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Abstract 

Economic advantage is correlated across generations. In the United States, 43% of adults 

who were raised in the poorest fifth of the income distribution now have an income in the 

poorest fifth of the income distribution, and 70% have incomes in the poorest half of the 

distribution. Although a variety of factors play a role in the correlation in outcomes of adults and 

their parents, evidence suggests that parental decision-making is crucial. 

In this paper, we propose that applying behavioral science to the study of parenting can 

yield new insights into how parents make decisions to spend time, money, attention, and 

affection promoting their children’s development, and why these decisions are likely to differ by 

parental advantage. Across domains people systematically make decisions that are, by their own 

evaluation, suboptimal due to cognitive biases. Parental decision-making is also subject to 

cognitive biases. We argue that disadvantaged parents want the same things as advantaged 

parents, expect similar returns from the time they spend with children, and have the time and 

resources to make similar investments in the things young children need, but are less likely to 

actually do those things. This results in a wider gap between what parents aspire to do and what 

they actually do among disadvantaged parents than among advantaged parents. Behavioral tools 

can help narrow the gap between aspirational and actual parenting. If this gap narrows, so will 

the outcomes of children from advantaged and disadvantaged families, which can increase 

intergenerational mobility.
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Introduction  

Economic advantage is correlated across generations. In the United States, 43% of adults 

who were raised in the poorest fifth of the income distribution now have an income in the 

poorest fifth of the income distribution, and 70% have incomes in the poorest half of the 

distribution. Among adults raised in the richest income quintile, 40% have incomes in the richest 

quintile and 53% have incomes in the richest half of the income distribution (Pew Charitable 

Trust, 2012). Although a variety of factors play a role in the correlation in outcomes of adults 

and their parents, evidence suggests that parental decision-making plays a crucial role. Parents 

make decisions that affect their children in a variety of domains including, for example, where to 

live, to how much time to spend with their children in various activities, what time to put their 

children to bed, whether their children brush their teeth each night, and whether to immunize 

their children against communicable diseases. Parental decision-making interpreted in this way 

probably accounts for around half of the variance in adult outcomes and is therefore an important 

contributor to the level of intergenerational mobility in a country (Bjorklund, Lindahl, & 

Lindquist, 2010). 

Across disciplines, dozens of studies have demonstrated differences in the way 

advantaged and disadvantaged parents raise their children and how these differences matter to 

children’s adult success. Among other things, advantaged parents spend more time in educational 

activities with their children (Guryan, Hurst, & Kearney, 2008; Kalil, Ryan, & Corey, 2012), 

produce more cognitively stimulating home learning environments (Harris, Terrel, & Allen, 

1999), are more likely to read to their children (Noel, Stark, & Redford, 2015) and to do math-

related activities with their children (Lazarides, Harackiewicz, Canning, Pesu, & Valijaranta, 

2015). Furthermore, because highly educated mothers have increased the amount of time they 
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spend in educational activities with their children more than mothers with less education, the gap 

between the amount of time that advantaged and disadvantaged parents spend with their children 

overall and in educationally relevant activities has widened over the last 20 years (Altintas, 2012; 

Ramey and Ramey, 2010; Hurst, 2010). 

James Heckman and his colleagues find that more engaged parents have greater success 

in producing both cognitive and non-cognitive skills in their children, and that both types of 

skills are crucial to social and economic success (e.g., Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, & Masterov, 

2006; Heckman & Masterov, 2004). Other research finds that the amount of time that parents 

spend with their children has a direct and causal effect on children’s cognitive test scores 

(Villena-Rodán & Ríos-Aguilar, 2011; Fiorini & Keane, 2014). Price and Kalil (2018) find that a 

1 SD increase in mother-child reading time increases children's reading achievement by 

0.80 SDs on average. 

In this paper, we propose that applying behavioral science to the study of parenting can 

potentially yield new insights into why parents make (or fail to make) decisions to spend time, 

money, attention, or affection promoting their children’s development and why these decisions 

are likely to differ by parental advantage. The assumption that we make is that if advantaged and 

disadvantaged parents made equally optimal parenting decisions, differences in future academic 

and financial outcomes of their children would also narrow and intergenerational mobility would 

increase. In domains as varied as financial services, medicine, education, and the law, both 

experts and laypersons systematically make decisions that are, by their own evaluation, 

suboptimal due to cognitive biases (e.g., Castleman & Page 2014; Chabris, Laibson, Morris, 

Schuldt, & Taubinsky, 2008; Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002; Meier & Sprenger, 2010; 

Rodgers et al., 2005; Sharek, Schoen, & Loewenstein, 2012). Parental decision-making is no 
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different. However, advantaged and disadvantaged parents make different decisions about how 

to raise their children, and these differences account for differences in children’s success. 

Understanding differences in cognitive biases by parental advantage can point to low-cost ways 

to narrow the parenting differences and hence the differences in child outcomes. 

In what follows, we first describe the differences between our approach and traditional 

approaches to the study of parenting. We then describe characteristics of parental decision-

making that make it subject to cognitive biases, and why the experience of cognitive biases may 

differ by parental advantage. We then discuss how using behavioral insights can point to new 

directions for research and the development of new programs and policies to support parents. 

Mechanisms Linking Parent and Child Outcomes 

Theories across several disciplines try to explain why child outcomes are highly 

correlated with parent outcomes. The dominant theories fail to adequately explain this 

correlation. One of the most prevalent theories is that poor parents cannot afford the goods and 

services that can improve their children’s life chances, including high quality education and 

health care. Other prevalent theories are that due to their social and economic circumstances, 

advantaged and disadvantaged parents have access to different information about parenting, or 

different parent groups estimate the returns to the time they spend in parenting activities 

differently. 

Economic and social structural factors undoubtedly play a role in the intergenerational 

transmission of advantage. But how large that role is remains unclear. While parental income 

consistently has a substantial correlation with important child outcomes, the causal impact of 

parental income in rich countries is much less certain. Most studies find small or no average 

causal effect of parental income on child outcomes, including cognitive and noncognitive skills, 
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and even smaller effects on adult outcomes, including income and education (for reviews on this 

literature, see Mayer, 2010; Cooper & Stewart, 2013). However, studies that examine 

nonlinearities in the effect of income usually find greater effects for families with less income 

(e.g., Shea 2000; Dahl & Lochner, 2012; but cf. Blau, 1999, who finds no additional effects for 

children from low-income families). 

Although raising the income of the poorest parents might increase their children’s adult 

income, there is uncertainty about the potential size of this increase. For example, Akee et al. 

(2010) studied the effect of an income windfall from casino earnings on members of a Native 

American tribe. They find no effect of an increase in parental income on high school graduation 

or educational attainment for children who were never poor; however, for children in poor 

families, additional parental income increased schooling by nearly one year and increased the 

chance of graduating high school by 30 percent. However, the average income increase for poor 

families in that study was very large—as much as 100 percent—and out of the range likely to be 

implemented by public policies in the United States. 

In our own survey of parents of children in Head Start programs in Chicago, over 95 

percent of parents report that they have all the materials that they need to help their children 

learn math. Almost no parents report that they ever failed to read to their child because they had 

no books to read (Mayer, Kalil, Oreopoulos, & Gallegos, 2018). 

In the United States, differences in access to and quality of schooling may also play a role 

in intergenerational mobility; again, the size of the effect is unclear. The education of parents is 

highly correlated with the education of their adult children, which suggests that differences in 

school quality in the parents’ generation is replicated in the children’s generation, or that having 

highly educated parents conveys other advantages. However, the substantial differences between 



BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS AND PARENTING 
 

7 

advantaged and disadvantaged children in cognitive skills emerge well before the start of formal 

schooling (Washbrook & Waldfogel, 2011) and conventional measures of school quality (such as 

teacher/pupil ratios and teacher salaries) have small effects on creating or eliminating gaps after 

the first few years of schooling (Carneiro & Heckman, 2003; Cunha & Heckman, 2007). The 

importance of family influences relative to schooling is perhaps not surprising, considering 

children in the United States will spend only about 13–15 percent of their waking hours in school 

between birth and age 18 (Mayer et al., 2018). Finally, school outcomes reflect many child 

characteristics, such as orientation toward the future, sense of personal efficacy, work ethic, and 

other characteristics sometimes referred to as “noncognitive skills” (see, for example, Cunha & 

Heckman, 2007; Carneiro & Heckman, 2003; Heckman & Kautz, 2012). These skills are largely 

shaped by family influences and not by schools. This body of research suggests that differences 

in what schools do does not account for a large portion of differences in educational outcomes. 

Other research shows that increasing the schooling level of parents does not necessarily 

increase schooling levels for children. Black, Devereaux, and Salvanes (2005) use a policy 

change in Norway that exogenously changed schooling levels for a cohort of students to estimate 

the effect of a change in schooling level on the schooling level of their children. They found little 

causal relationship between the education of parents and their children, with the possible 

exception of a modest effect of maternal education on sons’ education. 

Differences in information about parenting by parental advantage also do not seem to 

play a large role in creating differences in parenting. We use the 1998 and 2010 Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Survey (ECLS) data to estimate the percent of parents who rated various child 

skills as “very important” or “essential.” We categorized parents by socioeconomic status (SES) 

using a composite of mothers’ and fathers’ educational attainment, occupational prestige, and 



BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS AND PARENTING 
 

8 

family income. The results for the lowest and highest SES quintiles are shown in Table 1. 

Between 1993 and 2010, the proportion of parents in the lowest SES quintile rating each of these 

skills as important increased. For every skill the proportion of parents who say the skill is 

important is greater for parents in the lowest SES quintile than for parents in the highest quintile 

in both 1998 and 2010. From this we can conclude that the large differences by SES in the actual 

skills of children entering kindergarten do not arise because disadvantaged parents lack 

information about the importance of the skills. Recent work by Ryan, Kalil, Ziol-Guest, and 

Hines (2019) also shows that rich and poor parents’ ideas about the characteristics children need 

to succeed in life (e.g., work hard, be helpful, think for oneself) have converged substantially in 

the last three decades. 

Differences in parenting also do not seem to arise because disadvantaged parents do not 

know what to do to foster their child’s skills. For example, surveys show that virtually all parents 

say that reading to their preschool-aged child is important or very important. Yet substantial 

numbers of disadvantaged parents do not read to their children on a regular basis (Aud et al., 

2012). 

Some parents with basic reading skills may expect a lower return from reading to their 

children. Our research (Mayer et al., 2018) and research by Cunha, Elo, and Culhane (2013) 

found that low-income parents expect a substantial return from the time they spend in 

educational activities with their children. Agee and Crocker (1996) used an instrument for the 

parents’ discount rate on time investments in their children and found that less educated and 

lower-income parents discount their investments at about twice the rate as more advantaged 

parents. However, in a survey of British parents of school aged children in England, Attanasio, 

Boneva, and Rauh (2018) found no difference in expected returns to time or money investments 
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in children by parental income or education. In a companion survey, Boneva and Rauh (2018) 

found that low-income parents expect a lower rate of return from investments during early 

childhood compared to higher income parents, but they found no difference in the expected rate 

of return for parental investments at older ages. In any case, a lower expected rate of return could 

lead to either less or more investment in children depending on whether parents try to make up 

for a lower expected return by spending more time engaging their children or forego investing 

because of the lower expected return. 

Another explanation for the gap in the amount of time that advantaged and disadvantaged 

parents invest in their children is that disadvantaged parents have less time to engage their 

children. However, evidence from time diary data shows that even when researchers account for 

the number and ages of children in the home, whether the parent is married, and how much time 

the parent works, differences by education in the amount of time that parents spend with their 

children persist (Guryan et al., 2008). National Center for Education Statistics data show that the 

proportion of parents who report that they or someone else in the household read to their three-

year-old children at least three times a week does not vary by the employment status of the 

mother except that the proportion of parents reading to their children was lower when the mother 

was unemployed (Winquist Nord, Lennon, Liu, & Chandler, 1999). 

Developmental psychology is perhaps the academic discipline that has been most 

influential in setting the agenda for how researchers think about parenting. A primary tenet of 

developmental psychology is that “good parenting” cannot be understood in purely quantitative 

terms and that the quality of parent-child engagement is equally if not more important than the 

quantity. There is little consensus about how to measure quality except by using classifications 

of “parenting style” as first described by Baumrind (1991). Her classifications included 
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Authoritarian or Disciplinarian, Permissive or Indulgent, Uninvolved or Authoritative, with 

authoritative thought to be the most effective style. Developmental psychology has long focused 

on classifying parent behaviors into these parenting styles (or their variants), and correlating the 

different typologies with child outcomes. Darling and Steinberg (1993) noted that parenting style 

is a characteristic of the parent that is distinct from specific parenting practices; the former 

represents a constellation of parent attributes and attitudes that interacts with specific parental 

socialization practices to shape children’s development. Notable in this conceptualization, 

however, is the thesis that the influence of specific parent behaviors on children’s development 

can only be understood in the context of the emotional milieu, or “parenting style” in which they 

occur. 

Nevertheless, developmental psychology has not had as a primary objective explaining 

either why parenting styles differ or explaining the decision-making process that leads to 

differences in specific, measurable behaviors such as reading to young children, enrolling 

children in early education programs, or taking children to school on time every day. Research 

on parenting styles acknowledges that in this definition of parental behavior the influence of any 

one specific parenting practice cannot be disaggregated due to its being part of a typology of 

other behaviors (Darling and Steinberg, 1993). But the aggregation of parental behavior across a 

wide range of dimensions into a global parenting characteristic, or “style” hinders our 

understanding of how the behavior arises and what can change the behavior short of changing 

parents’ style of interaction with their children, a task that has proven to require intensive and 

often expensive interventions. 

Increasing intergenerational mobility requires narrowing the differences in how 

advantaged and disadvantaged parents raise their children. However, evidence on why parenting 
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practices differ by parent advantage leads to a puzzle: advantaged and disadvantaged parents 

seem to know what is important for their children, and both groups have the time and resources 

to do what is important for their children, but advantaged parents are more likely to actually do 

the things that are important. We argue that this difference arises in large part because of 

differences by parental advantage in the experience of cognitive biases and that using behavioral 

tools to reduce these differences can greatly narrow the gap in child outcomes. We now turn to 

our argument in favor of this view. 

A Behavioral Lens on Parental Decision-Making 

Behavioral tools are intended to help people make optimal decisions by overcoming 

cognitive biases. Because what parents need to do to protect and nurture their children may differ 

in some respects by parental advantage (for example, some research shows that harsher parenting 

may be required in dangerous neighborhood; for example, Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002), when we 

refer to “optimal” decision-making we do not necessarily mean that disadvantaged parents 

should make the same decisions as advantaged parents. Instead, by optimal decision-making we 

mean the decision that the parent believes is optimal or, put another way, the decision the parent 

would make in the absence of a cognitive bias. Disadvantaged parents seem to want to do the 

same things as advantaged parents but are less likely to actually do those things. That is, there is 

a wider gap between what parents aspire to do and what they actually do among disadvantaged 

than among advantaged parents. Behavioral tools can help narrow the gap between aspirational 
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and actual parenting.1 If this gap narrows, so will the outcomes of children from advantaged and 

disadvantaged families, increasing intergenerational mobility. 

The gap between knowing what one ought to do and actually doing it is not unique to 

parenting. In many situations, people’s intentions are not matched by their actions. For example, 

people often intend to complete tasks on time but routinely miss their self-imposed deadlines, a 

phenomenon known as the “planning fallacy” (Buehler, Griffin, & Gross, 1994; Kahneman & 

Tversky, 1979). Similarly, most people understand the importance of maintaining a healthy diet 

and taking medications as prescribed. However, research finds that large numbers of people fail 

to follow a healthy diet or to take medicine as prescribed because of a variety of decision errors 

and biases (for review, see John, Loewenstein, & Volpp, 2012). 

Behavioral science has documented biases that characterize much of human decision-

making. By understanding how these impede parental decision-making and how this differs by 

parental advantage, researchers can design low-cost interventions to manage the biases, thereby 

narrowing the gap in the decisions that advantaged and disadvantaged parents make. Like many 

other decisions, parenting decisions are complex, constraining parents’ capacity to make optimal 

decisions simply because human judgment cannot readily master the complexity associated with 

parenting. For this reason, parents are prone to rely on heuristics (cognitive “shortcuts”) to 

simplify their decisions and make them “computationally cheap” (e.g., Gigerenzer & Selten, 

 
1 The cost of a wrong decision may also be greater for disadvantaged parents who have few 

resources to recover from such decisions than for advantaged parents. For example, a middle-

class parent but not a low-income parent may be able to hire a tutor for her child to make up for 

not spending enough time reading to her child. 
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2001). Advantaged and disadvantaged parents can experience this complexity differently, 

resulting in different patterns of decision making. Here we describe four potentially important 

characteristics of parenting that make it especially susceptible to cognitive biases and to 

differential adaptions to biases by parental advantage. 

Parenting requires making temporal tradeoffs. The payoff to many parenting decisions 

does not materialize until many years into the future. Decisions about spending money and time 

on educational activities with children, their children’s schooling, health-promoting behaviors, 

and other activities meant to improve child outcomes can be likened to investments with 

uncertain returns. Research suggests that people systematically overweight present outcomes 

compared to future outcomes, often leading to suboptimal choices (Castillo, Ferraro, Jordan, & 

Petrie, 2011; Chabris et al., 2008; Meier & Sprenger, 2010; Sutter, Kocher, Glätzle-Rützler, & 

Trautmann, 2013). Present bias can result in parents prioritizing spending time on activities that 

provide immediate gratification rather than on investing in time with their children that has a 

payoff sometime in the future and then regretting those decisions once their children have grown 

up. 

Time preference varies across countries and within countries. While present bias is 

present in the populations of every country where it has been measured (Wan, Rieger, & Hens, 

2016), the discount rate varies across countries and within countries (see Frederick, Loewenstein, 

& O’Donoghue, 2002, for a survey of this literature). There is no consensus on what causes 

differences in time preference. However, Becker and Mulligan (1997) proposed that the more 

financial resources one has to imagine the future, the lower the discount rate on the future and 

empirical evidence supports the hypothesis that lower income adults have a greater discount rate 

on the future (Hausman, 1979; Harrison, Lau, & Williams, 2002; Golsteyn, Grönqvist, & 



BEHAVIORAL INSIGHTS AND PARENTING 
 

14 

Lindahl, 2014; Dohmen, Falk, Huffman, & Sunde, 2010; Eckel, Grundy, & Zimmet, 2005; 

Lawrance, 1991; Pabilonia & Song, 2013). Many early studies in sociology provide 

observational evidence that time preference is culturally acquired (Leshan, 1952; Cohen & 

Hodges, 1963; Lewis, 1966; Banfield, 1974; O’Rand & Ellis, 1974). Not deferring gratification 

may be useful when the future is uncertain, suggesting that children raised in poor families may 

become more present-oriented adults even if this results in suboptimal decision making. 

Parenting requires attribution. Parents must motivate their children to engage in 

desirable behaviors and dissuade them from undesirable behaviors. Motivating another person 

requires understanding his or her preferences, thoughts, and feelings. Parents must also interpret 

and respond to the motivations behind the behavior of their children. A parent of a three-year-old 

who throws a tantrum is likely to respond differently if she thinks that the child is just doing 

what any three-year-old does or if she thinks the child is being willfully defiant. 

Inferring the cause of another person’s behavior is perhaps one of the most difficult social 

judgments to perform accurately (Epley, 2014). Ironically, this is especially true when the person 

whose perspective people try to adopt is that of a loved one (Savitsky, Keysar, Epley, Carter, & 

Swanson, 2011). Married couples, for example, exhibit a remarkable inability to predict each 

other’s preferences despite being quite confident in their ability to do so (Davis, Hoch, & 

Ragsdale, 1986; Kruger & Gilovich, 1999). For parents, the difficulty is compounded because 

children’s preferences are often a moving target and children sometimes lack the ability to 

articulate their motivations. 

The need to interpret behavior and respond to preferences opens the door for attribution 

biases. Attribution bias refers to systematic errors people make when they attempt to explain 

others’ behaviors. Errors in attribution are due both to limitations in information processing and 
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to individuals’ own motivations (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Kunda, 1990). Attribution bias arises 

from cognitive shortcuts that individuals use to process complex information. But people are also 

likely to favor attributions that are consistent with their own goals and sense of identity and to 

disfavor attributions that injure their self-esteem. 

People’s imperfect attribution processes create a number of different attribution biases. 

Among the most pervasive is self-serving attribution bias—the tendency to attribute our 

successes to our own internal traits and our failures to others or to the situation. A parent of a 

child who behaves well may attribute the child’s behavior to his or her own good parenting. But 

when the child misbehaves the parent may attribute that behavior to the child being “bad” or 

having bad influences. Self-serving attributions arise from our desire to see ourselves positively 

(Mezulis, Abramson, Hyde, & Hankin, 2004). The magnitude of the self-serving bias varies 

across countries and is on average lower in Asian countries compared to the United States 

(Mezulis et al., 2004). It may also vary across groups in the United States, but we have no 

evidence on this possibility. 

As another example, the “fundamental attribution error” is the tendency to overweight 

others’ internal characteristics and personality and underweight external and situational 

circumstances when explaining others’ behavior. For instance, parents may be more likely to 

attribute their child’s failure to do her homework to a personality trait, such as laziness, rather 

than to a situational factor, such as lack of sufficient time. Although fundamental attribution 

error is present in every culture where it has been measured, the pervasiveness and depth of the 

bias differs across countries (Mezulis et al., 2004; Masuda & Nisbett, 2001; Miller, 1984; Hong, 

Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martínez, 2000). The magnitude of the biases also varies within countries 
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by age and psychopathology. In addition, parents’ attributions of child behavior and school 

success varies across countries (Bornstein, Putnick, & Lansford, 2011). 

We do not know why attribution biases vary across and within cultures. People may be 

culturally primed to invoke certain attributions (Shweder & Bourne 1982); people may have 

different needs to bolster their own self-esteem (Taylor & Brown, 1988); and other factors. 

However, the fact that attribution biases vary by cultural groups suggests that these biases may 

also vary by parental advantage. 

A large research literature documents that parental attributions influence parent-child 

interactions. For example, parents who attribute hostile intent to their children’s behavior are 

more likely to have interactions with the children that are characterized by conflict (MacKinnon-

Lewis, Lamb, Arbuckle, Baradaran, & Volling, 1992). Mothers with inaccurate expectations 

about their child’s development tend to be harsher with their child (Azar, Robinson, Hekimian, 

& Twentyman, 1984; Twentyman & Plotkin, 1982). Parent attributions are also implicated in 

child maltreatment and physical punishment of children (Dix, Ruble, & Zambarano, 1989; 

Strassberg, 1995).  

We know little about why some parents are more prone to bias in the attributions they 

make about their child’s behavior. Attribution bias is more likely to occur when information 

about the target of perspective-taking is lacking. Indeed, studies indicate that mothers with 

greater knowledge of child development and therefore more accurate attributions of their child 

behavior demonstrate more effective parenting skills, at least as they are measured by researchers 

(Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Stevens, 1984; Damast, Tamis-LeMonda, & Bornstein, 1996; 

Azar et al., 1984; Fry, 1985; Twentyman & Plotkin, 1982). However, this evidence is from 

observational studies, so they do not imply that giving parents more information about child 
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development would change parents’ attributions and parenting decisions, especially if the source 

of the attribution bias is parents’ own motivations. 

As we have already noted, disadvantaged parents do not seem to lack information about 

the things they should do to improve their children’s outcomes or how to do those things. 

Although information about child development may be a necessary first step to overcoming 

attribution bias with respect to one’s child, it is unlikely to be sufficient to change parental 

behavior by much. Additional research is needed to understand how attribution bias influences 

parental decisions and the extent to which is varies by parental advantage. 

Parenting decisions are often automatic rather than deliberate. Parenting often requires 

quick and on-the-spot decisions. When a child runs toward a busy street, a parent must react 

rather than contemplate. When a child screams in the checkout lane because the parent says no to 

his request for candy, the parent seldom has time to reflect on what to do. The need to act 

quickly and on the spot results in automaticity. Automaticity is a response done with minimal 

cognitive processing; it is useful in that it reduces cognitive load. An automatic response can be 

beneficial if it is efficacious but costly when it is not. Because automatic responses can be 

likened to habits and habits are hard to break, ineffective automatic responses can lead to 

ineffective parenting. 

Automaticity is the result of learning, repetition, and practice. Which automatic behaviors 

a parent adopts is likely to depend on the parent’s own experiences. Behaviors that have been 

repeatedly observed or experienced as a child are likely to become the default behavior of the 

adult. An adult whose parents always spanked him when he misbehaved as a child is more likely 

to “automatically” spank his own children in response to their misbehavior, with little thought 

about alternative ways to discipline the child. We do not have a lot of evidence about how 
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parents learn to parent. However, the little evidence that we do have (usually from small surveys) 

suggests that parenting behaviors are primarily learned from one’s own parents, relatives, and 

friends (Berkule-Silberman, Dreyer, Huberman, Klass, & Mendelsohn, 2010; Koepke & 

Williams, 1989; Shwalb, Kawai, Shoji, & Tsunetsugu, 1995). 

Automaticity reduces cognitive demands, leads to rapid responses, and is useful for many 

parenting situations. But automaticity can also create barriers to eliminating costly parental 

behaviors (e.g., yelling at a child, hitting a child, letting the child watch television before bed). 

Advantaged and disadvantaged parents may have the same goals for their children and even 

share the same information about how to achieve those goals, but because of differences in their 

own upbringings they might have different parenting habits. Any habit is hard to break, but if the 

automatic behavior is reinforced in the in-group where parents learn and practice parenting 

behaviors, it is even more difficult to change. 

To the extent that spheres of parenting influence differ greatly for different groups and to 

the extent that they fail to intersect, different groups will develop distinctive parenting habits and 

behaviors. This is not a problem if the different parenting decisions have little impact on 

children’s success; however, to the extent that they do, automaticity can result in very different 

child outcomes. 

Parenting decisions are experienced as identity-relevant. Most parents are unlikely to 

experience parenting as simply a competency or a skill. Instead, parenting is experienced as 

meaningful and identity-relevant (Kalil, Mayer, Delgado, & Gennetian, 2019). Being a “good 

parent” is a normatively valued identity. 

People often hold multiple—sometimes conflicting identities—and different identities 

can create different values, preferences, and decisions (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000). In addition, 
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different identities can be “primed” in different contexts. Similarly to student-athletes whose 

performance is affected by whether their “student” or “athlete” identity is activated (Yopyk & 

Prentice, 2005), a mother’s decision to work late or to spend more time with her child depends in 

part on whether she thinks of herself in the moment of decision as a “career woman” or as a 

“good mother.” Moreover, the identities accessible to advantaged and disadvantaged parents may 

differ, which may partly explain different decisions across socio-economic groups. Identities 

such as “wife,” “husband,” or “career professional” may be more accessible to advantaged 

parents, whereas identities such as “single parent” or “unemployed” may be more accessible to 

disadvantaged parents. The identities available to advantaged and disadvantaged parents may 

differ and the salience of common identities may also differ. A single parent may be more likely 

to have the identity of “girlfriend” whereas a married mother may be more likely to have the 

identity of “wife.” The identity of “wife” may correspond more to the identity of “good mother.” 

Consequently, there may be less competition among identities for advantaged parents. 

Although there is a considerable amount of research on the role that parents play in 

developing children’s identities, there is little research on the role that parents’ identities play in 

parenting decisions or child outcomes. Understanding the relationship between identity and 

behavior points to a new way that preferences can be changed. Notions of identity evolve within 

a society and they can be changed by incentives and other policies that can change or prime 

social categories, giving some identities great returns (see Akerlof & Kranton, 2000).  

Interventions to Manage Cognitive Biases in Parenting 

Although the foregoing list of cognitive biases influencing parenting is far from 

exhaustive, it illustrates the potential of the behavioral perspective to improve parent decision-

making. Cognitive processes can prevent parents from “rationally” analyzing their decisions and 
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force them instead to rely on biases. Adopting a behavioral approach can allow us to decompose 

parenting behaviors into a series of decisions and help researchers and practitioners identify and 

intervene when cognitive biases are likely to result in parenting decisions that are suboptimal 

from the parent’s own point of view. 

As an example of a way that a program could mitigate the effects of cognitive bias, 

consider the Parents and Children Together (PACT) Study, a field experiment we conducted at 

the Behavioral Insights and Parenting Lab at the University of Chicago (Mayer et al., 2018). This 

field experiment was designed to test the ability of a behaviorally informed intervention to 

increase parent-child reading time among parents of children in the federally funded Head Start 

preschool program. This is an important outcome because reading to one’s child at an early age 

is associated with improved literacy and social skills (Hale, Berger, LeBourgeois, & Brooks-

Gunn, 2011; Kloosterman, Notten, Tolsma, & Kraaykamp, 2011; Mol & Bus, 2011; Price and 

Kalil, 2018; Raikes et al., 2006). 

Extensive survey work conducted as part of this study revealed that parents in this 

population (a) understood the importance of reading to children (in part this may be due to their 

attending Head Start, which strongly emphasizes parental reading to children); (b) had access to 

reading materials (again, possibly due to Head Start making books available to borrow); (c) 

understood the “production function” of their time investment (i.e., they reported on surveys that 

the more time they invested reading to their children the greater would be the likelihood of their 

children’s success in kindergarten); and (d) reported that it was just as much if not more their 

responsibility (as opposed to the teacher’s responsibility) to stimulate their child’s development. 

Our other work, moreover, shows that low-income parents enjoy spending time in 

developmentally relevant activities with their children to the same extent as do high-income 
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parents, and that low-income parents do not report feeling particularly stressed or unhappy 

engaging in learning and teaching activities with their children (Kalil et al., 2019). 

What, then, leads to infrequent book reading among low-income families? We 

hypothesized that present bias may be key, so the PACT intervention was designed specifically 

to overcome this bias with a set of behavioral tools (goal setting, feedback, reminders, and social 

rewards) designed to “bring the future to the present” and help parents form a habit of regular 

book reading. On average, the PACT intervention had a very large treatment impact (~ 1 SD) on 

the amount of time parents spent reading with their children (the study measured time use 

objectively using digital tools). But even more important was the study’s finding that the 

intervention was substantially more effective for those parents who were more present biased. In 

short, parents who suffer from present bias are the very ones who benefit from an intervention 

designed to overcome it. Those parents who were not present biased were already reading at 

higher levels to their children and the intervention had little impact on them. 

These findings suggest that parents’ difficulty with making temporal tradeoffs is partly 

responsible for their failure to read to their children. In addition, these findings provide a 

blueprint for reducing the effects of this cognitive bias. By using a set of known behavioral tools, 

parents are able to improve parental decision-making. Moreover, the costs of the PACT program 

per family were relatively low, dwarfing the per-capita costs of current policy interventions 

designed to improve preschool children’s educational outcomes, which suggests that 

behaviorally based interventions can feasibly be adapted for policy purposes. 

As a second example, we implemented a behaviorally informed field experiment called 

Show Up to Grow Up, which was designed to increase attendance and diminish chronic 

absences at subsidized preschool programs in Chicago. We sent personalized text messages to 
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parents, targeting behavior driving children’s absences from preschool. The text messages 

focused on, among other things, “loss aversion” by emphasizing the learning that children miss 

out on when they miss Head Start. Using administrative records from preschools, we find that 

our intervention increased attended days by 2.5 (0.15 standard deviations) and decreased 

chronic absenteeism by 9.3 percentage points (20%) over an 18-week period. We found that 

parents who benefited the most were the ones who reported lower preferences for attendance in 

our baseline survey. These are the parents who are less likely than other parents to report that 

their child would be worse off in terms of their academic and social skills if they missed many 

days of preschool. In short, parents who have less strong beliefs in the importance of preschool 

benefit most from messages that emphasize its importance by prompting parents to focus on 

what their child is missing out on if they don’t attend. 

Conclusion 

An important determinant of the intergenerational correlation in life outcomes is the 

decisions that parents make regarding how to raise their children. Rethinking the challenge of 

increasing economic and social mobility as requiring a change in the decisions that parents make 

allows us to reframe the challenge as one of overcoming cognitive biases that interfere with 

decision-making. By conceiving of parenting as a series of decisions, researchers can identify 

and investigate specific constraints that prevent parents from following through on behaviors 

they believe can help their children. The behavioral approach to parenting holds substantial 

promise for improving the decisions of all parents, and especially of disadvantaged parents. 

Behavioral science currently has many limitations. It often seems more like a 

classification system than a true theory. It is plagued by contradictions and inconsistencies in the 

classifications. But it still promises to be a powerful new way to understand parental behavior 
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and especially differences in behavior by parental advantage. Though this field is still in its 

infancy, a number of studies have demonstrated how behavioral tools can help to manage the 

cognitive biases that interfere with parent engagement (see, for example, Gennetian, Darling, & 

Aber, 2016; Kalil, 2014; Mayer et al., 2018; Robinson, Lee, Dearing, & Rogers, 2017; Rogers & 

Feller, 2018). 

Despite our enthusiasm for this approach, it is important to raise some relevant cautions. 

For one, we do not yet know much about which parental decisions are driven by cognitive biases 

and which are due solely to economic and social deprivations or other social structural barriers. 

If parents cannot afford books, they will not read to their children no matter how many times 

they are “nudged.” We also know little about behavioral spillovers, or whether subjecting parents 

to multiple behavioral tools to drive a single behavior will have synergistic or antagonistic 

effects on other behaviors. Most importantly, we do not yet know how to make a habit of new 

behaviors so that cognitive biases are overcome in the long run. A theory-driven approach to 

integrating behavioral tools into parenting interventions has the potential to answer these 

questions, thereby advancing science at the same time as it improves children’s life chances.
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Table 1: Parents’ beliefs about the importance of children acquiring various skills before 

entering Kindergarten 

Fall outcomes Lowest SES quintile Highest SES quintile 

 1998 2010 1998 2010 

Percent who rated the following as  

“very important” or “essential” 

Counting to 20 73.6 85.2 50.5 68.4 

Taking turns/sharing 93.5 95 92.6 93.3 

Using pencil/paintbrush 77.9 86.8 66.9 78.7 

Sitting still/pays attention 90.6 92.8 74.8 79.3 

Knowing letters of the alphabet 80.5 88.7 55.7 75.9 

Communicating needs/wants verbally 93 95.8 93.8 94.8 

 
 

Source: 1998 and 2010 Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey (ECLS) 


