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Abstract

I conduct a field experiment in nineteen schools in Rajasthan to investigate whether the norms asso-
ciated with one’s social identity affect one’s aspirations, beliefs, and eventual outcomes. Utilizing
a “priming” methodology used in social psychology, and more recently in economics, I exploit
environmental cues within the subjects’ existing environment to “prime” either caste or gender
identity through priming questionnaires, thereby introducing exogenous variation in the salience
of one’s social identity. Randomly assigning whether a subject’s caste or gender (or neither) is
primed, I first elicit long-run aspirations of adolescents (parents) for their (their child’s) future
income, educational attainment and occupation. I find that girls have aspirations and beliefs that
are biased downwards when gender is primed, while parents of high caste adolescents have higher
aspirations and beliefs about income as well as educational attainment when caste is primed. Next,
I set up a learning camp at school over ten weeks for these adolescents, in order to test whether
identity affects learning outcomes. I elicit subjects’ aspirations and beliefs for each of the tests
conducted at the learning camp, and record attendance and actual test scores over the ten weeks.
Again, I find that girls’ aspirations and beliefs are significantly lower when gender is primed, and
that learning outcomes are also worse, but only for upper castes girls. Priming caste makes males
(but not females) from upper castes have higher aspirations and beliefs, while females from upper
castes have worse learning outcomes.
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1 Introduction

Individuals in a society almost always belong to one or more social group, and form a sense of

“social identity” - a sense of belonging to the social world1. Starting with the work of Akerlof

and Kranton (2000)2, economists have started to study, both theoretically and empirically, the

effects of one’s identity3 on economic preferences and behavior. Another, relatively newer

strand of literature explores the role of beliefs and aspirations about one’s future economic

outcomes and well-being (Mullainathan, 2004; Ray, 2006). While studies in the other social

sciences, and social psychology in particular, have hypothesized that one’s identity may play

a crucial role in the formation of one’s beliefs, aspirations (about one’s future outcomes) and

eventual outcomes4, economists have only recently begun to explore this idea (Beaman et al.,

2012).

Economic disparities between social groups have been documented for decades. While such

disparities may partly been explained by discrimination in the labor market (Bertrand and

Mullainathan, 2004), there is limited evidence on whether identity has a more direct, psycho-

logical effect on economic outcomes. This study presents the first direct tests of whether social

identity affects aspirations, beliefs and eventual outcomes. I focus on two specific forms of

social identity, namely, caste and gender. I conduct a field experiment with approximately one

thousand adolescents across nineteen schools in a rural district in India to test whether caste

and gender identity affect aspirations and beliefs that these adolescents have for their future

(long run) economic outcomes, as well as aspirations and beliefs that parents have for their

adolescent children. In order to look at the effect of identity on real outcomes, I focus in par-

ticular, on learning outcomes, as measured by test scores. I create and run a learning camp in
1Tajfel and Turner (1979) define social identity as the portion of an individual’s self-concept derived from

perceived membership in a relevant social group.
2While work related to social identity in the economics literature began with Becker’s “economics of dis-

crimination” (Becker, 1957), this literature did not start to consider its potential, direct effects on preferences and
behavior until only about fifteen years ago.

3In economics, the terms “identity” and “social identity” have been used interchangeably, and I will do so as
well in this paper. These two terms do however, have distinct meanings in social psychology; for a discussion,
see Jasso (2002).

4For examples of this work, see Oyserman (2008), Oyserman and Destin (2010).
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partnership with a non-governmental organization (NGO) to provide Math classes at school

for a period of approximately ten weeks for these children. I elicit (short run) aspirations

and beliefs about scores on multiple tests conducted at the learning camp over the ten weeks,

record the eventual test scores, and study the effect of identity on these.

Benjamin et al. (2010) point out that while testing any causal effects that a specific social

identity might have on behavior is problematic, social psychology gives us a way to introduce

exogenous variation in the salience in one’s identity. This methodology introduces “primes”

to make a particular social category of an individual temporarily salient, thereby moving the

individual’s preferences or behavior closer to his or her group’s social norm5. I use this prim-

ing methodology and exploit environmental cues within the subjects’ everyday environment to

“prime” either caste (jati6), or gender identity through “priming questionnaires”. The region is

particularly rich in visual cues in one’s environment, which highlight differences across gen-

ders as well as jatis. These cues include differences in types of traditional attire and jewelry

between castes as well as genders, spatial segregation in how castes locate themselves within

a village, segregation in seating arrangements between the genders as well as castes at village

meetings, differences in occupations between castes and genders, and so on. These features

of the everyday socio-economic life in the village play a key role in the re-enforcement and

persistence of caste- and gender-based social norms (Unnithan-Kumar, 1997). The priming

questionnaires used in this study consisted of questions that made subjects’ caste or gender

identity salient by asking (and thereby reminding) them about such features of their environ-

ment.

The field experiment was conducted in two stages. The first stage of the experiment tested

whether caste or gender identity affect a subjects’ long run aspirations and beliefs related to

income, occupation and educational attainment. The study sample for this stage was divided

into three broad groups based on whether a subject’s identity was primed before being asked
5Experimental work in the identity economics literature typically uses some form of this methodology.
6The word jati is often used interchangeably with caste in the region, though the latter often also refers to

a broader social construct called varna, which is made up of multiple jatis. It is well documented that caste
affiliation in everyday life, and in socio-economic networks takes the form of jati, rather than the broader concept
of varna (Kothari, 2004).
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about their aspirations or beliefs. The first and second groups consisted of subjects for whom

gender and caste were primed, respectively. The third group consisted of subjects who were

asked a set of “neutral” questions, that is, questions entirely unrelated to caste or gender. This

group served as the control group for the first two (primed) groups. Each of these groups

was further divided into two groups: the first consisted of adolescent subjects, and the second

group consisted of parent-adolescent pairs, where the parent was the primary respondent to

both the priming and aspirations and beliefs questions. The aim of this final subdivision was

to study whether parents are more responsive to the salience of either gender or caste identity

than children.

The second stage of experiment was designed to specifically study the effect of social identity

on aspirations and beliefs about short run learning outcomes (test scores), as well as effects

on actual intermediate and final learning outcomes, namely, attendance and test scores. The

treatment and control groups in this stage were identical to those in the first stage, except

for one main difference: this part of the experiment had a seventh group7 that served as a

“pure control” group. The subjects in this group consisted of adolescents who were not asked

questions related to beliefs or aspirations about test scores, allowing me to use this group to

account for any differences in learning outcomes that may be attributable to the mere act of

thinking about one’s beliefs and aspirations8 about test scores.

My first set of findings is related to gender. The results from the first stage of the experiment

show that adolescent females have lower aspirations and beliefs (for future income) when

gender is primed, while we do not see a similar effect in the treated groups that have parental

involvement (that is, the group which consisted of parent-adolescent pairs). In the second

stage, I again find that females have lower aspirations and beliefs on test scores. These effects
7The neutral group with adolescent subjects in the first stage was twice the size of the other groups precisely

because it would be split in two in the second stage. Half the group was asked “neutral” questions as in the first
stage, while the other half was treated as the pure control. Note that the randomization split the sample into the
seven treatment and control groups corresponding to this second stage, and two of the groups were combined into
one “neutral” group in the first stage to serve as a control for the primed groups with adolescent subjects.

8Thinking about and stating aspirations is similar to setting goals. Therefore in some sense, the comparison
of the non-primed (neutral) group and this pure control group is similar to testing the effect of setting goals on
learning outcomes.
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are stronger among females belonging to high castes. In addition, test scores for gender-primed

high caste girls fall by 12.9 percent relative to the control group. In line with the results found

in stage I, parental involvement does not lead to detectable differences between primed and

unprimed groups, except for males: high caste males are 10 percent more likely to attend

school when gender is primed, while test scores of low caste males fall by 7.1 percent.

My second set of findings is related to caste. First, I find that high caste parents have greater

aspirations and beliefs for their child’s long run outcomes (income and educational attainment)

when caste is primed. For instance, high caste parents aspire for 0.82 additional years of

schooling when their caste is primed. In the second stage of the experiment, while I don’t find

effects on stated aspirations and beliefs about test scores for this parent-adolescent group, I

find that high caste males in this group end up exerting more effort: they are about 13 percent

more likely to attend school. High caste adolescent males (without parental involvement) have

higher aspirations and beliefs on test scores, whereas high caste girls have significantly lower

attendance at school as well as lower test scores when their caste is primed. In contrast, low

caste girls exert more effort when their caste is primed and are 10.6 percent more likely to

attend school.

The findings on the effects for high caste females are consistent with anthropological studies

(in addition to anecdotal evidence) that high caste females are less empowered within the

family than low caste females in this region. More recent work in economics also supports

this claim. For example, in an evaluation of an entrepreneurship training program in India,

Field et al. (2010) find that the number of restrictions faced by women is significantly higher

for higher caste women than women belonging to low caste groups.

The results on low status males and females are consistent with findings from Munshi and

Rosenzweig (2006), who show that boys belonging to lower castes or jatis are more likely to

remain within established jati networks, attend local language schools, and work in traditional

occupations, while girls are increasingly attending English-language schools (the returns from

which increased significantly over the period under study).
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My study contributes to three emerging literatures in economics. First, it contributes to the lit-

erature on identity economics that studies how people’s conceptions of themselves, and of what

they are supposed to do given prevailing social norms, affects their economic lives. Akerlof

and Kranton (2000) was the first paper to explore this possibility by proposing a utility func-

tion that incorporates identity as a motivator for behavior, and incorporates it as an argument

in the utility function. The model demonstrates how identity can affect individual interactions,

and shows implications for gender discrimination in the workplace, the economics of poverty

and social exclusion, and the division of labor in the household. Other theoretical work in this

literature (for example, Benabou and Tirole, 2011) has similarly modeled individuals having

disutility from deviating from their relevant social group’s norm. On the empirical side, stud-

ies that have used the priming methodology to study the effect of identity on behavior have

reached the following broad conclusion: when an individual’s social identity is made salient,

she will behave differently from someone with the same identity in a treatment group, where

identity was not made salient. For instance, in an experiment conducted in rural villages in

northern India, Hoff and Pandey (2006)9 find that a boy belonging to a low caste performs

worse on a test when his caste is publicly announced prior to the test, whereas a boy from the

same caste and taking the same test will perform better when his caste is not made public.

The second emerging body of literature in economics that is most relevant to this study is that

which explores the determinants of aspirations, and the role that aspirations might play on

eventual outcomes (for example, Bernard et al., 2011; Beaman et al., 2012; Genicot and Ray,

2012). In line with the work in the goals literature in social psychology (Heath et al., 1999)

and more recent work in economics on expectations (Koszegi and Rabin, 2006), Genicot and

Ray (2012)10model aspirations as reference points. In their model, one’s initial wealth level
9Note that this and related experiments on caste in India have focus entirely on boys. However, gender also

plays a crucial role in how caste identity manifests itself. To my knowledge, my study is the first to offer evidence
on the gender-specific effects of caste identity.

10Relatedly, in the anthropology literature, Appadurai (2004) posits that one’s social identity may play a sig-
nificant role in shaping one’s beliefs about one’s own potential, life goals and eventual economic outcomes. He
introduces the notion of the “capacity” to aspire, and argues that prevailing social norms may make certain groups
of disadvantaged individuals less likely to “aspire” for future well-being, thereby leading to underinvestment and
lower effort today, leading to poorer economic outcomes in future.
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shapes one’s aspirations for future economic outcomes, which in turn affect the incentives to

invest or exert effort today. This in turn, affects wealth in the next period. Thus aspirations and

income distributions evolve jointly, and it is conceivable that at very low wealth and aspiration

levels, individuals may get stuck in an aspirations-based poverty trap. My study links this idea

to the recent work in identity economics by testing how one’s social identity, instead of one’s

wealth, moves one’s aspirations and beliefs away from what these would have been without

identity considerations. A shortcoming of my study is that I do not disentangle the effect of

priming social identity and that of aspirations themselves, on outcomes. Hence this remains

an area for future research.

Finally, this study contributes to the literature on how beliefs about one’s own or one’s child

characteristics affects schooling decisions and investments in education (Jensen, 2010; Nguyen,

2008). This growing body of work explores the extent to which individuals have incorrect

perceptions about the returns to education, and how interventions (for instance, through the

provision of information) might de-bias these beliefs in order to increase investments and im-

prove learning outcomes. There has been no work, to my knowledge, that investigates the

determinants of downward biased beliefs and poor outcomes in education. By focusing on the

specific case of social identity in my experiment, I am able to test the causal role of identity in

determining both adolescents’ and parents’ beliefs (and aspirations) about future (long run),

and learning (short run) outcomes.

The results in this study are relevant for policy. In India, one’s caste (jati) as well as gender

remain the most salient forms of social identity11. Persistent inequality in economic well-being

and human capital accumulation between the genders and castes remains to this day (Dreze

and Sen, 2004; Deshpande, 2011), and the only policy tools that has been employed to try to

address this problem is that of affirmative action. While affirmative action policies have indeed

been shown to improve outcomes along certain dimensions (Chattopadhyay and Duflo, 2004),

my findings suggest that affirmative action polices may not be enough. Consistent with this
11This is true not only in rural areas that are typically less developed, but also true among economically well off

communities in urban areas. For example, Banerjee et al (2009) show that marriages are still mostly endogamous
(that is, individuals marry within their own caste) even among educated urban households.
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idea, the World Development Report (2015) draws attention to the idea of how, even in the

presence of access to economic opportunities, the salience of one’s social identity may lead

to individuals having biased beliefs about their ability to improve their economic well-being,

thereby affecting effort and eventual outcomes. Possible interventions to motivate subjects

(with biased beliefs) might be through interactions with role models12, or via the provision of

information to de-bias beliefs, and so on.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 discusses the rationale for

priming social identity. Section 3 describes the design and experimental procedures. Section

4 reports the experimental results on the effects of priming gender, and Section 5 discusses the

effects of priming caste or the jati. Sections 6 provides a discussion of the results and Section

7 concludes.

2 Priming Identity

In this section, I first describe the rationale for picking the questions that were used to prime

caste and gender identity in this experiment. I then summarize a conceptual framework intro-

duced in Benjamin et al. (2010) that demonstrates how “priming” creates exogenous variation

in the salience of identity, and resultant changes in behavior.

2.1 Choice of priming questions

Questions for priming gender or group identity were formulated by utilizing information from

the subjects’ environments. This was done for two reasons. First, the region is particularly

rich in visual cues in the environment, which highlight differences across genders as well as

jatis. These play a key role in the re-enforcement and persistence of jati- and gender-based

social norms in everyday life (Unnithan-Kumar, 1997). Second, introducing artificially strong

priming methods in order to be able to see significant effects on outcomes (even if these do in
12For instance, Jensen (2010) shows that villages randomly assigned to greater economic opportunities for

girls and where girls were exposed to “role models”, were more likely to have greater female school enrollment.

8



fact exist in the environment), has poorer external validity.

Heterogeneity in attire was the first feature exploited to formulate both gender and group

identity priming questions. For instance, men belonging to different social groups wear dif-

ferent colored turbans, and women belonging to different social groups wear different types

of blouses and skirts. There also exists heterogeneity in the types of jewelry worn across

the genders both across and within social groups. The second major feature that seems to

reinforce group identity is the considerable segregation in the way that social groups locate

themselves within a village13. There are other features that are used to differentiate different

castes. For example, throughout India, and particularly in rural areas, jatis are typically en-

dogamous, and in Rajasthan, there exist distinct features in everyday life that set these groups

apart: what types of clothing and jewelry are worn, which part of the village each caste lives,

where individuals belonging to these groups seat themselves at village meetings, what types

of occupations individuals belonging to specific castes take up etc. See Illustrations 2 and 3

onwards for illustrations of differences in clothing worn between jatis both within and across

genders.

2.2 What does priming achieve?

It is useful to think about priming effects, decisions and norms in the context of a simple model

proposed in Benjamin et al. (2010). I briefly discuss this model below in the context of this

experiment.

Suppose x is decision variable. In our context, this is the survey respondent’s (i) aspiration

(for a particular outcome), (ii) belief (about a particular outcomes), or (iii) effort (measured by

attendance)14.
13For instance, both children and adults from a particular jati, who live in one area of the village, do not

typically venture into an area that is demarcated for a different jati. Similar norms exits through most of rural
India.

14When the subjects are parent-child pairs, with the primary respondent being a parent, attendance at school
reflects effort indirectly induced by parental influence on the child, along with any direct effect that the priming
may have had on the child. In this case, x would roughly measure a “joint” effort by the parent and child as a
result of the prime.
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Let us denote a category by C. The strength of affiliation towards a category is denoted by

s > 0 and let x0 be the choice that an individual would make if identity did not play any role

in behavior and decision-making. Let xC be the choice that social norms would dictate for a

particular category C. If an individual places a weight w(s) (where, w(s) 2 [0, 1], w(0) = 0

and w0 > 0), he will maximize his utility:

U = �(1� w(s))(x� x0)
2 � w(s)(x� xC)

2 (1)

Benjamin et al. (2010) assumes that there is a steady state value s̄ of the strength of affiliation

to the category C, and it reasonable to do so in our context as well.

The solution to maximizing (1) is then: x⇤ = (1 � w(s))x0 + w(s)xC . A category prime is

modeled as a small, temporary change away from the steady state s̄, so that priming would

then move x⇤ closer to the norm xC .

Note that it is theoretically ambiguous whether individuals that have very strong affiliation to

a the category (that is, high s) would also be more sensitive to priming. This is because the

shape of the w(s) function is unknown15. One possibility is that the function is concave such

that at high levels of s, individuals are saturated and priming has little effect.

Gender norms may be different depending on the community that one belongs to, and this

is true in particular, among the jatis in Rajasthan, where the study was conducted. Women

belonging to low status groups are more likely to leave the house for work, work alongside men

for the family’s livelihood and generally enjoy a much higher status within the household than

women in upper caste groups (Unnithan-Kumar, 1997). On the other hand, women belonging

to higher status households less likely to participate in the labor market, and gender norms

tend to be more regressive among these higher caste/status groups (Das, 2005; Ray, 2012).

It is worthwhile to note here that in both experimental work, as well as in non-experimental

studies in the identity economics literature, there are broadly two interpretations given for

the empirical findings that demonstrate changes in behavior when one’s identity has been

15For example, if x0 < x

C

,

d

2
x

⇤

ds

2 > 0 if and only if w00(s) > 0, where d

2
x

⇤

ds

2 = (x
c

� x0)w00(s)
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made salient. The first is that individuals conform to norms associated with a social category

when that category is made salient (Jianakoplos and Bernasek, 1998), consistent with the

mechanism described above. Second, it may be that individuals belonging to disadvantaged

groups conform to negative stereotypes, that is, they may become nervous or anxious when

reminded of their identity, causing them to perform poorly on tests or other cognitive tasks

immediately after their identity has been primed (Afridi et al., 2010; Shih et al., 1999; Steele

and Aronson, 1995). While it is difficult to disentangle which of the two is really operating, the

results I will find here (particularly on attendance and test scores) are less likely to be driven

by stereotype threat. This is because subjects were primed a significant amount of time prior

to when they actually took the test.

The treatments assigned to each group, the protocols followed for each stage of the experiment,

and the outcomes of interest are described in the next section.

3 Experimental Design

The experiment was conducted between Fall 2013 and Summer 2014, with about one thousand

adolescents (and their parents for a subset) in nineteen villages in Rajasthan, where social

segregation and discrimination based on both caste and gender is very common (Deshpande,

2011; World Bank, 2001; Unnithan-Kumar, 1997). The field experiment was conducted in

two stages: in the first stage, I looked at the effects of priming social identity on subjects’ long

run aspirations and beliefs related to future income, occupation and educational attainment.

In the second stage, I focused on how priming social identity affects aspirations and beliefs

about short run learning outcomes (test scores), as well as effects on actual intermediate and

final learning outcomes, namely, attendance and test scores. Below, I discuss the experimental

setting and details of the design and protocols.

3.1 Study Context and Sample

The experiment was conducted across nineteen villages in a district called Pali in the north

11



western state of Rajasthan in India. For logistical reasons, the villages for the study were

chosen according to (i) proximity to the Pali district capital, and (ii) whether the partner NGO,

Educate Girls, had a volunteer teacher in that village. All villages were within a 100 kilometer

radius of the Pali district capital and within a 200 kilometers of each other. One co-educational

school that contained grades 6 to 8 was chosen from each of these villages and the final sample

for the study consisted of approximately 1000 children. Children were then randomly assigned

to the control and treatment groups.

The study sample consisted of all adolescents enrolled in a study school in grades 6 through

8, totaling to approximately one thousand. They were randomly assigned to seven equal-sized

groups: Groups 1 and 3 consisted of adolescents for whom gender and caste was primed,

respectively. Groups 2 and 4 consisted of adolescent-parent pairs, for whom gender and caste

was primed, respectively. Group 5 consisted of adolescents that were asked neutral questions,

and Group 6 consisted of adolescent-parent pairs that were asked neutral questions. Group 7

consisted of adolescents who were asked neither neutral or priming questions, nor questions

related to aspirations or beliefs.

The sample for the first stage of the experiment was divided into six groups: this was done by

combining adolescent subjects in groups 5 and 7 into one group listed above, which served as

the control for groups 1 and 3. Both stages of the experiment are described in the next two

subsections.

3.2 Experiment - Stage I

The goal of the first stage of the experiment was twofold: first, I test whether caste or gender

identity affects aspirations and beliefs about one’s own future economic outcomes (income,

educational attainment and occupation). The second aim was to test the effect of these two

forms of identity on parents’ aspirations for, and beliefs about, their children’s future economic

outcomes.

1) Gender Primed Groups

Gender was primed in Groups 1 and 2. Subjects in Group 1 consisted of adolescents in grades
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6 through 8 in the study schools, whereas subjects in Group 2 consisted of adolescent-parent

pairs, where the primary respondent for the aspirations and beliefs questionnaires was the

parent. That is, for the implementation of the questionnaires in Group 2: (i) both parent and

child were present together, (ii) the questions were addressed to the parent making the latter

the primary respondent16, and (iii) the questions were about the aspirations or beliefs that the

parent had for her child. Surveys for subjects in Group 1 were (i) conducted at school, (ii) the

child was the only respondent, and (iii) the questions were about the child’s own aspirations

and beliefs.

Subjects were asked eight questions that were intended to prime the adolescent’s gender iden-

tity. A sub-sample of questions that were used to prime gender is provided below:

a) Would you say that both girls and boys should study in school together, or should class be

held separately?

b) Are there both male and female teachers in your school?

c) Can you describe the differences in the kinds of clothes that men and women wear on special

occasions such as weddings?

d) Would you prefer to be taught by a male teacher or a female teacher?

The questions were identical, but framed slightly differently when the primary respondent was

the parent (Group 2). In that case, questions 2 and 4 from above were framed as follows: (2’)

Are there both male and female teachers in your child’s school? and (4’) Would you prefer to

be taught by a male teacher or a female teacher?

2) Jati Primed Groups

Caste, or jati was primed for subjects in Groups 3 (adolescents) and 4 (adolescent-parent

pairs). Apart from the questions used to prime identity, the implementation procedures for

subjects in Groups 3 and 4 were identical to that of the gender primed groups 1 and 2, respec-

tively.

Subjects were asked eight questions that were intended to prime the adolescent’s caste identity.
16However, parents could consult their child while answering any of the questions.
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A sub-sample of questions that were used to prime a subject’s social group is provided below:

a) What is the traditional dress worn by the people of your caste17 ?

b) Are there any differences in dress code for people from different castes? For example, I have

heard that people from different regions and jatis wear different colored turbans.

c) Do families belonging to different castes live in your village?

d) Which community (samaaj/jati) do people from your community marry into?

3) Neutral Groups

Group 5, which consisted of adolescents, served as the control group for Groups 1 and 3.

Before they were asked questions about their beliefs and aspirations, these subjects were asked

a set of “neutral” questions that did not prime identity. Similarly, Group 6 serves as the control

group for Groups 2 and 4, that is, subjects in Group 6 consisted of adolescent-parent pairs,

who were asked “neutral” questions before being asked questions about aspirations or beliefs.

A sub-sample of questions that were used to ask subject neutral questions is provided below:

a) Do you wear a uniform to school?

b) Do a lot of tourists visit this area?

c) Does this region get a lot of rain?

d) Can a lot of peacocks be seen around here?

3.3 Outcomes of Interest in Stage I

The goal of the first stage of the experiment was to look at the effects of priming social iden-

tity on long run (life) outcomes. Subjects were asked about their life aspirations and beliefs:

namely, (i) how much monthly income they would aspire to earn in future (or what aspiration

a parent has for the child), (ii) what level of education they would aspire to complete (or what
17Other than the word jati, a word that is used locally to refer to ones caste is samaaj.
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aspiration of educational attainment the parent has for the child) and (iii) what type of occu-

pation they would aspire to be in (or what aspiration the parent has for the child’s occupation).

Subjects were also asked about corresponding beliefs for each of these hypothetical outcomes,

giving us a total of six outcomes in the Stage I.

Measurements

(i) Monthly income was measured in Indian Rupees. In the analysis, I use the logarithm of the

stated aspiration or belief for income.

(ii) Educational attainment is measured in terms of years of schooling.

(iii) For occupational choice, responses were coded into “high” and “low” skill. Therefore the

outcome variable takes value 1 if the response corresponds to a high skilled occupation, and

zero otherwise.

As an illustration of how these questions were actually framed, I provide the questions related

to educational attainment below:

Elicitation of aspirations and beliefs about educational attainment to adolescents; case

where aspiration is elicited before belief.

[Aspiration] What is your aspiration for the level of education you will attain - that is, what

level of education do you aspire to complete?

[Belief] You just told me that you aspire to complete ............ level of education. What do

you believe will happen - that is, what level of education do you believe you will be able to

complete?

Elicitation of aspirations and beliefs about educational attainment to parent-adolescent

pair (parent is primary respondent, but child is present); case where belief is elicited before

aspiration.

[Belief] What do you believe will happen - that is, what level of education do you believe

[Child’s name] will be able to complete?

[Aspiration] You just told me that you believe that [Child’s name] will be able to complete
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............ level of education. What is your aspiration for [Child’s name]’s educational attain-

ment - that is, what is your aspiration for the level of education you would like [Child’s Name]

to complete?

The order of the aspirations and beliefs questions was randomly assigned across subjects

within each group. As it turns out, the order in which aspirations and beliefs are asked sig-

nificantly affects the stated aspirations but not beliefs. This is discussed in Sections 4 and 5

along with the main results. In addition, each of the questionnaires either 1) primed gender, or

2) primed caste, or 3) asked neutral questions, and randomly varied in whether the respondent

was an adolescent, or a parent-adolescent pair. These questions were asked in the first part of

the long run survey, just before subjects were asked for beliefs and aspirations.

3.4 Experiment - Stage II

While one may be able to elicit aspirations and beliefs about an individual’s long run future

outcomes, observing actual realizations of these outcomes is a challenge. In order to look at

how gender and caste identity affect actual realizations of outcomes in addition to the corre-

sponding aspirations and beliefs, I focused on the specific case of learning outcomes. To do

so, I created and implemented a learning camp at each of the nineteen study schools with the

support of two NGO’s: Pratham (for the creation of the learning content and testing tools),

and Educate Girls (for the actual implementation). The goal of the second stage of the exper-

iment was to test whether caste or gender identity affects : (i) aspirations and beliefs about

test scores, (ii) effort, measured by attendance and (iii) learning outcomes, measured by test

scores. As in the first stage, the second stage tests these effects separately for adolescents and

parent-adolescent pairs in order to look at differences in outcomes when a parent is involved.

The sample for the second stage of the experiment was divided into seven groups as listed in

Subsection 3.1, and can be broadly grouped as follows:
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1) Gender Primed Groups

Gender was primed in subjects belonging to two treatment groups: Groups 1 and 2. The

composition of both of these groups was identical to that in Stage I. Other than the timing

of how the short run questionnaires were implemented (explained in more detail below), the

protocol in both groups was also identical to that in Stage I, That is, for Group 2, which

consisted of parent-adolescent pairs: (i) both parent and child were present together, (ii) the

questions were addressed to the parent making the latter the primary respondent, but parents

could consult their child while answering any of the questions., and (iii) the questions were

about the aspirations or beliefs that the parent had for her child. Similarly, surveys for subjects

in Group 1 were (i) conducted at school, (ii) the child was the only respondent, and (iii) the

questions were about the child’s own aspirations and beliefs.

2) Jati Primed Groups

Caste, or jati, was primed in subjects belonging to two treatment groups: Groups 3 and 4. The

composition of both of these groups was identical to that in Stage I. Other than the questions

used to prime identity, the implementation procedure for subjects in Group 3 was identical to

that implemented for the gender primed group with adolescent subjects (Group 1). Similarly,

the implementation procedure for subjects in the caste primed group with parent-adolescent

pairs (Group 4) was identical to that for the gender primed parent-adolescent pairs (Group 2).

3) Neutral Groups

The composition of Groups 5 and 6 was identical to that of Stage I, and served as the control

group for Groups 1 and 3. Analogous to the implementation in Stage I, subjects were asked a

set of “neutral” questions that did not prime identity.

The questions that were used to prime identity in Stage II were similar to those used in Stage

I.

4) Pure Control

Group 7 consisted of adolescent subjects were not asked about aspirations or beliefs pertaining
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to test scores. This group was created in order to isolate any potential effects that being asked

about aspirations or beliefs might itself have on outcomes. Group 7, therefore, constitutes a

“pure” control. The subjects in Group 7 were treated exactly as the subjects in Group 5 when

the long run (or life) questionnaire was conducted, that is, they were are “neutral” questions,

followed by questions about long-run life goals and beliefs. Once the learning camp classes

actually began, they were simply told their test scores, but were not asked any additional

“neutral” or priming questions, and not asked for their aspirations and beliefs on test scores.

In this sense, Group 7 constitutes a “pure” control group.

Even though we would expect that on average subjects would weakly improve on test scores

as a result of having attended the free learning camp, it is important to note that steps were

taken in order to counteract any potential negative effects of being “primed”. In addition to

subjects being debriefed in detail at the end of the experiment, remedial classes were set up

for any students that appeared to not have improved their performance as much as students in

the relevant control group18.

3.5 Outcomes of Interest in Stage II

A test worth 15 points on each topic was conducted at school by the research team approx-

imately every ten to twelve days (after the learning camp teacher had finished teaching the

relevant topic). Subjects in groups 1 through 6 were primed (where applicable), and asked

questions on what score the subject would aspire towards, or strive for, and what score the

subject believed he/she would receive on the next test.

18The volunteer teachers were trained to be especially encouraging during these remedial sessions, and students
received stickers and stars for effort.
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Outcomes 1 and 2: Aspirations and Beliefs

Questions related to subjects’ test score aspirations and beliefs were asked a few days prior to

the actual test was conducted at school. The examples below illustrate how these questions

were framed:

Elicitation of aspirations and beliefs about test score to adolescents; case where aspiration

is elicited before belief.

[Aspiration] What is your aspiration for the test score out of 15 points that will be held as part

of the learning camp at school?

[Belief] You just told me that you aspire to obtain ..../15 points on the next test. What do you

believe will happen - that is, what score out of 15 do you believe you will be able to obtain on

the next test?

Elicitation of aspirations and beliefs about test score to parent-adolescent pair (parent is

primary respondent, but child is present); case where belief is elicited before aspiration.

[Belief] What do you believe will happen - that is, what test score out of 15 do you believe

[Child’s name] will be able to obtain on the next test that will be held as part of the learning

camp at school?

[Aspiration] You just told me that you believe that [Child’s name] will be able to obtain ..../15

points on the next test. What is your aspiration for [Child’s name]’s next test score - that is,

what is your aspiration for the score out of 15 you would like [Child’s Name] to obtain?

The order of the aspirations and beliefs questions was randomly assigned across subjects

within each group., and each of the questionnaires either 1) primed gender, or 2) primed caste,

or 3) asked neutral questions, and randomly varied in whether the respondent was an adoles-

cent, or a parent-adolescent pair. These questions were asked in the first part of the short run

survey, just before subjects were asked for beliefs and aspirations.
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Outcome 3: Learning Outcome

I use test scores on tests that were conducted by the research team at school after each topic

was taught, as the learning outcome. Each of the tests was worth 15 points19. Tests were

graded by graders hired by the research team as soon as a round of tests had been completed.

Subjects (only adolescent, or parent-adolescent pair, depending on the random assignment)

were told their test scores soon after.

Outcome 4: Effort

Classes were held at school, but in all nineteen schools, the timing as well as the days on which

a learning camp class would actually be held, was not common knowledge for the students,

and hence uncertain. The actual days and timing were informally determined by the school

headmaster, volunteer teacher and the research team on a weekly basis. The students were not

told beforehand20. I therefore use attendance data at school as a measure of effort. Data on

attendance was collected from administrative records at each school.

3.6 Timing

An exhaustive list of all students in grades 6 through 8 from school rosters was collected in

Fall 2013, followed soon after by a household survey. Subjects were not told about the longer

study at this time. Stage I of the experiment was implemented in the second half of January

201421, and the learning camp classes also began around this time (in the week of January
19The two tests taken at the start and end of the learning camp were worth 24 points each - these have been

appropriately scaled for the analysis.
20The research team tracked these classes by conducting random spot checks to ensure that the requisite amount

of time had been spent on each topic before a test was actually conducted for that topic.
21There was a gap of about a month between the household surveys and the start of intervention due to local

elections and school examinations that were being held at the time.
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13). The content of the learning camp was divided into multiple topics, and was designed to

ensure that each topic would be taught over approximately ten to twelve days. Students were

then tested by the research team at school on each topic at the end of each of these ten-day

periods. Before each test was conducted, the research team administered a survey asking the

adolescents (or parent-adolescent pairs) about their goals and expectations for the upcoming

test. After each topic was taught by the volunteer teacher, the survey team administered a short

test (with five questions worth three points each) on each topic. Tests were graded immediately

afterwards22, and each subject was told his or her grade on the previous test before being asked

about aspirations and beliefs about the next test. There were a seven test conducted during the

learning camp, and each of the four short run outcomes described above (namely, test score

aspiration, test score belief, attendance and test score) was therefore recorded seven times

through the duration of the learning camp. At the end of the learning camp, follow up surveys

were conducted to collect information on friendship networks for the study sample, as well as

information on parental involvement in learning activities at home.

Table 1 provides p-values for an F-test of joint significance on baseline covariates23.

Figure 1 illustrates the timing of the procedures, and Figure 2 shows a schematic of how the

sample was split into Groups 1 through 7. The evolution of aspirations, beliefs and actual test

scores over each of the seven periods during the learning camp is illustrated in Figure 3. As

expected, aspirations are, on average, higher than beliefs, but both are significantly higher than

test scores. As discussed in the Appendix, it is also the case that parents report being more

optimistic than children. The table below provides a summary of the treatment and control

groups for the study.

22All tests were graded by graders hired and trained by the research team.
23Since I will investigate effects for each of the four social groups: high caste males, high caste females, low

caste males, and low caste females, I also report test balance within each of these groups in the Appendix.
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Notes: Subjects were asked about their short run (test-score related) as well as long run aspirations 
and beliefs in groups 1 through 6.  
*Children in Group 7 were not asked about aspirations or beliefs related to test scores during the 
learning camp, but were asked for long run aspirations and beliefs. They were asked “neutral” 
questions when they were ask the long-run questions (that is, group 7 was treated identical to group 5 
with respect to the long run aspirations and beliefs questionnaires) 
 

 
No. 

 
Group 

1 Gender is primed for child only  

2 Gender is primed for child-parent pairs  

3 Social group (or jati) is primed for child only 

4 Social group (or jati) is primed for child-parent pairs  

5 Neutral questionnaire for child only 

6 Neutral questionnaire for child-parent pairs 

7 No goals or priming* 

4 Results - Gender

Gender differences have been found in competitiveness (Gneezy et al., 2003; Croson and

Gneezy, 2009; Buser et al., 2014), time time and risk preferences (Benjamin et al., 2010),

and investment decisions (Jianakoplos and Burnasek, 1998). The order of the aspirations and

beliefs questions was randomly assigned across subjects within each group., and each of the

questionnaires either 1) primed gender, or 2) primed caste, or 3) asked neutral questions, and

randomly varied in whether the respondent was an adolescent, or a parent-adolescent pair.

Similarly, parents’ aspirations for children may also be driven by prevailing gender norms,

and parental influence prove to be a critical driving force in shaping a child’s own expectations

and goals, as well outcomes (Buchman and Dalton, 2002). This could occur through two broad
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channels. First, parents may divert resources towards or away from a particular child based on

the child’s gender. Second, a parent’s encouraging (or discouraging) attitude towards the child

that results from the salience of the child’s gender identity, may affect a child’s motivation and

eventual outcomes.

In the subsections below, I summarize the results of priming gender identity on the outcomes

for Stages I and II for both adolescents (Group 1) and parent-adolescent pairs (Group 2).

4.1 Stage I Results

The empirical specification estimated for each of the Stage I outcomes is as follows:

ysgi = �0 + �1T
G
sgi +X 0

sgi� + ⌘g + ⌫s + ✏sgi (2)

where ysgi is one of the Stage I outcomes for adolescent i in grade g in school (village) s, TG
sgi

is a dummy for treatment assignment and takes value 1 if the adolescent was assigned to one

of Groups 1 or 2, where gender was primed, and Xsgi is a vector of individual level controls.

⌘g and ⌫s are grade and school fixed effects, and "sgi is an individual specific error term. The

effect of priming is given by �1, and we would like to test is whether priming identity affects

males and females (separately).

Note that p-value adjustment were made to address potential concerns related to the number of

outcomes (equal to three) being looked within two categories: (i) aspirations and (ii) beliefs. In

the tables, I report p-values as well as the corresponding False Discovery Rate (FDR) q-values

based on Benjamini and Hochberg (1995)24.

When looking at the effect of priming gender, I first look at effects on (1) male subjects and

(2) female subjects. Recognizing the possibility that gender norms may be caste-specific,

I investigate heterogeneous effects of priming gender by caste category. When doing this,

I look at effects on (1) high caste males, (2) low caste males, (3) high caste females, and

(4) low caste females. Table 3 reports results on the Stage I outcomes for male and female
24See Anderson (2008) for a discussion of the FDR and other available procedures for making appropriate

p-value adjustments.
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adolescent subjects, so the sample consists of subjects belonging to Group 1 (gender primed

adolescents) and the relevant control group, which consists of subjects belonging to Groups

5 and 7. Similarly, Table 4 reports the corresponding results for subjects in Group 2, which

comprised of parent-adolescent pairs. The corresponding results for parent-adolescent pairs

are given in Table 4.

My results from the first stage of the experiment show that adolescent females have lower

aspirations and beliefs (for future income - 55 percent and 71 percent lower aspirations and

beliefs respectively) when gender is primed, while I do not see a similar effect in the treated

groups that have parental involvement (that is, for Group 2). Of these, the result on aspiration

does not survive the FDR correction as the q-value moves from 0.062 to 0.186. In the parent

adolescent group, parents believe their sons are 7.3 percent more likely to pursue a high skilled

occupation25.

4.2 Stage II Results

The empirical specification estimated for each of the Stage II outcomes is as follows:

ysgit = �0 + �1T
G
sgi +X 0

sgi� + ⌘g + ⌫s + �t + ✏sgit (3)

where ysgit is one of the Stage I outcomes for adolescent i in grade g in school (village) sin

period t, TG
sgi is a dummy for treatment assignment and takes value 1 if the adolescent was

assigned to one of Groups 1 or 2, where gender was primed, and Xsgi is a vector of individual

level controls. ⌘g , ⌫s and �t are grade, school and period fixed effects, respectively, and "sgit is

an individual and time specific error term. Note that all Stage II results control for the subject’s

initial test score. The effect of priming is given by �1, and we would like to test is whether

priming identity affects males and females (separately). Note that all errors were clustered at

the individual level. Results for the adolescent treatment group (Group 1) are reported in Table
25

The FDR q-value for this result is 0.126.
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7, and for the parent-adolescent pair treatment group (Group 2) are reported in Table 8.

Since gender norms are typically different across castes, and in particular, are perceived to

be more strongly enforced among most upper caste groups in the region where the study was

conducted, I also run the above specification separately for high and low caste groups, and

these results are reported in Table 7.1 (adolescents) and Table 8.1 (parents-adolescent pairs).

In the second stage, I again find that females have lower aspirations and beliefs on test scores.

These effects are stronger among females belonging to high castes. In addition, test scores

for gender-primed high caste girls fall by 12.9 percent relative to the control group. In line

with the results found in stage I, parental involvement does not lead to detectable differences

between primed and unprimed groups, except for males: high caste males are 10 percent more

likely to attend school when gender is primed, while test scores of low caste males fall by 7.1

percent.

5 Results - Caste (Jati)

Non-experimental (Kothari, 2004; Deshpande, 2011) work demonstrate the extent to which the

socio-economic disparities persist between high and low status communities or castes. There

are a couple of experimental studies on effects of caste identity on boys, which show that when

the caste or jati of a low status boy is publicly announced, he is likely to perform poorly on a

cognitive test (Hoff and Pandey, 2006; 2013). As was the case for gender, there are no studies,

to my knowledge on the effects of social identity on goals, beliefs and eventual outcomes.

In the two subsections below, I summarize the results of priming jati identity on long-run

aspirations and beliefs, as well short-run aspirations, beliefs, attendance and test scores.

5.1 Stage I Results

The empirical specification estimated for each of the Stage I outcomes is as follows:

ysgi = �0 + �1T
C
sgi +X 0

sgi� + ⌘g + ⌫s + ✏sgi (4)
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where ysgi is one of the Stage I outcomes for adolescent i in grade g in school (village) s, TC
sgi

is a dummy for treatment assignment and takes value 1 if the adolescent was assigned to one

of Groups 3 or 4, where caste was primed, and Xsgi is a vector of individual level controls.

⌘g and ⌫s are grade and school fixed effects, and "sgi is an individual specific error term. The

effect of priming is given by �1, and we would like to test is whether priming identity affects

high caste and low caste subjects (separately).

For the results here, I make the same p-value adjustments as described for the gender primed
treatment in section 4.

The results for caste or jati priming effects in Stage I are shown in Tables 5 and 6. High caste

parents have greater aspirations and beliefs for their child’s long run outcomes. In particular,

both their aspirations and beliefs for their child’s future income are roughly doubled when

their caste is primed. Both results survive the FDR p-value adjustment, with q-values equal to

0.006. Similarly high caste parents aspire for 0.82 additional years of schooling for their child

when their caste is primed. The FDR q-value for this effect is 0.054, and hence still significant.

In contrast, priming caste does not have detectable effects on children.

5.2 Stage II Results

The empirical specification estimated for each of the Stage II outcomes is as follows:

ysgit = �0 + �1T
C
sgi +X 0

sgi� + ⌘g + ⌫s + �t + ✏sgit (5)

where ysgit is one of the Stage I outcomes for adolescent i in grade g in school (village) sin

period t, TC
sgi is a dummy for treatment assignment and takes value 1 if the adolescent was

assigned to one of Groups 3 or 4, where caste was primed, and Xsgi is a vector of individual

level controls. ⌘g , ⌫s and �t are grade, school and period fixed effects, respectively, and "sgit is

an individual and time specific error term. The effect of priming is given by �1, and we would

like to test is whether priming identity affects high caste and low caste subjects (separately).

Note that all errors were clustered at the individual level. Results for the adolescent treatment

group (Group 1) are reported in Table 9, and for the parent-adolescent pair treatment group
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(Group 2) are reported in Table 10.

Similar to the disaggregated effects explored in Section 5 for gender, it is important to ac-

knowledge that caste norms are typically different depending on one’s gender. I therefore also

run the above specification separately for males and females, and these results are reported in

Table 9.1 (adolescents) and Table 10.1 (parents-adolescent pairs).

I find that high caste males in Group 4, where a parent in involved, end up exerting more

effort when caste identity is primed: they are about 13 percent more likely to attend school.

High caste males in Group 3 (that is, without parental involvement) have higher aspirations

and beliefs on test scores. High caste girls have 7.7 % lower attendance at school, as well as

test scores that are 14.5 percent lower than the control group, when their caste is primed. In

contrast, low caste girls exert more effort when their caste is primed and are 10.6 percent more

likely to attend school.

Note that thinking about aspirations or goals (or even about the next test) might affect atten-

dance and test scores - these results are reported in the Appendix. The Appendix also reports

the effects of parental influence on aspirations, beliefs, effort (attendance) and test scores.

6 Discussion

Section 4 demonstrates that gender norms have significant effects on aspirations and beliefs of

subjects. In particular, negative outcomes are more likely when the gender of female subjects

is primed, while we do not see effects in the treatment group with parental involvement. This

does not imply that gender identity does not influence the aspirations that parents have for their

children since it is possible that parents are, in fact “saturated’, in that a prime is not able to

move them any further towards a preference that conforms to the gender norm.

In Section 5, we saw that caste or jati norms also have a similar effect with parental involve-

ment. In particular, these effects have strong and negative effects on learning outcomes of

female children. While there exists sufficient anecdotal evidence on the regressive gender
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norms that persist among high castes in north and west India (in addition to patterns have been

observed in social anthropology, for example, see Unnithan-Kumar, 1997)26, the evidence here

is the first of its kind, to my knowledge. In addition, the experimental studies in the literature

on the economic effects of identity, which explore the role of caste identity on behavior has

exclusively looked at effects on males, and the potentially very different effects on females has

not been explored before.

The results on low status subjects are consistent with a related finding in Munshi and Rosen-

zweig (2006), who find that boys belonging to lower status groups or jatis are more likely

to remain within established jati networks, attend local language schools, and to continue to

be engaged in traditional occupations. This occurs even though the returns to alternatives are

much higher. In sharp contrast, they find that girls belonging to these same low status social

groups, who traditionally had lower labor market participation and were less likely to benefit

from remaining in the network, were making significant progress by increasingly attending

English schools (the returns to which increased significantly over the period under study). The

additional insight from the findings in Sections 5 and 6 is that these effects are in effect in the

treatment groups where subjects comprised of parent-adolescent pairs.

7 Conclusion

This paper investigates whether the norms associated with one’s social identity affect one’s as-

pirations, beliefs, and eventual outcomes. I use a “priming” methodology from social psychol-

ogy, and used more recently in economics, to exploit environmental cues within the subjects’

everyday environment to “prime” either caste (jati), or gender identity, thereby introducing

exogenous variation in the salience of one’s social identity. I then elicit long run (life) aspi-

rations and beliefs of subjects that consist of adolescents between the ages of 11 and 14, as

parent-adolescent pairs in order to see the potential effects of parental influence. In order to
26This appears to be true anecdotally as well, demonstrated in Illustrations 2 and 3. Subjects in the photographs

were not asked to pose in any particular manner, but women from high status groups consistently covered their
faces when the photographs were being taken. They were also less likely to consent to (i) have their photograph
taken and (ii) have their photograph taken with their spouse, relative to having it taken with other women.
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look at real outcomes, I set up a learning camp, which was held for a little under three months

and use that to elicit short run aspirations, beliefs (about test scores), along with attendance

and eventual test scores.

I find that aspirations and beliefs are lower, or biased downwards, and that test scores are

lower when either caste or gender is made salient to females among a high status castes.

In particular, regressive norms associated with being female have large and negative effects,

primarily among the high status groups or jatis. High status boys, on the other hand exert

greater effort when they are paired with a parent and either their social group or gender is

primed. The results on low status males and females are consistent with findings in related

work in the literature on the higher likelihood that boys belonging to lower status castes are

less likely to move out of established jati networks, invest in human capital that may have

high returns in future, and move into occupations outside of the group norm. Girls belonging

to low castes, however, are starting to make significant progress by increasingly attending

English schools (the returns to which increased significantly over the period under study). I

find evidence in my experiment that the negative effects on low caste males are are detectable

primarily when parents are involved in the decision-making process, indicating that this inertia

in males breaking away from the group’s social norms is likely encouraged by the current older

generation, that is, parents.

My study demonstrates that limiting norms associated one’s identity do indeed affect individ-

uals’ beliefs about what they may be able to, or will aspire to achieve27. A question that this

study does not answer is what the causal effect of aspirations might be on actual outcomes.

While much has been theorized and alluded to on the effects of aspirations on eventual out-

comes (Appadurai, 2006; Beaman et al., 2012; Genicot and Ray, 2012), this remains a fruitful

area for future research.

27This idea is also related to Sen’s “capabilities” approach to studying economic development, which says that
a fundamental requirement for economic well-being is to have the capability to formulate and pursue one’s goals.
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Illustration 1a: This photograph was taken during a village meeting at a nearby non-study
village. Village meetings are typically well attended by all jatis, and the prevailing social
norms dictate seating arrangements. For example, in the photograph shown above, “low”
status jatis sit on the floor, and not on the rug with the high status jatis. They are also less
likely to speak up and actively participate in decision making processes. Women (not shown
here) sit on one side of the room, away from the men, and do not usually speak up at such
meetings.
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Illustration 1b: A school management committee meeting at a nearby non-study school.
Committee members are made up of both men and women. Women are required to be present
at such meetings, but through most of Rajasthan, women sit separately (as shown) and typi-
cally do not participate in the proceedings.
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Illustration 2 (above) shows members belonging to a higher status jati (the Rajputs). Illus-
tration 3 (below) shows members belonging to a lower status jati (the Devasis)
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Figure 2: Design

All 
subjects 

Gender Caste Neutral (7) Pure 
Control 

(1) 
Adoles-

cent 

(2) 
Parent-
Adolesc
ent pair 

(3) 
Adoles
-cent 

(4) 
Parent-
Adolesc
ent pair 

(5) 
Adoles
-cent 

(6) 
Parent-
Adolesc
ent pair 

The sample consisted of all adolescents enrolled in grades 6 through 8 in each of the schools
selected for the study, totaling to approximately one thousand. Subjects were randomly as-
signed to seven equal-sized groups:

• Group 1: Gender primed group with adolescent subjects

• Group 2: Gender primed group with adolescent-parent pairs

• Group 3: Caste primed group with adolescent subjects

• Group 4: Caste primed group with adolescent-parent pairs

• Group 5: Neutral group with adolescent subjects

• Group 6: Neutral group with adolescent-parent pairs, and

• Group 7: Pure control group with adolescent subjects, who participated in the learning
camp and took tests, but were not asked questions about their beliefs or aspirations
during the camp.
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Figure 3: The evolution of aspirations, beliefs and test scores over time

6
8
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0 2 4 6 8
Time

Avg. Realized Test score Avg. Test Score Aspiration
Avg. Test Score Belief

This figure shows shows how subject’s aspirations and beliefs about test scores, as well as
actual test scores evolve over time. Note that at any given time period t, the aspiration and
belief shown in the figure correspond to elicited aspirations and beliefs for test score in period
t elicited in the previous period t� 1.
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Table 2: Differences in Household Characteristics between High and Low Status 
Households 

!

Household Characteristic 
(1) (2) (3) 

High Status Low Status Difference 
No. of household members/hh 9.213 9.01 0.203 

  (0.174) (0.153) (0.232) 
No.of Children/hh 3.161 3.027 0.134 

  (0.0694) (0.0647) (0.095) 
No. of Adults/hh 6.046 5.972 0.0738 

  (0.115) (0.097) (0.149) 
No. of Adult Males/hh - Cannot Read 0.633 0.739 -0.105** 

  (0.038) (0.033) (0.051) 
No. of Adult Males/hh - Cannot Write 0.636 0.736 -0.101* 

  (0.039) (0.034) (0.051) 
No. of Adult Females/hh - Cannot Read 1.249 1.373 -0.124** 

  (0.037) (0.04) (0.056) 
No. of Adult Females/hh - Cannot Write 1.262 1.377 -0.115** 

  (0.038) (0.04) (0.057) 
No. of Males <18 Out of School/hh 0.081 0.127 -0.047** 

  (0.015) (0.016) (0.022) 
No if females <18 Out of School/hh 0.286 0.29 -0.006 

  (0.027) (0.027) (0.039) 
No. of Adults/hh engaged in Herding Animals 0.054 0 .135 -0.081*** 

  (0.017) (0.022) (0.028) 
No of Adults/hh engaged in contractual labor 0.691  0.975  -0.284*** 

  (0.048) ( 0.049) (0..07) 
Standard errors in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 (shown for Column (3) only) 
Notes: This table summarizes the means for household characteristics for “high” and “low” status 
households in Columns (1) and (2) respectively. Column (3) tests the difference in means between the two 
groups. Note that “/hh” is short-hand for “per household”. 
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8 Appendix

8.1 Classification of Castes

India has hundreds of Jatis, many of which are only found in specific regions of the country.

There were over 70 jatis across all of the nineteen villages in in my sample. While the identity

of jatis at the very highest or very lowest levels of the social hierarchy are typically common

knowledge, no objective measures of social status for all of these groups exists. To create an

ordering of the social groups into “high” and “low” categories in each of the study villages,

surveys were conducted within each hamlet of each village to identify these communities that

have greatest “voice” and decision-making power in the village28. I assign scores for “voice”

and decision-making power as follows:

V oicei,j =

PHj

k=1 IV (k, i)
Hj

where V oicei,j corresponds to the measure of “voice” for social group i in village j. Hj is

the number of hamlets in village j, and IV (k, i) is an indicator function that takes value 1 if

the hamlet k respondent names social group i as one of the groups that speaks up the most at

village meetings.

Similarly, a score for decision-making power was assigned as follows:

Decisioni,j =

PHj

k=1 ID(k, i)
Hj

where Decisioni,j corresponds to the measure of decision-making power for social group i in

village j. Hj is the number of hamlets in village j, and ID(k, i) is an indicator function that

takes value 1 if the hamlet k respondent names social group i as one of the groups that is most

influential when it comes to making decisions for the village as a whole.
28Illustration 1(a) demonstrates the “divide” between high and low status jatis at a village meeting. While all

groups attend village meetings, low status men sit slightly apart and tend to speak up less.
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In the analysis, a subject’s jati is assigned a “high status” is neither of the above two measures

takes value 0. This classification splits the sample roughly into two halves, and allows us to

look at priming effects on 4 demographic groups, namely, (i) high status girls, (ii) high status

boys, (iii) low status girls, and (iv) low status boys.

Note that results are indeed robust to using the more continuous measures of voice and decision-

making power defined above. In addition, even though this is a relatively rough measure of

power or status of the jatis, the classification of jatis matches well with more subjective ranking

of jatis considered as high and low. This latter subjective ranking was provided independently

by a J-PAL research associate and members of the survey team.

To further check how the classification matches up with differences in household character-

istics ones would expect to see between high and low categories. Table 2 above (not in Ap-

pendix) summarizes household characteristics for “high” and “low” status groups. We see that

that low status groups are more likely to have illiterate adult males as well as females. These

households also have more out-of-school males under the age of 18. In addition, these house-

holds have on average, a greater number of adults engaged in animal herding and contractual

labor, both of which are considered the most menial occupations in the region and throughout

most of the country.
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8.2 Parental Influence among neutral groups

I check whether parental involvement affects outcomes for adolescents. To do this, I compare

outcomes between Groups 5 and 6, that is, the neutral adolescent-only group and the neutral

parent-adolescent pair group. I find that parents set higher aspirations and have more optimistic

beliefs about outcomes for their male, but not female children. This optimism, does not,

however, translate into improved test scores. These results are reported in Tables A.5 and A.6.

8.3 Effect of thinking about goals (or “goal setting”)

The very act of being asked to think about aspirations on test schools may have had effects on

attendance and test scores. Group 7 was created to account for this. I find no detectable effects

to support the hypothesis that thinking about goals and beliefs about learning outcomes affects

actual outcomes (at least in this context). This is reported in Table A.7.
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8.4 Timing of Surveys

After household surveys were completed in Fall 2013, pre-tests were conducted in the first

half of January, and surveys asking subjects about their long run aspirations and beliefs (cor-

responding Stage I of the experiment) were conducted in the second half of January. Subjects

were also asked about beliefs and aspirations on the test score on the first test (let us call this

Test #1).

Classes for the learning camps began in the week of January 13. Subsequently, each short-run

survey (that is, the survey on aspirations and beliefs corresponding to Stage II) was conducted

according to when a particular topic was completed at each school. Each test and survey was

conducted, and tests were graded by the research team. The test dates and corresponding

survey dates therefore varied across schools, and overall followed the schedule below:

• Test for Topic # 1 held between January 22 and February 2; tests then graded

• Subjects told their score on previous test, and short run survey about Test # 2 conducted:

January 27 to February 10

• Test for Topic # 2 held between February 1 and February 10; tests then graded

• Subjects told their score on previous test, and short run survey about Test # 3 conducted: 4th

to 18th February

• Test for Topic # 3 held between February 11 and February 21; tests then graded

• Subjects told their score on previous test, and short run survey about Test # 4 conducted:

February 15 - February 27

• Test for Topic # 4 held between February 21 and March 5; tests then graded

• Subjects told their score on previous test, and short run survey about Test # 5 conducted:

February 26 to March 15

• Test for Topic # 5 held between March 5 to March 20; tests then graded

• Subjects told their score on previous test, and short run survey about Test # 6 conducted:

March 9 to March 31
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• Test for Topic # 6 held between March 14 to April 4; tests then graded

• Subjects told their score on previous test, and short run survey about Test # 7 conducted:

March 25 to April 9

• Classes end and Test # 7 held

This was followed by a round of follow up surveys where data on friendship and familial

networks was collected. Subjects were then debriefed and additional (one-on-one) remedial

classes were held for any student, who did not perform as well as subjects in the control group,

who were not primed.

Illustration 4 below (taken during a pilot) illustrates the protocol followed for conducting

surveys in the adolescent-only groups, which were conducted at school. The student (right) is

in one of groups 1, 3, 5 or 7, hence the surveyor (left) has made sure that (i) the survey is being

done at school and (ii) the survey is done individually without disturbances or other people in

the immediate vicinity.
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