
 
  

 

Press release Wollerau, June 22, 2004 
 
 

cogito-Prize 2004 to Alex Kacelnik and Ernst Fehr 
 
The board of the cogito foundation decided at its meeting on June 21, 2004 to award this year's 
cogito-prize, endowed with 50’000 SFR, jointly to Professor Alex Kacelnik of the University of 
Oxford and Professor Ernst Fehr of the University of Zurich. The cogito foundation, which 
strives to stimulate the dialogue between researchers in the humanities and the social and natural 
sciences, recognizes each of the laureates' own interdisciplinary research accomplishments and in 
particular their fruitful collaboration during a stay at the Institute of Advanced Studies in 
Berlin. Alex Kacelnik has pioneered the combination of evolutionary biology, experimental 
psychology and economics in the study of animal and human cognition and behaviour. Ernst 
Fehr's research has deepened our insights into the origins and economic consequences of human 
altruism; it is based on interdisciplinary research that draws insights from evolutionary biology, 
economics, social psychology, the neurosciences, and game theory. 
The award celebration will take place at the University of Zurich on October 20, 2004. 
 
Alex Kacelnik, born in 1946, is Professor of Behavioural Ecology and Head of the Behavioural 
Ecology Research Group at the University of Oxford. He has been among the founders of the 
optimality approach to the study of behaviour while remaining a firm advocate of the study of 
behavioural mechanisms, conducting experiments and developing theoretical models that deal with the 
extent and limitations of rational behaviour in birds and humans. As the originator of Scalar Utility 
Theory, he has proposed an account of decision-making under risk that applies across the animal 
kingdom, including humans. He has recently coordinated a multidisciplinary two-year project on “The 
Sciences of Risk” at the Institute of Advanced Studies in Berlin, where biologists, economists, 
anthropologists and psychologists contributed from their diverse perspectives to a broad understanding 
of risk sensitivity. During his Berlin time, many exchanges with Fehr helped to sharpen the mutual 
influence between biological evolutionary theory and experimental economics. 
Kacelnik’s work on rationality includes widely known studies of cognition in New Caledonian crows, 
a species that has extraordinary capability for advanced planning and design of tools. He is also a 
fellow of Pembroke College at Oxford and a co-founder and director of Oxford Risk Research and 
Analysis (ORRA), a spinout company of the University of Oxford for the transfer of the scientific 
study of decision making to industrial contexts. 
 
Ernst Fehr, born in 1956, is Professor of Microeconomics and head of the Institute for Empirical 
Research in Economics at the University of Zurich. His research is closely connected to the Laboratory 
of experimental Economics, which was founded at the University of Zurich in 1994. Using empirical 
methods, Fehr studied the origins of human altruism and its influence on economic and social 
behaviour, such as social preferences and norms. He has shown that altruistic reward or punishment 
can lead to the establishment of social norms and has a strong influence on the properties of 
organisations and markets. More recent research has focused on the role of boundedly rational 
behaviour in strategic interactions, as well as on the neurobiological foundations of social behaviour. 
Discussions on problems of evolutionary biology with anthropologist Robert Boyd of the University of 
California Los Angeles and zoologist Alex Kacelnik have had a great influence on Fehr’s recent work 
from an interdisciplinary point of view. This has led to several publications in NATURE, which have 
found international acclaim. Apart from his duties at the University of Zurich, Fehr is also an affiliate 
faculty member at the Department of Economics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology as well 
as an external faculty member at the Santa Fe Institute. 


	Press release Wollerau, June 22, 2004
	cogito-Prize 2004 to Alex Kacelnik and Ernst Fehr

