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1Université Clermont Auvergne, CNRS, IRD, CERDI, F-63000 Clermont-Ferrand, France.

July 2024

Abstract

Elisa Macchi (2023) investigates the impact of obesity on the perceived wealth

of individuals using primary data collected in Kampala, Uganda. The study

includes two complementary experiments: a beliefs experiment and a credit

experiment. In the beliefs experiment, individuals assess the wealth of others

based on weight-manipulated portraits, while in the credit experiment, loan

officers evaluate creditworthiness using similar portraits. In this paper, we

reproduce the author’s results using the freely accessible replication package.

Additionally, we test the robustness of the findings by (1) proposing different

nutritional status categorizations, (2) applying alternative estimation strate-

gies via ordered probit/logit models, (3) using different levels of clustering,

and (4) excluding extreme values. Overall, our findings supports the main

conclusions of the original paper.

∗The authors did not receive any financial support and report no conflict of interest. Email
addresses: melchior.clerc@doctorant.uca.fr (M. Clerc), adrien.gosselin--pali@doctorant.uca.fr (A.
Gosselin-Pali), and eliot.wendling@doctorant.uca.fr (E. Wendling).
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1 Introduction

Elisa Macchi (2023) (henceforth referred to as the author or EM) examines the

economic value of obesity as a symbol of wealth using the example of Kampala in

Uganda. The study presents two experiments. The first, the beliefs experiment,

shows that obesity is perceived as a reliable signal of wealth, aiding credit access,

but not as an indicator of other traits commonly associated with obesity such as

beauty, health, life expectancy, self-control, ability, or trustworthiness. The second,

the credit experiment, demonstrates how this perception facilitates access to credit

for obese individuals.

The present paper prepared for the Institute for Replication (Brodeur et al., 2024)

investigates: (i) the computational reproducibility of the original study, (ii) the

consistency between the text and the code provided in the replication package, (iii)

the robustness of the findings to alternative methodogical choices, and (iv) the rep-

resentativeness of the sample.

In summary, the computational reproducibility of the paper was successful. The

data and codes available in the replication package allowed us to reproduce every

table from the published paper. Additionally, we compared the text with the pro-

vided code and found only one minor discrepancy. The correction of this error yields

very similar results than those presented in the original paper.

Examining the sensitivity of the results to different definitions of nutritional

status, we observed some variations compared to the main results from Table 2 of the

paper. However, robustness checks using an ordered probit or logit model instead

of OLS produced results very similar to those in the original study. Additionally,

findings using different levels of clustered standard errors were consistent with the

author’s results. Dropping the top and bottom 5% of the perceived BMI values

also did not alter the main findings of the paper. Overall, we conclude that these
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sensitivity analyses do not challenge the overall conclusions of the study.

Finally, assessing the sample representativeness reveals that the sample used by

the author differs from the general population in socioeconomic and anthropometric

variables. This discrepancy can be caused (not exclusively) by: (i) a sample that

is non-representative of the population studied, and/or (ii) the three-years gap

between the DHS survey that we used and the original data. The data at our

disposal does not enable us to reach a definitive conclusion on this matter.

2 Computational reproducibility

We verified if the replication package code could run as-is and if its outputs matched

the paper’s reported results. Using the provided Stata codes and datasets, we

successfully reproduced all tables and figures, which matched the published results.

3 Alignment between the text and the code

We compared the text of the paper with the providing code to ensure coherence

in the sample description and the specifications used. We discovered only one

discrepancy between the text and the code: the beliefs experiment specification

mentions two fixed effects (individual and pictures) in the paper, while three fixed

effects (individual, pictures, and order of the pictures) are implemented in the Stata

do-file. Correcting this discrepancy yielded results very similar to those presented

in the paper (see Tables 2 and 3 for comparison).

4 Robustness reproducibility

Sensitivity analysis of the results in the beliefs experiment. In the beliefs experi-

ment, the author attempts to quantify the value of obesity as a signal of wealth and

to test whether obesity influences perceptions of other characteristics. To achieve

this, she conducts an OLS regression that includes fixed effects for both the respon-

dent and the portrayed individual. The regression features multiple standardized

outcome variables, with the main variable of interest being a dummy variable named
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Obese. This variable represents whether the weight-manipulated portrait shown is

in its heavier version, classified as obese if it has a BMI greater than 30.

In a first sensitivity analysis, we determine whether changing the value of this

dummy for different obesity classes and being overweight alters the results. Four

new dummy variables are defined according to different overweight/obese categories:

being overweight (BMI between 25 and 30), being obese Class 1 (BMI between 30

and 35), being obese Class 2 (BMI between 35 and 40), and being obese Class 3

(BMI over 40), with a value of 0 otherwise. The results are available in Tables 4,

5, 6 and 7 in the Appendix.

In a second sensitivity analysis, we explore an alternative categorization of nutri-

tional statuses. We define three new dummy variables: Obese Class 1, Obese Class

2, and Obese Class 3. Each variable is assigned a value of one if the weight-adjusted

portrait falls into one of these nutritional categories. A value of zero is assigned to

portraits that are neither overweight nor obese, which are considered healthy. This

means that the baseline, set at zero, is consistent across all three obese classes. This

approach allows for a comparison of results using the same reference category (not

being overweight or obese) to better compare outcomes. The results are displayed

in Tables 8, 9 and 10 in the Appendix.

We have chosen to focus our discussion on the second alternative categorization,

as it facilitates easier comparison of results across the tables. Focusing on the obesity

variable of interest, we observe that the coefficient value increases with obesity class

when the dependent variable is wealth, presenting an intriguing finding that does

not challenge the paper’s overall results. However, another notable aspect emerges

in columns (3) and (4) of Tables 8 to 10. Without differentiation by obesity category,

the author notes that “obese portraits are not perceived as more beautiful, healthier,

or more likely to live a long life” (page 2296 of the paper). Interestingly, the beauty

effect appears limited to obesity Classes 1 and 2, and diminishes significantly when

comparing coefficients from Tables 8 and 9. Even more striking, the effect turns

negative for Class 3 obesity, suggesting no association with beauty, and rather the

Institute for Replication I4R DP No. 145

6



opposite (column 2 of Table 10). Similarly, for the health variable, the effect also

becomes negative and significant, a contrast to the findings in Table 2. These results

suggest a non-linear phenomenon as obesity progresses—while initially, obesity may

symbolize wealth according to the author, this association holds only up to a certain

point. Finally, while considering all obesity classes together revealed no significant

results initially, we find that as obesity class increases, associations with beauty,

health, and life expectancy diminish (Table 10).

In summary, the findings show diverse results by nutritional status compared

to the main results from Table 2 of the paper. However, these results are from a

sensitivity analysis and do not challenge the overall conclusions of the paper.

Alternative models: ordered probit/logit estimations. In Tables 2, 3, and 4 of

the paper, the dependent variables are ordinal. However, one might favor using an

ordered probit or logit model to estimate the models.1 We conduct such an exercise

in Tables 11, 12, 16, 17, 21, and 22.

The results are very similar to those obtained using OLS. Specifically, when

comparing the results of Table 2 with Tables 11 and 12, some coefficients vary in

significance at different levels, but the signs remain consistent. The magnitudes

differ, which is expected given the different estimation methods. Regarding the

estimations using an ordered probit estimator for Table 14 (Tables 16 and 17),

the obesity coefficient remains positive and statistically significant across all out-

comes, albeit at the 10 percent level for referral requests and the 5 percent level

for information reliability. Additionally, the reduction in the obesity premium after

providing additional financial information is slightly less pronounced than in the

original model. Overall, this robustness check does not challenge the main findings.

Different levels of clustering. In the credit experiment, the author clusters the

standard errors at the loan officer level (Tables 3 and 4 of the paper). In this

robustness check, we shift the clustering from the loan officer level to the profile

1Only the Referral request variable in Tables 3 and 4 is binary. In this case, the ordered
probit/logit model is similar to a standard probit/logit model.
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level. The results are presented in Tables 15 and 20. The findings remain consistent

with the original results using loan officer level clustering.

Dropping the extreme BMI values. In a final robustness check, we drop the top

and bottom 5% of the (perceived) BMI values (i.e., 10% of the observation dropped

in total). It has no major effect on the results of Table 2 (see Table 13). How-

ever, the results of Table 18 suggest that the relationship uncovered in Table 14

between being obese and being asked for a referral hinges on extreme observations

(see Table 18). The reduction of the obesity premium after providing additional

financial information is also weaker than in the original model. Regarding Table

19, the interaction terms between obesity and lower/high-quality borrowers turn

non-significant (see Table 23). Nonetheless, a caveat must be highlighted regarding

this exercise: the significativity losses may also come from the fact that decreasing

the raw number of observations reduces the power of the model.

5 Assessing sample representativeness.

We lastly wanted to assess the representativity of the results. This is of primary

importance, as a regionally representative sample would entail that the conclusions

of the paper are not only valid in the sample studied, but also extend to the whole

region where individuals were sampled. The experiment presented in the paper is

conduced on a sample of 511 residents living in the capital city, Kampala, or in

Mukono, or in Wakiso (two districts of the Greater Kampala Metropolitan Area),

and 238 loan officers from the Greater Kampala Metropolitan Area. Using region-

ally representative data from the 2016 Ugandan DHS, we compared the distribution

of observables in the author’s sample with the distribution of the same observables

retrieved from the DHS. Results are presented in Table 1. Panel A provides the

results exactly as presented in Table 1 of the original paper. Panel B provides the

results obtained when using the DHS data, implementing the same restrictions as
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in the original paper.2 A difference between the author’s sample and the DHS is

the level of granularity regarding the place of residence. The former distinguishes

between Kampala, Mukono, and Wakiso, whereas the latter only distinguishes be-

tween Kampala and South Buganda, a territory which includes Mukono andWakiso,

but also several other districts. Thus, two sets of results are presented in panel B:

the first uses residents from Kampala, and the second uses residents from Kampala

and South Buganda.

Regarding socioeconomic variables, the first striking difference between the two

panels is about the educational level of respondents. As expected, the loan offi-

cers have a higher educational attainment than the general population (15.39 years

against 4.62 years for the DHS respondent residing in Kampala). However, the

general populations from the DHS exhibits a much lower value of educational at-

tainment than the respondents of the experiment. Compared to the Kampala res-

idents, they spent on average 5.53 additional years at school (10.15 years against

4.62 years). The same pattern emerges when considering the age of respondents.

They are on average about 5 years (3 years) older than the Kampala (Kampala

and South Buganda) residents. This is at odd with the strategy of the author to

stratify the general population sample by age, gender and socioeconomic status.

Unfortunately, information regarding income is not available from the DHS, thus

no comparison can be made in this dimension.

Regarding the BMI of the participants in the experiments, it is slightly higher

on average and less concentrated around the mean compared to the DHS. This dis-

crepancy may arise because overweight people are more incentivized to participate

to the experiment, as obtaining anthropometric measurement may be of greater

importance for them.It could also reflect the higher socioeconomic status of the

experiment’s participants. Lastly, the average respondent of the experiment have

less family members than the average respondent from the DHS3. Nonetheless, this

2The sample selection criteria are implemented using the following lines of code (available in
the readme file included in the the replication package): ”// Keep adults only // drop if v012 <
18”; ”Drop pregnant women // drop if v213 == 1”.

3A mean of 3.57 family members seems very small in panel A. One can suppose that it refers
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difference may stem from the fact that in Panel B, the number of family members

is approximated by the number of household members. Overall, the sample used in

the paper differs from the general population in terms of socioeconomic and anthro-

pometric variables. It may reflect two distinct factors that are hard to disentangle:

(i) the temporal gap between the DHS survey (2016) and the implementation of the

experiment (2019), and/or (ii) the fact that the author’s sample is not representative

of the local population. While the second scenario does not threaten the internal

validity of the study, it questions the plausibility of extending the conclusion to the

whole Greater Kampala region, or even to the remainder of the country.

6 Conclusion

Elisa Macchi’s paper stands out for its exemplary computational reproducibility.

The replication file is of high quality, enabling the reproduction of all results using

the original Stata code. Furthermore, the findings demonstrate great robustness

reproducibility across various tests, including heterogeneity and sensitivity analyses.

Overall, it appears that the study’s conclusions would likely withstand numerous

additional robustness checks, thanks to a solid analysis and identification strategy.

An important point must be highlighted: it is not possible to go beyond testing

the computational reproducibility in the sense of Dreber and Johannesson (2023)

and conduct some robustness checks. Indeed, the database is provided in its final

form, without precise information on how it was processed. Consequently, it is

difficult to fully assess how the raw data, collected by the author, were managed to

yield the final database presented in the replication files.

the number of family members who co-reside with the respondent, even though the paper remains
silent about how the variable is built.
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