
Using economic experiments to detect drivers of behavior at

early ages: Evidence from a large field experiment in Chicago

Marco Castillo

⇤

Texas A&M University

John List

†

University of Chicago and NBER

Ragan Petrie

‡

Texas A&M University

Anya Samek

§¶

University of Southern California.

February 2017

Abstract

Early childhood is an important period for the development and formation of individual abil-

ities and preferences. Skills such as cognitive ability, executive functions (including working

memory and inhibitory control) and economic preferences developed at an early age may have a

profound influence on outcomes in adulthood. Yet, little is known about how skills at this early

age map to outcomes. We conduct economic experiments with over 1,000 children ages 3-5, includ-

ing eliciting time, risk and social preferences. We complement our experimental data collection

with an extensive assessment of cognitive achievement and executive function skills. We return

to many of these children at the ages of 6-10 and collect data on disciplinary referrals at school, a

key predictor for a number of outcomes in adulthood. Interestingly, we find that economic prefer-

ences are mostly independent of cognitive skills or executive functions. Executive functions, but

not cognitive skills, strongly predict the likelihood of disciplinary referrals in elementary years.

Importantly, we find that time preferences measured at a young age have a significant e↵ect on

disciplinary referrals, with more patient children being less likely to receive referrals, even when

controlling for cognitive skills and executive functions.

JEL classifications: C91, D12, D81

Keywords: children, time preferences, risk preferences, cognitive skills, non-cognitive skills, field ex-
periment

⇤

Texas A&M University, Department of Economics, marco.castillo@tamu.edu

†

University of Chicago, Department of Economics, jlist@uchicago.edu

‡

Texas A&M University, Department of Economics, rpetrie@tamu.edu

§

University of Southern California, Center for Economic and Social Research, samek@usc.edu

¶

We thank Edie Dobrez, Kristin Troutman and Rui Chen for excellent research assistance.


