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1. INTRODUCTION 

 Research has demonstrated the importance of inter-generational exchanges between family 

members in a wide array of socio-economic contexts across the globe. While the theoretical literature 

in the social sciences is replete with hypotheses that seek to explain these exchanges, providing 

convincing empirical tests of some important hypotheses has proven to be challenging. This paper 

uses recently collected data that are specifically designed to provide new insights into the motivations 

for intra-family exchanges.  

 A key limitation in the empirical literature on inter-generational exchanges is the paucity of 

reliable information on the preferences of individuals who chose to make (or not make) exchanges 

such as their propensity to be altruistic, their willingness to reciprocate. If exchanges are motivated by 

a desire for insurance, attitudes towards risk likely play a role in these decisions. There is a long 

literature in survey research and cognitive psychology which discusses the complexities associated 

with eliciting individual preferences in surveys. Studies in demography have typically relied on 

proxies for attitudes or behaviors that are thought to be indicative of the attitude. For example, 

altruistic individuals might volunteer or give to charity; risk-loving individuals might not use a seat-

belt or not purchase health insurance. 

 The approach that we are exploring in this research program is to attempt to measure specific 

domains of preferences drawing on methods that have been established in the behavioral economics 

and pschology literatures primarily in a laboratory or experimental setting. Our research is exploratory 

and the results presented here are very preliminary. The methods used to elicit preferences are 

described in detail below along with some of the challenges faced adapting the protocols to a field 

survey setting in rural Mexico. Companion research describes the data that we have collected in more 

detail and relates the observed preferences to the socio-economic and demographic characteristics of 

the respondents and to assess the internal validity of the measures (Eckel et al, 2006.)  

 The goals of this paper are two fold. By relating the preference measures to observed 

behaviors of individuals in their daily lives, we will provide some evidence on the external validity of 

the protocols used to elicit preferences. In so doing, we will attempt to shed new light on the 

motivations for inter-generational exchanges between adults and their parents as well as between 

parents and their young children. We focus on three domains of preferences. They are (1) altruism or 

desire to share (2) attitudes towards risk and (3) inter-temporal preferences or patience as indicated by 
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a willigness to give up consumption or pleasure now for more consumption or pleasure in the future. 

 In a wide array of socioeconomic contexts, transfers of resources across family generations 

play prominent roles in determining individuals’  well-being. Accordingly, understanding the 

behavioral motivations behind these transfers is an important social science objective. However, while 

hypotheses regarding these motivations are widely discussed in the theoretical literature convincing 

empirical tests of these hypotheses have proven to be extremely difficult to implement. This paper 

uses new data that are specially designed to improve tests which seek to differentiate between two 

broad classes of these hypotheses—one of which describes intergenerational transfers as driven 

primarily by altruism, while the other describes them as a form of investment.  

 Family members are likely to be concerned for each others’  welfare, and therefore they may 

derive well-being from taking care of each other—whether that care comes through financial 

resources or time and attention. If intergenerational transfers are motivated primarily by this sort of 

altruism, then they are likely to resemble gifts in that they are bestowed without regard to expectations 

about whether they will be reciprocated. On the other hand, parents may invest in their children’s 

human capital, motivated by the belief that higher earning children will be able to take better care of 

them in the future. In that case, parents’  decisions regarding transfers to their young children, and 

adult children’s decisions regarding transfers to their elderly parents, may represent the outcome of an 

implicit reciprocal agreement. 

 The distinction between altruistic and investment motives for transfers within a family has 

important implications for the expected consequences of public transfer programs (Cox and Jimenez, 

1990). Consider for example a public pension system, which guarantees a relatively high level of 

income to the elderly. If parents transfer resources based primarily for altruistic reasons, instituting 

such a system might increase parents' total lifetime income, thereby inducing them to transfer more 

resources to their children. On the other hand, if parental transfers are a form of investment, given in 

expectation that children will return the favor by caring for them in old age, then instituting a public 

pension may reduce the usefulness of children in this regard, thereby inducing parents to cut back on 

these transfers. 

 Drawing on longitudinal survey data from Mexico, in combination with “experimental”  or 

“ task-based” measures of attitudes and preferences, we estimate models of transfers between family 

members. The term “ transfers”  in this context is broadly defined—encompassing not only the transfer 
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of financial resources and time resources across households, but also the probability that elderly 

parents coreside with their adult children. We also explore transfers to young children be it in time or 

goods as indicated by the health and nutritional status of each child. The models we estimate are 

unique in that they include direct, experimentally derived measures of altruism and other aspects of 

individuals’  preferences which may be expected to be involved in the motivation for intergenerational 

transfers. To this end, we utilize two innovative sources of data.  

 The first of these data sources is the Mexican Family Life Survey (Rubalcava and Teruel, 

2004), a large-scale, nationally representative survey of individuals, households, and communities in 

Mexico. MxFLS is an extremely rich data source which is ideally suited for this research because 

detailed information on all of these forms of transfers is collected in the survey.  

 Data from MxFLS are combined with a second source of data from a closely related project, 

the Mexican Family Life Survey, Preferences Pilot. MxFLS-PP is an exploratory project aimed at 

assessing the feasibility of incorporating methods from the psychology and economics experimental 

literature into large scale social science surveys. Participants in MxFLS-PP—who were a subset of 

respondents to MxFLS—were given real cash resources and asked to make decisions regarding how 

to allocate them. Their decisions arguably reveal important aspects of their preferences.  

 In the next section, we describe a conceptual framework which relates three aspects of 

preferences—altruism, risk aversion, and patience—to inter-generational transfer decisions by 

individuals and their families. We discuss the sorts of correlations which would be expected to be 

observed if transfers are motivated by altruism and if they are a form of investment. The subsequent 

section describes the data sources in detail. We then discuss our empirical results, and conclude. 

 

2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 Much of the analysis in the economics literature on resource transfers within families has 

focused on differentiating between two classes of hypotheses (Cox and Jimenez; Behrman, Pollak, 

and Taubman; Altonji, Hayashi, and Kotlikoff; McGarry, 1997). Altruism hypotheses describe 

resource transfers as guided primarily by concern on the part of parents and children for each others' 

welfare (Becker and Tomes), while exchange hypotheses describe them as arrangements by which 

individuals use family ties to spread risk and distribute resources over time (XX ref XX).  

 Exchange hypotheses focus on the role of the family as an institution which can fill gaps left 
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by market imperfections. Strangers may have difficulty arranging complete contracts which allow 

them to share risk. Under a veil of ignorance about the future, two individuals who are risk averse but 

who face uncertain income prospects may wish to arrange a contingent contract; if things turn out well 

for one but not the other, they would promise to exchange income between them. Such a contract, if 

credible, would improve the welfare of both since it would provide them with more predictable 

prospects. However, when the outcome becomes known, the one who turned out more fortunate will 

naturally have incentive to renege on his pledge to transfer income. The family is often able to reduce 

the probability that one of its members will renege on another in this way, even when legal institutions 

are unable to do so for strangers. This may be because family members are more likely to rely on each 

other for help in the future, so the cost of reneging (and thereby destroying a relationship) is higher. It 

may also be that family members have more information about each other than they do about 

strangers, and so can trust each other more easily. Similar to this example, where institutions for 

savings and investment fall short, the family can fill the gap. Children in particular may serve as an 

excellent instrument for investment, whether or not any other alternatives are available in a traditional 

capital market; by financing their development and education, parents can expect to reap relatively 

high returns, since once they become productive the children are much less likely than strangers 

would be to renege on the commitment to reciprocate their parents' beneficence.  

 The institutional context in which transfers take place are therefore an important part of the 

story, but the heart of the distinction between these two classes of hypotheses lies in individuals' 

preferences. Altruism hypotheses emphasize variations in individuals' interpersonal preferences in 

explaining variation in resource transfers among family members, while exchange hypotheses focus 

more on their intertemporal preferences and attitudes toward risk. The main challenge in 

distinguishing between altruism and exchange, therefore, has been that preferences are not actually 

measured; rather, they must be inferred from behavior. Empirical analyses have been forced to rely on 

clever deduction about what sorts of observable dynamics in transfer behavior would be expected 

under one class of hypotheses but not the other, and then examining whether such dynamics are, in 

fact, observed in data. For example, under a very strict definition of altruism, one would expect that a 

dollar increase in an individual's income would lead to a dollar increase in net transfers to her kin; in 

fact, it does not-this may indicate that altruism plays a relatively minor role in motivating exchange 

between family members, but it may just as well be that the definition of "altruism" which produces 
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this expectation is too strict (McGarry, 2000). This highlights the challenge facing empirical 

approaches which infer individuals' motivations and preferences from their observed behavior. 

 A notable alternative to this approach was employed in one recent study (Light and McGarry), 

which exploited survey data from the United States in which parents were directly asked about their 

motives for transferring resources to their children. These direct reports suggest that both altruism and 

exchange may play important roles in parents' decisions, and that their relative importance may vary 

between families in ways which make inference on the basis of behavior alone exceedingly difficult. 

However, individuals' responses to direct questions about their motivations must always be interpreted 

with caution-after all, these answers may well represent ex post rationalizations of behavior, rather 

than true motivation. In the next section, we discuss the direct measurements of individuals' 

preferences which we use in order to explore the correlations between interpersonal, intertemporal, 

and risk preferences with transfer behavior. 

 

3. DATA 

 Data for this study are drawn from two related sources: the Mexican Family Life Survey 

(MxFLS) and the Mexican Family Life Survey Preferences Pilot (MxFLS-PP). Each is described in 

turn. 

Mexican Family Life Survey 

 MxFLS is a large-scale nationally-representative multipurpose longitudinal survey of 

individuals, households and communities in Mexico. The baseline was conducted in 2002 (Rubalcava 

and Teruel, 2004) and included over 8,400 households in over 150 communities. The first follow-up, 

MxFLS-2, was begun three years later in mid 2005 and will follow all respondents from 2002, 

including those who move within Mexico and those who move to the United States. (The main 

fieldwork for the survey is completed and tracking of movers continues.) Data from the second wave 

of MxFLS will be used in this project. 

 MxFLS collects detailed information about the economic, social and health status of each 

household and all of its members. In addition to a complete household roster including basic socio-

demographic characteristics of each household member, the questionnaire includes modules on 

household expenditure, assets—including housing and housing characteristics, and family businesses. 

Each household member age 15 and older is interviewed individually about his or her education, labor 
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supply and earnings, migration history, marriage and fertility history, health status, and use of health 

care. Information is collected about children under 15 from their primary caretaker.  

 There are two dimensions of MxFLS that are key for this project. First, each adult respondent 

is asked whether his or parents are alive and, if so, where they live.. If he or she has a noncoresident 

parent, the respondent is also asked whether he or she has provided to a parent or received from a 

parent any kind of financial or time help– whether in the form of money, in-kind goods, or time—and 

if so, how much. These data will be explored in the empirical analyses below. (Similar questions asked 

about each non co-resident sibling and each non co-resident child will be explored in future research.) 

 Second, a physical health assessment including anthropometric measurements is conducted on 

all respondents 3 months and older. The empirical analyses will exploit height and weight measures of 

children up to 11 years of age. 

 

Mexican Family Life Survey Preferences Pilot 

 The second source of data is a series of indicators of attitudes and preferences collected at the 

individual level in the MxFLS Preferences Pilot (MxFLS-PP) which was fielded in tandem with the 

2005 wave of MxFLS on MxFLS respondents aged 15-70 in 11 rural communities in two states. The 

pilot study was specifically designed for this project and is a first step in our exploration into the costs 

and benefits of integrating approaches from experimental economics into large-scale, complex socio-

economic and demographic surveys.  

 The goal of MxFLS-PP is to design, implement and evaluate protocols for measuring attitudes 

and preferences at the individual level in a large scale socioeconomic survey setting. The pilot study 

draws heavily on methods which have been developed and extensively tested in laboratory-type 

settings over at least the last two or three decades. There is a long and impressive literature in the 

behavioral economics and psychology literatures which has demonstrated the reliability of these 

methods and provided many new and exciting insights into the motivations underlying human 

behaviors. For an excellent overview, see Roth (1995), Camerer (1995), Roth and Kagel (1995) and 

Camerer, Loewenstein and Rabin (2004).   

 While the majority of the experiments in this literature have been conducted in university- or 

school-based settings, there are several very innovative studies that have been conducted in a field 

setting. These studies have documented variation in preferences and attitudes across individuals and 
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sought to relate this variation to behavioral choices. (Eckel, et al, 2004). One of the first field studies 

was an innovative adoption of experimental methods to measure risk preferences of villagers in the 

ICRISAT sample in rural India (Binswanger, 1980, 1981). More recently, Henrich (2000) explored 

attitudes towards reciprocity among people living in remote areas of Peru which lay the foundation for 

an extremely influential set of studies that conducted comparable experiments on some fifteen 

populations living in very low income settings across the globe (Heinrich et al, 2004). Recent studies 

by Karlan (2002), Hoff and Pandey (2003), Carter and Castillo (2002), Barnes (2005), Ashraf (2005), 

and Ashraf, Yin and Karlan (2005) apply these methods in developing country settings to address 

specific sets of questions about behavioral choices in the literature. For a review of field studies see 

Harrison and List (2004).  

 There is a longer tradition of including questions related to inter-temporal preferences and risk 

aversion in surveys. Surveys such as the General Social Survey have included attitudinal questions 

that attempt to measure a respondent's trust of others as well as other phenomena closely related to the 

preferences discussed above. The Health and Retirement Survey has also collected innovative 

measures of preferences and expectations that are closely related to these constructs. Other surveys 

have included questions about time preference and attitudes towards risk based on hypothetical 

choices. Legitimate questions have been raised about what these approaches measure. There are good 

reasons to suppose that respondents will be mindful of the image which is projected by the answers 

they provide, and so it is reasonable to suspect that they may choose answers which suggest that they 

are more altruistic, trusting and trustworthy than they are in their daily lives. Research is roughly 

consistent with these hypotheses (Glaeser, et al., 2000; Fehr et al 2002). For risk and inter-temporal 

attitudes, it is less clear that respondents will provide biased responses to hypothetical questions 

although they may not put as much cognitive effort into making choices as they would if there were 

financial stakes involved. In that case, survey responses should be unbiased but noisy indicators of 

preferences. Given the high costs of conducting task-based assessments with financial stakes, the 

argument for adopting those methods in these cases is less clear cut. A goal of the MxFLS-PP is to 

shed light on this topic. 

 To this end, MxFLS-PP sought to measure individuals' interpersonal, intertemporal, and 

risk-related preferences. The study consisted of two instruments. In the first instrument, respondents 

engaged in decision making tasks with financial stakes, which usually amounted to around the 
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equivalent of a daily wage for a median worker in the sample. The task-based instruments were 

conducted in controlled small group sessions of subjects led by trained Ph.D. students. At the end of 

the session, the subject was paid according to the decisions he or she made and the throw of a die. 

The second instrument was conducted after the tasks were completed and involved each subject being 

interviewed individually by a trained enumerator. Each respondent was asked a series of questions 

that involved hypothetical decision-making and sought to measure attitudes that are related to those 

assessed in the tasks. 

 There are slightly over 1,300 subjects who are eligible for MxFLS-PP. (The subjects had to be 

an MxFLS respondent age 15 through 70 living in one of 11 rural communities in the states of 

Guanajuato or Michoacan.) The PP field team conducted two pretests of the protocols, were trained in 

Mexico City and proceeded to visit each community a few months after the MxFLS-2 interviews had 

been completed. The team consisted of a supervisor, three task session leaders, six interviewers and a 

data specialist responsible for computer assisted field editing. Field workers approached all target 

respondents in their homes, in order to obtain informed consent and schedule their participation. All 

but 47 target respondents (3.6% of the total) were successfully recruited; of those not recruited, 37 

had refused to participate, and the other 10 had died. A key advantage of this sample is that it is 

representative of the rural adult population of these states and spans the diversity of socio-economic 

status and life experiences. 

 For virtually all respondents, the money-stakes tasks were conducted in groups of 6-18 at a 

central location within the community (e.g., a classroom in a local school). On average, sessions 

lasted about 90 minutes, with the first 10 minutes devoted to introducing the project and personnel, 

and the remainder of the time devoted to a total of five decision making exercises. Before each 

exercise, the session leader carefully explained the task being performed and took participants through 

an example. These instructions were given on the basis of the same pre-written script used throughout 

the study. Participants were emphatically and frequently reminded that their answers would be kept 

strictly confidential, and that the there was no “correct”  choice in general but each subject should 

make the choice that he or she found most satisfying. The subjects were told at the beginning that they 

would receive cash in accordance with their choices. Specifically, at the end of the session, each 

respondent would roll a die to determine which of the completed tasks would determine the subject’s 

payment amount. All subjects received a show-up fee of 50 pesos, plus the money associated with his 
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or her own decision on that task. Therefore, failing to truthfully reveal his or her preferences in each 

decision is  costly to the subject. Decisions were recorded in a preprinted answer booklet by the 

subject and could not be seen by other subjects. During an exercise, participants who had difficulty 

understanding a task or reading the booklet were given individual-specific assistance from session 

leaders. The three sets of tasks that are central for this project are described below. For more detail on 

each set of tasks see Eckel et al (2006).  

Prosocial attitudes: Altruism and sharing 

 Subjects received an “endowment”  of money and decided whether to give some of it to 

another person (the “ recipient” ) and, if so, how much. The recipient would never know the identity of 

the subject, and the subject was free to choose any amount to pass on from nothing up to the whole 

endowment. If this task is randomly selected for payment at the end of the session, the amount the 

subject chose to give to the recipient is placed in an envelope in front of the subject who is told it will 

be delivered to the recipient. The remainder of the endowment, the amount the subject chose to keep, 

is paid to him or her at that time. When the recipient is paid, the recipient is told that someone sent the 

money but the identity of the giver is not revealed to the recipient or anyone else. 

 Each subject completed four separate decisions in this task. Each decision involved a separate 

endowment, and a separate recipient. For each subject, the endowment amount was the same in each 

of the four decisions, but it was randomized across subjects. 

 In the first decision, the subject was shown a photograph of the assigned recipient, who was 

an individual from a distant community.1 The fraction of the endowment given to the stranger is 

interpreted as indicative of ‘pure altruism’. Relatively more altruistic subjects would be inclined to 

share more of the money with the stranger in the photograph, even though that person would have no 

way to reciprocate and will not know the identity of the subject.  

 In the second decision, each subject was given the name of the recipient, who was another 

MxFLS-PP respondent from the same community as themselves, but a different household.2 In the 

third and fourth decisions, the subject was given the names of two members of the subject's 

                                                 
1 About one hundred photographs were used in the study. One photograph was randomly matched to each study subject. In order to 
confirm that these individuals were strangers to the respondent, respondents were asked to indicate in the answer book whether they 
recognized the individual in the photograph-in all but a handful of cases the respondent answered that he or she did not recognize the 
person in the photograph. 
2 Again, subjects were asked whether they knew the individual named-in just over half the cases, the respondent answered that he or 
she was familiar with the individual. 
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household.3 Since an individual’s level of altruism likely varies depending on the recipient, a goal of 

the second through fourth decisions is to measure relationship-specific indicators of altruistic 

attitudes. It is important to note, however, that the fractions of endowment sent to recipients in these 

cases may also capture notions of fairness and social norms. These issues will be explored in more 

detail in future rounds of these experiments. 

 On average, subjects sent about one-quarter of their endowment to strangers and the same 

fraction to neighbors but nearly half their endowment to other household members. The fraction sent 

was unrelated to the level of the endowment. We will use the fraction sent to strangers, neighbors and 

to a family member as indicators of relationship-specific altruism. 

Attitudes towards risk: Choosing a gamble 

 In this task, participants were presented with six bisected circles, each representing a distinct 

gamble. Their task was to choose one of these six circles. Payment for the task would be based on a 

coin flip-with 50% probability, participants would be paid the amount written in the left half of the 

circle which he or she had chosen (otherwise, he or she would be paid the amount written in the right 

half). One circle had a safe option. Specifically, the same amount (180 Mexican pesos) was written in 

both halves, so that a participant who chose it would be guaranteed this amount. Going clockwise 

around the circle, the gambles became increasingly risky. That is, the expected value and variance of 

the gamble would increase since the value of the gamble in the right half would increase while the left 

half would decrease, with the average of the two growing. The final circle had the same expected 

                                                 
3 For these decisions, it was particularly important to build in safeguards to ensure that the individual named would not be able to 
deduce the choices of the respondent. Otherwise, for example, a wife who is asked to choose how much to pass on to her husband 
may not be able to choose freely, for fear of retaliation or damage to the relationship from hurt feelings. To protect the anonymity of 
the respondents, therefore, several safeguards were built into the protocol. First, payments to the identified household members were 
never made at the site of the experiment; instead, project personnel would visit them in their homes at a later date, so that recipients 
would not know whether the amount being transferred to them had been sent by a stranger from a different community, another 
member of the same community or one of their own household members. Second, the specific household members with whom 
respondents would share was randomly drawn in advance of the project, so that household members who did not receive any 
payments would not be able to deduce which respondents, if anyone, had chosen not to share with them. Although the assignment was 
random, not every household member stood an equal chance of being chosen-most respondents were given the chance to share with a 
spouse or parent, if they lived with one. Of course, if a respondent's household had very few members, this randomization would have 
little effect in protecting his or her anonymity; therefore, there was also a small but positive probability that a respondent could be 
offered the chance to share with another villager outside his or her household. The third safeguard to anonymity was the random 
assignment of the endowment so that no one could infer what proportion of the endowment had been passed to them. Fourth, if a 
subject did not have at least two other household members, the subject was not matched with a family member; for the third and 
fourth decisions, the subject was matched to two strangers with photographs. If a subject did not have at least three other household 
members, the subject was matched with only one household member and one additional stranger. This assures that other household 
members cannot know with certainty that the subject had been matched to them. 
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value but higher variance than the penultimate circle and so should not be selected by any 

respondents. (It was selected by 7% of the subjects.) The riskiest choice would yield 540 pesos if the 

coin toss selected the left semi-circle and result in 20 pesos being deducted from the subject’s show-

up payment if the coin toss selected the right semi-circle. Individuals who were more averse risk 

would forego the chance at the large payoff for fear of the coin flip turning out badly, and so would 

choose the less risky gambles. We convert the mean-variance pairs to a coefficient of variation 

(mean/standard deviation) which ranges from 0 (for the safe option which was selected by 17% of 

subjects) to 150 (for the riskiest choice). r 

Inter-temporal preferences-Choosing between payment now and payment later 

 The third domain of preferences that we will include in our models pertains to patience – 

choosing between consuming now or later. In this task, subjects were presented with a choice between 

receiving a payment immediately, or waiting a specified period of time and then receiving a larger 

payment. The task was repeated ten times, with each decision involving different waiting times and 

implied discount rates. Relatively impatient respondents would be more willing to opt for an 

immediate payment, even if that means foregoing a much larger amount which they could have 

received if they had waited until the later date. Wait times varied between one month, two months and 

three years. From the perspective of measurement of inter-temporal preferences it is important that 

respondents believe that if they opt to wait, they will be paid in the future. In the absence of post-

dated checks or similar instruments, to earn the subjects’  confidence, each subject who opted to wait 

was given our contact information, a postcard to tell us if they move and a written pledge that we will 

return on the specified date with the specified amount. Subjects who chose to not wait were paid 

immediately after the session if this task was selected for payment. All participants who chose to wait 

one or two months have been paid on time. 40% of subjects consistently chose to be paid now rather 

than wait although the implied interest rates in some of the choices exceeded 100% per year. 

 Two other sets of preference domains were measured. Reciprocity was assessed by giving the 

subject an endowment which was shared with a partner; the partner chose whether to accept the offer 

(and the money was shared) or reject (in which no one was paid anything). Trust was assessed by 

tripling the amount that the subject sends and then trustworthiness was captured by allowing the 

partner to send some of the money back. Since these domains are measured for half the sample 

(senders and receivers get different assessments) we do not use these domains in this study. 
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Making decisions real: Payments 

 In this pilot study, all tasks were conducted in the same chronological sequence beginning 

with risk, then altruism, reciprocity, time preferences and finally trust/trustworthiness. After the last 

task was completed, subjects were paid in accordance with their choices. Each subject went to a 

different room, drew a numbered ball which identified the decision selected for payment and paid 

according to that decision. Say the third altruism task was selected. The subject’s decision was 

reviewed and the subject was paid the amount he or she chose to keep; the amount he or she chose to 

give away was placed in an envelope, the name of the recipient written on the envelope and that 

envelope was delivered several days later to the recipient. As a second example, say the risk task was 

selected. The subject’s decision was reviewed and a coin was tossed to determine whether the left or 

right semi-circle was to be paid. The subject was paid the appropriate amount.  

 

4. EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

 Regression results are presented which relate outcomes of actual decisions regarding inter-

generational transfers made by MxFLS respondents and recorded in the 2005 wave of the survey with 

indicators of prosocial attitudes, attitudes towards risk and patience as measured in the task-based 

component of MxFLS-PP. The first set of analyses examines assistance given to parents by their adult 

children and assistance adult children receive from their parents. The second set of analyses examines 

transfers to young children by parents as measured by child health. 

 

Inter-generational transfers between adults and their parents 

 The first set of empirical models focuses on resource transfers between adult children and 

their parents. The sample is restricted to those adult respondents age 25 through 55 in 2005 who 

participated in the second wave of MxFLS and conducted the task-based decision in MxFLS-PP. (For 

a discussion of evidence using the interview-based information on preferences in MxFLS-PP, see 

Eckel et al 2006.)  

 We begin with co-residence decisions, conditional on the parent being alive at the time of the 

survey, and then turn to transfers between adults and their parents, conditional on their not being co-

resident. In all cases, the models are stratified by gender of the respondent and we examine decisions 

with respect to fathers separately from decisions with respect to mothers. In those cases in which the 
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mother and father co-reside, the couples are included in the models twice. We adopt this specification 

for simplicity but note that the key results described below also hold in models that take into account 

whether or not both parents coreside. 

 Table 1 provides summary statistics for the analytical sample. Slightly over one-third of the 

male respondents and about a quarter of the female respondents who have living parents live with at 

least one of them. (The difference in sample sizes in the first two rows reflects the differences in 

mortality of mothers and fathers.) Among those respondents not coresiding with a parent (Panel B), a 

third of males provided either financial or time support during the previous twelve months to their 

fathers and four out of ten provided support to their mothers. Females are less likely to have provided 

support to their parents and there is no difference between support to mothers relative to fathers. 

Slightly less than one in five adults reports having received time or money assistance from a parent in 

the prior twelve months. (Panel C.) 

 The preference measures are reported in panel D of the table. Males are slightly (and 

significantly) more altruistic than females although average levels of altruism as indicated by shares of 

their endowment given away are no different between complete strangers and neighbors. (We do not 

include measures of altruism with respect to family members in these models because a parent could 

be a partner in the task if and only if the parent coresided with the subject.) Males are also more risk 

loving than females, as measured by the CV of the gamble they selected. Around 40% of males and 

females are impatient as judged by their choice of being paid immediately rather than waiting for a 

future, higher payment. 

 Regression results are reported in Tables 2 through 4. In each model, the regressions control 

the age and education of the respondent in a flexible way and all models include community fixed 

effects. Standard errors are robust to arbitrary forms of heteroskedasticity and within community 

correlations. Models are reported that include both measures of altruism. The correlation between the 

two is small enough that the results including only one or the other measure are essentially identical.  

 There are three main results. First, more altruistic adult daughters are substantially and 

significantly more likely to live with their parents. However, this is not true for sons. If coresidence is 

a source of support to (or from) parents, then there is evidence that this exchange is motivated, at least 

in part, by a taste for sharing by daughters. Altruism is not associated with whether an adult child 

provides assistance to a parent or receives assistance from a parent. This evidence suggests that 
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altruism is not a major factor in decisions about inter-generational transfers.  

It is important to emphasize that one of the goals of this study is to assess the external validity of the 

measures of altruism; one interpretation of the results is that the measures are not capturing altruism 

or are not capturing prosocial attitudes towards specific parents. This issue is taken up again in the 

analyses of child health below.  

 Females who are inclined to take more risk are also more likely to live with their mothers. 

There is also some evidence that holding risk aversion constant, more altruistic children are more 

likely to provide support for and receive support from their parents. 

 Finally, males who are more impatient are less likely to send transfers to their parents. This 

suggests that transfers to parents might be viewed as an investment (in expectation of a bequest, say) 

and that those sons who are less willing to delay consumption until the future are also less willing to 

invest in their parents. The evidence is suggestive that assistance to parents is viewed by sons as an 

investment in the future. 

 

Intergenerational transfers between parents and their young children 

 We turn next to investments by parents in the health of their young children as indicated by 

anthropometry. Child height is considered a longer-run indicator of child health and nutritional status 

and has been shown to reflect both environmental and genetic influences. Child height around age 24 

through 36 months has been shown to be a very good predictor of height as an adult which is, in turn, 

correlated with longevity, other dimensions of health and economic success. Child weight, conditional 

on height, is a shorter-run indicator of nutritional status and reflects variation over time in disease, 

food intake and energy output. Attention is restricted to children age 11 years and under. 

 The first panel of Table 5 presents summary statistics on child nutritional status. It is 

conventional to standardize height controlling age and gender against a reference population. We use 

the CDC standards for a well-nourished child in the United States and express child height in terms of 

standard deviations from the US median (Kuczmarski, et al 2000). The average child in our analytical 

sample is 2 standard deviations below the US median. Around one-half the sample children would be 

considered stunted (z-score<2). In part, this is a reflection of the fact that the sample comprises 

children from poor, rural areas. Child weight is standardized for height (using the CDC standards) and 

the average child is about one-third of a standard deviation lighter than the US median child with 
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about 14% of the sample children being wasted (z-score<2). 

 The lower panel of the table reports preference measures of parents of the children. (Statistics 

are reported for all children for whom height is measured.) Since children under 12 were not included 

as potential partners in the task-based decisions, parents could not have been matched with a child in 

the sample. Therefore, we include an indicator of altruism with respect to a family member. Subjects 

in the decision-making tasks shared substantially and significantly more resources with family 

members with men giving away around one half of their endowment and women giving away slightly 

less. The other indicators of preferences follow the patterns described above. 

 Regression results for height-for-age z-scores and weight-for-height z-scores are reported in 

Table 6. Since the focus of this study is on the association between parental attitudes and the health of 

their children, we restrict attention to those children whose mother and father were assessed in the 

Preferences Pilot. The regressions control the age, education and height of each parents as well as the 

age of the child in flexible forms. The models also include community fixed effects. Standard errors 

take into account clustering and arbitrary forms of heteroskedasticity. Each model controls 

preferences of both parents so that attitudes of mothers can be compared with attitudes of fathers. By 

construction, the sample excludes children who are not coresident with their parents. Almost all 

children in this age group live with their mother but around one-third of the children do not live with 

their father.  

 Table 6 presents results for height for age and Table 7 for weight for height. The first three 

panels of the table include the relation-specific altruism measures for the mother and father one 

relationship at a time. The fourth column includes all altruism measures. All the regressions also 

control attitudes toward risk and time preferences. The sample is stratified by age of the child in the 

fifth and sixth columns and by gender in the final columns. 

 Children of mothers who gave more of their endowment in the sharing decision to other 

family members tend to be shorter; and this effect is exacerbated if the mother gave more of their 

endowment away to neighbors. If these decisions reflect altruistic tendencies, it appears that mothers 

who are more altruistic towards other adults in the family (a spouse or parent) and display more 

altruism to people in their community are doing so at the long-run detriment of their children as 

indicated by child height for age. Children of fathers who give more resources to strangers are 
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disadvantaged although this effect is fully offset if fathers are also altruistic towards neighbors. 

Apparently altruism within the community by men is associated with better longer-run health 

outcomes of their children whereas the reverse is true for women. One possibility is that men who 

give more to the community are perceived as leaders and their behavior is reciprocated. In contrast 

with child height, the indicator of shorter-run nutritional status, child weight for height, is not related 

to any of the altruism measures. 

 Attitudes towards risk and patience are associated with both longer-run and shorter-run 

indicators of child nutritional status. Controlling the attitude towards risk of their wives, fathers who 

are inclined to take more risk tend to have taller children. It is likely that risk taking by men is 

associated with elevated resources over the life course which is, in turn, reflected in higher 

investments in children. The same pattern is not observed for mothers who are more willing to take on 

risk, controlling the risk preferences of their husbands. Women who are willing to take on more risk 

do not have taller children but, instead, their children tend to be lower weight, given height. 

Apparently women who are more willing to take on risk than their husbands are also more willing to 

gamble with the health of their children.  

 Adults who are more patient (discount the present more heavily) are willing to put off 

consumption now for more consumption and are, therefore, more likely to save for the future. For 

many people in very low income settings, investments in one’s children may be among the best 

mechanisms for saving. Mothers who are more patient as measured by the inter-temporal preference 

decisions are more likely to have taller children. There is a similar tendency for fathers although the 

relationship is not significant. More patient mothers and fathers tend to have heavier children with all 

the effect concentrated among very young children—the age at which investing in them is likely to 

have the greatest pay-off.  

 Recall that the sample is restricted to those children who coreside with both parents. While it 

is possible that fathers who are absent have different preferences from fathers who are not – and their 

wives likely also have different preferences, the key issue for this research is whether the association 

between parental attitude and child health differs between these groups. To investigate this issue, the 

models were re-estimated with all children in the sample including a linear and additive control for the 

presence of the father. The key results described above do not differ qualitatively except that the 

relationship between time preferences and investments in children is weaker. Since most absent men 
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have moved away for work, they may have more alternatives to save.  

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

 This study has provided very preliminary evidence on the relationship between inter-

generational transfers and three dimensions of preferences of adults that have been measured using 

methods from the behavioral economics and psychology literatures. The results suggest that there is 

relatively limited evidence that altruism is a powerful motivation for inter-generational transfers to 

parents but are predictive of child health outcomes. The interpretation of the latter result is not 

entirely clear and will be investigated by designing alternative forms of the tasks to isolate “altruism” 

from norms of sharing.  

 There is clear evidence that inter-generational transfers are associated with attitudes towards 

risk and also with inter-temporal preferences. Male adults who are more patient are more likely to 

provide support to their parents. Both mothers and fathers who are more patient appear to invest more 

in their children. This suggests that at least one motivation for inter-generation transfers is that they 

provide a vehicle for saving for the future among poor, rural Mexicans. 

 One goal of this research program is to evaluate the preference measures that we have 

collected. This study has attempted to evaluate the external validity of the preference measures. The 

measures are correlated with behaviors in ways that are predicted by theory, particularly in the case of 

risk and inter-temporal preferences. The evidence on altruism is more mixed.  

 MxFLS-PP is designed to collect similar domains of preferences using survey methods. On-

going research assesses the correlations between the task-based and interview-based measures and 

also evaluates the predictive power of survey-based methods in behavioral models including the 

models presented here. This is an important assessment given the relative costs of interview-based 

measures and task-based measures.  
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Table 1 : Summary Statistics       

Coresidence, transfers to and from parents and preferences of adults   

        

 Male adult respondents  Female adult respondents 

  Sample Mean Std err   Sample Mean Std err 

A. Percent coreside with parent       

  Father 121 35.5 4.4  214 25.2 3.0 

  Mother 134 38.8 4.2  248 28.2 2.9 

        

B. Percent provide financial or money transfers to parents     

  Father 89 33.7 5.0  172 27.9 3.4 

  Mother 92 41.3 5.2  195 30.8 3.3 

        

C. Percent receive financial or money transfers from parents     

  Father 89 18.0 4.1  172 17.4 2.9 

  Mother 92 19.6 4.2  195 17.9 2.8 

        

D. Attitudes of respondents        

  Altruism [Stranger] 213 0.292 0.016  330 0.247 0.011 

  Altruism [Neighbor] 213 0.323 0.016  330 0.248 0.012 

  Risk loving [CV] 213 0.744 0.030  330 0.684 0.025 

  Impatient 213 0.441 0.034  330 0.427 0.027 



 
Table 2  Probability adult child coresides with parent  
 Coreside with father Coreside with mother 
 Son Daughter Son Daughter 

  [1] [2] [3] [4] 

Altruism [Stranger] 0.155 0.442 0.011 0.454 

 [0.247] [0.163]** [0.234] [0.161]** 

Altruism [Neighbor] 0.206 -0.185 0.282 -0.139 

 [0.229] [0.154] [0.243] [0.161] 

Risk loving [CV] 0.116 0.073 0.049 0.134 

 [0.098] [0.066] [0.091] [0.067]* 

Impatient 0.044 -0.06 -0.015 -0.026 

 [0.084] [0.056] [0.082] [0.058] 

Observations 121 214 134 248 

R-squared 0.28 0.22 0.21 0.13 

     

Table 3 Probability adult child provides financial or time transfers to parent 
 Send transfer to father Send transfer to mother 
 Son Daughter Son Daughter 

  [1] [2] [3] [4] 

Altruism [Stranger] -0.463 0.266 -0.121 0.306 

 [0.306] [0.221] [0.279] [0.201] 

Altruism [Neighbor] 0.261 -0.096 -0.017 0.022 

 [0.279] [0.206] [0.311] [0.183] 

Risk loving [CV] 0.082 -0.011 0.016 -0.031 

 [0.126] [0.073] [0.132] [0.075] 

Impatient -0.238 0 -0.197 0.037 

 [0.108]* [0.074] [0.109] [0.065] 

Observations 89 172 92 195 

R-squared 0.28 0.17 0.23 0.23 

     

Table 4 Probability adult child receives financial or time transfers from parent 
 Receive transfer from father Receive transfer from mother 
 Son Daughter Son Daughter 

  [1] [2] [3] [4] 

Altruism [Stranger] -0.116 0.039 -0.011 -0.081 

 [0.272] [0.171] [0.244] [0.153] 

Altruism [Neighbor] 0.126 0.3 -0.149 0.262 

 [0.226] [0.191] [0.256] [0.170] 

Risk loving [CV] -0.084 0.106 -0.086 0.107 

 [0.092] [0.061] [0.104] [0.065] 

Impatient 0.121 -0.044 0.053 -0.021 

 [0.081] [0.056] [0.080] [0.054] 

Observations 89 172 92 195 

R-squared 0.3 0.3 0.27 0.22 
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses 



 
 
Table 5 : Summary Statistics    

Child anthropometry and parental preferences   

    
 Sample Mean Std err 
  [1] [2] [3] 

Anthropometry    

Height for age zscore    

Children age 11 and younger 235 -2.016 0.099 

Age<4yrs 48 -3.197 0.265 

Age>4yrs 187 -1.713 0.092 

Male 116 -2.149 0.142 

Female 119 -1.886 0.136 

Weight for height zscore     

Children age 11 and younger 146 -0.391 0.137 

Age<4yrs 49 -0.687 0.288 

Age>4yrs 97 -0.241 0.145 

Male 81 -0.493 0.183 

Female 65 -0.263 0.207 

    

Attitudes of parents    

  Paternal altruism [Stranger] 235 0.309 0.015 

  Maternal altruism [Stranger] 235 0.247 0.013 

  Paternal altruism [Neighbor] 235 0.350 0.015 

  Maternal altruism [Neighbor] 235 0.263 0.014 

  Paternal altruism [Family] 235 0.576 0.016 

  Maternal altruism [Family] 235 0.451 0.015 

    
 
 



 

Table 6         

Child height for age (zscore) and parental preferences       

 All children age 11 and younger Age<4yrs Age>4yrs Male Female 

  [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] 

Paternal altruism [Stranger] -0.496   -0.785 -2.508 -0.433 -0.494 -1.837 

 [0.384]   [0.484] [2.646] [0.543] [0.728] [0.938] 

Maternal altruism [Stranger] -0.305   0.26 1.762 0.299 0.911 0.611 

 [0.461]   [0.626] [3.695] [0.720] [1.164] [0.843] 

Paternal altruism [Neighbor]  0.125  0.716 -0.033 0.533 -0.081 2.036 

  [0.357]  [0.551] [3.089] [0.618] [0.781] [0.975]* 

Maternal altruism [Neighbor]  -0.395  -0.63 -2.541 -0.534 -0.465 -1.368 

  [0.372]  [0.510] [3.385] [0.602] [0.854] [0.648]* 

Paternal altruism [Family]   -0.098 -0.049 -1.833 -0.102 0.173 0.221 

   [0.339] [0.383] [2.131] [0.360] [0.500] [0.529] 

Maternal altruism [Family]   -0.782 -0.672 -1.636 -0.705 -0.773 -1.377 

   [0.321]* [0.315]* [2.432] [0.332]* [0.544] [0.591]* 

         

Paternal risk loving [CV] 0.523 0.485 0.575 0.589 0.4 0.723 0.78 0.69 

 [0.209]* [0.215]* [0.217]** [0.217]** [1.022] [0.246]** [0.330]* [0.333]* 

Maternal risk loving [CV] -0.154 -0.25 -0.099 -0.111 0.437 -0.036 -0.06 -0.437 

 [0.258] [0.258] [0.268] [0.274] [1.273] [0.305] [0.450] [0.434] 

         

Paternal impatience 0.257 0.29 0.293 0.328 0.678 0.321 0.206 0.409 

 [0.187] [0.183] [0.185] [0.187] [1.064] [0.203] [0.323] [0.288] 

Maternal impatience 0.324 0.315 0.435 0.383 -0.547 0.458 0.215 0.551 

 [0.190] [0.175] [0.174]* [0.190]* [1.356] [0.185]* [0.311] [0.257]* 

         

Observations 235 235 235 235 48 187 116 119 

R-squared 0.37 0.35 0.38 0.39 0.7 0.29 0.6 0.5 
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. 



 

Table 7         

Child weight for height (zscore) and parental preferences       

 All children age 11 and younger Age<4yrs Age>4yrs Male Female 

  [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] 

Paternal altruism [Stranger] 0.229   -0.471 2.977 -1.268 0.805 -0.978 

 [0.595]   [0.913] [2.417] [1.013] [1.430] [1.340] 

Maternal altruism [Stranger] 0.028   0.113 0.35 0.05 0.416 0.729 

 [0.800]   [1.121] [4.886] [1.523] [2.659] [1.538] 

Paternal altruism [Neighbor]  0.777  0.67 1.246 0.177 -0.376 2.274 

  [0.655]  [1.027] [3.881] [0.979] [1.701] [1.492] 

Maternal altruism [Neighbor]  -0.341  0.237 4.557 -0.058 -0.231 0.689 

  [0.653]  [0.842] [3.165] [1.068] [2.086] [1.213] 

Paternal altruism [Family]   0.342 0.208 -2.109 0.879 -0.306 -0.084 

   [0.444] [0.559] [2.192] [0.505] [1.034] [1.059] 

Maternal altruism [Family]   0.282 0.217 -2.752 0.836 0.333 -0.924 

   [0.640] [0.696] [2.855] [0.807] [1.199] [1.245] 

         

Paternal risk loving [CV] -0.41 -0.379 -0.403 -0.446 -1.569 -0.705 0.008 -0.336 

 [0.332] [0.346] [0.335] [0.348] [1.247] [0.372] [0.527] [0.533] 

Maternal risk loving [CV] -0.775 -0.687 -0.93 -0.988 -0.554 -0.957 -0.698 -1.313 

 [0.436] [0.415] [0.395]* [0.412]* [1.496] [0.423]* [0.848] [0.581]* 

         

Paternal impatience 0.696 0.654 0.68 0.662 2.438 0.462 1.004 0.558 

 [0.288]* [0.282]* [0.284]* [0.295]* [1.011]* [0.344] [0.614] [0.493] 

Maternal impatience 0.731 0.735 0.678 0.684 2.693 0.373 0.633 0.683 

 [0.280]* [0.289]* [0.304]* [0.317]* [1.327] [0.251] [0.435] [0.438] 

         

Observations 146 146 146 146 49 97 81 65 

R-squared 0.31 0.32 0.37 0.38 0.64 0.51 0.4 0.71 
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. 
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