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Introduction

Measuring Parental Beliefs

The process of child development has recently received considerable attention in
economics;

The early years have been proven to be extremely important for their long term
consequences.

Events that occur in the first 1000 days since conception have significant impacts on a
variety of adult outcomes.

The role played by parents is key in determining what happens in the first few years.

It is therefore key to understand parental behavior.
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Introduction

Introduction

In standard economic models, parents are often assumed to know the ’true’ process
of child development.

.... and yet this assumption might be unrealistic.

Individual choices are driven by beliefs, tastes and resources.

It is possible that parents have misperceptions about the process of child
development.

Using only data on parental choices might be very hard to distinguish between the
role played by tastes and beliefs.

One possible research strategy is to elicit data from parents their vision of the
process of child development.
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Introduction

Introduction

This is the strategy that we follow in this paper.

This approach has been taken already in other studies:
Cunha et al (2003)
Attanasio et al (2022)

An important novelty of this paper is the use of longitudinal data.

We can then study the evolution of beliefs and learning.
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Parental beliefs

Parental behavior and Parental Beliefs

In most models, parental investment in children will depend on:

Parental resources;
Parental preferences;
The (perceived) productivity of parental investment in the production function.

In much of the available literature it is assumed that parentsknow the true process
of child development.

If they do not, it is not possible to disentangle tastes and perceptions using only
data on parental behavior and child development.
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Parental beliefs

Di�erences in parental beliefs

There is some evidence that parents in disadvantaged situations may have distorted
beliefs about the process of child development.

Parents might beinvesting little not because they don't love their children but
because they might think it is not particularly useful.

The anthropologist Annette Lareau in her bookUnequal Childhoodsclaims that in
the US:

Middle class and rich families follow concerted cultivation;
Poor and working families pursue natural growth.

Similar discussions are found in R. Putnam bookOur Kids.

It might therefore be important to measuresubjective beliefs.

Attanasio, Cunha, Jervis, Toppeta Parental Beliefs and Learning Bocconi, March 17th 2025 6 / 55



Parental beliefs

Di�erences in parental beliefs

There is some evidence that parents in disadvantaged situations may have distorted
beliefs about the process of child development.

Parents might beinvesting little not because they don't love their children but
because they might think it is not particularly useful.

The anthropologist Annette Lareau in her bookUnequal Childhoodsclaims that in
the US:

Middle class and rich families follow concerted cultivation;
Poor and working families pursue natural growth.

Similar discussions are found in R. Putnam bookOur Kids.

It might therefore be important to measuresubjective beliefs.

Attanasio, Cunha, Jervis, Toppeta Parental Beliefs and Learning Bocconi, March 17th 2025 6 / 55



Parental beliefs

Di�erences in parental beliefs

There is some evidence that parents in disadvantaged situations may have distorted
beliefs about the process of child development.

Parents might beinvesting little not because they don't love their children but
because they might think it is not particularly useful.

The anthropologist Annette Lareau in her bookUnequal Childhoodsclaims that in
the US:

Middle class and rich families follow concerted cultivation;
Poor and working families pursue natural growth.

Similar discussions are found in R. Putnam bookOur Kids.

It might therefore be important to measuresubjective beliefs.

Attanasio, Cunha, Jervis, Toppeta Parental Beliefs and Learning Bocconi, March 17th 2025 6 / 55



Parental beliefs

Di�erences in parental beliefs

There is some evidence that parents in disadvantaged situations may have distorted
beliefs about the process of child development.

Parents might beinvesting little not because they don't love their children but
because they might think it is not particularly useful.

The anthropologist Annette Lareau in her bookUnequal Childhoodsclaims that in
the US:

Middle class and rich families follow concerted cultivation;
Poor and working families pursue natural growth.

Similar discussions are found in R. Putnam bookOur Kids.

It might therefore be important to measuresubjective beliefs.

Attanasio, Cunha, Jervis, Toppeta Parental Beliefs and Learning Bocconi, March 17th 2025 6 / 55



Parental beliefs Measuring and modeling beliefs

Measuring beliefs: a motivation

Recent studies have started to elicit data on individual beliefs.

Cunha et al (2019)
Boneva and Raugh (2018)
Attanasio, Boneva and Raugh (2020)
in child development.. Miller (1998)

In this presentation, I will �rst show some material from Attanasio, Cunha and Jervis
(2020) in Colombia.

I will then focus on some new results on newlongitudinal data on beliefs.

These data have collected in India, around an RCT to evaluate a parenting
intervention.
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Parental beliefs How to measure beliefs

How to elicit parental beliefs

To elicit individual beliefs about the process of child development:
- We present parents (typically mothers) with a scenario characterised by a level of

investment and a level of initial development...
... and ask how they expect a hypothetical child would develop under this scenario.

- We build di�erent scenarios by varying the level of investment and initial conditions;

- We consider two investment and two initial condition scenarios:

Ĥk,a = f̂ i
a (H q

k.a� 1,Xq
i , Z̄ ), q = 1,4

We de�ne such f as the production function of child development.

We map four points of the domain of the production function into its outcomes.
- As we will see we ask several questions about various outcomes.

We explicitly ask about a hypothetical child of a certain age and not their own child
or any other speci�c child.

We want to avoid self justi�cation and other types of biases.
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Parental beliefs How to measure beliefs

How to elicit parental beliefs

As we cannot to consider all possible inputs, we assume that respondentsaverage
acrossZi and ei .

Ĥ i
k ,a = f̂ i

a (H s
k,a� 1,X r

i , Z̄ ), s, r = l , h

The four scenarios we consider correspond to:
`low' and `high' values of investment and initial conditions.

We can then compute expected returns to investment:

Reti ,h = f̂ i
a (H h

k,a� 1,Xh
i , Z̄ ) � f̂ i

a (H h
k,a� 1,X l

i , Z̄ ), return for high initial condition

Reti ,l = f̂ i
a (H l

k ,a� 1,Xh
i , Z̄ ) � f̂ i

a (H l
k ,a� 1,X l

i , Z̄ ), return for high initial condition
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Parental beliefs How to measure beliefs

Challenges

There are a number of challenges:

1 How to design scenarios;

2 How to deal with measurement error in beliefs;

3 How to obtain beliefs in a metric that can be compared to the actual data on
development;
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Parental beliefs Designing scenarios

How to build scenarios: initial conditions

To design scenarios for initial conditions, we use our data to estimate a factor model
(IRT) for language and cognitive development for 12 month old children;

m �
i ,k ,t � 1 = ak + bk yi ,t � 1 + ei ,k ;

Dichotomous variables m i ,k ,t � 1 2 f 0,1g: Probf m i ,k ,t � 1 = 1g = Pr f m �
i ,k ,t � 1 � 0g;

Polytomous variablesm i ,k ,t � 1 2 f 1,2, ...,Lg:
Probf m i ,k ,t � 1 = l g = Pr f cl � 1 � m i ,k ,t � 1 � cl g, where c0 = � ¥ ;
Continuous variables: m i ,k ,t � 1 = m �

i ,k ,t � 1;

The estimates of this factor model are used to identify a number of words that seem
to be particularly salient as a marker of cognitive development;

The assumption is that respondents use the same measurement system to assess
children development;

Given the estimated parameters, we can translate a scenarios in some of them i ,k ,t � 2
into an estimate ofyi ,t � 1.
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