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Abstract

School choice algorithms, which assign students to schools
based on preferences, are often designed to balance match-
ing efficiency with strategyproofness. In Amsterdam, poli-
cymakers introduced a more efficient assignment mechanism
in 2019 that permitted preference manipulation. As strategic
behavior increased, transparency around the algorithm was
reduced—motivated by prior studies showing that additional
information about matching methods tends to increase ma-
nipulation. Yet transparency is also essential for institutional
trust and informed decision-making. We test whether trans-
parency about the consequences of strategic behavior deters
or encourages manipulation. We conduct a behavioral exper-
iment embedded in a survey of 140 parents participating in
Amsterdam’s 2025 school choice process. Parents selected
among truthful, mildly strategic, and aggressively strategic
rankings across three scenarios with varying degrees of prob-
ability disclosure. While transparency increased the rate of
strategic behavior, truthful reporting remained the most com-
mon choice under all conditions. To explain these patterns,
we estimate a discrete-choice model grounded in Security-
Potential/Aspiration (SP/A) theory, which models how par-
ents weigh aspirational goals against the risk of poor out-
comes. The model fits observed behavior better than expected
utility and prospect theory benchmarks, even though individ-
ual covariates are not statistically significant. We find that
parents whose children applied to competitive school tracks
(e.g., pre-university) were more risk-averse, selecting safer
strategies even when aggressive options offered high chances
of success. These results challenge the assumption that trans-
parency inherently worsens inequality, and suggest that com-
municating risk may serve as a viable policy lever for fairness
in algorithmic systems.

Introduction
School choice mechanisms co-determine access to educa-
tional opportunity and, in turn, long-term social mobil-
ity (Hastings and Weinstein 2008). In school choice, as-
signment algorithms often operate as one-sided matching
mechanisms, where students rank schools but schools do
not rank students (Abdulkadiroğlu, Pathak, and Roth 2009).
Policymakers and researchers have long debated the role
of transparency in these systems: while making the rules
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of the system visible can improve trust and accountability,
it is also feared to invite “gaming” that undermines fair-
ness. This tension is especially acute in matching algorithms
that are not strategyproof, where families can potentially
benefit from misreporting their preferred schools (Abdulka-
diroğlu, Pathak, and Roth 2009). For example, strategyproof
algorithms like Random Serial Dictatorship (RSD) encour-
age truth-telling, but lead to inefficient outcomes, leaving
many students without access to top-ranked schools (Ab-
dulkadiroğlu and Sönmez 1998). In contrast, more efficient
matching methods are manipulable and incentivize families
to misrepresent their preferences (Bogomolnaia and Moulin
2001; Featherstone 2020; Aksoy et al. 2013).

This balance between efficiency and equity has shaped
school assignment policies in many cities. The prevailing
assumption is that parents with a high socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) are more likely to identify and exploit strate-
gic advantages, while lower-SES families may struggle to
do so (Abdulkadiroğlu et al. 2006; Hastings and Wein-
stein 2008; Hastings, Van Weelden, and Weinstein 2007).
To avoid reinforcing inequality, many systems retain strat-
egyproof mechanisms despite reduced efficiency, or limit
transparency when using non-strategyproof mechanism. De-
spite the existence of this assumption, little is known in the
literature about how families actually respond to incentives
under manipulable systems. Previous work has shown that
strategic behavior increases when mechanisms are manipu-
lable, particularly when assignment data or algorithmic rules
are made transparent (Pais and Pintér 2008; Calsamiglia,
Haeringer, and Klijn 2010). However, these findings are
largely derived from experimental studies in lab settings and
may not capture how real-world parents behave, particularly
in a high-stakes context like school choice, where parents
can likely be more risk-averse (He 2012).

Amsterdam offers a relevant case. In 2016, the city
adopted a lottery-based mechanism that prioritized strate-
gyproofness but led to dissatisfaction due to inefficiency,
with many students matched to schools ranked low on their
preference list (Tasnim et al. 2024; Khaddari 2022). Fol-
lowing complaints and legal appeals, a 2019 policy change
introduced a placement guarantee, which also rendered the
system manipulable. The change was not widely communi-
cated, and strategic knowledge on its manipulability spread
informally. To mitigate this, the school boards reduced trans-
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parency by no longer publishing anonymized preference
data or the lowest lottery number at which a student secured
a place at each school, which had previously helped parents
estimate admission probabilities (Hulshof 2025).

This shift also reflects a common policy assumption de-
rived from the literature: that reducing information trans-
parency deters manipulation by increasing uncertainty. Yet
opacity has its own drawbacks, including reduced account-
ability and trust in systems (Zerilli, Bhatt, and Weller 2022).
Moreover, in many matching settings, it is difficult to deter-
mine an optimal strategy, even when providing high levels of
information transparency (Troyan 2022; Tasnim et al. 2024).
This raises a key question: rather than incentivizing manip-
ulation, can transparency about the probabilities of success
of strategies serve as a deterrent by making the risks of ma-
nipulation more explicit?

To investigate this, we conduct a behavioral experiment
embedded in an online survey of 141 parents whose chil-
dren are about to participate in Amsterdam’s lottery-based
school choice system. This population was chosen intention-
ally as real-world stakes may shape how parents perceive
and respond to strategic risk, in contrast to typical lab set-
tings, with perceived manipulability being different than ac-
tual manipulability. Participants were asked to complete a
simplified school matching task under a manipulable algo-
rithm, choosing between being truthful, mildly strategic, and
aggressive manipulation. They repeated the task under three
sequential conditions: (1) no probability information, (2) full
information with high risk, and (3) full information with re-
duced risk. This experimental setup is designed to allow us
to isolate the effects of transparency and strategic risk.

Our findings show that transparency does increase the rate
of strategic behavior, but that most parents opt for mild devi-
ations. Aggressive manipulation tactics are not adopted uni-
versally, even when risk is low. Truthful reporting remains
the most commonly picked strategy in all three scenarios,
and among those who deviate, mild strategies are far more
common than aggressive ones. To explain this, we model
parents’ decisions using the Security-Potential/Aspiration
(SP/A) framework from behavioral decision theory. In this
model, each strategy is evaluated based on its security
(avoiding bad outcomes) and potential (achieving one’s as-
piration), moderated by a parent-specific risk preference. We
estimate this model using a multinomial logit and recover in-
terpretable heterogeneity in behavior. The fitted risk prefer-
ences are bimodally distributed, and show that parents with
children in a more competitive school type tend to be risk-
averse, which runs counter to the common assumption that
competition fuels strategic behavior.

Overall, this paper makes three contributions. First, we
provide empirical evidence on how parents respond to strate-
gic incentives and transparency under a manipulable mech-
anism. Second, we introduce SP/A theory as a behav-
ioral framework for understanding strategy use in school
choice, showing that aspiration-driven behavior aligns with
observed patterns. Third, we offer a policy insight: trans-
parency, rather than uniformly enabling manipulation, may
reduce harmful strategies by clarifying the risks under ma-
nipulable matching methods. Our findings suggest that shar-

ing accurate information about strategy success and failure
could discourage harmful manipulation without sacrificing
institutional trust. This aligns with recent simulation-based
work showing that only a small fraction of strategic reports
lead to better outcomes in Amsterdam, implying that ex-
plicit transparency could act as a behavioral deterrent (Tas-
nim et al. 2024). Our findings suggest that transparency can
support both equity and efficiency in the design of school
choice algorithms.

Related Work
Algorithmic Transparency
With the growing prevalence of algorithmic school alloca-
tion, there has been increased scrutiny of how such systems
align with public values and requirements that come with the
use of algorithms in the public sector.

Transparency in particular is emphasized in key regula-
tory frameworks such as the EU AI Act (Parliament and
Council 2023) and the Digital Services Act (Parliament and
Council 2022). The latter, for example, mandates in-scope
service providers to publish an annual transparency report
with respect to content moderation, and disclose algorith-
mic operations that may impact the public domain. How-
ever, while transparency is increasingly seen as a norma-
tive requirement for public sector algorithms, some schol-
ars have argued that great algorithmic transparency carries
the risk of strategic manipulation and gaming (Wang et al.
2023). Moreover, there can be legal constraints both from
a privacy requirement and an intellectual property require-
ment that prevent transparency. Crucially for this study, pol-
icy choices can also be important variables in determining
the level of transparency, including preventing negative me-
dia exposure, equity concerns, or fear of strategic manipula-
tion.

This latter argument is central in the Amsterdam school
allocation context, with the choice of Random Serial Dicta-
torship (RSD), orienting around strategic manipulation and
the associated fairness concerns. Particularly, this is based
on the assumption that greater transparency regarding ad-
mission probabilities might incentivize parents to engage
in strategic manipulation, exacerbating social inequalities,
as parents with a higher socioeconomic background would
be more likely to engage in such manipulation (Abdulka-
diroğlu et al. 2006; Hastings, Van Weelden, and Weinstein
2007; Hastings and Weinstein 2008). This positions school
allocation as not merely a technical problem, but a politi-
cally embedded problem that involves political and norma-
tive tradeoffs, including between efficiency and fairness, and
between transparency and manipulability. At the same time,
algorithmic transparency has been shown to have positive
effect; prior works suggest it can strengthen trust in algo-
rithmic decision making (Peeters 2020), support actionable
recourse (Ustun, Spangher, and Liu 2019) and even improv-
ing predictive power of algorithms(Wang et al. 2023). Our
study examines whether, within the context of school alloca-
tion in Amsterdam, greater transparency on algorithmic out-
comes leads to greater (and potentially undesirable) strategic
behavior, and whether these effects vary based on parent’s
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No Manipulation
School A ≻ B ≻ C

Low Manipulation
School A ≻ B ≻ X

High Manipulation
School A ≻ X ≻ Y

Scenario 1
No Information

Scenario 2
High Risk

Scenario 3
Low Risk

Background Questions:
– Income

– Education
– School Type

– Importance of Schooling
– Importance of Top Schools

Figure 1: Survey structure and experimental design. Respondents select from one of three preference lists in each of three
scenarios varying in the availability of information and strategic risk. Background questions follow the final scenario.

aspirational levels. In particular, we focus our investigation
on the behavior of the higher SES parents, as the literature
suggests that these are most prone to engage in strategic be-
havior.

Strategic Behavior in School Choice
Centralized school choice systems use algorithmic mecha-
nisms to allocate students to schools based on stated pref-
erences and school capacities. The Deferred Acceptance
(DA) algorithm (Gale and Shapley 1962; Abdulkadiroğlu
and Sönmez 2003) is widely used for its strategyproof-
ness and stability guarantees. However, DA does not nec-
essarily maximize welfare, leading to dissatisfaction among
students assigned to lower-ranked choices (Abdulkadiroğlu
et al. 2006). Alternative mechanisms such as Rank Mini-
mization (RM) (Featherstone 2020; Ortega and Klein 2023)
have been proposed to improve efficiency by minimizing
the number of students receiving low-ranked school assign-
ments, albeit at the cost of introducing incentives for strate-
gic manipulation (Troyan 2022).

Empirical studies have documented that when mech-
anisms are manipulable, strategic behavior becomes
widespread. Abdulkadiroğlu et al. (Abdulkadiroğlu et al.
2006) show manipulation under the original Boston mech-
anism, while Calsamiglia et al. (Calsamiglia, Haeringer, and
Klijn 2010) report similar findings in Barcelona. Pathak
and Sönmez (Pathak and Sönmez 2008) highlight that non-
strategyproofness can disproportionately disadvantage less-
informed families. Although these studies establish that
manipulation occurs, they offer limited insight into who
chooses to strategize and how individual differences affect
strategic behavior.

Socioeconomic factors have been shown to influence
school choice behaviors and strategic sophistication. Hast-
ings and Weinstein (Hastings and Weinstein 2008) demon-
strate that access to better information alters school selec-
tions across income groups, and He (He 2012) finds that
higher-income families exhibit greater strategic behavior in

school choice settings.
Beyond observational data, experimental and survey-

based methods have been used to investigate strategic be-
havior in assignment systems. Bronfman et al. (Bronfman
et al. 2018) conduct laboratory experiments to study strate-
gic preference reporting under different mechanism designs,
while Rees-Jones (Rees-Jones 2018) demonstrates that even
with clear strategic incentives, participants often fail to opti-
mally manipulate their preferences.

Behavioral Theories on Decision Making
Decision-making under uncertainty has long been studied
in behavioral economics and psychology. The Security-
Potential/ Aspiration (SP/A) theory, developed by Lopes and
Oden (Lopes and Oden 1999), models individuals as balanc-
ing two competing motivations when facing risky choices:
1) Security, prioritizing the minimization of potential losses,
and 2) Potential, focusing on maximizing the best possible
outcomes. Aspiration levels serve as reference points in this
trade-off, with individuals holding higher aspirations more
willing to take calculated risks to achieve desired goals.
SP/A theory explains probability distortions not through per-
ceptual biases, as in Prospect Theory (Kahneman, Tver-
sky et al. 1979), but through the emotional dynamics of
hope and fear. It emerged in response to empirical viola-
tions of the independence axiom in Expected Utility The-
ory (Von Neumann and Morgenstern 1947), such as those
demonstrated in the Allais and Ellsberg paradoxes (Keynes
2013). SP/A theory has been widely applied in financial
decision-making and consumer behavior but has not been
extensively explored in the context of school choice. Al-
though expected utility theory models choice as maximiz-
ing expected value, it cannot fully explain the reluctance
towards risking highly undesirable outcomes. Meanwhile,
prospect theory adds probability weighting and loss aver-
sion, but evaluates outcomes along a single utility scale.
SP/A theory, by contrast, conceptually separates the drive to
secure a satisfactory outcome from the aspiration to achieve

2472



the best possible one, capturing the tendency for people to
reject high-probability gains when they risk highly undesir-
able outcomes.

Our work contributes to this literature by designing a be-
havioral survey based on realistic Amsterdam school choice
conditions, varying transparency of admission probabilities
to observe how parents respond to strategic opportunities,
and model this behavior using SP/A theory.

Methods
We conducted a quantitative behavioral survey (n = 140)
to investigate how parental aspirations and socioeconomic
background influence strategic behavior under a manipula-
ble school choice mechanism.

We ground our survey design in the SP/A theory (Lopes
and Oden 1999), as introduced in Section . This theory mod-
els decision-making under risk as a balance between poten-
tial, security, and aspiration. In the context of school choice,
potential refers to the possibility of achieving a highly de-
sirable outcome, such as being matched with a top-ranked
school, while security reflects the desire to avoid the worst-
case outcome, namely not being placed at any school at all.
Aspiration represents the level of outcome parents hope to
achieve, and the gap between this aspiration and their ex-
pected outcome influences their willingness to take risks.

Survey Design
Participants completed a hypothetical school choice task
based on a manipulable matching mechanism. Each respon-
dent was assigned a fixed true preference ranking over three
fictional schools, A ≻ B ≻ C, and informed that it might
be advantageous to misrepresent their preferences—e.g., by
including oversubscribed schools such as X and Y that they
did not genuinely prefer.

In each of three scenarios, participants were asked to se-
lect one preference ranking from three pre-constructed lists.
The first list reflected truthful reporting (A ≻ B ≻ C).
The second list, representing a mild strategy, included A ≻
B ≻ X , using the oversubscribed school X to improve the
chance of placement in the top two choices. The third list,
representing an aggressive strategy, prioritized two highly
competitive schools (A ≻ X ≻ Y ) to increase the likeli-
hood of receiving the top choice through a riskier manipu-
lation. The design of the strategies follows from the best-
response analysis in (Tasnim et al. 2024), where it is shown
that listing popular schools after one’s top preferred schools
can increase the likelihood of being assigned to those top
schools. The mild strategy implements this by being truth-
ful about the top two choices and placing one popular school
later in the list, applying moderate pressure to secure a place-
ment within the top two. The aggressive strategy is truthful
only about the top choice and places two popular schools af-
terwards, exerting greater pressure to obtain the top-ranked
school at the cost of a higher risk of non-placement.

The three scenarios varied in the degree of information
available. In the baseline scenario, no admission probabili-
ties were shown. In the second scenario, participants were
shown realistic probabilities for each list, where strategic

Variable Category Count (%)

Education

PhD 11 (7.9%)
Master’s degree 62 (44.3%)
Bachelor’s degree 32 (22.9%)
Associate’s degree 16 (11.4%)
High School 18 (12.9%)
Primary school 1 (0.7%)

Income

≥ C100,000 49 (35.0%)
C50,000–C100,000 44 (31.4%)
C25,000–C50,000 18 (12.9%)

Track

Pre-University 43 (30.7%)
General/Pre-University 29 (20.7%)
General 21 (15.0%)
Vocational 12 (8.6%)
Practical education 31 (22.1%)

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the sample (n =
140). Counts are rounded to the nearest whole number.

options carried substantial risk and offered limited bene-
fit. In the third scenario, the probability of admission to
the first-choice school on the aggressive list was artificially
boosted to 90%, simulating a low-risk, high-reward condi-
tion. Probabilities in Scenarios 2 and 3 were generated us-
ing historical Amsterdam placement data under a manipu-
lable rank-minimizing method similar to (Ortega and Klein
2023; Tasnim et al. 2024). Following each scenario, partici-
pants could optionally provide open-ended explanations for
their choices. Additional demographic data were collected,
including household income, education level, school track
preference (e.g., pre-university vs. vocational), and percep-
tions of school quality and the importance of elite school
access.

Hypothesis
We test the following hypotheses in our experiment:

H1—Strategic Behavior: When assignment probabilities
are disclosed and the perceived risk of manipulation is low,
parents are more likely to behave strategically.
H2—Strategy Type: Even under low-risk, most parents
will avoid aggressive strategies and instead favor mild de-
viations.
H3—Risk Profile and Competition: Parents applying to
more competitive school tracks will exhibit greater risk aver-
sion, regardless of socioeconomic background.

H1 reflects how the disclosure of admission probabilities
affects parents’ perception of security, while H2 suggests
that the perceived loss of security associated with aggressive
strategies continues to dominate most parents’ choices. H3
builds on the assumption that competitive school tracks el-
evate the perceived cost of failure. As a result, parents may
prioritize security over potential when competition makes
negative outcomes (such as being unplaced) more probable
and consequential.
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Sampling
Participants were reached through the Onderwijs Con-
sumenten Organisatie (OCO), a non-profit organization sup-
porting parents navigating the Amsterdam school system.
Eligibility criteria included being a parent or guardian with
a child eligible for Amsterdam’s secondary school lottery.
Participants were offered the opportunity to enter a prize
lottery upon survey completion. The study was conducted
under standards consistent with exemption from formal IRB
review, given its minimal risk profile. The questionnaire for
the survey is disclosed in the Appendix 1 .

Demographic information collected included parental in-
come, education level, school aspiration attitudes, and prior
experience with the school lottery process. The demographic
of our sample is reported in Table 1.

Analysis
To evaluate the outlined hypotheses, we conducted a se-
ries of descriptive statistical tests. For H1, we compared
participants’ strategy choices across the three scenarios to
assess whether transparency and reduced risk increase the
incidence of strategic behavior. We applied McNemar’s
test (McNemar 1947) to paired responses from Scenario 2
and 3 to assess whether the observed decline in truthful re-
porting was statistically significant. For H2, we analyzed the
distribution of non-truthful choices, comparing the preva-
lence of mild versus aggressive strategies across scenarios.
For H3, we disaggregated strategy use by parent charac-
teristics, particularly school track preference and aspiration
level, and assessed whether behavioral differences across
groups were consistent with increased risk aversion in com-
petitive contexts. All comparisons were visualized and sup-
ported by chi-square tests of independence to identify statis-
tically meaningful group differences.

Modeling Strategic Risk with SP/A Theory We esti-
mated a discrete choice model grounded in the Security-
Potential/Aspiration (SP/A) theory of decision-making un-
der uncertainty. SP/A theory posits that individuals evalu-
ate risky options based on two competing motivations: the
potential to achieve an aspirational goal and the security
of avoiding disappointing outcomes. Rather than assuming
distortions in probability perception, as in Prospect Theory,
SP/A models decision-making as an affective trade-off be-
tween hope for gain and fear of loss.

Formally, we define the utility of strategy s for parent i
as:

Ui,s = αi · Potentials + (1− αi) · Securitys,

where αi ∈ [0, 1] is a latent parameter capturing individual
risk preference. Higher values of αi indicate a stronger ori-
entation toward potential (risk-seeking), whereas lower val-
ues reflect greater emphasis on security (risk aversion).

In our implementation, potential was defined as the prob-
ability of being placed at the top-ranked school in a given
list, while security was defined as the probability of avoiding

1Additional technical appendices and supplementary analyses
are available at: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.16811373.

non-placement (i.e., being matched to any school). These
probabilities were drawn directly from the scenario-specific
admission estimates shown to participants during the survey.

To capture heterogeneity across individuals, we modeled
αi as a logistic function of standardized parent-level fea-
tures:

αi =
1

1 + e−(β0+β1·Educationi+β2·Incomei+...)

We estimated a multinomial logit model over the three
strategic choices (truthful, mild, aggressive) in each sce-
nario, with utilities computed according to the SP/A formu-
lation above. A single model was fit jointly across all three
scenarios, using the scenario-specific potential and security
values for each strategy. Each participant contributed one
observation per scenario; standard errors were clustered at
the respondent level to account for within-subject correla-
tion. Although SP/A theory can be extended with non-linear
specifications such as aspiration cutoffs or weighted utility
distortions, we employed a linear formulation to prioritize
model interpretability and ensure stable parameter estima-
tion given our small sample size of 140.

For comparison, we implemented two benchmark models:
an Expected Utility (EU) model (Von Neumann and Mor-
genstern 1947) with linear probability-weighted outcomes,
and a Prospect Theory (PT) model (Kahneman, Tversky
et al. 1979) using a single-parameter Prelec weighting func-
tion. All models were estimated via maximum likelihood us-
ing default convergence settings. Model performance was
evaluated using log-likelihood, Akaike Information Crite-
rion (AIC), and predictive accuracy on held-out data.

Results
Descriptive Patterns of Strategic Behavior
Participants’ strategy choices varied systematically across
the three experimental conditions, as shown in Figure 2. In
the baseline scenario, where no information about admission
probabilities was provided, 80.1% of participants submitted
the truthful list. This share declined to 57.4% under the high-
risk transparency condition and further to 40.4% when the
aggressive strategy was presented as favorable. McNemar’s
test confirms that the reduction in truth-telling between the
High Risk and Low Risk conditions is statistically signifi-
cant (χ2 = 14.69, p = 0.00013). These results support our
first hypothesis (H1), indicating that transparency combined
with low perceived risk increases the incidence of strategic
behavior.

Scenarios Truthful (%) Mild (%) Aggressive (%)
Baseline 80.14 14.18 5.67
High Risk 57.45 38.30 4.26
Low Risk 40.43 20.57 39.01

Table 2: Strategy choices across the three experimental sce-
narios.
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Figure 2: Strategic behavior by scenario. Each bar shows the
percentage of participants choosing Truthful, Mild Strategy,
or Aggressive Strategy across Baseline, High Risk, and Low
Risk scenarios.

We also examine the specific types of strategic behavior
that participants adopted. As shown in Table 2, the share
of participants choosing the aggressive strategy (List 3) in-
creased sharply from 4.3% in the High Risk condition to
39.0% in the Low Risk condition. This shift suggests that
participants were responsive to the underlying probability
structure and that some were willing to pursue high-reward
strategies when the risk of non-assignment was reduced.

However, even when the aggressive strategy offered a
90% chance of securing the top choice, many participants
(∼60%) continued to avoid it. Among strategic respondents,
a sizable proportion favored the mild deviation (List 2),
which carried less risk of being misplaced. In Scenario 3,
20.6% of all participants selected the mildly strategic option,
despite the more favorable probabilities associated with ag-
gressive behavior. This sustained preference for lower-risk
strategies provides support for our second hypothesis (H2):
while transparency shifts behavior away from truth-telling,
risk aversion continues to moderate the extent of strategic
deviation.

Risk Preference Estimation and Model Fit
The SP/A-based discrete choice model provided a substan-
tially better fit to the data than a constant-risk baseline. A
likelihood ratio test comparing the full model to the base-
line yielded χ2 = 258.55 with p < 10−50. The model
also achieved a pseudo-R2 of 0.276, and outperformed the

Figure 3: Distribution of fitted risk preference parameters αi

across respondents. Higher α indicates greater emphasis on
potential vs. security.

baseline on model selection criteria (AIC: 689.1 vs. 937.6;
BIC: 713.4 vs. 941.7). While none of the individual covari-
ates reached conventional levels of statistical significance
(p > 0.05), the overall model captures meaningful varia-
tion in strategy behavior, suggesting that the combination of
features helps explain latent risk preferences.

Figure 3 shows the estimated distribution of individual
risk parameters αi. The distribution is bimodal, with one
group of participants placing substantial weight on security
(e.g., αi < 0.45), and another group moderately prioritizing
potential outcomes (e.g., αi > 0.45). Very few respondents
exhibit strongly risk-seeking behavior (αi > 0.6), even un-
der favorable conditions, consistent with the observed rarity
of aggressive strategic choices.

We next examined which parent characteristics best ex-
plain variation in αi. As shown in Table 3 and Figure 4a,
school track preference emerged as a key predictor: par-
ents whose children were applying to competitive programs
tended to exhibit greater risk aversion, possibly reflecting
heightened sensitivity to the consequences of poor place-
ment outcomes. Education was weakly positively associated
with risk-seeking, while income and attitudinal factors, such
as the importance placed on elite schooling, showed no sig-
nificant effects once other variables were accounted for.

These findings provide partial support for our third hy-
pothesis (H3). While parents do become more strategic un-
der low-risk conditions, their choices appear moderated by
how they perceive and manage risk, not by education or in-
come.

There are several plausible explanations for the lack of
statistically significant individual predictors despite strong
overall model fit. Firstly, the sample size (n = 140) may
limit statistical power to detect modest effects. While cor-
relations among covariates such as income, education, and
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(a) School Type (b) Parent Education

Figure 4: Distribution of fitted risk preference parameters αi across demographic variables of respondents.

Covariate Estimate (β) Effect on αi

Intercept 0.058 Baseline
Education (std.) 0.088 ↑ Risk-seeking
Income (std.) –0.023 No effect
School Type –0.094 ↓ Risk-seeking
Importance: Schooling –0.020 Negligible
Importance: Top School –0.00006 Negligible

Table 3: Estimated coefficients for covariates explaining het-
erogeneity in αi.

Model Log-Likelihood AIC BIC Pseudo-R2

SP/A 338.55 665.09 647.40 1.73
EU −464.71 931.43 934.37 0.00
PT −464.71 933.43 939.32 ≈ 0.00

Table 4: Model comparison using log-likelihood, AIC,
BIC, and pseudo-R2 for SP/A, Expected Utility (EU) and
Prospect Theory (PT) models.

aspiration are moderate, multicollinearity does not appear to
be a primary concern (see Appendix). Alternatively, the in-
fluence of these features may be context-dependent or medi-
ated by unobserved factors, requiring further study to disen-
tangle their role in shaping risk preferences in school choice
settings.

We also compared the SP/A model against two baselines:
Expected Utility (EU) and Prospect Theory (PT). Table 4
reports model fit statistics across specifications. The SP/A
model achieves the highest log-likelihood (338.55), outper-
forming both EU and PT, which converge to −464.71. AIC,
BIC, and pseudo-R2 metrics likewise favor the SP/A model,
indicating better in-sample fit.

Discussion
Our research centers on examining the behavior of parents
in school choice mechanisms that are not strategyproof, and
under varying levels of risk. We observe that a considerable
share of respondents chose to report their preferences truth-
fully, even when given information that made the risks and
potential gains of strategic behavior transparent.

However, the statistically significant increase in strategic
behavior from Scenario 2 to Scenario 3 suggests that parents
are sensitive to changes in the strategic landscape, particu-
larly when the cost of deviation (i.e. risk) is lowered. Indeed,
the preference for List 2 over the more aggressive List 3,
even under favorable conditions, indicates that risk aversion
plays a central role in shaping behavior and exceeds the im-
portance of reward. These patterns align with the qualitative
predictions of SP/A theory: participants tend to adopt secure
strategies when uncertainty is high and only transition to-
ward potential-maximizing strategies when the environment
becomes less risky.

While strategic behavior does increase when probabilities
are disclosed, its uptake appears to be governed not merely
by access to information but also by individuals’ tolerance
for risk which, crucially, is not uniform. High-SES parents,
often presumed to be the primary beneficiaries of manipu-
lable systems, did not disproportionately adopt aggressive
strategies in our study. Instead, parents at the most competi-
tive school levels showed higher levels of risk aversion. We
do not find strong evidence that income or education sys-
tematically explains variation in strategic behavior.

These findings should be interpreted in light of key design
constraints. In order to reach parents currently participat-
ing in the school choice process, we recruited participants
through informational seminars for the ongoing placement
year. To avoid compounding their cognitive burden, the sur-
vey was designed to be short and completable within five
minutes. Many participants were already navigating a com-
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plex matching system and facing emotionally charged deci-
sions; the idea of deliberately crafting a strategic submission
added a further layer of stress that may have shaped both en-
gagement and responses.

This difficulty in forming and executing strategies under
uncertainty underscores the need for a behavioral model that
goes beyond rational choice. The SP/A model provides a
compelling explanation for this. Rather than treating par-
ents as either fully rational or systematically biased, SP/A
theory captures a more affective mode of decision-making,
where aspirations are weighed against perceived threats. The
model’s better fit relative to Expected Utility and Prospect
Theory supports the claim that this balancing act governs
how families engage with school choice mechanisms. Im-
portantly, the model reveals a bimodal distribution of risk
preferences, suggesting that population-level behavior can-
not be adequately understood through average tendencies
alone.

From a policy perspective, these findings challenge the
notion that limiting transparency is a necessary safeguard
against strategic behavior. Rather than concealing informa-
tion, school choice platforms might better support fairness
by disclosing probabilities alongside tools that communicate
the risks of manipulation in intuitive and context-sensitive
ways. Designing for transparency need not mean encourag-
ing exploitation: our findings suggest parents are highly risk-
averse, and only shift to aggressive strategies when the per-
ceived chance of success is exceedingly high—in our case,
90%. Prior simulation studies in Amsterdam suggest that
strategic reporting improves outcomes for only 1–2% of stu-
dents (Tasnim et al. 2024), making this level of confidence
in strategy success extremely unrealistic. This gap between
perceived and actual risk highlights the opportunity to build
interactive tools that display the probabilities of admission
under different ranking strategies, explicitly including un-
certainty and known error bounds. Such interventions may
deter manipulation not by limiting information, but by mak-
ing risk legible.

These findings should be interpreted in light of several
limitations. Our results are based on responses to hypo-
thetical scenarios, and real-world implementation involv-
ing more students and schools could involve additional dy-
namics. Nonetheless, the consistent tendency of parents to
minimize the risk of non-placement suggests that these pat-
terns may generalize in live settings where the consequences
directly affect their children. The simplified three-school
setup allowed us to isolate strategic risk preferences, but
actual school choice involves more complex preferences,
repeated decisions, heterogeneous stakes, and social learn-
ing. Future work should test similar probability disclosures
in full-scale choice environments, ideally in collaboration
with school districts, to assess how these patterns translate
when participants have diverse preferences. The small sam-
ple size of low-SES respondents also constrains our abil-
ity to draw strong subgroup conclusions. Furthermore, be-
cause our sample is drawn from Amsterdam, results may re-
flect sociocultural norms specific to the Netherlands. School
choice policies, however, are often adapted internationally,
suggesting similar dynamics could emerge elsewhere. Fu-

ture work should extend this study to multiple cities and
policy settings to examine how institutional context, cultural
factors, and mechanism design interact in shaping strategic
behavior.

Overall, this work underscores the value of integrating be-
havioral theory into the evaluation of algorithmic systems,
particularly in high-stakes domains like education where in-
stitutional trust and individual aspiration intersect. From a
policy perspective, our findings suggest that the trade-off
between high efficiency and manipulability of an algorithm
may not be as sharp as previously thought, and that trans-
parency, rather than fueling strategic behavior, may in fact
mitigate it. This contributes to the broader debate on trans-
parency in human–AI interactions, showing that its effects
depend on context, the nature of the information disclosed,
and user incentives. Furthermore, given the nexus between
educational opportunity and equality, what merits further in-
vestigation is not only the use of AI in education, but also its
application in the broader educational ecosystem, including
school choice.

Conclusion

In this study, we investigated how probability transparency
in school choice mechanisms influences parental strate-
gic behavior. Using a survey of 140 parents in Amster-
dam, we examined whether aspiration levels and socioeco-
nomic background affect the tendency to manipulate school
preferences under a non-strategyproof allocation method.
While transparency increases strategic behavior, a large
fraction of parents still choose truth-telling. Among those
who deviate, most opt for mild, low-risk strategies rather
than aggressive manipulation. To interpret these patterns,
we modeled parental decision-making using the Security-
Potential/Aspiration (SP/A) framework, which captures the
affective trade-off between avoiding bad outcomes and
striving for aspirational goals. The SP/A model not only
outperforms Expected Utility and Prospect Theory base-
lines, but also reveals a bimodal distribution of risk pref-
erences—underscoring that population-level behavior can-
not be explained by average tendencies alone. These find-
ings have direct implications for the design of algorithmic
school choice mechanisms, particularly when considering
non-strategyproof methods that allow gaming. Rather than
restricting transparency, policymakers should focus on com-
municating the risks of strategic behavior clearly and intu-
itively, enabling parents to make informed decisions. Ad-
ditionally, school choice models should account for hetero-
geneous behavioral responses, as a uniform transparency
policy may not work equally well for all families. Future
work could explore behavioral modeling techniques such as
agent-based simulations or reinforcement learning to under-
stand better how parents interact with different allocation
methods over time. Further validation through controlled
experiments and comparative studies of non-strategyproof
mechanisms would enhance our understanding of strategic
behavior in realistic settings.
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Abdulkadiroğlu, A.; Pathak, P.; and Roth, A. 2009. Strategy-
proofness versus efficiency in matching with indifferences:
Redesigning the NYC high school match. American Eco-
nomic Review, 99(5): 1954–78.
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Abdulkadiroğlu, A.; and Sönmez, T. 2003. School choice:
A mechanism design approach. American economic review,
93(3): 729–747.
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