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Outline of the talk

• Project Genesis

• Research questions

• Experiment 1: A Randomized Control Trial to boost patience in parents 

and increase investments in children

• Experiment 2: A Lab-in-the-Field experiment to measure the impact of 

parents’ time-preferences on investments in children



Project Genesis



Project Genesis: Social Cash Transfer Program
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• UNICEF has contributed to the roll-out of a large-scale SCT program 

targeting 10% of the Malawian ultra-poor.

• The program had a lot of positive benefits.

• But there is room for improvement in terms of the available public 

services (such as nutrition programs or under-5 clinics), or investing in 

preventative health care, in particular for the children. 

• How to maximize the impact of the SCT for children?
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Piloting results: investments in children

Variable Mean

Ever attended ECDP 48%

Ever attended school (6-18) 94%

Currently attending school (6-18) 84%

Spent on school expenditures (6-18) 4813

Received supplementary feeding 

(past 7 days)
29%

Received vitamin A supplements 

(past 3 months)
43%

Spent on preventative healthcare 

(past month, child under 12)
111
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Project Genesis: our hypothesis

• Investing in children’s education, health or investing the 

time to go to a clinic to get a health check-up are all

inter-temporal decisions
you pay a cost now (money, time)   the benefits come 

later

• Could time-preferences influence investments in children? 

• If time-preferences change, could investments in children 

increase?



Research questions
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Research questions

H1:  Is making parents more future-oriented an effective way to 

promote investments in children’s human capital? 

H2:  Are parents likely to make plans to invest more in their children “in 

the future” but are tempted to renege on them when the time comes?



Boosting patience in parents 
to increase investments in 
children

First experiment



Experimental design
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Two sets of trainings that will be randomly assigned to
villages.



Experimental design
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Two sets of trainings that will be randomly assigned to
villages.

1. Increase patience when making decisions involving one’s
own consumption (Treatment 1).



Experimental design
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Two sets of trainings that will be randomly assigned to
villages.

1. Increase patience when making decisions involving one’s
own consumption (Treatment 1).

2. Increase patience when deciding how much to invest in
children (Treatment 2).



Randomization and sample size
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Intervention Control Treatment 1  (own) Treatment 2 (children)

No additional

information

42 villages

(630)

21 villages 

(315)

21 villages

(315)

Additional information 

concerning children

(Placebo)

42 villages

(630)

21 villages

(315)

21 villages 

(315)



The trainings
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• Done jointly in cooperation with Student Driven 
Solutions



The trainings
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• Done jointly in cooperation with Student Driven 
Solutions

• Affect time-preferences by:
• improving goal-setting;

• self-efficacy (the belief that you can influence future 
outcomes);

• making the consequences of present actions more 
important (e.g., salient).



The trainings: example of a lecture
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Treatment 1

• Set a financial goal for 5 years from 
now:

• How much would you have liked to 
save?

• What big purchases would you have 
wanted to make?

• Plan every step you would have 
needed to take to reach that goal, 
starting from the end.

• Share your plans and discuss with the 
rest of the class.

Treatment 2

• Set a goal for your child, 5 years from 
now:

• What would you like your child to be 
doing 5 years from now? 

• For instance, in terms of schooling or 
health.

• Plan every step you would have needed 
to take to reach that goal, starting from 
the end.

• Share your plans and discuss with the 
rest of the class.



Impact evaluation: outcome variables
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• Behavioural parameters

• Time-preferences

• Self-efficacy

• Risk-aversion

• Investments in children

• School and ECDC attendance

• School expenditures

• Health related expenditures

• Take-up of public services: vaccinations, growth and health check-ups 
complementary feeding…



Impact evaluation: link with the SCT
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Are the workshops to increase patience complements or 
substitutes to the cash transfer (SCT) programme?

We will look at whether the results for SCT 
beneficiaries are different from those of comparable 
households in our sample.



Contribution to the literature/ policy design
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1. Can interventions to increase patience be effective to 
increase investments in children? 

2. Does the focus of interventions to increase patience 
matter? 

3. Can interventions to increase patience be effective in 
adults?

4. Can interventions to increase patience be effective in a 
developing country?



Parents’ future-orientation and 
investments in children

Second experiment



Understanding how parents plan for the future
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1. Do parents plan differently for their future 

consumption and that of their children?



Understanding how parents plan for the future
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1. Do parents plan differently for their future 

consumption and that of their children?

2. Do they revise plans they have made and 

reallocate more consumption towards 

themselves?

Potential challenge



Understanding how parents plan for the future
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1. Do parents plan differently for their future consumption and 

that of their children?

2. Do they revise plans they have made and reallocate more 

consumption towards themselves?

3. Would parents like to commit to their initial plan?

4. Can labeling help parents stick to their plans?

Policy implications



How?
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• How to observe the way parents make decisions in 
their house?



How?
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How?
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• We ask the parents to split peanuts between them and 
their children across time.

• Three visits to the households: 

t = 1: “today”, t = 2: “tomorrow”, t = 3: “a month from 
now”



Three decisions
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• Decision A: Split 3 packets of peanuts to be either eaten tomorrow or a 
month later.

• Decision B: Split 3 packets of peanuts to be either eaten by their 
children tomorrow or a month later.

• Decision C: Split 6 packets of peanuts between them and their children 
tomorrow and a month later.

When “tomorrow” comes, the team comes back and the 
respondents can change their mind.



What do we learn?
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• Decision A
Split 3 packets of peanuts to be either eaten tomorrow or a month later.

• Decision B
Split 3 packets of peanuts to be either eaten by their children tomorrow or 
a month later.

• Do parents plan for their future consumption and that of their 
children in the same way?

• Are parents more likely to change their mind when it comes to their 
own consumption or that of their children?



Pilot results: evidence of reallocation towards 
parents
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Demand for commitment
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• People can be “naïve” or “sophisticated” about their 
inconsistencies.

• Are parents aware of their own inconsistencies?
• After each decision, we elicit beliefs about their future behaviour in 

two ways:

1. Direct question

2. Incentivized question: “If ten people in your village made the 
same choice as you did today, how many would change their 
mind tomorrow?”



Demand for commitment
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• People can be “naïve” or “sophisticated” about their 
inconsistencies.

• Are parents aware of their own inconsistencies?

• Do parents demand commitment devices to stick to their 
plans?
• During the first visit, after each decision, parents can commit to their 

first decision,

• The commitment can be free or come at a cost. 



Pilot results: demand for commitment
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Sample: only households who were offered the free commitment device.

Similar demand for commitment devices for both types of inconsistencies

Decision C: parent-bias

Decision A: 

present-bias

Don’t commit Commit Total

Don’t commit 7 2 9

Commit 2 9 11

Total 9 11 20



The role of labeling
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• Labeling can help mitigate the role of traditional time-
inconsistencies.

• During the second visit, the respondents are
presented with the packets of peanuts labeled
according to their previous choice, before having
to make a decision in each scenario.



What come next?
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• Fall: baseline data collection and
experiment 2,

• Winter: workshops,

• Spring: follow-up data collection



Thank you
Juliette Thibaud

juliette.thibaud@econ.uzh.ch
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Placebo information on children: an example
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Information

about

available

services



Placebo information on children: an example
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Information about

the importance of

preventative health

products


