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Abstract

Subjective expectation data on education has been increasingly used by social scientists
to better understand current investments in human capital. Despite its recognised value by
scholars, there is little evidence about how the elicitation of such data might be sensitive to
questionnaire design. Using a 2x2 between-subjects experimental design, we analyse how
sensitive the elicitation of subjective expectation data on educational outcomes is to anchors.
Our study provides causal evidence on whether collecting data on parental education before
the elicitation of parental expectations on their children’s educational outcomes anchors the
elicitation of the latter; and whether parental expectations on their older offsprings anchors
their expectations on their younger children. We find that mothers (main respondents) who
have been exposed to the anchored treatments report more pessimistic parental expectations.
When splitting our sample into low and high educated mothers, we find that low educated
mothers who have been allocated to anchored treatments are more likely to report lower lev-
els of education than those in the non-anchored treatment. Anchored treatments also increase
non-response in both high and low educated mothers, however, the effect is larger on the
former. When assessing the accuracy of expectations to predict educational outcomes, we ob-
serve that anchored expectations have higher predictive power. Our findings inform to what
extent the collection of subjective expectations data is subject to anchoring and which type of
elicitation (anchored or non-anchored) should be considered according to the main purpose of
the elicitation (i.e., item response vs prediction).
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1 Introduction
Subjective expectation data on educational outcomes have been increasingly used in experi-

mental (Wiswall and Zafar 2014; Bleemer and Zafar 2018) and observational studies (Attanasio
and Kaufmann 2014; Goyette 2008; Reynolds and Pemberton 2001; Wilson et al. 2005; Zafar 2011,
2013; Cunha et al. 2013) to explain and predict educational outcomes. What parents expect about
the future of their children determines current investments in human capital, and therefore future
educational choices. Elicitation of these data entails the assessment of observing certain events to
happen in the future. Data collection on expected educational outcomes may take different forms.
Common measures are on the perceived chances of observing such events (e.g., how likely is that
your child will finish higher education?), as well as on the expected outcomes that are more likely
to happen (e.g., what is the highest level of education your child will achieve?). The relevance
of these data, as outcome of interest and explanatory variable, is unquestionable. However, little
is known about how sensitive these data are to questionnaire design. In this study we focus on
the second type of measure, that is, on the expected outcomes reported by mothers that are more
likely to happen.

How do people make assessments about the most likely outcome? One strategy is to use informa-
tion one does know and then adjust until an acceptable value or event is reached, also known as
anchoring-and-adjustment by Tversky and Kahneman (1974). According to Epley and Gilovich
(2001, 2004), people adjust from values they generate themselves as starting points known to be
incorrect but close to the target value. When asking people about uncertain events, anchoring can
then be used as a shortcut to make an assessment of how likely is to observe such events in the
future. Evidence outside of the education field has revealed that anchors may influence assess-
ments of asset values (Hurd 1998; Ünveren and Baycar 2019), buyer-seller negotiations (Mason
et al. 2013; Maaravi and Levy 2017; Jiang and Ma 2019), perceptions of deaths by type of risk
(Armantier 2006) and decision making for others (Ifcher and Zarghamee 2020): these anchoring
effects may depend on the respondents’ level of knowledge (Wilson et al. 1996). More generally,
evidence on reference-dependence is found in offers and counteroffers (Kimbrough et al. 2021)
and lying Fochmann et al. (2021), among others.

This paper studies whether the elicitation of subjective expectations about educational out-
comes varies according to the previous exposure to different sources and levels of anchoring. In
particular, we test whether the expectations reported by mothers on the highest educational qual-
ification attained by their children are affected by anchoring. To do so, we designed a survey
experiment where our participants were subject to variations of exposure to self-reported anchors
produced by the mothers but induced by the experimenter. This was done by randomly allocat-
ing different question order of parental education, before or after, the elicitation of educational
expectations about children.

Our study contributes to the line of research on context effects on survey responses, as well as
on the recent strand of the literature studying anchoring and biases on survey responses.1 The
influence of the context outlined by previous questions on subsequent survey responses has been
found in a variety of applications such as abortion (Schuman et al. 1981), consumer behaviour
(Herr 1989) and donations (Schwarz and Hippler 1995) questions.

Our experiment constitutes a 2x2 between-subjects design where the variations in order creates
four treatments. The no-anchoring treatment (the purest one exposed to no anchoring at all) corre-
sponds to the elicitation of educational expectations for the youngest child, followed by the elici-
tation of the second oldest, and so on. Parental education is collected after the expectations of the

1For a detailed discussion on context effects see (Tourangeau et al. 2000, Chapter 7).
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oldest child has been elicited. In this way, the main respondent (the mother) is not anchored with
any prior schooling-related information when the elicitation of the youngest child takes place.
Conversely, the treatment with double-anchoring (the one exposed to the highest level of anchoring
in our experiment) asks mothers about her level of education first, including her partners’, fol-
lowed by the elicitation of their educational expectations for their oldest child and continues the
elicitation in descending order based on the age of the children living in the household. Thus, in
this treatment, we finalise the educational module with the elicitation of educational expectations
for the youngest child. Our experiment also includes two single-anchoring treatments where the
educational expectations for the youngest child are exposed to a prior anchor self-generated by
either parental education or the educational expectations for older children.

To the best of our knowledge, the majority of surveys collecting expectations about educational
choices position the collection of parental education prior to the elicitation of parental expectations
on future educational outcomes (e.g., Mexico: Jovenes con Oportunidades − previously known
as Progresa, Mexican Life Survey (MxFLS); US: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY),
Parent and Family Involvement in Education (PFI), among others). Exceptions are the UK Lon-
gitudinal Survey for Young People in England (LSYPE) and the US National Education Longitu-
dinal Study (NELS) where parental education is collected after the set of parental expectations on
their teenagers’ educational choices. Unfortunately, regarding birth order, most of the surveys do
not explicitly specify whether parental expectations were firstly elicited for the oldest or youngest
child. An exception is the LSYPE where we can identify that the information about siblings aged 16
or over who completed continuous full-time education was collected prior to the elicitation of parental
expectations on the younger siblings.

Understanding how sensitive these data are to questionnaire order allows us to: a) assess
comparability of parental schooling and expectations data when collected by different sources fol-
lowing variations in question order, b) assess comparability over time for the same survey, and c)
assess which type of elicitation of expectation is more likely to report more realistic outcomes and,
therefore, more likely to be better predictors of future behaviour. As suggested by our findings,
ignoring potential anchoring effects may increase item non-response or may affect the predictive
power of expectations data. In the next section, we present our experimental design followed by
a description of our data. We then discuss our main findings.

2 Experimental Design
Our survey design allows us to evaluate whether anchoring affects subjective expectations

reported by mothers about the highest educational qualification that might be attained by each
child living in the household. In our experiment, self-anchoring is induced by randomly allocating
different question order of parental education and educational expectations. The participants were
randomly assigned to four treatments which varied on two main features: (i) whether parental
education was collected before the expectations on educational outcomes and (ii) whether expec-
tations about older children were collected before the expectations about their younger siblings.
These two variations generate four treatments with different exposures to anchors, as shown in
Figure 1.2

The experimenters created four questionnaires which had the same sections and questions,
but only varied in question order when collecting data on parental education and educational ex-
pectations. We refer to this set of questions as the educational module. In all four questionnaires,

2The instructions used in the questionnaires can be found in section G of Appendix.
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Figure 1: Treatments based on exposure to anchors
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the location of this module was the same for everyone, but the order of parental education and
educational expectations varied across all four questionnaires. These questionnaires are identified
as T1, T2, T3 and T4 treatments shown in Figure 1.

After asking about standard sociodemographic characteristics, in the no-anchoring treatment
(T4) mothers are asked about the expected education for the youngest child first, followed by the
second oldest, and continues until reaching the oldest child. After eliciting educational expec-
tations for the oldest child, T4 finalises the educational module with the collection of parental
education. Conversely, the double-anchoring (T2) treatment collects data on parental education
first, followed by the oldest child educational expectations, then the second oldest, and so on. T2
finalises the educational module with the highest level of education expected for the youngest
child. The rest of single-anchoring treatments, T1 and T3, elicit expectations about the youngest
child either after parental education (T1) or after the educational expectation about older siblings
(T2). When analysing our results we consider T4 as the baseline.

In our study, there are two possible types of adjustments derived from anchoring: contrast or
assimilation effects. The first one refers to the respondent providing contrasting responses, moving
away from the anchor; the second one refers to the opposite effect, moving closer to the anchor
(Sherif et al. 1958; Tourangeau et al. 2000). In our case, contrast effects would be observed if
educational expectations move away from below vocational training (Below VT) as 96% of mothers
and 93% fathers have this level of education. Conversely, assimilation effects would be observed
if educational expectations move closer to Below VT.

Because all four treatment groups were exposed to the same sociodemographic questions prior
to the collection of parental education and educational expectations, any difference across treat-
ments is uniquely explained by the anchoring induced by the treatments.

3 Sample
Our data was collected in 2016 as part of an impact evaluation on mobile-banking in rural

Piura, Peru. The survey was administered to a random sample of women who were beneficiaries
of the social programme JUNTOS and were living in 5 rural communities. The survey collected
socioeconomic characteristics, including an educational module on parental education and sub-
jective expectations about educational outcomes. In total, we interviewed 1,996 individuals and
collected parental expectations on 4,040 children. Out of the total, 195 are one-child families. For
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our analysis we use the whole universe of observations. Our results do not change if we drop
one-child families from the analysis.

The Appendix presents the main descriptive statistics of our sample (Table A). The mean
and median age of children in our sample is 8 years old, the proportion of sons and daughters
is the same (50%), 99% of them live at home and 85% are student. About 75% of the households
in our sample live in a dwelling with soil floor and 95% live with a roof made of calamine. In
addition, 79% of such households own a TV but only 2% own a landline. The average and median
age of mothers is 36 years old. Parental education is heavily concentrated on below vocational
studies/training (hereafter, V T ). Only 4% of mothers and 7% of fathers achieved an education
level above V T . However, the vast majority of parents expect their offsprings to get a college
degree (around 69% of them).

In all our regressions reported below, we have included the following control variables: child
age, child is male, child lives at home, floor made of tiles, floor made of concrete, floor made of
ground, roof made of concrete, roof made of mat, roof made of calamine, number of bedrooms,
dwelling has electricity, dwelling has drinking water, dwelling has a radio, dwelling has a TV,
dwelling has landline phone, age of the mother, number of children, number of grandchildren,
number of children who live with the mother and number of grandchildren who live with the
mother (main respondent).3 These variables were used to increase the precision of the estimated
treatment effects since they are not correlated with the treatment by construction – as this is ran-
domly assigned.

In the Appendix we show balance tests for treatments T1, T2, T3 and T4 (Figures A.1 and
A.2). In most socioeconomic variables we observe balance across treatments. The few imbalances
are observed in: number of days without enough food when comparing T2 vs the rest of treat-
ments; age of the respondent and number of children when comparing T3 vs the rest; and age of
respondent, number of children and grandchildren when comparing T4 vs the rest. Overall, these
imbalances do not occur systematically across treatment groups (i.e. they do not happen for the
same variable across all four groups) and they are expected by chance (we have 26 variables in
our balance tables). Moreover, the vast majority of the confidence intervals are narrow and most
of them around zero. It is reassuring to find no imbalances for variables linked to characteristics
of the child and parental education.

4 Results
Panel A of Table 1 presents for each treatment the percentage of mothers reporting below voca-

tional training (VT), vocational training and college as the highest level of education they expect for
their children. We also report the percentage of mothers who are uncertain about such expectation
(don’t know). Each treatment follows the definition explained in Figure 1.

This table shows that people report more optimistic expectations under the no-anchoring (T4)
treatment than under any anchored treatment. A higher percentage of mothers report below VT as
the expected highest level of education when they are single or double-anchored than when they are
under T4 (our baseline category). The percentage of mothers reporting below VT as the highest
educational level expected for their children is approximately 50% higher for any of the anchored
(T1/T2/T3) treatments. Although anchoring might be used as a shortcut to make an assessment
of uncertain events and therefore facilitate the cognitive process to generate a response, in our

3Broadly, these control variables can be classified into three categories: characteristics of the child and
respondent, and proxies of wealth.
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experiment, anchoring increases item non-response, see column of Don’t know responses in Panel
A. We present t-tests of the comparison between anchored and non-anchored treatments in Table E
of Appendix.

Table 1: Anchoring Effect on Educational Expectations

Panel A
Anchoring Abbreviation Highest level of education that mothers expect

Below VT VT College Don’t know
Single T1: P-Y-O 4.52 21.99 65.36 8.13

T3: O-Y-P 5.19 18.15 70.12 6.54
Double T2: P-O-Y 4.92 20.37 68.31 6.40
None T4: Y-O-P 2.91 22.27 71.43 3.38
Notes: Percentages by row add to 100.

Panel B
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Below VT VT College Don’t know

T1: P-Y-O 0.0194* 0.00529 -0.0703** 0.0455**
(0.00854) (0.0182) (0.0203) (0.0104)

T2: P-O-Y 0.0200* -0.0129 -0.0357* 0.0287**
(0.00867) (0.0177) (0.0198) (0.00942)

T3: O-Y-P 0.0276** -0.0293 -0.0295 0.0312**
(0.00908) (0.0176) (0.0199) (0.00967)

Observations 4,040 4,040 4,040 4,040
Overall sample (%) 4.36 20.74 68.84 6.06
Ref. cat. T4: Y-O-P (%) 2.91 22.27 71.43 3.38
Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference category corresponds to T4, Y-O-P.
All regressions control for sociodemographic characteristics, see Section 3 for full list of controls.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05

Panel B of Table 1 analyses the main findings of Panel A using linear probability models (LPM).
This analysis accounts for the few imbalances shown in Figures A.1 and A.2 of Appendix using
the specification yih = Xihα+ β1T1ih + β2T2ih + β3T3ih + εih. Our dependent variable yih denotes
a certain level of expected education for child i living in household h. Xih represents control vari-
ables and a constant, and Tih denotes our treatments. We presented the list of controls used in our
regressions in the previous Section 3. We define as reference category T4 (baseline). Dependent
variables yih are represented by dummy variables equal to 1 for each expected educational level:
below VT, VT, college or don’t know; 0 otherwise. To consider the four treatments explained in the
previous section, T1ih, T2ih and T3ih are equal to 1 if the household has been allocated to T1, T2 or
T3, and 0 otherwise.

Panel B shows that most of the significant differences are observed in the educational level Be-
low VT and in Don’t Know. This means that anchored treatments increase the chances of reporting
Below VT and Don’t know. Column (1) shows that mothers under the anchored treatments are on
average 2 percentage points (p.p.) more likely to report Below VT as the highest level of education
for their children than mothers in the no-anchoring treatment T4. Column (4) suggests that such
mothers under the anchored treatments are also more likely to report Don’t know when they were
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asked about their educational expectations for their children. On average, these mothers are 3-4.5
p.p. more likely to give such response than those allocated to the no-anchoring treatment. Our
findings on College in Column (3) is the inverse mirror of our results for below VT. Mothers under
the anchored treatments are 3-7 p.p less likely to report College as the highest level of education.4

Our main conclusions remain the same when we omit Don’t Know responses, see Table B in the
Appendix.

To assess the accuracy of the expectations reported under each treatment, we carried out a
näive assessment by comparing the reported expectations with the level of education in the re-
gion of Piura, where our data collection took place. Expectations data were compared with the
percentage of people, 24 years old or older, who achieved Below VT, VT and College level of ed-
ucation in 2016. This data was taken from the Peruvian Office of National Statistics (INEI 2018).
Table D of Appendix shows the root mean square error (RMSE) of our expectations data per treat-
ment. We conclude that the no-anchoring treatment (T4) generated the largest mismatch between
the reported expectations and the observed data; this also means that anchored measures resulted
to be more accurate showing the smallest RSME. In all cases, the RMSE is smaller under the T1
when parental education is asked before the expectations about their children. It is worth notic-
ing that our assessment of accuracy is a conservative evaluation as we do not have the observed
educational outcomes corresponding to the children of the families that were interviewed in our
survey. All in all, we summarise our main result here:

Result 1. Mothers who are exposed to anchoring report more pessimistic educational ex-
pectations and are more likely to answer Don’t know.5Considering a näive assessment of the
accuracy of the expectations data, we identified that the anchored treatments produce more
accurate measures of future educational outcomes than the no-anchoring treatment T4.

This result means that assimilation effects are the type of adjustment observed in our study.
The expectations reported by mothers allocated to the anchored treatment groups move toward
the level of education of both parents (96% of mothers and 93% of fathers have Below VT). These
suggest that anchored treatments remind mothers about the limitations of achieving high levels
of education, either faced by themselves or by their older children, and therefore increases the
chances of reporting lower levels of expected education for their children. Because in our sample
the majority of older children are still attending school (85% of them) and half of them are 8 years
old or younger, we have little variation in our data to explore how underachieving children may
affect mothers’ expectations about their younger offsprings. Our main results on anchoring effects
are in line with previous findings on assimilation effects when asking about specific-to-general or
general-to-specific life satisfaction survey questions (Schwarz et al. 1991) and about perceptions
of political parties (Haddock 2003), among other studies.

Next, we analyse whether the level of education of the mother influences the anchoring effect.
Asking about parental education prior to the elicitation of educational expectations may induce a
downward or upward adjustment of elicited expectations, depending on the level of the anchor.
To explore how the level of the anchor affects the elicitation, we split our sample based on the
education of the mothers. We define households with low educated mothers (≤ prim) if their

4When we restrict our sample to only the oldest child – the child born first, our main findings hold for
VT, College and Don’t Know. For Below VT, we find the same sign of coefficients and similar magnitudes,
but they are not significantly different from the no-anchoring treatment.

5More pessimistic expectations do not mean more or less accurate measures of what we will observe in
the future. These expectations refer to lower levels of education reported by the mothers subject to anchors
than those reported by the rest of mothers in the sample.
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maximum education is below or equivalent to “primary school” and households with high edu-
cated mothers (> prim) if they have more than primary education. Approximately 44 percent of
our mothers belong to the low educated group and 56 percent to the high educated one.

Panel A in Table 2 shows the percentage of mothers reporting Below VT, VT, College or Don’t
know across treatments for households with low and high educated mothers, respectively. Looking
into the two extremes of education, Below VT and College, we observe high educated mothers
have more optimistic educational expectations for their children than the low educated ones. The
percentages are much higher for Below VT in the group of low educated mothers, and much higher
for College in the group of high educated mothers. This means that anchoring may differently
affect mothers across treatments.

When comparing treatments within Below VT, anchoring effects are larger for low educated
mothers than for high educated ones. The percentage of low educated mothers reporting Below
VT in T2 is twice as high as in T4 (8.23 vs 3.56), whereas for high educated mothers the percent-
ages are pretty similar under T2 and T4 (2.03 vs 2.42). However, when comparing Don’t know,
anchoring effects are slightly higher for educated mothers. For instance, the percentage of low
educated mothers reporting Don’t know in T1 is twice as high as in T4 (6.11 vs 3.56), whereas for
high educated mothers the difference triples (9.73 vs 3.23). We present t-tests of the comparison
between anchored treatments and the no-anchoring one in Table F of Appendix. All comparisons
between each anchored treatment and T4 are significantly different from zero.

Panel B in Table 2 repeats the analysis conducted in Table 1 using LPM for low and high edu-
cated mothers. There are two important results: i) with regard Below VT, low educated mothers
are significantly more likely to be influenced by anchors than the high educated; and ii) with re-
gard Don’t know, we observe the opposite, high educated mothers are significantly more likely to
report Don’t know than the low educated. Indeed, our findings indicate that mothers allocated to
the anchored treatment groups, with at most primary education, are about 4 p.p. more likely to
report their children will achieve an educational level Below VT than those mothers in T4. We do
not find significant differences between anchored treatments and T4 for high educated mothers in
the Below VT column. This suggests that mothers with low education are driving the results on Be-
low VT shown in Table 1. Assimilation effects are only observed in the low educated sample, shown
in Table 2, as their responses move toward Below VT. Conversely, anchored treatments affect Don’t
know responses for both low and high educated mothers. Mothers in anchored treatment groups
are 2.4-6.8 p.p more likely to report Don’t know than those in the no-anchoring treatment. These
results are statistically similar in magnitude with exception of T1 where high educated mothers
present a slightly higher treatment effect.

When both low and high educated mothers are exposed to the no-anchoring treatment (T4),
they are more likely to report College as the highest level of education than mothers allocated to
the anchored treatments T1, T2 and T3. This is consistent with what we observe for Below VT. Our
results are robust to omitting Don’t know responses, see Table C in the Appendix. We summarise
our second result here:

Result 2. Anchoring differently affects low and high educated mothers: the former become
more pessimistic when reporting educational expectations while the latter are more likely
to report Don’t know.

This finding is in line with the evidence provided by Wilson et al. (1996) about knowledge-
able people being less susceptible to anchoring effects. Highly educated mothers might be less
susceptible to anchoring effects because of their knowledge about the most likely educational out-
come for their children. Mothers who have already experienced high levels of education have
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Table 2: Anchoring Effect on Parental Expectations: By Maternal Education

Panel A
Anchoring Highest level of education that mothers expect

Below VT VT College Don’t know

≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim

T1: P-Y-O 6.79 2.70 23.98 20.36 63.12 67.03 6.11 9.73
T2: P-O-Y 8.23 2.03 21.52 19.34 63.08 72.74 6.96 5.89
T3: O-Y-P 7.21 3.56 26.28 11.61 60.47 77.90 6.05 6.93
T4: Y-O-P 3.56 2.42 24.05 20.84 67.93 73.51 3.56 3.23

Panel B
Anchoring Highest level of education that mothers expect

Below VT VT College Don’t know

≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim

T1: P-Y-O 0.0401*** 0.00258 0.00699 0.00490 -0.0627** -0.0757*** 0.0156 0.0683***
(0.0151) (0.00964) (0.0289) (0.0235) (0.0319) (0.0264) (0.0147) (0.0145)

T2: P-O-Y 0.0417*** -0.00512 -0.0247 -0.00475 -0.0469 -0.0188 0.0299** 0.0286**
(0.0156) (0.00841) (0.0279) (0.0232) (0.0311) (0.0259) (0.0145) (0.0125)

T3: O-Y-P 0.0429*** 0.0103 0.0326 -0.0743*** -0.0994*** 0.0255 0.0239* 0.0385***
(0.0151) (0.0107) (0.0295) (0.0212) (0.0319) (0.0250) (0.0145) (0.0128)

Observations 1,790 2,250 1,790 2,250 1,790 2,250 1,790 2,250
Overall sample (%) 6.48 2.67 23.97 18.18 63.85 72.8 5.7 6.36
Ref. cat. T4: Y-O-P (%) 3.6 2.42 24.27 20.84 68.54 73.51 3.6 3.23

Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference category corresponds to T4, Y-O-P.
All regressions control for sociodemographic characteristics, see Section 3 for full list of controls.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05

more information about what the process of acquiring further education involves, whereas moth-
ers without this experience may have less information. However, despite high educated mothers
may have more information, anchoring increases the level of uncertainty (don’t know) reported by
both low and high educated mothers.

Two possible channels that might explain the differences between low and high educated
mothers in item nonresponse (Don’t know) are: a) the number of possible alternatives considered
by low/high educated mothers when eliciting their expectations and b) the influence of social de-
sirability. For the former, when mothers are exposed to anchors, the low educated group has two
options: to report the same level of education as theirs or a higher level – reporting a lower level
of education than theirs is not possible. In contrast, high educated mothers have three options to
consider: to report the same level of education as theirs, a lower or a higher level. When moth-
ers are anchored, high educated mothers will need to assess three possible alternatives (instead
of two), and therefore this might increase the cognitive burden for them; hence the percentage of
Don’t know increases. The second explanation is social desirability bias. According to Groves et al.
(2009, Chapter 6, p.209), this bias may influence a respondent to refuse to answer a question (or
provide a Don’t know answer) instead of revealing a socially unacceptable attribute. This might
be possible if high educated mothers, after being exposed to the anchored treatments, expect the
level of their children to be lower than the socially desirable and therefore, they prefer to not re-
port it. Moreover, Bishop et al. (1986) has found low educated people are more likely to provide
opinions on fictitious topics than their high educated counterparts. The authors do not have an
experimental design to disentangle the main reason why high educated mothers report a higher
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proportion of Don’t know than the low educated ones, however, we discuss possible channels that
might explain our results.

Finally, in the Appendix we split our analysis by gender. Tables G and H of Appendix show
LPM for sons and daughters, separately. Despite the fact that most differences are not statistically
different from zero, we identify that parents tend to report lower levels of education for daughters
than for sons in T1/T2/T3 when comparing with T4; Table I of Appendix reports the p-values of
coefficient differences. However, parents are more likely to report Don′t know in T1/T2/T3 than
in T4 when asked about their sons. This suggests that our main anchoring effects on the chances
of reporting Don’t know are primarily driven by sons, but on reporting lower levels of education,
in contrast, might be driven by the expectations on their daughters’ educational outcomes. While
it is true that fathers have slightly higher education than mothers in our sample and this could
explain the differences in expectations between daughters and sons, our findings on Don’t know
responses might be more related to social desirability bias. It is perhaps not desirable to publicly
acknowledge low levels of education for sons, and as a result this might increase non-response.
The latter is a speculative explanation as we do not have evidence to support it, however, given
the low-income context in a still traditional society, we believe this is a plausible explanation.

5 Discussion and Conclusions
We study anchoring effects when eliciting the highest level of education that parents expect

their children to achieve in the future. To do so, we use a 2x2 between-subjects survey experi-
ment where we randomly allocate mothers to one of four possible treatments. Treatments vary
according to whether parental education was asked before their expectations, and whether their
expectations about the oldest child was elicited before the youngest. We have two main results:

i) Expectations are sensitive to survey design. Inducing mothers to think first about their own
education and/or their oldest child expected education, makes mothers to downwardly adjust
her expectations. Moreover, anchoring when eliciting subjective expectations may induce item
non-response which translates into information loss and monetary costs. Indeed, when mothers
were anchored (i.e. T1, T2, and T3), 7.02% of mothers answered Don’t Know when asked about
the expected highest education for their offsprings. In contrast, only 3.38% of mothers reported
Don’t Know under the no-anchoring treatment.

ii) We also find that the level of anchoring matters. When we split the sample between house-
holds with low educated mothers (low anchor) and high educated mothers (high anchor), moth-
ers subject to a low anchor are more likely to report lower levels of expected education than those
mothers subject to a high anchor. Likewise, high educated mothers (> primary) are more likely to
report Don’t Know.

Our results suggest that potential comparability issues may emerge in survey instruments
when eliciting expectations data. If context is changed as a result of a change in question order,
comparability issues may emerge between surveys collecting the same data in the same period,
or within the same survey when collecting the same data in different periods. Researchers should
be aware that these data may be sensitive to anchoring effects, and therefore, need to consider the
potential comparability issues that might emerge when changing question order. Our findings
also highlight that anchoring may impact the predictive power of expectations data which, in our
case, helps to provide more accurate predictions of educational outcomes. We expect our findings
to be applicable to similar field settings to ours where low educated populations remain with
high levels of uncertainty about the future of their children or when social norms may affect item
response on educational outcomes.
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Experimental and observational studies should consider potential anchoring effects when elic-
iting expectations data. To avoid anchoring effects, one solution is to place survey questions of
unrelated content to the expectations data before the elicitation of expectations or questions of re-
lated content after such data are collected. Another solution is to place expectations data scattered
among questions of unrelated content in the survey questionnaire, as discussed by Tourangeau
et al. (2000, Chapter 7, p.202) when examining the influence of inflation questions on the support
for a piece of legislation in the US. However, if the main purpose of the elicitation of expecta-
tions is to predict future outcomes, our results suggest to use anchors of related content to help
the respondent to make a more accurate assessment. Based on the results discussed in here, the
authors recommend piloting the order of questions in survey instruments prior to scaling-up data
collection involving the elicitation of expectations. This should be done with a sample of people
similar to the target population and with the same wording that will be used in the scale-up sur-
vey. Depending on the main aim of the study (i.e., item-response vs prediction), the researchers
may want to consider either anchored or non-anchored elicitation of expectations data.
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A Descriptive Statistics and Balance

Table A: Descriptive statistics

Mean Stand. dev Median Min Max

Child age 8.13 4.26 8.00 0.40 15.00
Child is male =1 0.50 0.50 1.00 0.00 1.00
Child lives at home =1 0.99 0.12 1.00 0.00 1.00
Child is a student =1 0.85 0.36 1.00 0.00 1.00
Floor made of tiles =1 0.02 0.14 0.00 0.00 1.00
Floor made of concrete =1 0.23 0.42 0.00 0.00 1.00
Floor made of ground =1 0.75 0.43 1.00 0.00 1.00
Roof made of concrete =1 0.04 0.20 0.00 0.00 1.00
Roof made of mat =1 0.01 0.07 0.00 0.00 1.00
Roof made of calamine =1 0.95 0.21 1.00 0.00 1.00
# of bedrooms 1.91 0.82 2.00 1.00 5.00
Dwelling has electricity =1 0.90 0.30 1.00 0.00 1.00
Dwelling has drinking water =1 0.80 0.40 1.00 0.00 1.00
Dwelling has a radio =1 0.52 0.50 1.00 0.00 1.00
Dwelling has a TV =1 0.79 0.40 1.00 0.00 1.00
Dwelling has landline phone =1 0.02 0.15 0.00 0.00 1.00
Age of respondent 35.97 7.70 36.00 19.00 97.00
Number of children 3.66 1.70 3.00 0.00 12.00
Number of grandchildren 0.57 1.75 0.00 0.00 22.00
Number of children who live with respondent 3.24 1.38 3.00 0.00 10.00
Number of grandchildren who live with respondent 0.15 0.60 0.00 0.00 9.00
Mother’s education below VT =1 0.96 0.18 1.00 0.00 1.00
Mother’s education is VT =1 0.03 0.16 0.00 0.00 1.00
Mother’s education is university =1 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 1.00
Father’s education below VT =1 0.93 0.26 1.00 0.00 1.00
Father’s education is VT =1 0.04 0.20 0.00 0.00 1.00
Father’s education is university =1 0.01 0.07 0.00 0.00 1.00
# of days couldn’t buy food 3.02 2.21 3.00 0.00 10.00
Expect. educ. below VT 0.04 0.20 0.00 0.00 1.00
Expect. educ. is VT 0.21 0.41 0.00 0.00 1.00
Expect. educ. is college 0.69 0.46 1.00 0.00 1.00
Expect. educ. is unknown 0.06 0.24 0.00 0.00 1.00

Note: There are no mothers reporting their education as unknown.
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B Tables without Don’t Know responses

Table B: Anchoring Effect on Educational Expectations without Don’t know answers

Panel A
Anchoring Abbreviation Highest level of education that mothers expect

Below VT VT College
Single T1: P-Y-O 4.92 23.94 71.14

T3: O-Y-P 5.55 19.42 75.03
Double T2: P-O-Y 5.26 21.76 72.98
None T4: Y-O-P 3.01 23.05 73.93
Notes: Percentages by row add to 100.

Panel B
(1) (2) (3)

Below VT VT College

T1: P-Y-O 0.0228** 0.0188 -0.0416**
(0.00912) (0.0192) (0.0202)

T2: P-O-Y 0.0225** -0.00557 -0.0170
(0.00915) (0.0185) (0.0196)

T3: O-Y-P 0.0300*** -0.0234 -0.00655
(0.00954) (0.0184) (0.0195)

Observations 3,795 3,795 3,795
Overall sample (%) 4.640 22.08 73.28
Ref. category T4: Y-P (%) 3.020 23.05 73.93
Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference category corresponds to T4, Y-O-P.
All regressions control for sociodemographic characteristics, see section 3 for a full list of controls.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05
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C Anchoring Effect on Educational Expectations by Mater-
nal Education

Table C: Anchoring Effect on Parental Expectations: By Maternal Education without Don’t Know
responses

Panel A
Anchoring Highest level of education that mothers expect

Below VT VT College
≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim

T1: P-Y- O 6.79 3.00 25.54 22.60 67.23 74.40
T2: P-O-Y 8.25 2.15 23.18 20.55 67.95 77.30
T3: O-Y-P 7.21 3.82 27.97 12.47 64.36 83.70
T4: Y-O-P 3.60 2.50 25.17 21.54 71.10 75.96

Panel B
Anchoring Highest level of education that mothers expect

Below VT VT College
≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim

T1: P-Y- O 0.0432*** 0.00457 0.0137 0.0244 -0.0569* -0.0290
(0.0160) (0.0103) (0.0302) (0.0248) (0.0322) (0.0259)

T2: P- O-Y 0.0474*** -0.00527 -0.0175 0.00154 -0.0299 0.00373
(0.0167) (0.00879) (0.0291) (0.0242) (0.0312) (0.0252)

T3: O-Y- P 0.0456*** 0.0126 0.0411 -0.0696*** -0.0867*** 0.0570**
(0.0159) (0.0113) (0.0307) (0.0220) (0.0320) (0.0239)

Observations 1,688 2,107 1,688 2,107 1,688 2,107
Overall sample (%) 6.87 2.85 25.41 19.41 67.71 77.74
Ref. cat. T4: Y-O-P (%) 3.73 2.50 25.17 21.54 71.10 75.96

Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference category corresponds to T4, Y-O-P.
All regressions control for sociodemographic characteristics, see section 3 for a full list of controls.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05

D Assessment of Accuracy of Expectations Data

Table D: RMSE: Expected vs Observed Highest Level of Education in Piura

Anchoring Abbreviation Without DK With DK
Single T1: P-Y-O 56.4 54.4

T3: O-Y-P 57.4 55.7
Double T2: P-O-Y 56.9 55.2
None T4: Y-O-P 58.3 57.3

Note: RMSE stands for root mean square error and DK to Don’t Know responses.
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For Table D we have calculated the RMSE as follows:

RMSE =

√√√√∑3
i=1

(
Expectationi −Observedi

)2
3

Expectationi refers to the aggregated expectation reported by parents for level i where i cor-
responds to Below VT, VT and College. Observedi refers to the percentage of the population of 25
years old and older, living in Piura, who has as level of education i. The benchmark information
used for Observedi corresponds to: 78.5 % with Below VT, 13.9% with VT and 7.6% with College
education. Our benchmark was the observed outcome closet to our expectation data reported by
the Peruvian Office of National Statistics (INEI 2018, p. 259).

E p-values associated to t-tests for Panels A of Tables 1 and
2

Table E: Anchoring Effect on Educational Expectations, p-values associated to t-tests

Below VT VT College Don’t know

T1 0.05 0.88 0.00 0.00
T2 0.02 0.29 0.12 0.00
T3 0.01 0.02 0.52 0.00
T1/T2/T3 0.01 0.15 0.03 0.00
Notes: VT stands for vocational training.
All treatments are compared to no-anchored treatment T4.

Table F: Anchoring Effect on Parental Expectations: By Maternal Education, p-values associated to
t-tests

Below VT VT College Don’t know
≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim ≤ prim > prim

T1 0.03 0.76 0.92 0.85 0.09 0.02 0.08 0.00
T2 0.00 0.65 0.33 0.52 0.09 0.77 0.02 0.03
T3 0.02 0.26 0.49 0.00 0.01 0.08 0.09 0.00
T1/T2/T3 0.07 0.29 0.15 0.42 0.74 0.97 0.16 0.61
Notes: VT stands for vocational training.
All treatments are compared to no-anchored treatment T4.
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F Anchoring Effects by Gender

Table G: Anchoring Effect on Parental Expectations for Sons (2X2), LPM

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Below VT VT College Don’t know

T1 0.0156 0.00348 -0.073* 0.0548**
(0.0120) (0.0266) (0.0289) (0.0145)

T2 0.0141 -0.0268 -0.0241 0.0367**
(0.0120) (0.0257) (0.0285) (0.0133)

T3 0.00828 -0.0433 -0.00261 0.0376**
(0.0116) (0.0249) (0.0278) (0.0132)

Observations 2,031 2,031 2,031 2,031
Overall sample (%) 4.360 20.74 68.84 6.060
Ref. cat. T4: Y-O-P (%) 2.940 24.08 69.85 3.130

Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference category corresponds to T4, Y-O-P.
All regressions control for sociodemographic characteristics, see section 3 for a full list of controls.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05

Table H: Anchoring Effect on Parental Expectations for Daughters (2X2), LPM

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Below VT VT College Don’t know

T1 0.0220 0.00630 -0.0655 0.0372
(0.0124) (0.0251) (0.0287) (0.0147)

T2 0.0223 0.00209 -0.0451 0.0208
(0.0126) (0.0246) (0.0277) (0.0133)

T3 0.0481* -0.0137 -0.0582 0.0238
(0.0141) (0.0253) (0.0287) (0.0140)

Observations 2,009 2,009 2,009 2,009
Overall sample (%) 4.360 20.74 68.84 6.060
Ref. cat. T4: Y-O-P (%) 2.880 20.38 73.08 3.650

Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference category corresponds to T4, Y-O-P.
All regressions control for sociodemographic characteristics, see section 3 for a full list of controls.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05
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Table I: Anchoring Effect on Parental Expectations (2x2), Sons vs Daughters p-values of t-tests

Below VT VT College Don’t know
T1: P-Y 0.71 0.94 0.84 0.39
T2: P-O 0.64 0.42 0.59 0.39
T3: O-P 0.03 0.40 0.16 0.47
T1/T2 0.88 0.67 0.76 0.57
T1/T2/T3 0.16 0.74 0.40 0.74
Notes: VT stands for vocational training. Reference
category corresponds to T4, Y-P. Robust standard
errors in parentheses.
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Figure A.1: Balance Test for T1 and T2 vs the rest, 95% confidence intervals

(a) T1 vs the rest (b) T2 vs the rest

Notes: Balancing test. Confidence intervals that lie to the left imply that treatment group has a
higher mean of the corresponding variable. M edu stands for mother’s education and F edu for

father’s education.
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Figure A.2: Balance Test for T3 and T4 vs the rest, 95% confidence intervals

(a) T3 vs the rest (b) T4 vs the rest

Notes: Balancing test. Confidence intervals that lie to the left imply that treatment group has a
higher mean of the corresponding variable. M edu stands for mother’s education and F edu for

father’s education.
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G Survey questions
The education module of the questionnaire consists of two sets of questions: Questions about

parental education and Questions about expected children’s education. Figure A.3 shows these
questions (highlighted) in the original language, Spanish, as they appear in the questionnaire.

The set of Questions about parental education comprises two questions: one about the level
of education of the respondent and another one about the level of education of the respondent’s
partner (i.e. usually the father). The questions are: What is the last level of studies achieved by the
respondent?(P17 in Figure A.3) and What is the last level of studies achieved by the father of your children?
(P18 in Figure A.3).

Likewise, the set of Questions about expected children’s education is collected with the fol-
lowing question: Educational level you believe or expect – a certain child – will achieve (See the 6th
column of P20 shown in Figure A.3). For this last set of questions the order of children was ran-
domized (i.e. from the youngest to the oldest or vice-versa).

Figure A.3
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