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Abstract

We examine the educative role played by parents in social norm transmission. Using

a field experiment, we study whether parents enforce and comply more with norms

when their children are present compared to when they are not. We compare similar

parents when or after they bring or pick up their children at school. We find that

parents accompanying children, in contrast to parents alone, are more likely to

punish norm violators and to provide help to strangers when there is no violation.

They also tend to substitute more direct punishment with withholding help as a

means of indirect punishment.
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1 Introduction

Social norms, as shared understandings of what is acceptable or forbidden to do in

society (Ostrom, 2000), play a major role in governing daily social interactions in various

economically relevant settings. While there is an abundant literature on how they

are enforced, we still know little on how they are transmitted from one generation to

another (e.g., Bowles and Gintis, 1998; Lindbeck and Nyberg, 2006; Tabellini, 2008).

Research in developmental psychology suggests that children acquire social behaviour

and internalise norms from young age partly through the observation and subsequent

imitation of adults (Bandura, 1965, 1977). Parents are said to play a major role in

this social learning process (McCord and McCord, 1958; Maccoby, 1992; Bauer et al.,

2014). Norms can also be internalised by experiencing punishment when not complying

with them (Sugden, 1986; Coleman, 1994; Young, 2008) or by observing others enforcing

these norms (Malouff et al., 2009). Children understand the fairness of such enforcement

(Piaget, 1932) and use third-party costly punishment already at primary school age

(Lergetporer et al., 2014). This implies an alternative way through which norms are

transmitted: parents may teach their child about norms by not only complying with

them but also by punishing norm violations of others in the presence of their child.

By doing so, the child learns vicariously that violations will not go unpunished, which

may serve as an efficient deterrence mechanism to ensure future generation’s norm

compliance.

We conducted a field experiment in the vicinity of 30 public elementary schools, cho-

sen randomly, in Lyon, France, involving 601 parents of children aged 3 to 12 to address

two questions in relation to parental transmission behaviour. First, we ask whether

parents engage more in norm enforcement in the presence of their child, presumably

with the aim of educating the child. Our conjecture is that parents are willing to exert

more effort in terms of norm enforcement in the presence of their child because it allows

them to transmit to their offspring their values and principles about the right conduct,

with the expectation of a higher benefit for their child in the future. This is related to

the notions of parents’ imperfect empathy (Bisin and Verdier, 2001) and paternalistic
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altruism (Doepke and Zilibotti, 2019).

Second, we ask whether the nature of punishment changes in the presence of the

child. Previous research has indeed identified two main forms of norm enforcement

(Balafoutas et al., 2014). As a first means, someone can engage in direct punishment of

a violation by verbally confronting the violator. However, the deterring effect of direct

punishment is seriously hampered by the risk of retaliation (Janssen and Bushman, 2008;

Nikiforakis, 2008), which typically causes direct punishment rates of norm violations to

be low in field studies compared to anonymous laboratory experiments (Balafoutas and

Nikiforakis, 2012; Balafoutas et al., 2014, 2016; Berger and Hevenstone, 2016; Artavia-

Mora et al., 2017). Instead, individuals may resort to indirect punishment that does not

involve a risk of retaliation (Casari, 2012), as a substitute for direct punishment. In line

with Balafoutas et al. (2014), we identify indirect punishment as withholding help to

the violator. We explore whether the presence of their child changes the way parents use

direct vs. indirect punishment of a norm violation to educate the child. We conjecture

that the parents may not necessarily perceive that the risk of counter-punishment is

higher in the presence of the child but that such counter-punishment may generate a

negative externality by harming their image in the eyes of their child or by inducing

some stress in the child. If this is the case, enforcing a norm directly is associated with

a higher cost, which may lead to a higher degree of substitution between direct and

indirect punishments.

Our primary focus is on the norm of non-littering and the violation thereof.1 We

employed a 3 × 2 design in which we varied the opportunity to enforce the norm and

the presence of the child. To isolate the effect of the presence of a child, and thus the

parents’ teaching motivation, it is crucial to be able to compare similar parents in the

same environment, the only difference being the presence of the child. We targeted

parents who either brought their child to school in the morning or just picked up their

child from school in the afternoon, and parents who either just left their child at school

1The importance of compliance with this norm is universally acknowledged. As an illustration, a
representative survey (N = 1060) conducted by TNS Sofres revealed that 85% of French adult population
considered littering unacceptable, and more deplorable than other acts such as vandalism (74%) and
speeding on the highway (44%) (https://www.recyclage-recuperation.fr/archives-dechets-com/
les-francais-se-disent-anti-dechets-sauvages; accessed on June 8, 2022)
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in the morning or came to pick up their child from school in the afternoon. This set-

up provides natural variation in whether or not the child is present for an otherwise

comparable sample of parents.

In order to implement the norm violation scenario in the most similar conditions

across treatments and with high control, we recruited two trained actors, a male and

a female. Each actor played one of three different scenes, inspired by Balafoutas et al.

(2014). Depending on the scene, the actor (i) violated intentionally the non-littering

norm (“Violation”), (ii) dropped, seemingly accidentally, the content of his or her bag on

the ground, suggesting a need for spontaneous help (“Help”), or (iii) both (“Violation +

Help”). These scenes provided the targeted parent an opportunity to sanction the norm

violation directly, help a stranger in need, or both, respectively. Treatment (i) informs

us on the prevalence of direct punishment, while treatments (ii) and (iii) together are

informative of the rates of indirect punishment through withholding help.

We find that twice as many parents (22 vs. 11 percent) engaged in direct punish-

ment when accompanying children, as compared to being alone. This reveals a higher

willingness of parents to enforce the non-littering norm in the presence of their child.

In the absence of a norm violation, parents with children were about twice more likely

to help the actor pick up his or her fallen items compared to parents alone (47 vs. 26

percent), expressing the higher willingness of parents to model the norm of helping when

their child is present. By contrast, the drop in helping following a violation was not

significantly larger for parents accompanying children than for parents alone (16 vs. 10

percentage points). Our experiment does not provide conclusive evidence for a higher

tendency to punish indirectly, although parents were more likely to substitute direct for

indirect punishment when their child was around.

These findings contribute to the literature on the role of parents in the inter-

generational transmission of values and preferences by assessing their norm enforcement

behaviour with the aim of educating their children. The development of preferences in

children has received a lot of attention in the developmental psychology and economics

literature (Sutter et al., 2019), resulting from the need to better understand the be-

haviour of adults through the development of non-cognitive skills in childhood (e.g.,
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Heckman and Rubinstein, 2001; Heckman et al., 2006). This has spurred a myriad of

papers assessing the correlation between parents’ and children’s preferences (Dohmen

et al., 2012; Kosse and Pfeiffer, 2012; Alan et al., 2017; Brenøe and Epper, 2019; Chowd-

hury et al., 2022; Cipriani et al., 2013; Sutter and Untertrifaller, 2020; Chowdhury et al.,

2022). Factors that have been identified as affecting the formation and transmission of

preferences include parenting styles and investments (Cunha and Heckman, 2010; Heck-

man and Mosso, 2014; Zumbuehl et al., 2020; Alan et al., 2017; Attanasio et al., 2020),

breastfeeding as a proxy for the quality of early child environment (Falk and Kosse,

2016), exposure to a mentor (Kosse et al., 2020), language (Sutter et al., 2018), parental

ambitions (Khadjavi and Nicklisch, 2018) and culture (Gneezy et al., 2009; Andersen

et al., 2013; Falk et al., 2018). Furthermore, parental behaviour has been identified

as an important explanation for the gap in preferences and personality traits between

children from low and high socio-economic status families (Benenson et al., 2007; Bauer

et al., 2014; Falk et al., 2021, 2018; Kosse et al., 2020; Sutter and Untertrifaller, 2020).

This literature shows the potential for children’s preferences to be moulded by

parental socialization efforts, but few scholars have examined this directly. Ben-Ner

et al. (2017) investigated parents’ tendency to model behaviour in a dictator game to

their children, Lindbeck and Nyberg (2006) and Houser et al. (2016) studied parents’

dishonest behaviour in the presence and absence of their child, and Cappelen et al.

(2020) compared the effects of early childhood interventions and parenting programs on

the formation of social preferences in children. While these studies were conducted in

highly controlled environments, we are able to assess parents’ natural behaviour because

parents and children were not aware of being part of an experiment. Moreover, we take

a novel perspective by not just studying the extent to which parents model behaviour,

but also how they teach through punishing others’ undesired behaviour. This latter

feature has, to the best of our knowledge, not been studied before.2

2We acknowledge that our study only documents the teaching side of the transmission process.
Observing both teaching by parents and learning by their children would offer a complete picture of the
transmission process duality. It would be extremely challenging, though, in a natural setting. Giving
children an opportunity to violate a norm just after our intervention would have allowed us to test
whether the children whose parents enforced the norm in reaction to the actor’s intervention reacted
differently than children whose parents did not enforce it. However, such option would have raised
ethical issues. An alternative would have been to survey the children about social norms. This would
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Section 2 lays out our design and conjectures. Section 3 reports our results and

section 4 provides a concluding discussion.

2 Experimental Design

We ran our field experiment in the vicinity of 30 randomly-selected public elementary

schools in Lyon, France. We recruited two trained actors, one male and one female,

from a professional acting school. Teams of four collected the data: one actor, two

research assistants (RA1 and RA2), and one supervisor (one of the researchers). The

actor and the two RAs were blind to the purpose of the study.

2.1 Conditions and Conjectures

Our experiment uses a 3×2 between-subject design. One dimension varies the naturally

occurring presence of the child, while the other dimension manipulates experimentally

the setting of a norm violation. Regarding the first dimension, we targeted parents

approaching and leaving the school in the morning and in the afternoon. This naturally

varies whether the child is present or the parent is alone. This creates two conditions,

to which we refer as “Child” (C ) and “Alone” (A). This design makes sure that we

target a similar sample of parents in the two conditions.

Regarding the second dimension, the protocol of the scenes is inspired by Balafoutas

et al. (2014). In all conditions, the actor, who wears plain clothes, holds a small plastic

bag containing food waste (a banana peel) and carries a cotton shoulder bag containing

five file folders and a few pens (see Appendix A.3). The actor plays one of three

different scenes in front of a targeted parent in the streets surrounding the targeted

school. The scenes constitute our three treatments and they are summarised in Table

A3 in Appendix A.1. They differ in the opportunities that are provided to the parent to

enforce the norm, as explained below. The first scene, called the “Violation” treatment,

aims at measuring the prevalence of direct punishment of a social norm violation. In

have raised other challenging issues, such as measuring the children’s initial knowledge of social norms
and time pressure. Thus, we did not follow this line. Note, however, that studying parents’ teaching
behaviour is the first natural and indispensable step when analysing the transmission process.
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this scene, the actor approaches the targeted parent from the front. When the parent

is roughly 10 meters away, the actor pauses and goes through the cotton bag. Then,

when the parent is roughly 5 meters away, the actor litters in the clear sight of the

parent by throwing away the plastic bag with the food waste towards the side of the

street. Subsequently, the actor slowly starts moving again, while still going through the

bag, clearly showing no intention to pick up the litter. We classify all forms of verbal

confrontation aimed directly at the actor and which explicitly address the violation as

direct punishment.3

The difference in direct punishment rates after observing the violation of the norm

between the Child and Alone conditions informs on the parents’ tendency to engage in

direct punishment with the goal to teach the child that the norm violation constitutes

misbehaviour that ought to be punished. Following social learning theory (Bandura,

1977) or parenting models such as Doepke and Zilibotti (2019), we conjecture that

educative motives spur parents to inflict direct punishment when the child is present.4

Conjecture 1 (Direct Punishment). In reaction to a social norm violation, direct

punishment rates are higher for parents accompanying a child than for parents alone.

An implicit assumption underlying Conjecture 1 is that the fear of retaliation is the

same across conditions. This need not be the case. On the one hand, the parent may

be afraid of retaliation more in the presence of the child. In particular, the parent may

fear for his or her image and be anxious that the child will be involved in some way in

the retaliation, even by simply witnessing it. If this is the case, our experiment may

underestimate the effect of the child’s presence and this would work against Conjecture

1, making any results that support it even more convincing. On the other hand, the

parent may deem the violator less likely to retaliate in front of a child. If so, we may

overestimate the effect of the child’s presence. We discuss this issue further in Section

3 when presenting our results.

Because of the fear of retaliation discussed above, direct punishment rates are typ-

ically low in the field (Balafoutas et al., 2014, 2016). Instead of direct punishment,

3For example, “Do not throw that on the ground; throw it in the garbage bin.”
4All conjectures have been pre-registered with AsPredicted (#24270).
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parents may resort to forms of indirect punishment, for which retaliation is arguably

less likely. We provide the opportunity for indirect punishment in the second treatment,

called “Violation + Help”. This scene starts in a similar way as the Violation scene.

Then, after having littered, the actor accidentally drops the contents of his or her bag

on the sidewalk. This presents the parent with an opportunity to withhold help as a

form of indirect punishment.5

We define a parent to help if he or she picks up at least one item from the ground,

as in Balafoutas et al. (2014). In case parents stimulate their children to help, this also

counts as helping.6 In order to measure whether parents withhold help, we introduce a

third treatment, called “Help”. In this scene, the helping opportunity is not preceded

by a littering violation. Indirect punishment then shows in the aggregate through signif-

icantly lower helping rates in the presence of a violation. We conjecture that educative

motives induce parents to punish indirectly more often when the child is around, mean-

ing that we should observe a larger decrease in helping rates in the presence, rather

than the absence, of the child.

Conjecture 2 (Indirect Punishment). The extent to which parents withhold help

after observing the violation of a social norm is larger in the presence of the child.

Although indirect punishment is less likely to evoke retaliation, the educative motive

of withholding help is probably weaker than that of direct punishment, as its implicit

nature may be harder for the child to grasp. The child may thus not understand

completely that the parent is punishing the violator, especially if the helping norm

is not yet well-established in the child’s mind. Hence, the marginal teaching benefit

from indirect punishment is likely to be smaller than that of direct punishment. This

consideration would, however, work against our conjecture. The Violation + Help

treatment may also be informative about the fear of retaliation between conditions,

as we can observe the extent to which direct punishment is substituted for indirect

5To equalise the window of opportunity to punish directly across scenes, the actor pauses a second
time in the Violation scene around the same time where (s)he would drop the files in the other two
scenes.

6This was a rare event and treating it as not helping does not change the results (see Appendix
A.4.5). The rare cases the child helped without any intervention of the parent are not counted as
helping.
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punishment. In case the drop in direct punishment is larger (smaller) in the Child

condition as compared to the Alone condition, this would point to a higher (lower,

respectively) fear of retaliation in the presence of the child.

Finally, helping someone is another social norm that parents may be willing to

transmit to their children. Based on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), we expect

helping rates in the Help scene to be higher for parents accompanying their child, as

compared to parents alone.

Conjecture 3 (Helping). When no social norm is violated, parents in the presence of

their child, in contrast to parents alone, are more likely to provide help.

2.2 Procedures

The different scenes were played in mixed order in the morning approximately between

7:45 and 9:00, and in the afternoon between 16:15 and 18:00. We visited each school

during at most one day to avoid being recognized. The actors were randomly alternated

across schools, except for the first session where both actors were present in order to

homogenize the procedures.7 Targeted parents were identified by the actor and the

supervisor. We restricted ourselves to single parents walking alone or with one or more

children. To make the cost of helping negligibly small for parents and unrelated to the

presence of the child, and because being in emergency might affect helping behaviour

(Darley and Batson, 1973), we did not target parents visibly in a rush, talking on the

phone, pushing a stroller, riding a bike, walking a dog, holding something with both

hands, and/or accompanying disabled children. In case the parent engaged in direct

punishment, the actor always complied and disposed of the litter. Subsequently, the

actor quietly left the scene.

In the meantime, RA1 observed the scene from a distance and recorded the type

of scene being played, and whether the target actually observed the actor littering and

dropping the content of his or her bag, because it was crucial that targets paid attention

to the scene being played. RA1 also recorded whether the parent was accompanied by

7In three occasions, one actor could only be present in the morning, and was substituted by the
other actor in the afternoon.
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one or more children, and the parent’s response to the scene: whether the targeted par-

ent helped the actor, confronted verbally the actor regarding the violation, or expressed

his or her disapproval to the child in a way that could be heard by the actor. RA1

recorded whether there were witnesses who could possibly have intervened in the scene,

the gender of the parent and the child, the weather conditions, the time of the day, and

the cleanliness of the street. After the scene had ended, RA1 cleaned up the scene in

case of a non-sanctioned littering violation and verified the recorded information with

the actor.

After the targeted parent had left the scene, RA2 approached the parent and asked

whether he or she was willing to participate in a short, seemingly unrelated, survey.

Our main interest was in the question whether the target was accompanying or had

accompanied (i) his or her own child, (ii) a child that he or she guards, (iii) the child

of a relative, or (iv) no child. In cases (i) to (iii), we also asked for the child(ren)’s age

and gender. If a parent declined to take the survey, RA2 had to guess the gender and

age of the child(ren), if present. We dropped from the sample targets indicating they

had no child going to the school. For an exhaustive list of information recorded, see

Appendix A.2.

Challenges We identified three main challenges in relation to our design. First, par-

ents might be more in a hurry when arriving at school, rather than when leaving school.

We addressed this issue by running the scenes both in the morning when parents dropped

off their kids and in the afternoon when parents arrived at school to pick up their child.

As a result, we equalized parents’ “hurry” between child conditions as much as possible.

As additional measures to avoid parents in a hurry altogether, we mainly staged the

scenes before the five minutes prior to the beginning or end of the class, and avoided

parents who were visibly in a rush. Also, we ensured that each of the scenes did not last

for more than a couple of seconds and that helping constituted a quick act. Note that

direct punishment does not take long either since the target can express disapproval

while continuing to walk. Finally, we examined whether there are timing effects in our

data and found none (see Appendix A.4.7).
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A second concern was the audience of the interaction. It was hard to target only

one parent in an otherwise empty street, because parents arrived with their children

around the same time. In addition to RA1 recording whether there are any witnesses,

we combated this by identifying the more secluded streets in the school neighborhoods

and be present 30 to 40 minutes before the beginning or ending of class. In case another

parent was approaching while the scene was about to start, the actor waited until the

person had passed before starting the scene.

A third concern was whether the targeted adult was indeed the parent of the child.

Children might also be picked up from and dropped off at school by their nannies or

other caretakers. Insofar as these caretakers still play an important role in the child’s

education, studying their behavior remains relevant. We might, however, need to be

careful with labeling observed behavior as a tendency of parents per se. We combated

this potential issue by means of the survey conducted directly after the scene and that

allowed us to evaluate the proportion of parents across conditions.

Locations and Sample Size In Appendix A.1, we discuss the determination of the

sample size and the selection of the schools in detail.

3 Results

3.1 Data Description

The experiment was run on 30 days in May and June 2019. We collected 601 observa-

tions: 301 in the Alone condition and 300 in the Child condition. Our primary outcome

variables are (Direct) Punishment and Helping. Punishment is a dummy that takes on

value 1 if the parent verbally and explicitly punishes the actor for the violation of the

non-littering norm, and 0 otherwise. Helping is a dummy that takes on value 1 if the

parent picks up at least one item (or asks the child to pick one), and zero otherwise.

The data and codes for this paper are available in Brouwer et al. (2022).

Our main interest is in the effect of the scene played (Violation, Help, or Violation

+ Help) and the condition (Child or Alone). Moreover, we control for the following
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observables in the regressions. Male Target is a dummy indicating that a father was

targeted, while Male Actor indicates that the male actor played the scene. Morning,

Rain, and Hot are dummies indicating that the scene was played during the morning,

during rainy conditions, and on a hot day, respectively. Witness is a dummy that

takes on value 1 if RA1 deemed another non-targeted adult to be observing the scene

and to be able to intervene. Finally, we created Rich IRIS which takes value 1 if the

school’s IRIS area median income is above the city-wide median.8 Table 1 shows that

our sample is balanced on most controls, with two notable exceptions. The scenes of

the Child condition were somewhat more likely to be played in the morning (significant

at the 1% level) and with a witness around (significant at the 10% level).

Regarding the survey, 47% of the approached parents responded to the survey. Here,

we exclude parents who could not be reached for various reasons (e.g., they were talking

to another person). Responding to the survey can to some extent be treated as a helping

act. Since parents in the Child condition were more likely to respond to the survey than

parents in the Alone condition, this may hint at parents behaving more pro-socially in

the presence of their child. It may also indicate that parents in the Alone condition were

on average more in a hurry than when accompanied; however, there is no obvious reason

for which this would be the case, and the higher response rate of parents with their child

was observed regardless of the time of the day and of the condition (see Appendix A.4.1).

Nevertheless, the data analysis accounts for the parents’ time of arrival (see Challenge

1). Moreover, as shown in Appendix A.4.1, the response rates varied across treatments:

a higher proportion of parents responded after observing the actor needing help than

after observing a norm violation, which suggests that there might be some spillover

effects of the scene on the survey response rate.9 Importantly, of those who answered,

the vast majority (88%) reported being the parent of the child, rather than a guardian,

with no difference between conditions (see Table A5 in Appendix A.4.1).

8IRIS are infra-municipal areas comprising between 1800 and 5000 residents.
9For a study on spillover effects across contexts see Galeotti et al. (2021)
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Table 1: Summary Statistics

(1) (2) (3) (4)
ALL ALONE CHILD DIFF.

Male Target 0.35 0.36 0.34 0.02
(0.48) (0.48) (0.47) (0.04)

Witness 0.15 0.12 0.17 −0.05*
(0.35) (0.33) (0.38) (0.03)

Male Actor 0.51 0.52 0.50 0.02
(0.50) (0.50) (0.50) (0.04)

Rich IRIS 0.51 0.50 0.51 −0.01
(0.50) (0.50) (0.50) (0.04)

Morning 0.52 0.46 0.58 −0.13***
(0.50) (0.50) (0.49) (0.04)

Rain 0.08 0.09 0.07 0.02
(0.27) (0.29) (0.25) (0.02)

Hot 0.28 0.31 0.26 0.05
(0.45) (0.46) (0.44) (0.04)

Survey Responsea 0.47 0.42 0.51 −0.09**
(0.50) (0.49) (0.50) (0.04)

Observations 601 301 300 601

Notes: Columns (1)-(3) contain standard deviations in parentheses. Column (4)
contains standard errors in parentheses. a: Parents who could not be reached are
excluded. Hence, the statistics are computed based on 503, 251, 252 observations
in All, Alone, and Child, respectively. All tests are two-sided t-tests on the equality
of means. * p < 0.10 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01.

3.2 Main Results

The two panels of Figure 1 display parents’ direct punishment rate and helping rate,

respectively, by treatment (Violation or Help, and Violation + Help) and by condition

(Alone or with Child). To test our conjectures and compare the conditions we employ

χ2-tests. Moreover, Table 2 reports the estimates of two linear probability models for

each of the dependent variables, Punishment and Helping. Models (1) and (3) estimate

a simple model including a dummy for the Child condition, a dummy for the Violation

+ Help scene (VH), and an interaction term. To allow for observations at the same

school to be correlated, standard errors are clustered at the school-level. Models (2)

and (4) also include the variables in Table 1 (except Survey Response) as controls. We

ignore the Help (Violation) scene when analyzing Punishment (Helping, respectively),

thus analyzing roughly 400 observations.

The direct punishment rate in the Violation treatment is 22 percent in the Child

condition and 11 percent in the Alone condition (compare the dark bars in Figure
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Figure 1: Behavior of Parents, by Treatment and Condition
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(b) Helping Rates

1a). We reject the null of no differences in punishment rates between conditions (χ2
1 =

4.39, p = 0.036), showing evidence in line with Conjecture 1. This result is backed up

by the linear probability model, as shown by the positive and significant coefficient on

Child in the left panel of Table 2. This analysis supports our first result:

Result 1 (Direct Punishment). Parents accompanying children are significantly

more likely to engage in direct punishment following the violation of a social norm.

This result is consistent with the willingness of parents to punish more when the

child is around in order to teach the child about the importance of norm compliance

and the risk of being sanctioned in case of a violation. We can reject four alternative

explanations.

To begin with, we are not estimating a social image effect (i.e., parents punishing or

helping purely because they know that they are being observed). Indeed, the coefficient

of the Witness dummy in Table 2 (that captures the pure presence of another adult

observing) is negative and insignificant in both model (2) and (4): being observed by

another adult does not increase the parents’ likelihood of punishing the violator or their

willingness to help. If we include an interaction term between the Child and Witness

variables, this does not change the sign of the coefficient of the Witness dummy (we

report this analysis in Appendix A.4.2). In addition, the interaction term is never

significant: parents do not enforce more the norm when the child is present because

they are observed by another adult. We also estimated models similar to those reported

13



Table 2: Determinants of Punishment Rate (Left) and Helping Rate (Right)

Punishment Helping

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Child 0.11** 0.12** 0.21*** 0.22***
(0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06)

VH -0.04 -0.04 -0.10** -0.10**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04)

Child × VH -0.13*** -0.12*** -0.06 -0.07
(0.04) (0.04) (0.07) (0.08)

Male Target 0.06** 0.03
(0.03) (0.04)

Male Actor -0.06 -0.22***
(0.04) (0.05)

Morning -0.04 0.01
(0.03) (0.04)

Witness -0.04 -0.13
(0.04) (0.08)

Rich area 0.02 0.01
(0.04) (0.05)

Rain 0.01 -0.08
(0.04) (0.07)

Hot -0.04 0.06
(0.05) (0.05)

Constant 0.11*** 0.14*** 0.26*** 0.36***
(0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05)

Observations 400 399 401 400
Clusters 30 30 30 30
R2 0.04 0.07 0.06 0.13
F 7.74 5.17 7.36 6.45
df 29 29 29 29

Notes: The table contains results from pooled Ordinary Least Squared regressions. The
dependent variable is a binary variable for punishment (columns 1 and 2) or helping (columns
3 and 4). Standard errors in parentheses are clustered at the school level (30 clusters). One
observation is dropped due to missing data on the target’s gender. * p < 0.10 ** p < 0.05
*** p < 0.01.

in Table 2 but treating the presence of a witness as if it was a treatment variable in

the Alone condition. Consistently with the former analysis, we found that the Witness

variable has a significant and negative effect on the likelihood of punishing and a negative

but non-significant effect on the likelihood of helping (whereas the Child variable in

Table 2 is significant and positive in both models). The 95% confidence intervals are

[−0.198,−0.012] and [−0.475, 0.058] for Punishment and Helping, respectively. For

comparison, for the Child dummy in the original regressions, these are [0.105, 0.338] and

[0.026, 0.206] for Helping and Punishment, respectively. Overall, this analysis reveals

that the presence of another adult has either no effect or the opposite effect compared
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to the presence of a child: individuals feel less committed to punish norm violations

when there are witnesses (in line with the “bystander effect”).

Second, we can also reject that higher punishment in the presence of the child is

driven by the parents’ willingness to enhance their image in the eyes of their own child.

The drop in direct punishment rates when comparing the Violation and Violation +

Help treatments in the Child condition, as shown in Figure 1a and Table 2, invalidates

this argument. Indeed, if parents punished more to show their child that they are strong,

this should remain the case in the Violation + Help treatment.

Third, we can reject an explanation in terms of lower fear of retaliation in the

presence of the child (i.e., parents being more likely to punish because they believe that

a violator is less inclined to retaliate in front of a child). Indeed, punishment decreases

significantly and substantially between the Violation and Violation + Help treatments

in the Child condition only, as can be seen in Figure 1a (Child: χ2
1 = 12.37, p < 0.001;

Alone: χ2
1 = 0.98, p = 0.323). This shows that only parents with children decrease

direct punishment when indirect punishment opportunities are available. This suggests

that parents with children fear retaliation more.10

Finally, we are able to reject the alternative explanation that the perception of the

social norm changes with the presence of the child. For example, parents may deem the

violation a more serious transgression in the presence of the child, which might increase

their tendency to punish. In order to assess this, we first conducted an online vignette

study in Lyon with a different sample of parents to elicit social norms in the presence

and absence of the child in scenarios close to those used in our experiment (using the

design by Krupka and Weber, 2013, not pre-registered). We found no evidence that

the social norm is different in the two conditions, as developed in Appendix A.5. Then,

we conducted a second online study in which we presented to different participants

one of three recorded videos featuring a person littering in a public space in front of

a bystander. In one video the bystander was alone, while in the two other videos

10An additional analysis of the Violation treatment shows that only fathers punish significantly more
in the presence of the child (see Table A7 in Appendix A.4.3). Assuming that fathers fear retaliation
less overall, the presence of the child should decrease the gap in punishment rates between mothers and
fathers if children would reduce the fear of retaliation. If anything, we find the opposite.
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the bystander was accompanied, either by a child or by another adult. To elicit the

injunctive social norms and personal norms, the participants were asked to guess the

modal ratings of the littering violation and the subsequent verbal punishment by the

bystander (not shown in the video). This study and its results are presented in detail

in Appendix A.6. The second study confirms that parents in our field study did not

punish more in the presence of a child because they considered littering a more serious

violation or because they deemed direct punishment more appropriate in the presence of

the child. Since we found again no significant differences in the norms across conditions,

this means that individuals do not deem the littering norm violation more serious in the

presence of a child than without.11 Taken together, we thus adopt the teaching motive

as the dominant explanation of our results.

Before we move to the analysis of indirect punishment, we note that helping rates

in the Help treatments are significantly higher in the Child condition, as compared to

the Alone condition (compare the dark bars in Figure 1b): 47 vs. 26 percent (χ2
1 =

9.82, p = 0.002). This is confirmed by the positive and significant coefficients on Child in

models (3) and (4) of Table 2, and it is consistent with the willingness to teach children

compliance with the helping norm. Result 2 is thus in line with Conjecture 3.

Result 2 (Helping). Parents accompanying children are significantly more likely to

provide help to a stranger in need.

In both conditions, parents decrease their willingness to help following a norm vio-

lation. The helping rate decreases by 16 percentage points in the Child condition and

by 10 percentage points in the Alone condition. Still, this rate remains significantly

higher in the Violation + Help treatment in the Child condition: 31 vs. 16 percent

(χ2
1 = 6.26, p = 0.012). Note that the helping rate in the Alone condition is similar to

Balafoutas et al. (2014) and Balafoutas et al. (2016), where it was 18.6% and 13.0%,

respectively. In order to test Conjecture 2 formally, we examine the interaction term VH

11Note that if we had found significant differences, it would have suggested that the stronger norm
enforcement in the presence of the child in our field experiment might have been driven by the parents’
willingness to teach the violator that littering is more inappropriate in the presence of a child. This
would still have pointed on norm enforcement as a transmission mechanism, but the target might have
been more the violator than the child.
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× Child in our regressions. In models (3) and (4) of Table 2 the coefficient estimates on

VH × Child suggest that the helping rate does not decrease more in the Child condition

as compared to the Alone condition, even though the negative coefficient estimate is in

the predicted direction. In sum, we find no statistical evidence for Conjecture 2. This

leads to Result 3.

Result 3 (Indirect Punishment). Parents accompanying children are not signifi-

cantly more likely to engage in indirect punishment.

From Figure 1a, it becomes apparent that parents withhold help as a substitute for

direct punishment, as exemplified by the drop in punishment once a helping opportunity

is presented, but substantially more so in the Child condition. The drop in direct

punishment from 22 percent in Violation to 5 percent in Violation + Help is significant

at the 1% level for the Child condition (χ2
1 = 12.37, p < 0.001). The drop from 11 to

7 percent in the Alone condition is insignificant (χ2
1 = 0.98, p = 0.323). As mentioned

earlier, this suggests that parents may fear retaliation more when they are with their

child, as they seem more eager to resort to indirect, rather than direct, punishment.

Hence, because of this likely higher fear of retaliation, our result on direct punishment

may underestimate parents’ true tendency to punish more in the presence of the child.

Our results are robust to using logit models instead of linear probability models

(see Appendix A.4.4) and to a number of sample restrictions and alternative defini-

tions, as summarised in Table A9 in Appendix A.4.5. Furthermore, we performed some

exploratory (not pre-registered) regressions on heterogeneous treatment effects in Ap-

pendix A.4.6. We examine the effect of the number of children and their gender and

age, the gender of the actor and parent, and the relative income in the school’s IRIS

area on helping and punishment rates. Interestingly, we find that parents punish more

in the presence of children aged 6 to 8, while they help more in the presence of children

aged below 6. This suggests that parents seek to first establish the helping norm, which

may be easier to understand at a young age (Warneken and Tomasello, 2006), and teach

through punishment at a later age. This observation also contributes to reject hurry as

a reason underlying the differences in behaviour across conditions because hurry is likely
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independent of the child’s age. Furthermore, we show that the timing of the scene does

not affect Punishment or Helping rates, although they should if our results were driven

by parents who are in a rush, and that there is no significant effect of the interaction

between the time slot and the presence of the child (see Appendix A.4.7).

4 Discussion and Conclusion

Our field experiment provides evidence of parental involvement in childhood educa-

tion on social norm compliance through the enforcement of such norms, and thereby

contributes to our understanding of the intergenerational transmission of normative

preferences from parents to children. We find that parents punish a norm violation

directly more often in the presence of their child, while they do not punish more of-

ten through withholding help. Withholding help, even from a norm violator, violates

another norm: helping others. Thus, parents may believe that its educative signal is

unlikely to be grasped by children and prioritise teaching the helping norm. This may

explain why the helping rate remains relatively high after a violation in presence of the

child.

By focusing on normative preferences and by assessing parents’ natural enforcement

behaviour, we complement studies showing the importance of the cultural transmission

of preferences (Tabellini, 2008; Bisin and Verdier, 2001) and how preferences evolve

during childhood. In line with the recent economic studies on parenting (Doepke and

Zilibotti, 2017, 2019) and parental socialisation efforts (Ben-Ner et al., 2017; Houser

et al., 2016; Cappelen et al., 2020; Sutter and Untertrifaller, 2020), we show that parents

exhibit more socially responsible behaviour in the presence of their child. A novel aspect

of our study is showing that parents not only model desired behaviour, but also teach

through punishing undesired behaviour by other parties. This illustrates that parents

seek to build their children’s social skills not only through direct interventions on their

behaviour but also by acting on their environment.

As explained above, we are able to reject alternative explanations related to the

perception of the social norm, image concerns, or a lower fear of retaliation. However,
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admittedly, parents may be more sensitive to their environment or moving more slowly

when with their child(ren). Even though the window of opportunity may be slightly

smaller for parents walking alone, our design ensures that the parent always crossed

paths with the actor after (s)he littered or dropped the bag. We excluded observations

with parents who did not observe the violation, while the dropping of the items was

difficult to miss. Moreover, direct punishment does not take time, as expressing verbally

one’s disagreement does not stop the parents in their walk. It could still be that parents

have a different mindset when with their children, but we argue that this is part of our

teaching explanation. It might be interesting to compare how these adults would behave

if accompanied by another adult or a non-kin child instead of their child. A recent

study (Fornwagner and Hauser, 2022) found, however, that individuals’ contributions

to a voluntary climate action was mainly sensitive to observability by their own child,

compared to a non-kin child or another adult.

Incidentally, we note that the teaching motive may change the nature of punishment

of violations: such punishment may no longer be completely altruistic if both current

benefits to oneself (transmission of values to one’s offspring) and future benefits to the

child (accumulated social skills) are expected. Our results show that these expected

benefits compensate the cost associated with the threat of retaliation. A higher fear

of retaliation in the presence of the child is supported by the tendency of accompanied

parents to substitute more direct for indirect punishment, which also suggests that our

Violation treatment may underestimate the teaching motivation of parents in our study.

Our study also reveals the heterogeneity of preferences across parents. Not all

parents use the observed norm violation as an opportunity to teach the importance

of norm compliance to their children. Although we did not find differences across

districts in the city, our study calls for further investigations of the heterogeneity in

the inter-generational transmission of norms and parenting styles, by examining the

individual and institutional determinants of the degree of involvement of parents in

teaching normative preferences to their children.

Our study suggests that heterogeneity in teaching, and not necessarily only in par-

ents’ preferences, may play a role in producing diversity in the formation of normative
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preferences during childhood. It might be interesting to study whether parents’ be-

haviour in our settings is correlated with what has been described as an authoritarian

or as a permissive parenting style (Doepke and Zilibotti, 2019). Other interesting exten-

sions would be to connect teaching and learning, to test whether children who have just

been taught through example are more likely to exhibit stronger normative preferences,

and whether parents and other adults’ teaching make a difference in such endeavour.
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