
Misperceived Social Norms : 
Female Labor Force Participation in Saudi Arabia  

Leonardo Bursztyn 
Alessandra L. González  
David Yanagizawa-Drott 

Zahra Shamloo  

Augest 5, 2019

  NBER Working Paper (2018) 



INTRODUCTION  

▸ Do male in Saudi have correct perceptions of the opinions 
held by other men regarding FLFP?  

▸ Do correcting beliefs about what others think can generate 
fast changes in the actual behavior ?

Main question
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Outline

▸ Main Experiment  

▸ Follow-up Calls (Longer-Term) 

▸ National Survey  

▸ Arab Barometer 



MAIN EXPERIMENT  

▸ Sample of 500 men aged 18-35 from Riyadh  

▸ Two stages :  

     1) Agreed or disagreed with the statements and estimated how 
          many of other, they expected to agree 

      2) They had a choice between receiving a $5 Amazon gift card  
           and the opportunity to sign up their wives  
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MAIN EXPERIMENT  

Outcomes 

▸ 87% agreed with “In my opinion, women should be 
allowed to work outside of the home.”  

▸ The average guess is that 63% . 

▸ When they guessed how others responded, about 72% 
underestimated the true number . 

▸ We also asked how many other people they knew in the 
room.
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FOLLOW-UP CALLS (LONGER-TERM) 

▸We asked whether the wife was employed 3-5 months ago. 

▸We asked whether the wife was currently employed and if so, whether this job 
was outside of home. 

▸ 65% of respondents in main experiment reported that their wife was employed. 

▸Only 4% of them reported that their wives were then working outside of home! 

▸We asked them whether their wife applied for a job during this period, 
interviewed for a job during this period. 

▸We asked them whether they were willing to sign up their wife for driving 
lessons if given the chance. 

Experimental Design 
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NATIONAL SURVEY 

▸ We now examine results from an anonymous, online survey with a 
larger, national sample of about 1,500 married men that used the 
same platform and had the same layout as the original experiment.  

▸ Goals :  

First, we assess the external validity  

Second, we examine whether social desirability bias/experimenter 
demand effects could have been a driver of the misperception 
finding.   

Design 



NATIONAL SURVEY 

▸ 82% of men agree with the same statement on FLFP used 
in the main experiment regarding working outside of 
home.   

▸ 92% of them underestimate the true share ! 

▸ We find a share of 80%, indicating that experimenter 
demand effects are not a driver of the finding.  

Outcomes 



ARAB BAROMETER 

▸ As a last check, we find that the share of men supportive of FLFP is 
also extremely similar when using the nationally representative 
sample from Arab Barometer (2010-2011). 

▸ 700 male respondents, 75% agree with the statement . 

▸ Among male respondents aged 18-35, the share is 79%. 

▸ Among those over 35, the share agreeing with that statement is 71%.  

Outcomes 



CONCLUSION

▸ i) the vast majority of married men in Saudi Arabia privately 
support female labor force participation. 

▸ ii) they substantially underestimate the level of support by 
other men, including their own neighbors. 

▸ iii) correcting these beliefs about others affects their wives’ 
labor supply decisions.  


