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I have pioneered economics experiments with married couples and this methodology has spread around
the world to other research groups in Europe and the USA. On the basis of the method, new
interventions to improve household well-being have been devised in Africa.

I do experiments in Uganda and Japan to understand how married couples make
decisions. | conducted:
1.The first economics experiment to compare how married couples, individuals and pairs of strangers
process new information. Married couples are worse than strangers, but better than individuals. When
spouses are advised by their spouses, they listen to advice when they should not. In contrast,
strangers ignore advice when they should follow it. 2.An online experiment with Japanese couples on
household decision-making and communication. 3.An experiment run in community centres in Tokyo. This
it is the first economics experiment with households in Japan. | find couples are extremely
reluctant to adjust gender roles even when it would be profitable for them to do so.
I then developed new theories about how households process information. Plans were heavily
restricted by the Covid-19 epidemic. To avoid wasting public money, significant parts of the budget
were returned unspent.
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Across the world, the majority of adults live with other adults with whom they share some decisions. Yet,
despite the importance of households in economic life, economists till lack a detailed understanding of
intra-household decisions. One reason is that often we do not get direct evidence from household members
about what they want and value. Instead, it is common in Economics to make informed guesses about what
goes on inside the family, based on data from the aggregate decisions of the household. This data might
include, for example, food and clothing purchases and details about individual incomes. In the last twenty
years, a few researchers have developed techniques based on experimental and behavioural economics.
These methods allow us to go inside the ‘black box’ of the household and understand how decisions are
made. Despite progress, there are many areas of intra-household behaviour that have not received much
attention from experimentalists. Partly thisis because there are so few experiments with families. Whereas
by 2016 there have been several thousand experiments run with individual subjects across the world, there
are only 40-50 experiments involving households. Four particular areas of continuing ignorance stand out:
(i) how new information is processed by couples; (ii) how decisions made with blood relatives (rather than
married couples); (iii) the role of communication and discussion; (iv) how issues of fairness affect intra-
household behaviour when work is required. A further issue that holds back research into household
behaviour is the state of the theory. Though there has been some preliminary work on asymmetric
information in households]) and some prior work on household models where intentions matter, thereis no
well-developed behavioural theory of the household.

The major purpose of the research was to conduct economic experiments and develop new theoretical
models in order to produce a behavioural theory of the multi-person household. A particular focus of the
research was to understand how information is shared between married couples compared to how
information is used by unrelated individuals. We wish to understand the situations where being married
brings an advantage in information sharing and where it is a disadvantage. The wider purpose of the
research isto build a framework that might be useful for policy makers. It is known that in most countries
of the world — perhaps all the countries— men have more power than women in decision-making. A common
challenge for policy makers is how to improve the well-being of women, men and children. Without an
adequate understanding of how households work, policies may be poorly designed.

The main methodology was experimental economics. In an economics experiment, participants make
simple decisions in a controlled environment. A key feature of most economic experiments is that usually
some part of the decisions are real. The purpose of thisis to encourage participants to take the decisions
seriously. One part of the research involved an on-line experiment with Japanese subjects. In fact, this
experiment was not incentivized. The other two parts of the research were field experiments (‘lab-in-the-
field”) and involved real decisions. One took place with married couples at community centersin Koto-ku,
Tokyo. The other took place in east Uganda at community centers and schools on the slopes of Mt. Elgon.

The major achievements of this research include, the first intra-household experiment run with Japanese
couples; the first experiment on information processing in househol ds and the devel opment of abehavioural
model of household decisions.

In terms of experiments, the specifics are:

1 An experiment involving several hundred subjects across East Uganda that analysed household
decision-making by married couples and compared it to Bayes’ theorem as well as the actual decisions
made by individuals and decisions made by pairs of strangers. (This was the main goal of the project). We
find that married couples are less able to process information compared to strangers, athough they are
better than individuals. We also find that when spouses are advised by their spouses, they often listen to



advice when they should not. On the other hand, strangerstend to ignore another person’s advice when they
should listen. Perhaps most unsurprisingly, women listen more to the advice from men than vice-versa.

2. An online experiment involving Japanese married couples on household decision-making,
communication and traditional roles. This experiment is notable because it applied the methods of choice
experiments to decisions about favoured life-style.

3. An experiment with married couples run in community centres in Koto-ku, Tokyo to better
understand how Japanese couples favour traditional roles within marriage. This experiment is notable
because it is the first economics experiment with households in Japan. We find couples are extremely
reluctant to adjust gender roles even when it would be profitable for them to do so.

On the basis of the experiments, | have developed new theoretical ideas about how households process
information.

Plans for follow-up experiments were heavily affected by the Covid-19 epidemic and so only about 2/3 of
the planned research was conducted. So as not to waste public money, significant parts of the budget were
returned unspent. Despite this set-backs | was invited to present my results at several universities and
conferences. This included a key note speech at the Society for Economic Experiments in Developing
Countries— a global group of social scientists who apply experiments to issues of economic development.
The prospects for this research are good. | am already invited to collaborate with a group of economists
doing more experiments on households in east Africa. And on the basis of the research, my co-author was
invited to write a blog piece for the IMF website, as well as doing interviews for international media.
Meanwhile, | have been invited to write two chaptersin Handbook for other researchersand gavetheinvited
lecture as . One Handbook is for development economists. This chapter will be published in 2022. The
other handbook is for field experiments and will be published in 2023.
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