the reasons for these possible differences is complicated. The existing academic liter-
ature proposes two explanatory hypotheses: self- selection and indoctrination. Most of the current results support a self- selection 
effect and reject indoctrination. Despite this, most studies present methodological limitations that should be considered. This 
study aims to address and overcome these limitations. To enhance our understanding of the potential effects stemming from 
economic training, it contributes to the existing literature in three main ways: Firstly, it conducts a longitudinal study of self-  
and other- interested behavior in university students following a standard microeconomics course. Secondly, it employs a novel 
instrument to measure self-  and other- interest, with strong psychometric properties of validity and reliability. Thirdly, the sample 
is limited to business and law students to ensure homogeneity in the comparison. Our results suggest the existence of behavioral 
differences, mainly due to the self- selection effect. No evidence was found to suggest an indoctrination effect from the study of 
microeconomics.
JEL Classification: A12, A13, A23, B21, D01

1   |   Introduction

There is an ongoing academic debate about whether Econ stu-
dents—defined as those studying economics- related courses, 
regardless of their specific major—tend to exhibit greater self- 
interest compared to non- Econ students. In economics, self- 
interest refers to individuals making choices that maximize their 
own benefit, satisfaction, or utility, forming a basis for many 
economic models to predict market behaviors and resource 
allocation. Unlike egoism, self- interest can align with societal 
welfare, as Adam Smith highlighted, since actions that benefit 
oneself can simultaneously contribute to the common good.

In a recent literature review, Miragaya- Casillas et al. (2023a) 
show us some of the complexities of this line of research. 
Firstly, research findings are heterogeneous. On the one 
hand, there is evidence to suggest that Econ students are 
more self- interested than non- Econ students (e.g., Bauman 
and Rose  2011; Beekun et  al.  2017; Cappelen et  al.  2015; 
Gerlach  2017; Petersen and Ford  2019). On the other hand, 
there is evidence to suggest that there are no behavioral dif-
ferences between Econ and non- Econ students (e.g., Brosig 
et  al.  2010; Dzionek- Kozlowska and Rehman  2017; Jamil 
et  al.  2019). Contrary to expectations, there is also evidence 
to suggest that Econ students are more willing to cooperate 
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in social dilemmas than non- Econ students (e.g., Hu and 
Liu 2003; Yezer et al. 1996). Similarly, Van Dalen (2019) finds 
that economists, compared to the average citizen, exhibit a 
stronger orientation toward serving the public interest.

Secondly, academic literature that identifies various behavioral 
patterns in Economics students offers different explanations. 
This literature presents two explanatory hypotheses, namely self- 
selection and indoctrination. On the one hand, the self- selection 
effect suggests that Econ students are more self- interested than 
non- Econ students before starting their university studies (e.g., 
Carter and Irons  1991; Frank and Schulze  2000; Mertins and 
Warning  2014; Petersen and Ford  2019). On the other hand, 
the indoctrination effect suggests that exposure to economic 
training, grounded in the rational pursuit of self- interest, pro-
motes this type of behavior in students. Proponents of this 
hypothesis argue that students become more self- interested 
after studying the theories and models of standard econom-
ics (e.g., Ahmed 2008; Delgado et al. 2020; Lopes et al. 2015). 
Additionally, there is evidence that supports both effects. A stu-
dent who exhibits these behavioral patterns before beginning 
his or her university studies may also accentuate them after re-
ceiving economic training (e.g., Cipriani et al. 2008, 2009; Collin 
and Schmidt 2020; Espín et al. 2022; Spiegelman 2021; Tang and 
Robinson 2009).

In addition, Miragaya- Casillas et al.  (2023a) present a series 
of methodological limitations of the literature. The most im-
portant ones to be considered are: first, self- interest is under-
stood in a conceptually broad manner by researchers. Several 
authors relate self- interest directly to other variables, such 
us corruptibility or greed (Frank and Schulze  2000; Stanley 
and Tran 1998), or indirectly to cooperation, pro- social pref-
erences, self- transcendence, or reciprocity (Ahmed  2008; 
Cox  1998; Dzionek- Kozlowska and Rehman  2017; James 
et  al.  2001; Frey and Meier  2003; Meier and Frey  2004). 
Second, most studies use cross- sectional data, which poses 
challenges in inferring causal relationships. Few studies use 
longitudinal data (Bauman and Rose 2011; Frank et al. 1993; 
Frey and Meier  2003; Ifcher and Zarghamee  2018) because 
of the difficulty of collection, so more studies using this 
type of data are highly recommended. Third, the literature 
shows that most studies have been conducted with econom-
ics students, but business students have also been compared 
with students from other degrees. In this regard, two obser-
vations should be taken into account: (i) few studies (Collin 
and Schmidt 2020; Delgado et al. 2020; Espín et al. 2022) have 
tested the self- selection and indoctrination hypotheses with 
respect to business students' self- interested behavior; and (ii) 
when the students being compared belong to very disparate 
degrees, such as Economics and Nursing (Cox  1998; Lanteri 
and Rizzello 2014), one can logically expect behavioral differ-
ences between the two. However, when students belong to dif-
ferent degrees but share common features (e.g., they are part 
of the social sciences branch) and a notable distinction lies in 
the study of more advanced economics subjects like microeco-
nomics, the opportunity to test and validate the self- selection 
and indoctrination hypotheses becomes more refined.

In view of the above, this study aims to address and overcome 
these limitations. To enhance our understanding of the potential 

effects stemming from economic training, it contributes to the 
existing literature in three main ways: Firstly, it conducts a 
longitudinal study of self-  and other- interested behavior in uni-
versity students following a standard microeconomics course. 
Secondly, it employs a novel instrument to measure self-  and 
other- interest, with strong psychometric properties of validity 
and reliability. Thirdly, the sample is limited to business and law 
students to ensure homogeneity in the comparison.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 
discusses the conceptual framework and formulates the hypoth-
eses of this research. Section 3 describes the methodological as-
pects. Section 4 presents the results. Finally, section 5 discusses 
the results and concludes the study.

2   |   Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses

2.1   |   Self- Interest and Standard Microeconomics

To comprehend the power that self- interest currently wields in 
human actions, one must delve into the contributions of phi-
losophers from the 17th and 18th centuries. Hirschman (1997) 
explains that pre- capitalist aristocratic ideals largely rejected 
profit- seeking activities. Over time, however, the “rationally 
conducted acquisition of wealth” came to be seen as a “calm 
passion,” signaling a shift toward viewing disciplined passions 
as beneficial for the common good. This ideological and moral 
transformation was essential for the rise of capitalism, as indi-
viduals turned from being driven by “indomitable” passions to 
pursuing structured self- interests. Unlike erratic passions, the 
predictability of interest- driven actions promoted social order. 
Whereas the “love of gain” was seen as “universal” and “perpet-
ual,” other passions like envy or revenge operated sporadically 
and targeted specific individuals. The pursuit of self- interest 
began to be appreciated for its ability to unite people as part of a 
social fabric based on mutual need.

This approach reached its zenith of popularity with Adam Smith 
and his metaphor of the invisible hand (Smith 1776/1994), pre-
cisely when the central elements of the modern economy began 
to take shape. Although the moral psychology developed by 
Adam Smith is complex and extensive,1 especially when consid-
ering his work “The Theory of Moral Sentiments,” economists 
have simplified and assimilated his thought as follows: humans 
are self- interested due to essentially positive natural impulses 
aimed at creating order in the world. Building on this philosoph-
ical foundation, Smith constructs a compelling argument that an 
individual's self- interest contributes to society's best interests. 
Competition regulates prices, production costs, profits, and inter-
est rates, preventing the abuses of monopolies. The key element 
of Smith's argument is that individual self- interest, operating 
through the market system, produces the greatest possible good 
for the nation as a whole. In this calculation, there is no essential 
or inherent natural conflict between the individual's and soci-
ety's best interests, as long as free individuals are educated and 
enlightened to act in rational ways (Wilk and Cliggett 2007, 53).

Over time, this philosophical thinking permeated the founda-
tions of standard economics and is especially reflected in the 
principles of microeconomics. This is particularly visible in the 
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theory of consumer choice, theory of the firm, and general equi-
librium theory. These theories form the core of microeconomics 
textbooks. This led us to limit the present research to studying 
the effects of an intermediate microeconomics course on busi-
ness students. These students do not take advanced microeco-
nomics or delve into other theories, such as game theory, as do 
the economics students.

2.2   |   Self-  And Other- Interest

Traditionally, researchers have centered their explanatory the-
ories on self- interest as the predominant motivator of human 
behavior (e.g., Holmes et  al.  2002; Ratner and Miller  2001). 
However, evidence accumulated by both economists and psy-
chologists suggests that variables related to the pursuit of bene-
fits for others hold significant explanatory power. For example, 
reciprocity and fairness are extensively studied in behavioral 
economics (e.g., Fehr and Schmidt 2006; Fehr and Falk 2003), 
similar to helping and prosocial behavior in social psychology 
(e.g., Dovidio  1984; Dovidio et  al.  2017; Batson  1998; Penner 
et  al.  2005), as well as altruism in both disciplines (e.g., Fehr 
and Fischbacher 2003; Piliavin and Charng 1990; Rachlin and 
Locey 2011; Schroeder et al. 1995).

Although self-  and other- interest have been considered oppos-
ing constructs, there is research that show a mutually depen-
dent relationship (Aguayo- Estremera et  al.  2021; Gerbasi and 
Prentice  2013). For example, in a recent research Alós- Ferrer 
et al. (2022) show empirical evidence in relation to the fact that 
the same individuals can behave self- interestedly when interact-
ing with a large group of people and, at the same time, show 
standard levels of prosocial behavior when there is only one 
other person.

This indicates that, contrary to the prevailing literature, human 
motivation related to self- interested behavior does not exclude 
the pursuit of other- interest. Moreover, it suggests that self-  and 
other- interest can be conceptualized in a common theoretical 
framework that intends to explain human behavior in society. 
In this sense, Gerbasi and Prentice (2013) propose that self-  and 
other- interest are different constructs related to each other but 
not necessarily in opposing directions. The modes in which self-  
and other- interest materialized in behavior seem to be similar. 
Both interests are regulated by a conscious and deliberative pro-
cess in which personal needs, values, feelings, and aspirations 
play an important role in assessing the costs and benefits of in-
dividual behaviors. Following these authors, self- interest can 
be operationalized as “the pursuit of personal gains in socially 
valued domains, including material goods, social status, recog-
nition, academic or occupational achievement, and happiness”. 
On the other hand, other- interest is defined as “the pursuit of 
gains for others in socially valued domains, including mate-
rial goods, social status, recognition, academic or occupational 
achievement, and happiness”.

2.3   |   Explanatory Hypotheses

As outlined in the introduction, two possible explanatory hy-
potheses exist in the literature when examining behavioral 

differences between students. Firstly, the self- selection ef-
fect posits that Econ students are more self- interested than 
non- Econ students even before commencing their university 
studies (e.g., Carter and Irons 1991; Frank and Schulze 2000; 
Mertins and Warning  2014; Petersen and Ford  2019). In es-
sence, this suggests that individuals who choose to study 
economics possess pre- existing traits that draw them to the 
discipline, rather than being influenced solely by educational 
experiences. Secondly, the indoctrination effect suggests that 
exposure to economic training, which emphasizes the rational 
pursuit of self- interest, fosters this type of behavior in students. 
Advocates of this hypothesis argue that students become more 
self- interested after studying the theories and models of stan-
dard economics (e.g., Ahmed 2008; Delgado et al. 2020; Lopes 
et al. 2015).

According to the above, the following hypotheses will be tested:

Hypothesis 1. Self- selection: Business students have higher 
self- interest scores compared to law students prior to beginning 
their university studies.

Hypothesis 2. Indoctrination: The difference in scores be-
tween business and law students will be higher in self- interest, 
once they have completed the microeconomics course, in favor of 
the former.

Two specific conditions were presented to test Hypothesis 2.

Condition 1. Intergroup comparison (treated vs. untreated): 
Business students obtain higher self- interest scores than law 
students once the former have completed the microeconomics 
course.

Condition 2. Intragroup comparison (pretest vs. posttest): 
Business students obtain higher self- interest scores after com-
pleting the microeconomics course.

3   |   Materials and Methods

3.1   |   Research Design

A pretest- posttest design (or repeated- measure longitudinal 
design) is proposed to fulfill our purpose. This type of design 
makes it possible to assess the same participants at two different 
points in time: an initial (pre) measurement and a subsequent 
(post) measurement, typically following a treatment. These 
designs are common in disciplines such as social sciences, psy-
chology, education, and medicine, as they allow researchers to 
observe changes in the variables of interest and evaluate the im-
pact of the treatment. The primary advantage of these studies is 
their ability to track changes over time within the same individ-
uals (Seifert et al. 2010).

The academic year in Spanish universities runs from the end 
of September to the end of June. The first semester spans from 
September/October to January/February, with January and 
February designated as the evaluation period. The second se-
mester runs from February to June, with June and July as the 
corresponding evaluation period.

 14676435, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/kykl.12451 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [21/05/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



4 of 12 Kyklos, 2025

For our specific design, the treatment consists of taking the micro-
economics course (2nd semester). Consequently, a (pre) self- interest 
measurement was conducted in February 2019 at the beginning of 
the microeconomics course, followed by a (post) measurement in 
May 2019 at the end of the microeconomics course. This study was 
then replicated in the subsequent academic year.

3.2   |   Instrument

As mentioned above, Gerbasi and Prentice  (2013) developed a 
two- dimensional theoretical model that challenges the tendency 
to view self- interest as the sole explanatory factor for human be-
havior. Based on this model, they created the Self-  and Other- 
Interest Inventory (SOII), which measures two distinct but 
related constructs: self-  and other- interest.

The SOII was designed to assess these constructs in both adults 
and college students in the U.S. This inventory has three main 
advantages over other measurement tools (Aguayo- Estremera 
et al. 2021): (i) it demonstrates strong psychometric properties for 
validity and reliability: the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) 
showed acceptable fit indices (RMSEA = 0.087, RSMR = 0.09, 
GFI = 0.935) and good reliability, with Cronbach's alpha of 0.72 
for self- interest and 0.78 for other- interest; (ii) it does not assume 
a specific relationship between self-  and other- interest; and (iii) 
it does not consider self- interest to be the sole central factor in 
explaining behavior.

For this research, we used the student- adapted version of the 
SOII for Spain, developed by Aguayo- Estremera et al. (2021). This 
adaptation maintains the original 2- factor structure of the orig-
inal inventory; however, it introduces certain differences from 
the original version, such as the removal of the neutral option 
on the response scale (4 = “Neither agree nor disagree”), which 
often leads to response clustering and can impact the reliability 
and internal structure of the test. The adapted SOII consists of 
18 items, half of which measure self- interest and the other half, 
other- interest. Respondents indicate their level of agreement with 
each item using a six- point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 
6 = Strongly agree). The inventory can be found in Appendix 1.

3.3   |   Study Variables

The dependent variables are Self- interest and Other- 
interest. Both variables assess the level of agreement with 

pursuing personal gains or gains for others, respectively, in so-
cially valued areas such as material goods, social status, recogni-
tion, academic or occupational success, and happiness.

The independent variables are grouped as follows. First, we have 
the academic variables: Group, which distinguishes between 
business and law students; and Prioreco, which indicates 
whether the student received prior training in economics before 
starting their university studies. Second, we have the socioeco-
nomic variables: Work, which indicates whether the student 
is currently employed; Scholarship, which shows whether 
the student has received a scholarship for university studies; 
Family Income, the student's average family income; Male, 
the student's gender; and Age, the student's age. Third, we have 
a personality variable, Prosociality, which measures traits 
such as altruism, kindness, and trust, related to the frequency 
of prosocial behaviors exhibited by the student (Caprara and 
Pastorelli 1993). Table 1 below provides a summarized descrip-
tion of the variables used in the study. Their assigned values are 
specified to facilitate a clearer interpretation of their categoriza-
tion within the analysis.

3.4   |   Participants

A total of 498 first- year university students from the University 
of Granada (Spain) participated in the study. As mentioned 
above in the research design (see Table 2), participants were di-
vided into two groups: a treated group (business students), an 
untreated group (law students) with the study of microeconom-
ics considered as the treatment. Rosengart et al. (2020) explored 
behavioral differences between business and law students. They 
justified their participant selection, noting that law students de-
velop problem- solving skills for balancing competing interests 
and making fair judgments. Unlike law programs, business cur-
ricula usually lack mandatory ethics courses. Microeconomics 
textbooks aim to cultivate economic intuition and promote the 
mindset of “thinking like an economist” (Frank 2013, 7).

It is worthwhile to note that both groups had to be as homo-
geneous and comparable as possible. First, all students were 
selected based on the similarity of their sociodemographic and 
personality characteristics. Table  3 presents the number of 
participants by group and academic year, along with their de-
scriptive statistics: the mean and their standard deviations in 
parentheses. Appendix 2 also includes homogeneity analyses by 
group for each variable.

TABLE 1    |    Research design.

Study academic year 2018–2019 Replication academic year 2019–2020

Groups February 2019 X May 2019 February 2020 X May 2020

Treated group O Pretest X O Posttest

Untreated group O Pretest — O Posttest

Treated group O Pretest X O Posttest

Untreated group O Pretest — O Posttest

Note: X = Treatment (taking a microeconomics course); O = Observation; Pretest = The first data collection with the students was performed at the beginning of 
the microeconomics course; Posttest = The second collection was performed with the same groups of students at the end of the microeconomics course. This data 
collection is replicated in the following academic year with new first- year students.
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Secondly, students in both the treated and untreated groups 
completed an introductory economics course during the first 
semester, which contributed to the homogeneity and compara-
bility of both groups. Any effect from this introductory course is 
assumed to have been consistent in magnitude across individu-
als. In addition, it is noteworthy that we controlled for students' 

prior training in economics before starting their university stud-
ies (Prioreco). To verify the comparability of the groups re-
garding this factor, the assumptions of normality (Shapiro–Wilk 
normality test), homogeneity (Bartlett test of homogeneity), and 
independence (Welch Two Sample t- test) of scores were tested 
for both academic years (see Table 4). For all tests, the p- values 

TABLE 2    |    Description of study variables.

Variables Description

Dependent variables

Self- interest Degree of agreement regarding the pursuit of personal gain 
(1 = Completely disagree; 6 = Completely agree).

Other- interest Degree of agreement regarding the pursuit the gain for others 
(1 = Completely disagree; 6 = Completely agree).

Independent variables

Academic variables

Group Coded as 1 if the respondent is a business student, 0 if the respondent is a law student.

Prioreco Coded as 1 if the respondent has received previous training 
in economics before university, 0 otherwise.

Socioeconomic variables

Work Coded as 1 if the respondent is employed, and 0 otherwise.

Scholarship Coded as 1 if the respondent has received a scholarship 
for their university studies, and 0 otherwise.

Family Income Net monthly family income (1 less than 800 €/month, 2 between 800 and 1600 
€/month, 3 between 1600 and 2400 €/month, 4 more than 2400 €/month).

Male Coded as 1 if the respondent is male, and 0 if the respondent is female.

Age Age of the respondent.

Personality

Prosociality Traits such as altruism, kindness, and trust, related to the frequency 
of prosocial behaviors (0 never, 1 sometimes, 2 often).

TABLE 3    |    Descriptive statistics of study variables.

Study academic year 
2018–19 (N = 197) Replication academic year 2019–20 (N = 301)

Variable Treated x (SD) Untreated x (SD) Treated x (SD) Untreated x (SD)

Academic variables

Prioreco 0.672 (0.47) 0.554 (0.50) 0.680 (0.50) 0.574 (0.47)

Socioeconomic variables

Work 0.224 (0.41) 0.231 (0.43) 0.357 (0.43) 0.241(0.48)

Scholarship 0.455 (0.50) 0.481 (0.50) 0.429 (0.50) 0.459 (0.50)

Family Income 2.703 (0.93) 2.697 (0.98) 3.044 (0.94) 2.905 (0.93)

Male 0.418 (0.50) 0.496 (0.50) 0.468 (0.50) 0.495 (0.50)

Age 18.612 (1.16) 18.853 (1.33) 18.656 (1.21) 18.759 (1.17)

Personality

Prosociality 1.672 (0.19) 1.523 (0.29) 1.484 (0.42) 1.596 (0.34)
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exceed the common threshold of 0.05. This indicates that: the 
null hypothesis of normality is not rejected, meaning the data 
follow a normal distribution in both groups; the null hypothe-
sis of homogeneity is not rejected, suggesting that the variances 
between the groups are not significantly different, and that the 
groups have similar variances (homogeneity); and the null hy-
pothesis of independence is not rejected, implying that there is 
no significant correlation between the variables of the groups 
under study.

In summary, the results show that, in terms of normality, ho-
mogeneity, and independence, the groups in both academic 
years are comparable. These results are important for evaluat-
ing the self- selection hypothesis without introducing potential 
biases between the groups, such as prior indoctrination during 
high school education (Bauman and Rose  2011; Carter and 
Irons 1991; Miragaya- Casillas et al. 2023b).

Finally, the following strategy was developed with two main 
purposes: first, to maximize the homogeneity and comparability 
between groups; and second, to isolate the effects of microeco-
nomics as a treatment. Specifically, participants with a self- 
interest score above 80% of the total (i.e., more than 44 points) in 
the first data collection were excluded from the sample. This ap-
proach reduces variability in initial self- interest levels, allowing 
for a more precise isolation of the treatment effect of the micro-
economics course. As a result, it contributes to a more accurate 
evaluation of the indoctrination hypothesis.

3.5   |   Procedure

The pre- test was administered in the first week of the beginning 
of the microeconomics course, and the post- test was adminis-
tered to the same groups of students in the last weeks before the 
end of the microeconomics course.

The process was identical in both academic years—the year of 
the study and the year of its replication. First, students were 
invited to participate in the study by a questionnaire admin-
istrator. A brief explanation of the research was provided 
to the participants, who were informed that the question-
naire had been previously approved by the University Ethics 
Committee. For this reason, they were asked for consent and 
were informed of the voluntary and anonymous nature of the 
study. Second, the students answered the questionnaire, which 

lasted for approximately 8 min. Students were encouraged to 
participate in both the pre-  and post- tests. As the questionnaire 
was anonymous, the responses to the two tests were identified 
using the identification code generated by the participants. 
Only students who participated in both tests entered a drawing 
for a €50 voucher.

All students in the treated group took the same microeconomics 
course at the same university. The teaching guide was the same 
for all students, with the same contents (The Basics of Supply 
and Demand; Producers, Consumers, and Competitive Markets; 
Market Structure; and General Equilibrium), the same reference 
textbook (Pindyck and Rubinfeld 2013, 8th edition); same meth-
odology (theory and practice), and same evaluation.

4   |   Results

Sensitivity analyses were performed to consider the effect of out-
liers in all data analyses. A confidence level of 0.95 and a power 
of 0.8 were set for all statistical analyses. To control the effect of 
outliers, no statistically significant differences were found.

4.1   |   Hypothesis 1. Self- Selection

The self- selection hypothesis holds that business students obtain 
higher scores in self- interest than law students prior to begin-
ning their university studies. To test this hypothesis, an ordered 
logistic regression was performed to observe whether there were 
differences in self-  and other- interest between the untreated and 
treated groups. Consequently, the dependent variables included 
in the regression were Self- interest and Other- interest 
which represent the scores obtained by the students in self and 
other- interest respectively.

In the 2018–19 academic year, the pretest scores for self- 
interest were 32.6 for the untreated group and 34.307 for the 
treated group. In the 2019–20 replication, the self- interest 
scores were 32.833 for the untreated group and 34.829 for the 
treated group. For other- interest, the pretest means were 33.692 
for the untreated group and 33.823 for the treated group in the 
2018–19 academic year. In the 2019–20 replication, the pretest 
means were 32.812 for the untreated group and 33.994 for the 
treated group.

These descriptive statistics reveal initial differences between the 
groups, with Business students showing a favorable outcome. 
Additionally, the results of the ordered logistic regression anal-
ysis presented in Table 5 complement these findings. The table 
includes the coefficient values, Z- statistics (in parentheses), and 
their respective significance levels.

In both the 2018–19 and 2019–20 academic years, statistically 
significant differences were observed between the treated and 
untreated groups in self- interest prior to studying the micro-
economics course. According to the odds ratios obtained for 
statistically significant variables, students in the treated group 
(Group) were 1.957 times (in the 2018–19 academic year) and 
1.853 times (in the 2019–20 academic year) more likely to obtain 
higher self- interest scores than those in the untreated group, 

TABLE 4    |    Normality, homogeneity, and independence of Prioreco.

Study academic 
year 2018–19

Replication 
academic 

year 2019–20

Normality W = 0.592
p = 0.236

W = 0.629
p = 0.220

Homogeneity χ2 (1) = 0.243
p = 0.622

χ2 (1) = 0.384
p = 0.535

Independence t (139.85) = 1.625
p = 0.107

t (268.72) = 1.809
p = 0.072
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keeping all other variables constant. It is worth noting that the 
effect sizes were moderate in both academic years. Therefore, 
the self- selection hypothesis was supported for both academic 
years. No significant differences in other- interest were observed 
between the two groups in either academic year.

Additionally, the higher Income categories (levels 2, 3, and 4) 
exhibit positive and significant coefficients exclusively in the 
2018–19 academic year. This finding suggests that, based on the 
estimated odds ratios, students from families with higher in-
comes are 3.723, 6.997, and 5.945 times more likely, respectively 
for each income level, to achieve higher self- interest scores, 
while holding all other variables in the model constant. This 
result suggests that greater access to resources and opportuni-
ties promotes individual success, reinforcing a mindset centered 
on personal achievement. Together, these factors indicate that 

a family environment with more economic resources supports 
the development of a more individualistic approach in students.

With respect to other- interest, higher levels of the Prosociality 
variable (altruism, kindness, and trust) show significant and 
positive coefficients in both academic years. Based on the esti-
mated odds ratios, the likelihood of obtaining higher scores in 
other- interest was 5.317 times greater in the 2018–19 academic 
year and 3.462 times greater in the 2019–20 academic year when 
achieving higher scores in the Prosociality variable, while 
holding all other variables constant.

Finally, the overall indicators of model fit for both academic 
years show significant values, confirming that the sets of inde-
pendent variables have a meaningful impact on the dependent 
variables.

TABLE 5    |    Ordered logistic regression analysis.

Academic year 2018–19 Academic year 2019–20

Variable Self- interest Other- interest Self- interest Other- interest

Academic variables

Group 0.672***
(2.38)

−0.120
(−0.416)

0.617***
(2.698)

0.120
(0.522)

Prioreco 0.156
(0.581)

0.001
(0.004)

−0.035
(−0.156)

−0.018
(−0.079)

Socioeconomic variables

Work 0.153
(0.492)

−0.162
(−0.525)

0.202
(0.828)

0.034
(0.139)

Scholarship 0.012
(0.044)

−0.119
(−0.405)

0.297
(1.282)

−0.027
(−0.115)

Family Income

2 1.315***
(2.548)

−0.08
(−0.154)

−0.881
(−1.791)

−0.318
(−0.69)

3 1.946***
(3.406)

0.204
(0.357)

−0.39
(0.906)

0.273
(0.692)

4 1.783***
(3.144)

−0.259
(−0.454)

−0.293
(−0.649)

0.099
(0.24)

Male 0.565
(1.998)

0.285
(0.998)

0.173
(0.766)

0.141
(0.615)

Personality

Prosociality

1 1.77
(1.395)

4.567***
(0.007)

— —

2 1.481
(1.208)

6.293***
(3.732)

−048
(0.156)

1.242**
(3.965)

Observations 197 197 301 301

Log likelihood −554.33 −580.50 −796.3 −821.63

LR X2

(p- value)
30.708
(0.000)

32.289
(0.000)

18.62
(0.028)

20.648
(0.014)

Note: ***, **, * Statistically significant at 0.01 (99% confidence level), at 0.05 (95% confidence level) and at 0.1 (90% confidence level), respectively.
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4.2   |   Hypothesis 2. Indoctrination

The indoctrination hypothesis holds that the differences in 
scores between business and law students will be higher in self- 
interest upon the completion of the microeconomics course, in 
favor of the former.

During the 2018–19 academic year, the posttest scores for self- 
interest were 33.286 for the untreated group and 33.587 for 
the treated group. In the 2019–20 replication, the self- interest 
scores were 35.375 for the untreated group and 34.692 for the 
treated group. For other- interest, the posttest means were 33.123 
for the untreated group and 32.24 for the treated group in the 
2018–19 academic year. In the 2019–20 replication, the posttest 
means were 33.824 for the untreated group and 35.926 for the 
treated group.

To test this hypothesis, a 2 × 2 mixed ANOVA was performed. 
As the data are longitudinal in nature, it is necessary to use 
alternative models to linear regressions, such as linear mixed 
models, which estimate both the expected values of the obser-
vations (fixed effects), and the variances and covariances of 
the observations (random effects). The results are shown in 
Table 6.

Condition 1. Intergroup comparison (treated vs. untreated). 
There were no significant differences in self- interest between 
the two groups in any academic year.

Condition 2. Intragroup (pretest vs. posttest). There were no 
significant differences in self- interest between the two groups in 
any academic year. Only the results for the 2019–2020 academic 
year were statistically significant in other- interest. Specifically, 
business students obtained lower scores in other- interest in the 
posttest compared to the pretest.

Overall, Hypothesis 2 would not be fulfilled for any academic 
year. It should be noted that the effect sizes are moderate in both 
academic years.

5   |   Discussion

Currently, scholars from different fields of knowledge are try-
ing to obtain answers as to whether Econ students (in general 
terms) are more self- interested than non- Econ students. The 
academic literature shows mixed results and faces several 
methodological limitations. First, self- interest is often broadly 
defined and connected either directly to variables such as 

egoism and greed or indirectly to concepts like cooperation 
and reciprocity. Second, while most studies depend on cross- 
sectional data, which restricts causal inference, longitudinal 
studies—although less common—are generally preferred. 
Third, research has primarily focused on comparing econom-
ics students with those from unrelated fields, making it diffi-
cult to isolate specific causal factors due to the expected general 
differences.

Prior research generally explores two explanatory hypotheses to 
explain the potential differences between Econ and non- Econ 
students: self- selection and/or indoctrination. In the present 
research we have attempted to test these hypotheses by trying 
to overcome the conceptual and methodological limitations 
existing in the academic literature. Firstly, a longitudinal de-
sign was used with intergroup and intragroup comparisons to 
correctly determine the causal relationship of the hypotheses. 
The study was conducted over two academic years, featuring 
a substantial sample size. When testing the self- selection hy-
pothesis, students' prior training in economics was controlled, 
which enabled us to observe whether indoctrination might 
have occurred during high school education. To test the indoc-
trination hypothesis, two rounds of data collection were con-
ducted: one prior to the commencement of a microeconomics 
course and another at the course's conclusion to assess potential 
indoctrination effects. To isolate the effects of the microeco-
nomics course, participants with very high initial self- interest 
scores were excluded from the sample. This approach reduces 
variability in self- interest levels at the outset, enabling a clearer 
assessment of the treatment's impact and providing a more ac-
curate evaluation of the indoctrination hypothesis. Instruments 
that explicitly referenced economic theories were intentionally 
avoided to mitigate potential learning effects. The SOII, a psy-
chometrically robust instrument, was used to measure self-  and 
other- interest in university students. Finally, the sample was re-
stricted to business and law students to maintain homogeneity 
in the comparison. Additionally, various sociodemographic and 
personality variables were controlled to ensure homogeneity be-
tween the study groups.

In our study, certain noteworthy results emerge. First, in ex-
amining the self- selection hypothesis: while we controlled for 
the prior economic background of all students, there was no 
discernible evidence of a preceding effect, either in Self- interest 
or in Other- interest. However, when comparing business and 
law students from the same university, we identified evidence 
of a self- selection effect in both academic years. At the begin-
ning of the course, business students exhibited higher levels of 
self- interest. This finding aligns with the results of Rosengart 

TABLE 6    |    2 × 2 mixed ANOVA analysis.

Academic year

Condition 1 treated vs. untreated Condition 2 pretest–posttest

Self- interest Other- interest Self- interest Other- interest

F p F p F p F p

2018–2019 0.580 0.563 −0.807 0.421 −1.657 0.100 −2.858 0.005**

2019–20 −0.656 0.516 0.706 0.484 0.070 0.945 0.047 0.963

Note: ***, **, * Statistically significant at 0.01 (99% confidence level), at 0.05 (95% confidence level) and at 0.1 (90% confidence level), respectively.
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et al. (2020). These authors also compared business and law stu-
dents, though their study was cross- sectional, whereas ours is 
longitudinal. Despite this difference, they found that business 
students self- select and make decisions based on efficiency and 
profit- maximization criteria, whereas law students base their de-
cisions more on social criteria. Second, no evidence was found to 
support an indoctrination effect from studying microeconomics. 
However, the results for the 2019–2020 academic year showed a 
statistically significant difference in other- interest. Specifically, 
business students scored lower on the posttest compared to the 
pretest regarding other- interest.

In summary, our findings suggest that the above results on self- 
interest are in line with the conclusions obtained to date. Most 
articles that have tested both effects together support the self- 
selection effect and reject the indoctrination effect (Bauman 
and Rose 2011; Carter and Irons 1991; Frank and Schulze 2000; 
Frey et al. 1993; Frey and Meier 2003; Gandal et al. 2005; Krick 
et al. 2016; Lanteri and Rizzello 2014; McCannon 2014; Petersen 
et al. 2019).

The fact that many young people, focused on their own self- 
interest, choose to study careers in areas such as business high-
lights the importance of channeling that self- interest towards 
objectives that benefit both individuals and society. From an 
educational perspective, this implies the creation of incentives 
that encourage these students, the future economic and business 
leaders, to commit themselves to the common good. Thus, self- 
selection highlights the importance of an educational approach 
that not only responds to students' inclinations, but also broad-
ens their social awareness, so that their future decisions contrib-
ute to fairer and more sustainable economic actions and policies. 
In Spain, it is notable that courses on business ethics and corpo-
rate social responsibility are available in only a small propor-
tion of graduate programs and are almost entirely absent at the 
undergraduate level (Fernández and Sanjuán 2010). In this con-
text, it is key to integrate ethical, sustainable, and social values 
into business academic programs. This will enable the training 
of future business professionals who balance private profit and 
economic efficiency with the social impact of their work.

One of the main limitations of our research is that it would be 
beneficial to consider a broader set of control variables related 
to students' personality traits and beliefs (e.g., attitudes towards 
welfare distribution, political interests, volunteering, etc.). These 
traits and beliefs develop over the formative years, with the fam-
ily and school environment playing a significant role in shaping 
their development. Including these additional variables would 
undoubtedly enhance our understanding of the self- selection 
process among economics and business students.
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Endnotes

 1 Adam Smith's ideas go beyond the scope of modern economics, partic-
ularly in his nuanced distinction between the morally commendable 
aspect of understanding and promoting self- interest and the negative 
trait of selfishness. While self- interest and egoism are often used inter-
changeably, Smith argued that selfishness involves prioritizing one's 
needs at the expense of others, whereas self- interest simply entails tak-
ing care of oneself without harming others.
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Appendix 1

Spanish version of the Self-  and Other- Interest Inventory (SOII)

1
Completely disagree

2
Strongly disagree

3
Somewhat disagree

4
Somewhat agreement

5
Strongly agreement

6
Completely agree

I look for ways to make my friends earn more money 1 2 3 4 5 6

Making a lot of money is one of my objectives in life. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I look for opportunities to help people who I know to improve 
their social status.

1 2 3 4 5 6

Getting good grades is near the top of my priorities in the 
university.

1 2 3 4 5 6

I want my classmates to praise me. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I am constantly looking out for what makes me happy. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I always find the way to make the people who I know stand out 
from others.

1 2 3 4 5 6

I look for opportunities to gain social status. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I try to ensure that my classmates know about my successes. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I help the classmates I know do well in their studies. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I try to help my classmates by talking about their successes. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I am always looking for ways to stand out from others. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I look for my own interests. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I help others to be happy. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I want others to praise my classmates. 1 2 3 4 5 6

One of my aims in life is to succeed. 1 2 3 4 5 6

I look out for other's interests. 1 2 3 4 5 6

Helping my friend to succeed is one of my objectives in life. 1 2 3 4 5 6

Appendix 2

Results of the homogeneity test for variables between treated 

and untreated groups

Academic year

2018–19 2019–20

Untreated Treated Untreated Treated

Prioreco χ2 (1) = 0.243; p = 0.622 χ2 (1) = 0.480; p = 0.488

Work χ2 (1) = 0.004; p = 0.948 χ2 (1) = 2.012; p = 0.156

Scholarship χ2 (1) = 0.001; p = 0.998 χ2 (1) = 0.005; p = 0.944

Family Income χ2 (1) = 0.148; p = 0.701 χ2 (1) = 0.017; p = 0.896

Male χ2 (1) = 0.009; p = 0.926 χ2 (1) = 0.000; p = 0.994

Year χ2 (1) = 1.423; p = 0.233 χ2 (1) = 0.202; p = 0.653

Prosociality χ2 (1) = 2.520; p = 0.112 χ2 (1) = 1.781; p = 0.182
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