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A B S T R A C T

We study how economic information diffuses within the household, leveraging an information-provision
experiment with a representative sample of households from Germany. A random sample of household
members received information about their household’s position in the income distribution. When provided
with information directly, there are no gender differences in how individuals update their beliefs. However,
we observe significant gender disparities in the diffusion of information within the household. Specifically,
when only the husband receives the information, it influences the wife’s beliefs; however, when only the wife
receives the information, it does not affect the husband’s beliefs.
1. Introduction

About half a century ago, the United Kingdom (UK) government
changed the allocation of subsidies for families with children, directing
them towards mothers instead of fathers. According to the economic
models of the time, such a policy should have no impact on families’
behavior. The central tenet of these models was that the household
functions as an integrated unit in which preferences are aligned and
information is available to all members of the household (Samuelson,
1956; Becker, 1981). However, these basic assumptions have been
criticized as unrealistic. Empirical evidence supports this criticism: In
the UK, providing child allowance to mothers rather than fathers led
to spending patterns more in line with the intention of the policy to
cover necessities, such as clothing, for the family’s children (Lundberg
and Pollak, 1996; Lundberg et al., 1997; Ward-Batts, 2008). Subsequent
results have corroborated the view that households do not necessarily
function as an integrated unit with common preferences over mone-
tary resources and that, relative to men’s choices, women’s spending
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choices are deemed to be more beneficial to the family’s children (e.g.,
Dizon-Ross and Jayachandran, 2023). This is a prominent reason why
cash transfer programs to the poor often target women as beneficia-
ries (Duflo, 2003; Almås et al., 2018; Armand et al., 2020; Field et al.,
2021).

There has been a growing interest in economic research aimed at
understanding how households function in the real world (e.g., Lund-
berg and Pollak, 1996; Ashraf, 2009; Chiappori and Mazzocco, 2017).
The focus has been on how households manage resources such as goods
and money. A highly relevant question that has received comparably
little attention so far is how households manage information. Arguably,
information is as crucial a resource as money, given that limitations
on information accessible to spouses can impact their decision-making.
The importance of information in intra-household decision-making has
long been emphasized in the sociological literature (e.g., Dwyer and
Bruce, 1988; Zelizer, 2005), while the common assumption in eco-
nomics is that household members pool their information, in particular
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2024.105213
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when interests align (Chiappori, 1992; Lundberg and Pollak, 1996). In
this paper, we challenge this assumption and provide novel evidence
on gender differences in how economic information diffuses within the
household.

Studying diffusion of information within the household presents
some empirical challenges: we need a setting in which we can both
observe the two spouses independently and repeatedly in their natural
environment and also manipulate decision-relevant information exoge-
nously. For this purpose, we leverage existing data from a two-year
survey experiment with a representative sample of Germans (Fehr et al.,
2022).1 Our survey revolves around perceptions about the relative
position of the household in the income distribution. This setting is
well suited for studying learning due to widely documented evidence
that individuals have significant misperceptions about their relative
income (Cruces et al., 2013; Engelhardt and Wagener, 2017; Karadja
et al., 2017; Fehr et al., 2022) and because perceptions about relative
income are important for households in natural settings. For example,
perceived relative income has been shown to affect preferences for
redistribution (Cruces et al., 2013; Engelhardt and Wagener, 2017;
Karadja et al., 2017; Fehr et al., 2022), subjective well-being (Perez-
Truglia, 2020), and a wide range of decisions such as where to live (Bot-
tan and Perez-Truglia, 2022) and whether to change employers (Card
et al., 2012; Cullen and Perez-Truglia, 2022).

In our baseline survey, we first elicited respondents’ beliefs about
their household rank on the national and global income scale in an
incentivized way. All adult household members were interviewed by
professional interviewers in private, without the possibility of commu-
nicating with each other, so respondents could not share any informa-
tion during the baseline survey even if they wanted to. After eliciting
the prior beliefs, half of the respondents received accurate information
about their household’s income rank. We randomized this information
provision at the individual level to create variation within households.
Thus, this resulted in households where both spouses, only the wife or
husband, or nobody received the information, enabling us to explore
how respondents acquire knowledge through direct information pro-
vision and indirectly through the diffusion of information within the
household.

A year later, we conducted a follow-up survey with the same respon-
dents, where we again asked incentivized questions about the house-
hold’s income rank. Although there was no opportunity for spouses
to communicate during the interviews, they had ample opportunity
to talk about the household’s income rank in the year that passed
between the two survey waves, if they chose to do so. Importantly,
we did not provide explicit incentives to share the information with
other household members and did not inform the respondents that we
would ask questions about relative income again a year later. As a
result, information sharing evolved endogenously and naturally, with
respondents freely choosing to share information with other household
members or to refrain from doing so.

We start by documenting how individuals learn from information
directly (i.e., when they receive it themselves). When respondents
directly receive information on their true income ranks, the information
has a significant and persistent effect on beliefs even after a year has
passed. More importantly, men and women seem to incorporate the
information to a similar degree when it is given directly to them. After
one year, the learning rate is around 0.2 and does not differ statisti-
cally between women and men. More precisely, for each percentage
point shock in the information given directly to a respondent, the
perceived income rank as measured a year later is higher by about 0.22
percentage points for women and 0.16 for men.

1 In the original study, we measure how beliefs about relative income affect
references for redistribution (Fehr et al., 2022). In this follow-up work, we
urther analyze the data to explore gender differences in information diffusion.
 B

2 
In contrast, we find stark differences by gender in how information
diffuses within the household, with a substantially lower pass-through
of information from wives to husbands than vice versa. If husbands
receive information about the true income rank directly, whereas their
wives do not, we observe a pass-through to their wives’ belief that
is about as strong as if the wives received the information directly.
However, if a wife receives the information directly but not their hus-
band, we see no effect on her husband’s belief. The gender difference
in indirect learning rates (0.19 for women vs −0.01 for men) is large
and statistically significant.

Our findings further indicate that this phenomenon is specific to the
household context, as men do not disregard information received from
women in general. We show that men are equally likely to incorporate
information given to them directly by male versus female interviewers.
However, we find little evidence that the observed gendered infor-
mation flow within households is due to asymmetries in financial
knowledge and experiences, different communication and information
acquisition patterns of women and men, or gender differences in the
interest in information about relative income. Instead, our results indi-
cate a difference in the way husbands and wives update the information
provided by each other.

We contribute to the emerging literature on information flows
within households. The bulk of this literature is concerned with de-
cision situations in which incentives are non-aligned and preferences
differ, such as fertility decisions (Ashraf et al., 2014; Apedo-Amah
et al., 2020; Ashraf et al., 2022).2 The evidence from these experiments
shows that information in such settings only sometimes flows freely
and that information barriers can result in inefficient behavior (e.g.,
Ashraf, 2009; Ashraf et al., 2014, 2022). For example, Ashraf et al.
(2022) conducted an information intervention in which they informed
husbands or wives about the risks to maternal health. Consistent with
our findings, they find that the information spills over from husbands
to wives but not in the other direction. We contribute to this literature
by studying a real-world situation in which incentives are aligned,
which is arguably one of the more common settings in practice, yet
one that has received little attention. A notable exception is a study
by Conlon et al. (2022) that focuses, as we do, on a situation with
aligned preferences. In their laboratory experiment with 400 married
couples from Chennai, India, the husband or wife receives signals about
the number of differently colored balls in an urn. They can pass on this
information to their spouse, and the spouse can subsequently use it to
make an optimal guess about the color of the ball that is drawn next.
Despite explicit incentives to share this information and, consistent
with our own findings, Conlon et al. (2022) document pronounced
gender differences in the diffusion of information: Although wives took
the information discovered by their husbands into full consideration,
husbands did not do the same with the information revealed to their
wives.

We complement the work of Conlon et al. (2022) in several im-
portant ways. First, unlike their stylized setting (participants received
information by drawing balls from an urn), our setting is one of endoge-
nous and naturally occurring information diffusion. Our subjects could
naturally share the information in their daily lives over the span of a
whole year, but we did not provide explicit incentives to do so. Second,
rather than studying beliefs about an abstract object (the colors of balls
from an urn), we study a belief that households arguably care about
above and beyond the context of our experiment: their relative income.
Third, the observed gender differences in information diffusion hold
in very different cultural and economic contexts. For example, gender
norms differ substantially between Germany and India. According to
the World Values Survey, 52% of Indians agree with the statement

2 More generally, there are some studies exploring gender differences in
ow information flows outside households (e.g., Beaman and Dillon, 2018;
enYishay et al., 2020; Cullen and Perez-Truglia, 2023).
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that men should have more rights to a job than women if jobs are
scarce, while only 15% of Germans agree with the same statement. In
summary, while Conlon et al. (2022) have a more controlled setting, it
is also more artificial. On the other hand, our work is set in a natural
field setting, which comes with somewhat less control but arguably
higher external validity. Taken together, these two studies paint a
consistent picture that even in environments with aligned interests,
gender barriers to information flow exist and are robust across different
cultural and economic contexts.

2. Research design and data

We implemented two tailor-made survey modules in the Innovation
Sample of the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP-IS). The SOEP-
IS is a comprehensive longitudinal study that, once a year, surveys
a representative sample of the German population on a wide range
of topics. It is the ideal test-bed for our research question and offers
several advantages over other survey modes: First, all household mem-
bers over 16 years of age are interviewed by professional interviewers
in computer-assisted interviews conducted in person. Second, we can
follow up with little attrition a year later. Third, face-to-face interviews
provide significant control, minimize non-response, and allow us to
clarify misunderstandings instantly. Important for our purposes, they
also prevent the search for information and communication between
household members during and between the interviews within a wave
because the interviews were conducted privately with each member of
a household. Fourth, through the SOEP, we have access to a rich set of
measures of socioeconomic indicators. Fifth, the SOEP team implements
various safeguards to ensure high data quality, such as pre-testing new
items and performing plausibility and consistency checks after data
collection (for more details, see Goebel et al., 2019).

Baseline Survey: At the beginning of the baseline survey, each respon-
dent stated their household income before taxes and the number of
household members.3 We used this information to explain and inform
each respondent about their per-capita, pre-tax household income.4
Subsequently, each respondent assessed their rank in the national
(i.e., German) and the global income distribution based on their per-
capita pre-tax income on a scale from 0 (poorest percentile) to 100
(richest percentile) in randomized order. We incentivized both income
rank assessments to ensure that it was optimal for respondents to
answer truthfully, and each assessment that was correct to the closest
percentile was rewarded with e20. To prevent communication within
the household and to avoid social desirability bias potentially impacting
answers, respondents stated their ranks in private (i.e., without other
household members or the interviewer seeing the tablet screen).

Approximately 10–15 min later, after respondents had answered
several questions unrelated to our research, we randomized half of the
respondents to a treatment, providing them with accurate information
about their household’s true income rank in the national and global
income distributions. The information briefly explained the source
of the information and then, based on the respondents’ stated per
capita, pre-tax household income, revealed the share of people who are
poorer at the national and global levels.5 The information was read out
by the interviewer, who additionally visualized the information with

3 Note that spouses should be well-informed about household income
ecause the basis of income taxes of couples in Germany is their joint income.
oreover, evidence suggests that more than 75 percent of German couples

ool their financial resources (Lott, 2017). We observe a similar share of
ouples who pool their financial resources, see Appendix A.7 for details.

4 Note that estimates of the global income distribution are only available
t the per-capita, pre-tax level.

5 Consequently, the information provided could differ somewhat be-
ween members of the same household. We discuss this and the potential

onsequences thereof in Section 4.1. p

3 
customized graphs to facilitate understanding (see Appendix Figure
A1 for a screenshot). The other half of the respondents received no
information. Randomization was implemented at the individual level
through the survey software and each respondent had an equal chance
of receiving the information or not.

Follow-up Survey: One year later, we implemented our second survey
module with the same sample of respondents. The setup of the follow-
up survey was closely modeled after the baseline survey. That is, we
first collected information on household income and the number of
household members and explained the concept of per-capita household
income. We then asked respondents to state their rank in the national
and global income distributions in private. Again, we rewarded accu-
rate predictions (this time, we paid e10 for each accurate prediction).
The main difference to the baseline survey was that we did not provide
information on the true income rank in either context in the follow-up
survey. Instead, we elicited respondents’ willingness to pay (WTP) for
information about their true rank in the national and global income
distributions using a list-price version of the Becker-DeGroot-Marschak
method (Becker et al., 1964).6 Finally, we asked treated respondents
whether they had shared the information on the true income rank that
they received in the baseline survey with anyone in the household
during the past year, and we asked all respondents whether they, during
this time, had looked for information about the distribution of national
and global income.

Data: Our data contains the two survey modules that we implemented
in the 2017 and 2018 waves of the SOEP-IS. A total of 1392 respondents
took part in the baseline survey, while 1144 participated in the second
survey (82% of the 1392 respondents in the baseline survey). We
focus our analysis on single-member and two-person, mixed-gender
households as explained in Section 3 below. This restriction results in a
sample of 1164 respondents in the baseline survey and 989 respondents
in the follow-up survey (85% of the 1164 respondents in the baseline
survey). One potential concern is that the experiment’s information
provision could have affected the decision to participate in the follow-
up survey. However, there is no significant difference in the attrition
rates between the control and treatment neither in the full sample (17%
vs. 19%, p-value = 0.392 for t-test of proportions) nor in the restricted
ample (14% vs. 17%, p-value = 0.289 for t-test of proportions). In
ppendix Tables A1–A6, we present several specifications showing that

reatment status does not predict participation in the follow-up survey
for the restricted and full sample). Moreover, and as expected, the
bservable pre-treatment characteristics are balanced across treatment
nd control groups. Appendix Tables A7 present the results for the full
nd restricted sample and also split the samples by gender (for more
etails, see Section A.4 in the Appendix).

. Empirical strategy

We want to estimate the direct and indirect impact of information
rovision on beliefs about income ranks one year later. We define 𝑇 𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡

𝑖
s a treatment indicator variable, taking the value 1 if a respondent
eceived direct information on their household income rank in the
aseline survey and 0 otherwise. Similarly, 𝑇 𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡

𝑖 is an indicator
ariable that takes the value 1 if the respondent did not receive the
nformation directly, but another member of their household did, and

6 For both pieces of information, we presented five scenarios in which
espondents had to decide between receiving information about their true rank
n the income distribution and receiving a monetary reward that progressively
ncreased from 10 cents to 10 euros. Respondents made their decision in
rivate, and we informed them that one randomly selected decision for each
iece of information (national and global) would be implemented. Possible

ayments and information provisions were made at the end of the survey.
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Fig. 1. Misperceptions of Income Ranks, by Gender.
Notes: Distribution of misperceptions about income rank in the baseline survey for female (red) and male respondents (blue). Misperceptions are calculated as the difference between
prior beliefs about income rank and true income rank. Positive (negative) differences correspond to overestimation (underestimation) of own income rank. Data from baseline, i.e.,
before the respondent (or their spouse) actually received any information (𝑛 = 1978).
u
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0 otherwise.7 Let 𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 denote the perceived income rank in the baseline
survey (i.e., the prior belief before receiving information) and 𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑖
denote the information about the income rank that could be shown to
the respondent. Consequently, 𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑖 − 𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 is the potential treatment:
i.e., the misperception about the income rank. A positive difference
indicates an underestimation, and a negative difference indicates an
overestimation of the income rank. The direct information shock is
given by (𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑖 − 𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 ) ⋅ 𝑇 𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡

𝑖 , while the indirect information shock is
given by (𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑖 −𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 ) ⋅𝑇 𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡

𝑖 . Let 𝑟𝑝𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 be the posterior belief about
he income rank in the follow-up survey. We then use the following
pecification to estimate direct and indirect learning rates.

𝑝𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟
𝑖 = 𝛼𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡(𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑖 − 𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 ) ⋅ 𝑇 𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡

𝑖 + 𝛼𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡(𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑖 − 𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 ) ⋅ 𝑇 𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡
𝑖

+𝛽1(𝑟
𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜
𝑖 − 𝑟𝑝𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖 ) + 𝛽2𝑋𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖

(1)

he coefficients 𝛼𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡 and 𝛼𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡 tell us how correcting mispercep-
ions — directly or indirectly through information provided to the
pouse — affect beliefs one year later. The parameter 𝛼𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡 measures
he direct learning rate, i.e., the effect of an additional percentage point
f information shock given directly to individual 𝑖 on their posterior
elief. The parameter 𝛼𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡 measures the indirect rate of learning,
.e., the rate of pass-through between the information provided to
espondent 𝑖’s spouse and respondent 𝑖’s belief one year later. 𝑋𝑖 is a
ector of control variables that include the demographic characteristics
f the respondent and the household. We estimate Eq. (1) separately
or female and male respondents and cluster standard errors at the
ousehold level.

For our baseline specification, we restrict our sample to single-
ember households and households consisting of two adult partners,

hat is, husbands and wives (𝑛 = 989). We include single-member
ouseholds to strengthen statistical power in the analysis of direct
earning. We exclude households in which other adult household mem-
ers in addition to the spouses were interviewed, to avoid dealing
ith cases in which information can be transmitted from multiple

7 The implicit assumption here is that for directly informed respondents it
hould not matter whether another household member received information
r not. We provide a direct test of this assumption in Appendix A.5.
4 
household members (e.g., adult children, grandparents). We further
restrict the sample to mixed-gender partners — same-sex households
are a negligible share of the sample, and thus we do not have enough
data to study them separately. Finally, we observe beliefs about each
respondent’s income rank at the national and global levels. In the
analysis, we pool these two responses, as differentiating between the
two belief statements is inessential for our purposes. This gives us two
income-rank observations for each respondent, resulting in a total of
𝑛 = 1, 978 observations. In Appendix Section A.6, we show that our
results are not sensitive to any of the specification choices listed above.

4. Results

4.1. Misperceptions about income ranks

Misperceptions about their own household income rank are com-
mon among both women and men. Fig. 1 shows the distribution of
misperceptions (measured as perceived minus the actual percentile)
at baseline, separated by gender; the difference in the distribution of
misperceptions between women and men is statistically insignificant
(Kolmogorov–Smirnov test, p-value = 0.126). For example, women
nderestimate their rank by approximately 9 percentage points, on
verage, and men by approximately 10 percentage points, a difference
hat is small and statistically insignificant (p-value = 0.411).

Next, we compare perceptions within two-person households, i.e.,
etween husbands and wives. Panel (a) of Fig. 2 shows a binned
catterplot of misperceptions about income rank, with the wives on
he 𝑦-axis and their husbands on the 𝑥-axis. If husbands and wives

have similar levels of misperception regarding their households’ in-
come rank, their misperceptions would align along the 45-degree line.
However, misperceptions do not align perfectly in this way, suggesting
a significant disagreement about the income ranks between spouses.
Although rank misperceptions within a household are correlated, the
correlation is far from perfect (𝜌 = 0.55). In other words, husbands and
wives tend to harbor rather different misperceptions.

A potential concern is that differences in misperceptions about
relative income are a mechanic result of disagreements about absolute
income. To address this concern, panel (b) of Fig. 2 shows a binned
scatterplot of the stated household income for the wives (𝑦-axis) and
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Fig. 2. Misperceptions of Income Ranks and Stated Household Income within Households.
Notes: Panel (a) shows the correlation between misperceptions about the income rank of husbands and wives (within the household), and panel (b) shows the correlation of the
stated household income of husbands and wives (within the household). Misperceptions are calculated as the difference between prior beliefs about income rank and true income
rank. Stated household income is the yearly gross household income measured in 1000 euros. Both figures show scatter plots of the raw data (light red) and binned scatterplots
(red diamonds). For the binned scatterplot, we group the variables on the 𝑥-axis into 20 equally sized bins and calculate the mean of the 𝑥 and 𝑦 variables within each bin. Both
figures use data from the baseline survey, and we restrict the sample to two-person, mixed-gender households (𝑛 = 536).
their husbands (𝑥-axis). In contrast to misperceptions of relative in-
come, the stated household incomes line up almost perfectly on the
45-degree line, with a correlation coefficient of 𝜌 = 0.95.8 This suggests
that spouses largely agree about their absolute household income and
that misperceptions about relative income cannot be attributed to
disagreement about absolute income.

4.2. Direct and indirect effects of information on posterior beliefs

Fig. 3 presents coefficient plots of our main result (for the corre-
sponding regression results in table form, see Appendix Table A10).
The effect of indirect information diffusion is entirely driven by women
whose husbands directly received information about the true income
ranks of the household. Panel (a) of Fig. 3 reveals that for each addi-
tional percentage point in the direct information shock, men updated
their posterior belief by 0.16 and women by 0.22 percentage points. Im-
portantly, the difference between these two estimates (0.16 and 0.22) is
not only small but also statistically insignificant (p-value = 0.391).9 The
observed direct learning rates are sizable, considering that we measure
the posteriors about a year later. Generally, the learning rate should be
lower than the perfect pass-through rate (i.e., 𝛼 < 1), even if measured
immediately after the information provision. First, from a Bayesian
perspective, respondents form posterior beliefs by taking a weighted
average between the signal provided to them and their prior beliefs.
Thus, if respondents find the information untrustworthy or feel very
confident about their prior beliefs, they should update only partially.
Second, when the posterior beliefs are elicited months later, the effects
of information can be diluted because subjects forget the information
provided in the experiment or incorporate new information. In fact,
evidence shows that the effect of information on beliefs can decrease
substantially even over the course of a few months (e.g., Cavallo et al.,
2017; Bottan and Perez-Truglia, 2022). Therefore, a substantial dilution
would be expected a full year after the information was provided.

Although there is no difference in how men and women treat infor-
mation that was revealed to them directly, the information provided to

8 About 62 percent of couples perfectly agree on their household income,
nd for 78 percent, the disagreement is less than 5,000 euros.

9 To test for the difference in learning rates across gender, we present
stimates from interacting all relevant variables with gender in Appendix Table
11.
5 
their spouses generates a different picture. When a wife received infor-
mation about the actual income ranks through her husband, the effect
on her posterior belief one year later was substantial (0.19 percentage
points, p-value = 0.010) and almost as strong as if the information were
provided directly. In stark contrast, when a husband was not directly
informed about the true household income rank but his wife was, he did
not adjust his beliefs one year later (−0.01 percentage points, p-value
= 0.906). The difference in indirect learning rates between wives and
husbands is both sizable (0.19 vs. −0.01) and statistically significant
(p-value = 0.040).

Panel (b) of Fig. 3 presents a falsification test to probe the ro-
bustness of these results. We measure the effect of direct and indirect
information provision on prior beliefs about household income rank.
Given that we elicited these beliefs before the information experiment,
we expect to observe no effect of the information on these prior beliefs.
This is exactly what we find: the direct and indirect placebo learning
rate is close to zero, statistically insignificant, and precisely estimated
in all specifications.10 In Appendix Section A.6, we further show that
our results are robust to not pooling the beliefs about national and
global income ranks (Appendix Table A12), using the full sample
(Appendix Table A13), and focusing only on two-person households
(Appendix Table A14).

The evidence presented consistently points to pronounced gender
differences in information diffusion. Our preferred interpretation of
these findings is that wives are more likely to incorporate the infor-
mation shared by their husbands than husbands are to incorporate the
information shared by their wives. This interpretation is consistent with
the findings of Conlon et al. (2022), who designed a laboratory exper-
iment to unravel this mechanism. In our field setting, controlling and
observing how household members share information is more difficult,
so it is more challenging to rule out alternative stories. However, we
next provide evidence against some of these alternative explanations.

We start by examining whether the observed gender differences
occur beyond the household context. To do so, we leverage the as-
signment of female or male interviewers to households over which
households have no control. The interviewers read out the information
on income ranks and showed the respondent a customized graph on a

10 The results from this falsification test are also presented in Appendix Table
A10. The top and bottom panels correspond to the same regression, but while
the posterior beliefs are the dependent variable in the top panel, the prior
beliefs are the dependent variable in the bottom panel.
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Fig. 3. Direct and Indirect Learning from the Information Shocks.
Notes: Coefficient plots of learning rates from OLS regressions estimating the effect of information provision on beliefs about income rank as outlined in Eq. (1) in Section 3.
The sample is restricted to single-member and two-person, mixed-gender households, and standard errors are clustered at the household level. The bands around the coefficient
estimates indicate 90% (light color) and 95% (intense color) confidence intervals. Panel (a) shows the effect of providing direct information to a respondent (𝛼𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡) or indirect
nformation through a respondent’s partner (𝛼𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡) on this respondent’s beliefs about income rank one year after the intervention (posteriors). We estimate (𝛼𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡) and (𝛼𝑖𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡)
eparately for women, shown in red, and men, displayed in blue. Panel (b) shows a falsification test from estimating Eq. (1) for women and men using beliefs about income rank
n the same year (prior beliefs). Panel (c) shows the effect of providing direct information to a woman or man (𝛼𝑑𝑖𝑟𝑒𝑐𝑡) on their beliefs about the income rank one year after the
ntervention (posterior) by the gender of the interviewer. Panel (d) replicates Panel (a) but restricts two-person, mixed-gender households to households that state exactly the
ame household income.
ablet visualizing the information treatment (as discussed in Section 2
bove).11 Panel (c) of Fig. 3 provides suggestive evidence that there
s no difference in the reaction of men: They update their beliefs in

similar fashion regardless of whether the interviewer is female or
ale (0.17 vs. 0.11). The difference between the two coefficients is

mall and statistically insignificant (p-value = 0.674; see also Appendix
able A15). This suggests that our findings are more likely the result of
ithin-household dynamics than of a more general phenomenon where
en neglect to incorporate information they receive from any woman.

Next, we explore whether observed gender differences are specific
o spousal relationship patterns. First, men typically contribute more to
ousehold income than women, particularly in our setting.12 A common
erception in this context is that the spouse who contributes more is
etter informed about household income and therefore their views on
inancial matters carry more weight. Although it is possible that this
echanism is at work in our setting, it is unlikely to fully explain

ur results. We observe similar results when we focus our analysis on
amples in which this mechanism should not operate. First, we see
ittle disagreement between spouses about absolute household income
see Fig. 2b). More importantly, if we focus only on households where
oth partners report exactly the same absolute household income, we
till see the same gender difference in indirect learning. Panel (d)

11 The gender composition of interviewers is roughly balanced — 55% male
s. 45% female interviewers.
12 In our sample, 83% of employed men work full time, while the
orresponding share for women is only 47%.
6 
of Fig. 3 shows that the indirect learning rate of women, in this
case, is 0.25 (relative to −0.02 for men). Second, linking our survey
module to a previous SOEP-IS wave with questions on financial decision
making among couples provides further suggestive evidence against
asymmetric knowledge, financial views, and financial decision-making
power within households. Restricting the analysis to couples where (i)
both say that they decide equally on financial matters (Table A17) and
(ii) both say that they pool their income (Table A18), we again see that
women, but not men, learn indirectly from their spouses.

Second, another natural channel that could help explain our find-
ings is gender differences in communication patterns. For example,
if a wife does not communicate the information, her husband would
be unable to learn from her, or if men are more interested in the
topic of income ranks or, more generally, in financial matters, they
may be more likely to share the information with their spouses. Al-
though we cannot completely exclude these potential differences in
communication patterns, there is evidence against their significance.
The most direct evidence on communication patterns uses a follow-up
survey question about whether directly informed respondents shared
the income-rank information with other household members after the
baseline survey. These data are, of course, merely a proxy for in-
formation sharing. Importantly, responses are likely to be subject to
substantial recall bias. When individuals are asked whether they did
something a year ago, their ability to recall these events is far from
perfect. Thus, we expect these responses to systematically underes-
timate the share of individuals who respond affirmatively (see e.g.,
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Fig. 4. Information Search, Information Sharing and Willingness to Pay for Information.
Notes: Panel (a) shows the fraction of treated women and men in two-person households who say that they (i) did not share their income rank information within their household
after the baseline survey, (ii) shared this information, and (iii) did not recall information sharing (𝑛 = 280, Fisher’s exact test, p-value = 1.000). Panel (b) shows the average WTP
for rank information for untreated women and men in two-person households (𝑛 = 290, p-value = 0.607) and indirectly treated women and men (𝑛 = 300, p-value = 0.027). Panel
(c) shows the share of women and men in two-person households who said they searched for information about income ranks after the baseline survey (𝑛 = 604).
Schacter, 1999; Bound et al., 2001).13 However, we note that sharing
the experimental information – and being aware that one has done
so – is not a necessary condition for social learning as spouses may
discuss the issue more generally and, for example, share their (updated)
beliefs. With those caveats in mind, panel (a) of Fig. 4 shows that a
non-negligible share of respondents said they shared the information
within the household. Most importantly, we do not find any evidence
that wives and husbands differ in the propensity to share information:
21% vs. 22% (p-value = 0.899, test of proportions).

We also provide two pieces of evidence that men and women have
similar levels of interest in relative income information. First, the data
on prior beliefs documents a small and insignificant gender difference
in the average misperception (husbands 21.2 percentage points vs.
wives 22.4 percentage points, p-value = 0.239). This evidence suggests
that, prior to our baseline survey, husbands and wives had acquired
similar levels of information on income ranks. Second, using data from
the follow-up survey on the willingness to pay for information indicates
that there is no gender difference in the interest in information about
relative income. The average WTP for information was 6 euros for
the national and global ranks each. This is substantial given that the
maximum WTP is 10 euros and is also high compared to other studies
that elicit WTP for other types of information (e.g., Khattak et al.,
2003; Angulo et al., 2005; Allcott and Kessler, 2019; Fuster et al.,

13 In addition to the recall bias, respondents may have been reluctant to
dmit sharing the information because the interview protocol was rather strict
n preventing communication during the interview, so the respondents may

have worried that they were also not supposed to share the information after
the interview.
7 
2022). Although it is possible that part of this demand for information
is introduced artificially through our experiment, there are reasons to
believe that the respondents can be genuinely interested in the topic
due to its instrumental value.14 We find no evidence that men are more
interested than women in information on relative income. Panel (b) of
Fig. 4 compares the average WTP for information between men and
women. Looking at respondents in untreated households (i.e., house-
holds in which no information was received), we see that the WTP for
information does not differ much between women and men (5.9 euros
vs. 5.5 euros, p-value = 0.607). If we look at uninformed respondents in
households with an informed member, we see that uninformed women
have a significantly lower WTP than uninformed men (4.4 euros vs. 7.1
euros, p-value = 0.027). This supports our main result: women likely
have a lower WTP because they already received it from their husbands,
whereas men pay substantial amounts for information that they could
have learned from their wives.

Finally, given the long time span between the baseline and follow-
up surveys, one potential concern is that the respondents may have

14 In both the baseline and follow-up surveys, we incentivized the assessment
of income ranks. Although we did not tell respondents that we would elicit this
information in the following year, some respondents may nevertheless expect
this opportunity and thus express interest in the information. On the other
hand, people may be genuinely interested in this information, for example,
when it becomes publicly available due to transparency policies (Perez-Truglia,
2020). Other evidence suggests that employees are interested in learning about
the salaries of their peers and that this information has a significant impact,
e.g., on whether to stay with a company (Card et al., 2012; Cullen and

Perez-Truglia, 2022, 2023).
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obtained information about income ranks from sources other than
their spouses. To address this concern, we draw on a follow-up survey
question on information search about relative income in-between the
baseline and follow-up surveys. Panel (c) of Fig. 4 shows that only a
small share of respondents in two-person households reported having
searched for rank information on their own (2% of women and 7% of
men). Focusing on indirectly treated respondents, we observe, however,
no significant differences (Fisher’s exact test, 𝑝-value = 0.114). Thus,
seeking information from other sources is unlikely to significantly
explain the gender differences in information diffusion.

In summary, these exercises suggest that the observed gender dif-
ference in information diffusion is unlikely to result from asymmetric
financial knowledge and experience, differences in information-sharing
and acquisition patterns between women and men, or differential inter-
est in information about income ranks. Instead, our preferred interpre-
tation is that, relative to men, women are more prone to incorporate
information from their spouses.

5. Conclusions

Our study documents gender-specific barriers to information flow
within households in a naturally occurring setting in a representative
sample of Germans. We shed light on the boundaries and underlying
reasons for these barriers, but some important questions remain open.
First, gender stereotypes, such as that ‘‘men have to earn more than
their wives’’ (e.g., Kamenica et al., 2015), can also play a role in
our context. A natural starting point to address this possible issue
would be to examine whether the results are similar in more female-
dominated domains. Second, our study focuses on one important aspect
of household decision-making – perceived relative income – but ex-
tending the examination beyond these beliefs, for example, to inflation
expectations, effectiveness and safety of vaccines, etc., and exploring
other contexts, including different developed and developing countries,
is necessary to get a more complete picture of information diffusion
within households. Finally, it is possible that women are ineffective in
communicating their knowledge to men (see e.g., Bjorkman Nyqvist
et al., 2024), so it would be fruitful to explore the communication
patterns between women and men more thoroughly.
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