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Abstract:

This experiment investigates whether protégés judge paternalism by means of its conse-

quences or on principled grounds. Subjects receive a payment for showing up early the

next morning. The later they show up the less they get. Protégés can self-commit to a

specific show-up time or maintain spontaneity. By making this binary choice, protégés

express their preference for liberty. Simultaneously, their patron is either paternalistic

or liberal by making this choice on their behalf. We investigate whether self-committers’

willingness to restrict their own freedom predicts their attitudes toward paternalism.

1. Introduction

Personal experience as well as anecdotes (as can be found in Elster 2000) suggest

that people, for instance, place their alarm clock out of reach to get out of bed or

restrict their liquidity to prevent excessive shopping. In employing strategies of

rational self-management (see Schelling 1978; 1984) they are willing to commit

their future selves to their plans. If these people were pure consequentialists, it

should not matter to them whether someone else, for instance, placed the alarm

clock out of reach or restricted their liquidity temporarily. However, such forms

of weak paternalism may be problematic not only from the external point of view

of economists and philosophers but possibly from the point of view of those who

would choose self-commitment. This issue has so far been unduly neglected in

an otherwise broad discussion in economics on commitment, on the one hand,

and paternalism, on the other.
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