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Abstract

Women perform more household tasks than men. This pattern is especially pronounced in
developing countries, in large part due to strong social norms. These norms about what tasks
are acceptable for a man to participate may not align with personal attitudes, resulting in men
not doing tasks they would personally accept doing out of misplaced fear their peers may find
it socially unacceptable. In this paper we implement an intervention to correct men’s mis-
perceptions about social norms regarding housework. We find that men do underestimate their
peers’ acceptance of participating in firewood collection and childcare, but not laundry. The
information intervention increases men’s participation in firewood collection, especially among

those who underestimated their peers’ acceptance of this task prior to the intervention.
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1 Introduction

Women do much more household work and childcare activities than men (Matulevich & Viollaz,

2019)), especially in developing countries (Jayachandran & Pandel 2015; Duflo| [2012). This results in

excessive time burden and dis-empowerment for women (Jayachandran, 2021), as well as economic

inefficiency from the mis-allocation of human resources (Hsieh et al.,|[2019). In developing countries

the time burden is especially strong because there are few opportunities to use technology or markets

to complete household tasks (Dinkelman & Ngai, 2021; |Jayachandran| 2021).

While norms that limit women'’s role in society date back centuries (Alesina et al., 2013; Hansen|

2015) and are passed on from generation to generation (Dhar et al.,2019), they are mutable.

Family composition (Washington, [2008; Healy & Malhotra, 2013; Oswald & Powdthavee, 2010));

teachers (Carlanal, 2019)); exposure to working women in the family, workplace, or media (Jensen &

|Oster, 2009; [Ferrara et al., 2012} [Fernandez et al., 2004; Dahl et al., 2021)); and technological and

medical innovation (Greenwood et al., [2005; |Albanesi & Olivetti, 2016; Doepke et al., 2016) have

all brought upon changes in gender norms over time. In some cases, private attitudes about the
role of women are more progressive than societal norms would suggest. In Saudi Arabia,
@ finds that men are generally supportive of their wives working outside the home, but
believe their peers are not. They test an intervention that corrects these mis-perceptions, and find
that when men are informed of what their peers actually privately believe, they become more likely

to allow their wives to enter the labor force.

In this study we use an intervention similar to Bursztyn et al.| (2020) to change gender norms

among rural, Ethiopian men about doing chores generally thought of as women’s work: gathering
firewood, washing clothes, and childcare. Our experiment is designed to answer the following
questions. Do men correctly perceive the gender attitudes of their peers? If not, can correcting
this mis-perception lead them to increase their participation in household labor? We find...

Our paper contributes to the literature on interventions that specifically target gender norms

and behavior related to gender norms. [Pulerwitz et al. (2015) find that community and small

group education sessions held over six and four months, respectively, led to more progressive gender
norms and less reported inter-partner violence among young, married Ethiopian men.
(2019) find that showing family members videos about an employment opportunity decreased



opposition to women working outside the home in India, whereas Dean & Jayachandran (2019)
find that having conversations with family members about women working outside the home had
no effect. |Field et al. (2021) find that giving women access to savings accounts increased their
labor supply and changed gender norms regarding women working outside the home. Especially
relevant to this paper is the work of Dhar et al.| (2018), who find that classroom discussions with
adolescent boys and girls in India over the course of two years caused lasting progressive changes
in gender attitudes among both boys and girls. The intervention also changed boys’ perceptions of
other boys’ gender norms and increased their likelihood of doing household chores and encouraging
their sisters to pursue college.

There is an expansive literature on using information on others’ actions to encourage behavior
change. This includes information on peers’ voting participation (Gerber & Rogers, [2009)), water
and energy use (Allcott, 2011; |[Ferraro & Price, 2013; Brent et al., [2015; Byrne et al., 2018), saving
Beshears et al. (2015), and charitable giving Frey & Meier| (2004). This paper contributes to a
related and more recent literature that examines the impacts of providing information on others’
perceptions of what is socially acceptable or desirable behavior. |[D’Adda et al. (2020) finds that
Italian students participating in a dictator game are very responsive to what others believe to
be “socially acceptable” gift. [Delfino| (2021) attempts to alter perceptions about the share of men
working in social work in the United Kingdom to encourage them to apply for positions in this ﬁeld
She found that showing potential applicants a photo of a male social worker increased perceptions
of how prevalent male social workers are, but did not lead to an increase in male applicants. |Allen
et al. (2021) provides information about public preferences for high rates of social distancing in
Mozambique during the COVID-19 pandemic. They find that this information decreases social
distancing where cases are low and increases it where cases are high.

In many of the cases above, information is intended to make people behave in a way they
personally do not want to, either through causing shame or a desirability to conform. For in-
stance, someone may personally prefer to set their air conditioning very high, but decide to turn
it down once learning that their neighbors use less electricity. While an individual using lots of

electricity may be environmentally damaging, it is not necessarily Pareto inefficient. In other cases,

Delfino|(2021) proposes that underestimating the number of men in the profession could deter men from applying
because they fear social stigma, or because they may not enjoy working in an environment with so many women.



information can allow people to behave in a way personally want to, but do not think is socially
acceptable. The collective mis-perception of social norms that leads people to act on incorrect
perceptions rather than their own attitudes has been termed the “illusion of universiality” (All-
port, 1924), or “pluralistic ignorance” (Katz et al., |1931). The intervention created by Bursztyn
et al. (2020) takes on pluralistic ignorance directly by gathering and distributing information about
private attitudes in an effort to change behavior rooted in mis-perceived gender norms. The Saudi
men in this study personally think that their wives should be able to work outside the home. Yet
because they wrongly believe that other men do not agree with working outside the home, they do
not allow their wives to do so. This results in a Pareto improvement; the Saudi women are happier
being able to work outside the home (as evidenced by their decision to do so) and the Saudi men
are at least as happy, if not happier, from having their wives work outside the home. The job
seekers in |Delfino (2021) may want to become social workers, but not do so because they wrongly
believe others will not find this career socially acceptable for a man. The respondents in[Allen et al.
(2021) may want to engage in social distancing to avoid catching or spreading COVID-19, but not
do so because they think others believe it is unnecessary (or the opposite).

This paper is rather unique among interventions intended to change men’s gender attitudes
because it focuses on them taking action (doing household labor) rather than granting permission
to their wives or other women in their lives. It is unclear how targeting men’s attitudes about
their own actions, as opposed to about what women should be permitted to do, will affect women.
Information that change’s men’s attitudes about what women can do could have a strong impact if
women are eager to act, and are only being held back by their husbands’ regressive attitudes. For
instance, many of the Saudi women in [Bursztyn et al.| (2020]) were eager to look for a job and took
action as soon as their husbands received information about social norms. However, in these cases
the information and behavior change are de-coupled in that one person receives the information
and the other changes their behavior. An intervention that targets men’s attitudes about their
own actions may induce a stronger response because the action is taken by the same person who
receives the information.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2/ we describe our study setting and sample.
In Section [3] we describe our experimental intervention. In Sectiond] we briefly describe our data.

In Section [5] we present our empirical model. In Section [6] we present our results.



2 Study setting and sample

Our study takes place in rural Amhara, Ethiopia. The area is highly patriarchal, with deeply
entrenched beliefs about gender roles. Study participants are from very poor households who
benefit from Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) as well as a graduation program
implemented by either World Vision or CARE International. Like other graduation programs, they
multifaceted support to chronically poor households, equipping them to “graduate” from extreme
poverty and, eventually, government safety net programs. Both programs include gender training
for both men and women, aimed at empowering women in their households and community.

The programs operate through village savings groups called VESAs, of which we randomly
sampled 60 for our study. All participating married couples from these 60 VESAs are included in
our study, resulting in a sample size of approximately 900 couples. Men and women in the study
area were accustomed to attend VESA meetings on a variety of subjects, and the experiment was

conducted as one of these meetings resulting in a high participation rate.

3 Intervention

Our experimental design follows Bursztyn et al.| (2018]), but instead of correcting mis-perceptions
about peers’ acceptance of women working outside the home, we aim to correct mis-perceptions
about the acceptability of men performing household work typically done by women.

In a group gathering with male VESA members, members privately record whether they believe
it is acceptable for a man to perform the following tasks: collecting firewood, caring for children,
and washing clothes. We alternate these questions with questions about other topics: whether
eating eggs helps children in school, whether going to school will make children’s future better, and
weather eating orange vegetables will make children’s future betterE] Respondents secretly indicate
whether or not they agree with a statement by placing a black or white chip in a bag. Respondents
are also asked how many of the other men in the room they believe answered in the affirmative to
the above six questions. They do this by circling the number of men in the group on a piece of

paper that they believe answered each question affirmatively. Thus, for each respondent we record

2We do this to take the focus off of men doing typically female tasks in order to reduce social desirability bias in
later responses.



their personal private belief and their perception of the strength of social norms.

After these responses are recorded, men will be split into a treatment and control group. In the
treatment group, we reveal the group’s perceptions about the acceptability of men doing the three
aforementioned tasks. In other words, the men in the treatment group receive information that
either confirms or corrects their perception of their peers’ acceptance. We conclude the exercise
by surveying treatment group participants on their intention to participate in tasks traditionally
allocated to women (again, privately). In the control group, enumerators ask unrelated questions
about the community to occupy them until the treatment group has been dismissed to return home.
During the week following the intervention, we capture respondent’s participation in household tasks

through interviews with their wives, either in-person or over the phone.

4 Data

Table [1]| contains descriptive statistics on our sample, their participation in women’s household
work, their stated acceptance of this work, and their perception of others’ acceptance. The men
in our study are approximately 43 years old on average, considered themselves to be religiously
observant attended 1.1 VESA meetings in the past week on average, and saved an average of 19
Br at those meetings. Notably, at baseline participation in typically female tasks was very low.
Less than one-quarter of one percent of respondents had collected firewood in the week preceding
the baseline survey, only 12 percent had cared for a child, and essentially none had done laundry.

Despite not doing these tasks, men reported being very acceptable of men doing these tasks.
Approximately 91% of men were accepting of men collecting firewood, 95% of men were accepting
of men caring for children, and 89% were accepting of men doing laundry. On average men’s
perceptions of others’ acceptance of these chores were slightly lower. They believed that 80% of
their peers said that collecting firewood was acceptable, 87% stated that caring for children was
acceptable, and 85% stated that doing laundry was acceptable. We calculate means separately for
the treatment and control group, using a t-test to test for balance. Treatment was very balanced
across all of these variables, with a maximum p-value of 0.155.

Men’s perceptions of others’ acceptance were generally quite accurate. For each task, at least

3Respondents were asked to rate their attendance at religious ceremonies, with 1 being highest attendance and 5
being the lowest).



Table 1: Descriptive statistics and balance

Control Treatment p-value

Age 42.837 43.780 0.389
(11.832)  (12.404)

Religiosity 1.801 1.711 0.191
(0.759) (0.757)

VESA saving last week (Br) 18.736 19.089 0.687
(10.609) (8.741)

VESA meetings attended 1.130 1.138 0.827
(0.423) (0.401)

Collected firewood 0.024 0.008 0.155
(0.155) (0.090)

Cared for child 0.118 0.122 0.890
(0.323) (0.328)

Washed clothing 0.004 0.000 0.318
(0.064) (0.000)

Personally accept (firewood) 0.919 0.907 0.633
(0.274) (0.292)

Personally accept (child care) 0.943 0.963 0.287
(0.232) (0.188)

Personally accept (laundry) 0.886 0.886 1.000
(0.318) (0.318)

Perceived acceptance (firewood) 0.810 0.796 0.546
(0.251) (0.250)

Perceived acceptance (child care)  0.861 0.877 0.369
(0.205) (0.195)

Perceived acceptance (laundry) 0.841 0.857 0.439
(0.229) (0.213)

N 246 246




Figure 1: Percent of men correctly perceiving and mis-perceiving peer acceptance
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one-quarter of men were within 1%. For childcare and firewood collection, it was much more
common for men to under-estimate acceptance than to over-estimate it. For laundry, the opposite
was true (Figure [1). Some mis-perceptions, mostly under-perceptions, were quite extreme (Figure
2). In the analysis that follows we will test how the intervention interacts with ex ante mis-

perceptions about social norms to affect behavior.



Figure 2: Percent of men correctly perceiving and mis-perceiving peer acceptance
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5 Empirical approach

The outcomes of interest for this study are (1) stated intention to participate in a given task (fire-
wood collection, childcare, and laundry) immediately following the intervention, and (2) whether
or not the man actually participated in the task in the week following the intervention.

We first regress stated to perform or actual performance of a task on treatment status alone,
controlling for age, VESA (stratification bin) fixed effects, task fixed effects, and baseline perfor-
mance of the task. We cluster at the VESA level because we randomly selected our 60 sample

VESAs from a larger VESA population. The empirical specification is:

60 3
Yivt = 1T + 04214961'11 + OZ3Y;(1),,§ + Z oy + Z At + Eipt (1)
v=1 v=1

In equation [I, 7 denotes the individual, v denotes the VESA, and t denotes the task. We also
estimate equations [1] task by task.

Because we expect information to have a different impact if it corrects a mis-perception, we
also interact treatment status with whether an individual under- estimated his peers’ acceptance

of a task. The empirical specification becomes:



Table 2: Treatment effects on stated intent to do a task

All tasks Firewood Child care Laundry

Treatment (a;) 0.044  0.056 0.017 0.005
(0.041) (0.097) (0.496) (0.923)

Treatment | Under (81 + 83)  0.077 0.107 0.043 0.059
(0.014) (0.073) (0.295) (0.398)

N 1,494 498 498 498

«q is estimated from equation [l and 81 4+ B3 is estimated from equation [2| P-values in parenthesis.

60 3
Yiur = B1Tiw + BaUnderiv, + B3Tiw X Underi, + BaAgew + BsYidy Y dv+ Y A+t (2)
v=1 v=2

Here, the estimate of interest is 51 + B3, which is the treatment effect on those who underestimate

their peers’ acceptance of a task. Again, we also estimate equation [2] task by task.

6 Results

Our results can be found in 2 and [B] below. We find that the treatment increased stated
intention to complete any task by 4.4 percentage points and the probability of actually completing
a task by 3.5 percentage points. This effect comes nearly entirely from firewood collection. When we
condition treatment effect on having under-estimated peers’ acceptance of a task, we find an impact
of 7.7 percentage points on the stated intention to do any task and an impact of 3.9 percentage
points on the probability of actually competing a task. Again, these effects are driven entirely by
firewood collection. Among those who underestimated peers’ acceptance of men collecting firewood,
the impact on stated intention to participate in, and actual participation in, firewood collection is

nearly 11 percentage points.
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Table 3: Treatment effects on actually doing a task

All tasks Firewood Child care Laundry

Treatment (cv;) 0.035 0.050 0.028 0.022
(0.042) (0.082) (0.487) (0.171)

Treatment | Under (81 + f83)  0.039 0.109 -0.017 -0.010
(0.189) (0.009) (0.845) (0.786)

N 1,492 498 496 498

«q is estimated from equation [l and 81 4+ B3 is estimated from equation [2| P-values in parenthesis.
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