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Demand for Sons?

• In 2008, Dahl & Moretti published a study of U.S. 
census data, documenting a ‘demand for sons’ 
among American couples.

• Parents with first-born boys aged 0-12 were found:
– Less likely to be divorced
– More likely to legitimize their children by marriage
– More likely to have a shotgun wedding
– To have less children in total

• The probability of living in a divorced household was 
shown to be 0.5 p.p. (3.1%) higher for 0-12yr old first-
born girls.



Demand for Sons?

• D&M’s study became very controversial (mainly 
outside of economics). Multiple studies attempted to 
explain the presented disparities, focusing particularly 
on the disproportion of divorce rates.

• D&M theorized about potential pathways, but did not 
have good controls to assess the relevance of the 
competing theories.

• Other studies using US survey data had rich set of 
controls, but lacked the sample size of census data.  
Also, survey responses may be subject to recall bias.



Our paper

• We revisit this question, investigating the effect of 
children’s gender on divorce risks of Dutch couples.

• We use an administrative dataset which alleviates 
problems with sample selection and statistical power.

• The structure and richness of the data allows us to 
explore the heterogeneity of the divorce effects.

• Our focus on the Netherlands provides us with results 
that are likely to be more relevant outside of the 
United States, particularly in the European context.  



Literature

• Multiple studies linked marital stability to the gender 
of children in the household 
(Morgan et al. 1988, Ananat and Michaels 2008; Bedard and 
Deschênes 2005; Dahl and Moretti 2008; Mammen 2008). 

• The theories attempting to explain the result span 
economic, sociologic, psychologic, and even 
evolutionary arguments. 

• Lundberg (2005) distinguishes between theories 
based on: 1) preferences of parents

2) costs faced by the parents



Our data

• We use administrative records of the Netherlands        
(population of NL ~16 million). The data track 
residents living in NL between 1995 and 2015.

• The data contain individual marriage and cohabitation 
histories, personal & spousal id’s and a battery of 
background characteristics.

• We can link children to their legal parents, starting 
with children born in 1965. We observe their sex, 
birth years, and birth months.



Summary statistics of married couples with FB 
children, by gender of their first-born child

• We compare only FB children born past 1995, because we do not 
observe all pre-birth characteristics for children born in the prior years.



Summary statistics of married couples with FB 
children 1995+, by gender of the first-born child

• Families with first-born sons and daughters are not 
statistically different in any pre-birth characteristics.

• Consequent fertility and divorce decisions however 
prove to be dependent on child’s gender.



Baseline durational model specification

• We estimate duration models of divorce with time-
varying covariates, baseline specification controls for 
duration, age & gender of FB child, and cohort FE.



Baseline durational model specification

• We estimate duration models of divorce with time-
varying covariates, baseline specification controls for 
duration, age & gender of FB child, and cohort FE.

• Dummies render the specification close to non-parametric K-M 
estimates, with the additional flexibility of controlling for fixed 
characteristics, as well as coinciding time-variant processes.

Marriage duration dummies

Child’s age dummies Child’s age dummies      x            Daughter dummy

Birth cohort dummies
men

Birth cohort dummies
women



Results – baseline duration dependence

How do the risks of divorce change at different lengths of marriage?

Divorce risks faced in the 5th year of marriage are 7.2 times higher than the 
risks faced in the 1st year of marriage.



Results – first-born’s age dependence

• First-born’s age is found to be a mediating factor when the child is 
young, and it gradually turns into a risk factor, with the divorce 
odds being highest when the child reaches adulthood.



Results – first-born’s age dependence

Conditional hazard of divorce by age and gender of the first-born

• FB girls are associated with higher risk during their teenage years. 
• This effect is statistically significant with P<0.01



Causal pathways I.

• the excess divorce risk for families with teenage 
daughters is 100*(1.052 – 1) =  5.2%.

. 



Subsample analyses I.

• This result goes against the theory of son preference, 
since son preference would predict divorce risks to 
be elevated over the whole span of daughter’s life 
(or at the very least throughout her early childhood)

• We look for evidence of particular mechanisms in 
subsample analyses, estimating our model for 
various subgroups of population.



Subsample analyses II. - Immigration

• Couples with immigrant or blended background are 
subject to higher teenage effects than native couples.

• The effects for blended families are particularly high, 
which suggests that the mechanism may be related 
to differences in cultural/gender norms of the parents.



Subsample analyses II. - Sibship

• Fathers who grew up with sisters face no teenage 
daughter penalty in divorce risks. Father who did not 
are in trouble.

• No comparable effect for mothers w/ & w/o brothers.



Discussion of the theories

• In light of this evidence, it seems that the relationship 
of the father and his daughter lies at the very core of 
the divorce disparity.

• This is supported by a separate analysis of a Dutch 
household survey (LISS).

– Fathers with teenage girls report significantly worse quality of family 
relationships, and indicate that they are having more disagreements with 
their partner regarding raising of their children.

– Teenage girls report significantly worse quality of relationship with their 
fathers, but not with their mothers



External validity – US data

• To strengthen external validity, we estimate our model 
using CPS-MFS 1980-1995 data for the United States.

• The effect is present also here, much larger in 
magnitude than the Dutch effect, and much larger than 
the effect found by Dahl & Moretti.



Reconciling earlier results – age cutoffs
matter!



External validity – Google test



Conclusions

• We find that families with girls are indeed more likely to 
divorce than families with boys.

• The effect however only manifests in the teenagehood.

• Supporting evidence is found in several datasets and 
across several populations. 

• It seems that at the core of this disparity lies the 
relationship between the father and the daughter.

• The fathers who are likely to hold stronger gender 
norms face with higher teenage daughter penalties.



Conclusions

• Although such beliefs may be hard to change, we do 
show that fathers who grew up with sisters are not 
subject to the same divorce disparities as fathers who 
did not have a female sibling. 

• This leads us to suggest that a greater exposure of 
young boys to the problems faced by girls when 
growing up may well improve the family well-being 
and attenuate the disparities of divorce rates for 
future generations.



Thank you for your attention!

j.kabatek@unimelb.edu.au
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