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Abstract

Can questions about life satisfaction be used to measure parental preferences for

daughters versus sons? Daughter preference has rarely been documented in the lit-

erature, even in matrilineal settings. One possible reason is that the commonly used

measures of parental gender preference, such as fertility-stopping rules and sex ratio

at birth, are ill-suited to high-fertility settings. We instead assess maternal preferences

in Malawi by examining the life satisfaction of women who currently have one child,

comparing those with a daughter to those with a son. We find that in matrilineal

households, having a daughter increases mothers’ life satisfaction, relative to having

a son. In contrast, women in patrilineal households do not exhibit significant gender

preferences.
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1 Introduction

Daughter preference has been rarely documented using common measures of child gender

preferences, such as sex ratio at birth or fertility-stopping rules. Son preference, in contrast,

has been documented across various settings, especially where there are strong patrilineal

and patrilocal traditions (Williamson, 1976).

Given the strong associations between patrilineal-patrilocal systems and son preference,

one might expect that in matrilineal societies, parents prefer having daughters. A weaker

version of this hypothesis is that son preference is less pronounced in matrilineal than patri-

lineal societies. Recent studies from sub-Saharan Africa illustrate why this could be the case.

First, having a daughter is associated with better maternal outcomes in matrilineal settings.

Genicot and Hernandez-de Benito (2020) show that among women who had a child before

marriage, a firstborn daughter reduces their likelihood of marrying in patrilineal areas, but

increases it in matrilineal areas. Second, as shown by Lowes (2022), women in matrilineal

societies are more empowered, investing more equally in their sons’ and daughters’ education

and enabling better health outcomes for daughters. These findings make it plausible that

matrilineal parents, especially mothers, desire having daughters over sons.

However, maternal preference for daughters has been difficult to detect even in matri-

lineal contexts. One challenge is that sex ratio at birth, fertility-stopping rules, and stated

preferences over child gender composition may struggle to reveal gender preference in high-

fertility settings, such as much of sub-Saharan Africa. Son preference in patrilineal societies

has been shown to take the form of strongly wanting at least one son and otherwise favoring

gender balance (Jayachandran, 2017). If daughter preference in matrilineal societies is anal-

ogous, then the preference will almost always be satisfied naturally in high-fertility contexts.

Few couples will need to engage in sex selection or go beyond their ideal family size to ensure

they have a daughter, and the child gender composition they desire will be balanced, despite
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their daughter preference.1

Given these challenges, we investigate whether questions about life satisfaction can be

used to measure maternal preference for daughters in sub-Saharan Africa. Social scientists

have used life satisfaction as an outcome when assessing the effects of various life experiences

and interventions. We posit that the gender of the firstborn child will influence the immediate

life satisfaction of a parent who has a gender preference. The effect will likely be easiest to

detect before more children are born, so we focus on young parents who have had only one

child, comparing those with a son to those with a daughter.2

We use life satisfaction measures collected for female respondents in the Multiple In-

dicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) to assess maternal preferences for child gender in Malawi,

comparing matrilineal and patrilineal households. The Malawi MICS data are ideal for study-

ing our question for several reasons: (1) Malawi has both patrilineal and matrilineal ethnic

groups, with the latter representing 75% of the population (Peters, 2010; Le Roy, 2017); (2)

the two recent survey waves from Malawi (MICS4 2013-14 and MICS6 2019-20) ask life sat-

isfaction questions to young adults between ages 15-25 and collect women’s complete birth

history information; (3) the Malawi survey has the largest sample size among MICS surveys

fielded in countries with matrilineal groups, allowing for a high-powered analysis. Because

the MICS sample of fathers is much smaller, we focus our analysis on mothers.

We find that having a daughter significantly increases young mothers’ life satisfaction

compared to having a son—but only in matrilineal households. Among matrilineal house-

holds, having a daughter instead of a son increases the likelihood of being very satisfied

by 3.5 percentage points (pp), comparable to the gain in life satisfaction associated with

having 2 additional years of education. Among patrilineal households, the estimated effect

of having a daughter on life satisfaction is slightly negative but not statistically significant.

1Adebowale and Palamuleni (2015) find that the majority of Demographic and Health Survey respondents
in Malawi say they want an equal number of daughters as sons or have no gender preference, though a larger
share of women prefer more daughters than prefer more sons (23.3% vs. 16.5%).

2Using variation in the gender of the firstborn also helps avoid bias from endogenous fertility. Sex-selective
abortion is uncommon in sub-Saharan Africa, supporting our assumption that the sex of the firstborn is
exogenous (Anderson and Ray, 2010; Chao et al., 2019; Genicot and Hernandez-de Benito, 2020).
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These results are consistent with matrilineal kinship leading to daughter preference.

We then illustrate that it is methodologically important to restrict the focus to young

parents with just one child in order to detect the impact on life satisfaction. Most existing

studies on child gender and life satisfaction include older parents in the analysis, and examine

the impact of the gender composition among all children or of the firstborn’s gender, but after

the parent also has other children. We conduct an analysis with these alternate specifications

and sample restrictions, which reproduce the null (and noisy) result found in most of the

past literature. Hence our approach provides a new methodological insight for studying the

relationship between child gender and parental life satisfaction.

As a final analysis, we draw on Demographic and Health Survey data to compare our

findings to those using typical measures of gender preference including stated gender prefer-

ences, sex ratio at last birth, and birth spacing. The test based on life satisfaction provides

the strongest evidence of daughter preference among matrilineal mothers, whereas the other

preference measures suggest only a weak link or fail to detect one. Overall, our analysis

highlights the potential usefulness of life satisfaction measures for understanding parental

preferences over child gender, particularly in high fertility settings where the more common

measures are ill-suited.

Our paper makes both a substantive and a methodological contribution to the literature.

Substantively, we add to our understanding of how traditional kinship systems influence

fertility preferences over child gender. Despite the large literature on son preference in

patrilineal societies in Asia, child gender preferences in Sub-Saharan Africa have received

limited attention, even though the mix of matrilineal and patrilineal systems makes it a rich

setting to study.3 There is little prior work on daughter preference in matrilineal societies in

Africa. An exception is Rossi and Rouanet (2015), who compare birth spacing based on the

3Several studies link patrilocal or patrilineal kinship systems to son preference based on sex ratios, stop-
ping rules, or stated preferences in Asia: Nasir and Kalla (2006); Chakraborty and Kim (2010); Goli et al.
(2024) on India; Murphy et al. (2011) on China; Becquet and Guilmoto (2015) on Vietnam; and Ebenstein
(2014) across 108 countries. A few studies examine daughter preference among matrilineal ethnic groups
in Asia: Narzary and Sharma (2013) on tribal groups in Meghalaya, India, and Mattison et al. (2016) on
matrilineal Mosuo in China.
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prior child’s gender across Africa. They find statistically significant patterns consistent with

son preference among patrilineal groups. Among matrilineal groups, the point estimates are

in the direction of daughter preference but statistically insignificant. To our knowledge, our

results represent the first positive evidence of daughter preference in sub-Saharan Africa.

Methodologically, our paper makes progress on using life satisfaction to assess parental

preferences over child gender. Our first contribution is to highlight the particular value of

the approach in high-fertility settings. We argue that one reason for the evidence gap on

daughter preference in Africa is that standard tests of gender preferences based on fertility

behavior such as stopping rules or stated preferences are less informative in high-fertility

settings.4 Life satisfaction can detect gender preferences even when fertility is high.

Our second methodological contribution is to develop a more high-powered empirical

test than previous studies that have analyzed how parental life satisfaction varies with child

gender. Specifically, we show the importance of careful sample restriction to isolate the link

between child gender and parental well-being. Most of the small number of prior studies that

have analyzed life satisfaction and child gender find no systematic patterns, even in settings

with well-documented son preference, such as China. We believe that this is partly due to

methodological limitations. Prior studies typically assess parents’ life satisfaction several

years after they have children, correlating it with the sex composition of their children

(Kohler, 2005; Pushkar et al., 2014; Lei et al., 2023).5 That test might be low-powered, both

because the variation in sex composition is not stark (and is endogenous to stopping rules),

and the timing of satisfaction measurement is distant from the childbirth events. We aim

to improve on this by assessing life satisfaction when parents have only had one child; this

creates sharp variation between parents with a son versus a daughter, and the timing of

measurement is relatively close to the birth.

4See Arnold (1992) on stated preferences and fertility behavior; Jayachandran and Kuziemko (2011);
Chakravarty (2015) on breastfeeding duration; Fuse (2008) on stated preferences; Basu and de Jong (2010)
on sex ratios; and Rossi and Rouanet (2015) on birth spacing.

5Conzo et al. (2017) examine how fathers’ versus mothers’ life satisfaction varies with their number of
children in Ethiopia. Most other studies use data from Europe, North America or China.
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The only other paper that highlights the importance of the timing of measurement when

using subjective well-being to assess gender preferences is Song and Gao (2023). They study

fathers in the US who have a son or daughter less than three years old and analyze fathers’

self-reports about happiness, pain, sadness, stress, tiredness, and meaningfulness while doing

different activities with the child.6 An advantage of our analysis is we use a more commonly

collected and holistic well-being measure, namely general life satisfaction, which might have

a higher signal-to-noise ratio than emotions during a specific, one-time activity.

The reminder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the data and sample

and presents descriptive statistics. Section 3 analyzes the impact of child gender on parental

life satisfaction. Section 4 contrasts these findings with those using other measures of child

gender preferences. Section 5 concludes.

2 Data and sample description

2.1 Malawi MICS and DHS

This section describes the nationally representative surveys from Malawi used in our analysis:

the Malawi Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and the Malawi Demographic and

Health Survey (DHS).

MICS. Our main analysis uses two waves of the Malawi MICS conducted in 2013–14

(MICS 04) and 2019–20 (MICS 06). Both surveys were implemented by the National Statis-

tical Office of Malawi in collaboration with UNICEF as part of the global MICS program,

which collects internationally comparable data on the well-being of women and children in

low- and middle-income countries. The Malawi surveys are representative at the national

level. Each wave includes four questionnaires: a household survey, a women’s survey, a

men’s survey, and a child-under-five survey. All women aged 15–49 in selected households

6Song and Gao (2023) conclude that gender preference is not strong among American fathers overall,
but ethnically Asian fathers have son preference, as Asian fathers report reduced stress (but no difference in
other emotions) when spending time with at least one son than with only daughters. While the finding is
reported as statistically significant, the inference does not correct for multiple hypothesis testing.
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were eligible for the women’s survey, which collected detailed information on fertility, health,

education, attitudes, and subjective well-being. A shorter men’s questionnaire was adminis-

tered to men aged 15–49 in one-third of sampled households and also included life satisfaction

questions. The life satisfaction module asked respondents to report their overall satisfaction

with life as well as satisfaction with specific domains such as health and income.

In addition to life satisfaction, we use demographic and socioeconomic modules to con-

struct control variables, including household wealth (measured by the MICS wealth index

based on principal component analysis of household assets), years of education, marital

status, ethnicity of household head, religion, and region of residence.

Homogenizing life satisfaction measures. Across MICS survey waves, the life

satisfaction module varied in terms of coverage, wording, and response scale. In MICS 04,

the item was asked only to women aged 15–25, while in MICS 06, eligibility was expanded

to women aged 15–49. In MICS 04 (question LS12), respondents were asked: “How satisfied

are you with your life, overall?” with five categorical response options: very unsatisfied,

somewhat unsatisfied, neither satisfied nor unsatisfied, somewhat satisfied, and very satisfied.

In MICS 06 (question LS2), respondents were instead shown a “ladder” numbered from 0

(worst possible life) to 10 (best possible life) and asked: “On which step of the ladder do

you feel you stand at this time?”

To harmonize the life satisfaction measures across survey waves, we recoded the 0–10

ladder responses in MICS 06 into five categories that mirror the distribution of MICS 04

responses. We then construct a binary indicator for being very satisfied with life: coded 1 for

“very satisfied” in MICS 04 or for a ladder score of 5–10 in MICS 06, and 0 otherwise. Figure

A.1 depicts the raw and harmonized responses: Panel A shows the five-category distribution

in MICS 04, Panel B the recoded five-bin version of MICS 06, and Panel C the raw 0–10

ladder distribution in MICS 06. In MICS 04, 68 percent of women aged 15 to 25 reported

being “very satisfied.” In MICS 06, our re-categorization yields a comparable share of 67

percent for women 15 to 25 years old.
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DHS. We also use the 2015–16 Malawi DHS, implemented by the National Statistical

Office of Malawi. DHS interviewed all women aged 15 to 49 in selected households and a

subsample of men aged 15 to 49 in one in every three households. The DHS is representative

at the national and regional levels. As with MICS, it collects extensive information on

fertility, health, education, and socioeconomic characteristics, but with a stronger focus on

demographic and health outcomes and no subjective well-being measure. Two modules of

the DHS are central to our analysis: stated fertility preferences and birth history.

Stated fertility preferences. Respondents are asked about their ideal total number of

children and, conditional on this, the desired number of boys, girls, and children of “either

gender.” From these questions, we construct two measures: (i) Wants more daughters than

sons, a binary variable that equals to 1 if the respondent reports a strictly larger number of

desired daughters than sons; and (ii) Share of daughters desired, defined as desired number

of daughters divided by total desired children, where “either gender” is coded as 0.5 of each

gender. Observations in which desired daughters + desired sons + “either gender” do not

sum to total desired children are excluded (less than 1% of the sample).

Birth history. Using women’s full fertility histories, we construct two behavioral indica-

tors commonly used to proxy for gender preference. First, “last birth is a boy” equals 1 if the

most recent child is male (0 otherwise). Second, “duration of birth interval” is the interval in

months between consecutive births, computed following Rossi and Rouanet (2015). In set-

tings with son preference, the first measure is interpreted as evidence of stopping behavior:

parents are more likely to cease childbearing after a son (Das, 1987; Yamaguchi, 1989). The

second measure captures whether couples accelerate the next birth when they lack a son,

resulting in shorter intervals after a daughter than a son (see Rossi and Rouanet (2015)).

Kinship structure classification. Our analysis requires measures of Malawi’s tra-

ditional kinship systems, in particular whether respondents are classified as matrilineal or

patrilineal. We assign lineage type based on ethnic group and district, following the most

recent accounts of kinship traditions in Ibik (1970) and Berge et al. (2014). Table A.1 sum-
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marizes our classification. In MICS, respondents could specify one of nine ethnic groups or

select “other”. We classify all nine ethnic groups and leave the “other” category unclas-

sified; the classified sample covers 92% of young mothers with one child. In DHS, we are

able to classify eight of the ten reported groups, covering 92% of women aged 15–49. This

approach yields broad coverage in both datasets, and the resulting distribution of matrilineal

and patrilineal groups across districts aligns with established accounts of kinship variation

in Malawi (Peters, 2010; Le Roy, 2017).7

2.2 Sample and descriptive statistics

Table 1 describes mother, father and household characteristics for our analytical sample

of 5,449 women aged 15–25 in the Malawi MICS with one child (father characteristics are

available for 3,886 cases). The table reports means and standard deviations for the full sample

and separately for matrilineal and patrilineal households. Mothers in the two systems are

similar in age (about 20.35 years). Matrilineal women are slightly younger and less likely to

have been married at first birth. Education is low overall but higher among patrilineal women

(more years of schooling and a larger share ever attending school), while current marriage

rates are very similar across systems. Among fathers, those in patrilineal households are

older, exhibit a larger husband–wife age gap, and have higher schooling levels than fathers

in matrilineal households. At the household level, patrilineal families are larger, wealthier,

and less likely to be female-headed, with similar rural residence across systems. Finally,

matrilineal households are concentrated in the South and Central regions and include a

larger Muslim share.

To address the systematic differences in wealth, region, and religion by kinship type,

in our main regressions, we include household wealth as a control and show that results are

robust to adding additional controls (Muslim indicator, years of education, age, and region),

7Murdock (1967) diverges from these sources in some cases: it codes the Tonga and Sena as matrilineal,
whereas Ibik (1970) and Berge et al. (2014) classify them as patrilineal. It also codes the Ngoni as patrilineal,
although later accounts distinguish between northern Ngoni (patrilineal) and southern Ngoni (matrilineal
phratries).
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entered both as main effects and interacted with Has daughter.

Table A.7 examines the correlates of life satisfaction. On average, 68 percent of women in

the main sample report being very satisfied with life, rising to 71 percent when women with-

out children are included. Consistent with prior work (e.g., Deaton (2008) life satisfaction

is positively associated with marriage and education, and shows no systematic relationship

with age.

3 Impact of child gender on life satisfaction by kinship

To understand how the impact of child gender on women’s life satisfaction varies across

kinship systems, we estimate:

LSiv = β1HasDaughteri + β2Patrilineali + β3HasDaughteri ×Patrilineali + ρv + ϵiv (1)

For this main specification, we use a sample of women between ages 15-25, whose first

births occurred at 15 years old or older and who have one child. The dependent variable

LSiv is an indicator for whether respondent i in wave v reports being very satisfied with life

overall, HasDaughteri is an indicator for the respondent having a daughter, and Patrilineali

indicates whether her ethnic group follows a patrilineal kinship system8. ρv denotes survey

wave fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the primary sampling unit (PSU) level.

Under the assumption that the first child’s gender is exogenous, β3 estimates the differential

effect of having a daughter (rather than a son) in patrilineal versus matrilineal systems.

In extended specifications, we expand the sample to include women without children (or

married women without children). We then add the indicator HasSoni and its interaction

with kinship structure, which allows us to compare women with a daughter, a son, or no

children at all. In these specifications, the effect of having a daughter rather than a son for

matrilineal mothers is captured by the difference between the coefficients on HasDaughteri

and HasSoni. For patrilineal mothers, the corresponding effect is the difference between

8Because MICS does not record the woman’s ethnicity, we use the household head’s ethnicity as a proxy.

9



(βHasDaughter + βHasDaughter×Patrilineal) and (βHasSon + βHasSon×Patrilineal).

Table 2 reports the results. Col. 1 presents the pooled specification without kinship

interactions: on average, having a daughter increases the likelihood of being very satisfied

with life overall by 2.2 percentage points compared to a having a son (p = 0.088). 9 Columns

2–5 report estimates from the main specification in Eq. (1). Column 2 shows that having a

daughter increases life satisfaction for matrilineal mothers (p = 0.019), while for patrilineal

mothers the effect is negative but not statistically significant.10 The estimated difference

across kinship structure is statistically significant at the 5% level (p = 0.044). In Col. 3,

we restrict our focus to the South region, where the presence of two kinship structures is

more balanced. The results are very similar, although standard errors are larger due to

smaller sample size. Because patrilineal ethnic groups tend to be wealthier, we include

wealth controls in the last two columns, which does not change the results.

The results are robust to a range of alternative specifications. Appendix Table A.3

shows that they hold when restricting the analysis to a single survey wave or when using

alternative cutoffs for life satisfaction. In Appendix Table A.5, Columns 1–4 add further

controls—region fixed effects, household religion, women’s education, and age—with little

change in the estimates. Since child gender may affect short-run marriage prospects (Genicot

and Hernandez-de Benito, 2020), Column 5 excludes unmarried mothers, while Column 6

excludes pregnant mothers to test for selection into pregnancy by child gender; the results

remain stable. Finally, using patrilocality rather than patrilineality as the measure of patri-

archal tradition yields similar findings, consistent with the high correlation between the two

practices (Appendix Table A.6).

These results are consistent with the hypothesis that due to kinship structure, matri-

lineal women have a preference for daughters. In contrast, patrilineal women do not exhibit

9Appendix table A.2 shows that compared to having no children, having a daughter is associated with
lower life satisfaction (-3.2 pp), but having a son has much worse impact by nearly twice the magnitude (-5.4
pp). The results are similar when excluding women who are unmarried without children in Column 2.

10Relative to having no children, both daughters and sons are associated with lower life satisfaction for
women in both kinship systems (Appendix Table A.4).
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daughter preference; they seem to have weak son preference or no gender preference.11 These

results suggest that life satisfaction measures can be effective at capturing parental preference

over child gender.

3.1 Importance of the timing of measurement

In this section, we investigate whether restricting our sample to young mothers plays an

important role when estimating the impact of child gender on life satisfaction. Most existing

studies assess the effect of children’s gender on parental life satisfaction many years after

parents have children. Such a test might be low-powered, because the variation in sex

composition is less stark both due to having multiple children and due to endogenous stopping

rules. Furthermore, the timing of satisfaction measurement is distant from the childbirth

events, potentially making the estimates noisier. Since life satisfaction measures are available

for women aged 15 to 45 in MICS 6, we replicate the typical analysis in existing papers and

check whether this yields findings consistent with daughter preference.

We fail to find evidence of daughter preference when we expand our sample to include

women between 15-49 years old. Following Pushkar et al. (2014) and Lei et al. (2023),

Appendix Table A.9 compares the mothers who have only daughters and those with only

sons.12 We do not observe any significant difference between them, even when we restrict

our attention to matrilineal mothers. In Appendix Table A.10 and Appendix Table A.11, we

follow Kohler (2005) and other specifications in Lei et al. (2023) by regressing life satisfaction

on the firstborn’s gender or the number of daughters. The estimates are again small and

not statistically significant, even for matrilineal mothers.13 Overall, we do not find any

11We report the analogous impact on father’s life satisfaction in Appendix Table A.8. Having a daughter
(compared to a son) seems to lower father’s life satisfaction even among matrilineal fathers, but less so than
among patrilineal fathers. This pattern is consistent with the preference for daughters we observe among
matrilineal women relative to patrilineal women if layered on top of a general preference for sons among
men. However, the sample size is small and the results are not statistically significant, so the interpretation
is speculative.

12Note that the original studies use a categorical variable for overall satisfaction, whereas we use a binary
indicator. Pushkar et al. (2014) use a sample of Canadian retirees (no age restriction) and Lei et al. (2023)
use Chinese parents aged 45 or older.

13If anything, the coefficient on the number of daughters turns out negative, only if we do not control for
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evidence indicating daughter preference. This highlights the methodological advantage of

our approach while using life satisfaction to study child gender preference.

4 Other measures of child gender preference

4.1 Sex ratio and birth spacing

In this section, we examine more standard measures of gender preference in our context,

using DHS data. Despite the evidence for daughter preference in matrilineal households we

have shown, we find weak evidence, at best, using traditional methods, consistent with our

conjecture that life satisfaction is an advantageous approach in high fertility settings.

We first look at sex ratio at last birth. If couples strive to have daughters and continue

their fertility until they have enough daughters, their last child will disproportionately be

female (whether obtained naturally or through sex selection). Using the Malawi DHS data,

we find that sex ratio of last births is around 0.50 in matrilineal ethnic groups, and not

significantly different in patrilineal groups (Table 3). Thus, the sex ratio at last birth shows

no indication of gender preference or differences by kinship structure.

Next, we examine the duration of birth intervals using a Cox proportional hazard model.

The prediction is a longer interval after the birth of a child of the preferred gender (due to less

urgency to have another child). Following Rossi and Rouanet (2015), the main specification

includes both the share of sons and its square (Columns 3–4), and we also report a simpler

specification with just the linear term (Columns 1-2). Across both specifications, the results

align with Rossi and Rouanet (2015): for patrilineal groups, the coefficient (Columns 1-2)

or sum of coefficients (Columns 3-4) is negative, consistent with son preference, while for

matrilineal groups, they are positive but close to zero.14 In all cases, however, the associated

p-values are large, providing no strong evidence of systematic gender preference.

the total number of children.
14In the quadratic specification, the sum of the coefficients maps to the differential birth spacing when the

woman has all sons compared to all daughters; the quadratic term allows for a taste for variety.
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4.2 Stated gender preference

One possible reason for the discrepancy between our maternal life satisfaction results and

fertility behavior measures is that women’s preferences are not dispositive for the couple’s

fertility behavior. In the final part of our analysis, we consider the most common individual-

level measure used in the literature, namely stated gender preference questions, which are

available in the DHS data. In Table 5 Columns 1-3, the outcome is an indicator for wanting

more daughters than sons. The share of women with that preference is quite small at less

than 20%. This is the case regardless of whether we look at young women without children,

young women with 1 child as in our main sample, or all women (ages 15-49). We find that

patrilineal mothers are slightly less likely to indicate wanting more daughters than sons,

but the difference is not statistically significant. This is consistent with existing studies

which show a majority of Malawi respondents state wanting a balanced number of sons and

daughters (Fuse, 2008).

When we use the share of daughters desired as the outcome in Columns 4-6, we find that

the share is around 0.506 for women with 1 child (and similar for the sample of all women)

among matrilineal ethnic groups, so only slightly larger than a full balance of 0.5. Patrilineal

women report wanting a smaller share of daughters, which is significant at the 5% level for

the all-women sample (Column 6) but the effect size of 0.6% is small. Hence, the stated

preference echo our main results in that matrilineal women have a stronger preference for

daughters than patrilineal women. However, in a context where the average woman wants

4 children and matrilineal women might prefer gender balance as long as they have at least

one daughter (so might desire two daughters and two sons), daughter preference is difficult

to detect with the stated preference measure. If the sample size were one fourth as large

— so comparable to our MICS sample size — the analysis would not have been powered to

detect the observed 0.6% effect.
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5 Conclusion

Uncovering parental preference over child gender is challenging in a high-fertility setting.

Our paper proposes examining parental life satisfaction close to the time of first birth as

a useful approach. Using this approach, we test for daughter preference among matrilineal

ethnic groups in Malawi and find that having a daughter increases the life satisfaction of

matrilineal mothers.

We show that, in contrast, standard measures of gender preference, including sex ratio at

last birth and birth spacing, generally do not detect gender preferences in the same context.

This could be due to parents having a strong preference for having at least one child of

the preferred gender, which is more challenging to detect using standard measures in a high

fertility setting Jayachandran (2017). It could also be due to cessation of fertility or birth

spacing being less of an active choice for women in this setting, due to religious beliefs or

lack of birth control. Even in settings with low fertility, lack of sex-selective abortion would

make it more difficult to infer gender preference from these measures.

Stated preference questions could be useful in capturing gender preferences, particularly

if they asked respondents to rank preferences over different gender realizations, some of which

entailed having no daughters or no sons. The existing DHS survey questions, however, only

show weak evidence of daughter preference among matrilineal mothers. Hence, our results

using life satisfaction measures provide the strongest evidence of daughter preference among

matrilineal mothers, which is in line with existing studies finding that daughters benefit more

from matrilineal kinship (Lowes, 2022). Hence, life satisfaction questions collected close to

the timing of child birth have the potential to serve as another useful measure of parental

gender preference.

14



Table 1: Summary of parental and household characteristics

All Matrilineal Patrilineal Diff.

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) p-value

Mother characteristics
Age 20.35 (1.98) 20.35 (1.97) 20.37 (1.99) 0.807
Age at first birth 18.33 (1.78) 18.31 (1.77) 18.43 (1.80) 0.044
Currently married 0.72 (0.45) 0.72 (0.45) 0.71 (0.45) 0.802
Married at first birth 0.76 (0.43) 0.74 (0.44) 0.79 (0.40) 0.000
Years of education 3.88 (3.56) 3.74 (3.50) 4.35 (3.72) 0.000
Ever attended school 0.63 (0.48) 0.61 (0.49) 0.67 (0.47) 0.002

Observations 5449 4164 1285 5449

Father characteristics
Age 25.35 (4.39) 25.20 (4.16) 25.83 (5.03) 0.001
Husband-wife age gap 4.77 (3.63) 4.62 (3.51) 5.24 (3.98) 0.000
Years of education 4.03 (3.88) 3.87 (3.81) 4.57 (4.04) 0.000
Ever attended school 0.66 (0.47) 0.64 (0.48) 0.73 (0.45) 0.000

Observations 3886 2970 916 3886

Household characteristics
HH size 4.37 (2.33) 4.18 (2.17) 4.97 (2.71) 0.000
Female headed household 0.25 (0.43) 0.26 (0.44) 0.22 (0.42) 0.019
Wealth score -0.12 (0.87) -0.19 (0.83) 0.08 (0.94) 0.000
Rural 0.86 (0.34) 0.87 (0.34) 0.86 (0.35) 0.630
Region: South 0.47 (0.50) 0.54 (0.50) 0.26 (0.44) 0.000
Region: Central 0.36 (0.48) 0.44 (0.50) 0.10 (0.30) 0.000
Religion: Christian 0.84 (0.37) 0.80 (0.40) 0.97 (0.17) 0.000
Religion: Muslim 0.13 (0.34) 0.17 (0.37) 0.01 (0.09) 0.000

Observations 5449 4164 1285 5449

Notes: This table compares mother, father and household characteristics between matrilineal and patrilineal
households. Columns 1–2 report the mean and standard deviation for the full sample; Columns 3–4 for
matrilineal households; Columns 5–6 for patrilineal households. Column 7 reports the p-value from a test
of equality of means (Patrilineal vs. Matrilineal), obtained from an OLS regression of each variable on a
patrilineal indicator with standard errors clustered at the PSU level. The sample consists of MICS women
aged 15–25 with one child, whose first birth occurred at age 15 or older. The husband–wife age gap is
winsorized at the top 1%. Categories “North region,” “no religion,” and “other religion” are omitted.
Missing values for controls are imputed using the wave specific sample median.
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Table 2: Child gender and maternal life satisfaction by kinship structure

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Has daughter 0.022 0.035 0.030 0.040 0.034
(0.013) (0.015) (0.019) (0.015) (0.019)
[0.088] [0.019] [0.109] [0.007] [0.074]

Patrilineal 0.052 0.011 0.043 0.009
(0.021) (0.039) (0.021) (0.039)
[0.013] [0.788] [0.040] [0.815]

Has daughter x Patrilineal -0.057 -0.047 -0.064 -0.048
(0.028) (0.051) (0.029) (0.052)
[0.044] [0.365] [0.026] [0.353]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.676 0.663 0.685 0.663 0.685
Restriction: South region No No Yes No Yes
p-value: Has daughter + Has daughter x Patrilineal 0.361 0.732 0.330 0.767
Observations 5,449 5,449 2,578 5,449 2,578

Notes: This table shows how the effect of having a daughter (rather than a son) on women’s life satisfaction varies by kinship structure. The estimates
are obtained from OLS regressions of a binary life satisfaction indicator on child gender, a patrilineal ethnicity indicator, and their interaction,
controlling for wave fixed effects. The sample consists of MICS-surveyed women between 15 and 25 years old, whose first birth occurred at 15 years
old or older. The dependent variable is a binary, which takes the value of 1 if reporting “Very satisfied” on a 5-point scale (or 5 or above on a 10-point
scale) and 0 otherwise. Patrilineal indicates the household head belongs to a patrilineal ethnic group according to the categorization in Berge et al.
(2014) and Ibik (1970). Wealth controls include a wealth score constructed by the MICS team (via PCA of household assets) and its interaction with
Has daughter. Dependent variable mean reports the means for women with a son in Col. 1 and the mean for matrilineal women with a son in Col.
2-5. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are shown in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table 3: Child gender at last birth by kinship structure

Last birth is a boy

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Patrilineal 0.009 0.007 0.009 0.007 -0.008
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.017)
[0.285] [0.440] [0.283] [0.436] [0.631]

Completed fertility control ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Number of children control ✓ ✓ ✓

Wealth controls ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.497 0.497 0.497 0.497 0.493
Restricted to women with completed fertility No No No No Yes
Observations 17,176 17,176 17,176 17,176 5,439

Notes: This table examines the effect of kinship structure on the gender of the most recent child. OLS
coefficients are obtained by regressing a binary indicator for whether the last child is a boy on a patrilineal
ethnicity indicator, with the relevant controls. The sample consists of DHS-surveyed women aged 15–49 who
had their first child at age 15 or older and for whom lineage information is available. The dependent variable
Last birth is a boy equals 1 if the woman’s most recent child is a boy, and 0 otherwise. Patrilineal indicates
the mother belongs to a patrilineal ethnic group as categorized by Berge et al. (2014) and Ibik (1970). The
completed fertility control equals 1 if the woman has not given birth in the past five years and reports not
wanting additional children, or if she or her partner is sterilized; 0 otherwise. The number of children control
is the total number of children ever born. Wealth controls include the DHS wealth index (constructed by
PCA on household assets) and its interaction with Patrilineal. The dependent variable mean is reported for
matrilineal mothers with children in Cols. 1–4 and for matrilineal mothers with completed fertility in Col.
5. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are shown in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table 4: Duration model of birth intervals (in months) by kinship structure

Duration between births (in months)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

fraction of sons (γ1) 0.024 0.035 2.229 0.049
(0.030) (0.035) (0.134) (0.155)
[0.421] [0.324] [0.000] [0.750]

fraction of sons2 (γ2) -2.203 -0.015
(0.130) (0.150)
[0.000] [0.921]

Patrilineal 0.030 0.065 0.045 0.086
(0.043) (0.046) (0.047) (0.050)
[0.483] [0.159] [0.344] [0.087]

fraction of sons × Patrilineal (δ1) -0.068 -0.142 -0.515 -0.560
(0.063) (0.075) (0.282) (0.283)
[0.278] [0.059] [0.068] [0.048]

fraction of sons2 × Patrilineal (δ2) 0.452 0.416
(0.274) (0.279)
[0.099] [0.136]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Rossi and Rouanet (2015) controls ✓ ✓

Testing for child gender preference

Matrilineal groups: γ1 + γ2
p-value of joint significance 0.421 0.324 0.000 0.616
Sum of coefficients: 0.024 0.035 0.026 0.034
p-value of the sum 0.421 0.324 0.410 0.326

Patrilineal groups: γ1 + γ2 + δ1 + δ2
p-value of joint significance 0.527 0.166 0.000 0.160
Sum of coefficients -0.044 -0.107 -0.037 -0.109
p-value of the sum 0.426 0.107 0.510 0.099

Testing for differential preferences
p-value: δ1 + δ2 0.278 0.059 0.329 0.054
Observations 18,399 18,399 18,399 18,399

Notes: This table examines the effect of the gender composition of previous children on the length of
subsequent birth intervals, by kinship structure. Estimates are obtained using a Cox proportional hazards
duration model following Rossi and Rouanet (2015). The sample consists of all births to DHS-surveyed
women aged 15–49 who had their first child at age 15 or older and for whom lineage information is available.
Observations are reweighted to ensure that each woman counts once, irrespective of her number of children.
The dependent variable is the duration between birth n and (n + 1) in months. Fraction of sons equal to
the proportion of boys among the previous n born children. Rossi and Rouanet (2015) controls include rank
of preceding birth and mother’s characteristics (i.e., age at preceding birth, religion, union type, women’s
years of education, wealth score, rural, currently working and contraception use). Standard errors clustered
at the mother’s level are shown in parenthesis and p-values in brackets.
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Table 5: Women’s stated preference over child gender by kinship structure

Wants more daughters than sons Share of daughters desired

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Patrilineal -0.019 -0.016 -0.009 -0.004 -0.012 -0.006
(0.013) (0.017) (0.007) (0.005) (0.007) (0.002)
[0.135] [0.321] [0.177] [0.502] [0.085] [0.013]

Ideal number of children controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Wealth controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.186 0.198 0.188 0.510 0.506 0.507
Child restriction Without children 1 child - Without children 1 child -
Age restriction 15-25 years old 15-25 years old 15-49 years old 15-25 years old 15-25 years old 15-49 years old
Observations 4,913 2,824 22,370 4,753 2,776 21,848

Notes: This table examines the effect of kinship structure on women’s stated preferences over child gender. OLS coefficients are estimated by regressing
measures of daughter preference on a patrilineal ethnicity indicator, controlling for the ideal number of children (included as a set of dummies) and
wealth. The sample includes DHS-surveyed women who had their first child at 15 years of age or older and for whom lineage information is available.
The dependent variable “Wants more daughters than sons” is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the mother reports wanting a strictly larger number of
daughters than sons, and 0 otherwise. “Share of daughters desired” is defined as the desired number of daughters divided by the total desired number
of children; it equals 0.5 for mothers who want one child of either gender. Mothers whose reported total desired number of children does not match the
sum of desired daughters, sons, and “either” are excluded (less than 1% of the sample) as well as those who report not wanting any children (between
2-2.5% depending on the analytical sample). Dependent variable means are reported for matrilineal mothers in the estimation sample. Standard
errors clustered at the PSU level are shown in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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A Supplementary figures and tables

Figure A.1: Homogenizing life satisfaction variables across MICS 04 and MICS 06

Panel A. Raw variable distribution, MICS 04

Panel B. Recoded variable distribution, MICS 06

Panel C. Raw variable distribution, MICS 06

Notes: N=8,588. The sample is restricted to all women between 15 and 25 years old, whose first birth, if
any, occurred at 15 years old or older.
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Table A.1: Kinship traditions at the ethnic-group level (Berge et al. (2014) and Ibik (1970))

Ethnic group Kinship tradition

Chewa Matrilineal
Lomwe Matrilineal
Yao Matrilineal
Tonga Patrilineal
Sena Patrilineal
Tumbuka Patrilineal
Ngoni (North) Patrilineal
Ngoni (South & Central) Matrilineal
Nkhonde/Ngonde Patrilineal

Notes: The table reports ethnic groups and their classifications Berge et al. (2014); Ibik (1971). For both
DHS and MICS, entries with ethnicity “Other” are coded as missing. In DHS, “Nyanga” is also coded as
missing because it does not match any group name exactly.
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Table A.2: Child gender and maternal life satisfaction

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2)

Has daughter -0.032 -0.020
(0.010) (0.016)
[0.001] [0.206]

Has son -0.054 -0.042
(0.010) (0.016)
[0.000] [0.009]

Dependent variable mean 0.728 0.718

Sample restriction 1 or 0 children
1 child or married
with 0 children

p-value: Has daughter = Has son 0.094 0.089
Observations 15,032 6,802

Notes: This table shows the impact of having a daughter instead of no children or having a son instead of
no children on women’s life satisfaction. OLS coefficients are estimated by regressing a binary measure of
life satisfaction on a (vector of) indicator(s) describing child gender, controlling for survey wave fixed effects.
Dependent variable mean reports the mean for women with a son in Col. 1 and the mean for women with
no children in Col. 2 and the mean for married women with no children in Col. 3. Standard errors clustered
at the PSU level are shown in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.3: Robustness of life satisfaction results to alternative cutoffs and samples

Life overall:
Very satisfied (5-10) Very satisfied (5-10) Very satisfied (4-10) Very satisfied (6-10)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Has daughter 0.047 0.032 0.039 0.034

(0.021) (0.020) (0.014) (0.015)
[0.025] [0.109] [0.004] [0.023]

Patrilineal -0.002 0.080 0.029 0.048
(0.032) (0.029) (0.021) (0.022)
[0.947] [0.005] [0.166] [0.028]

Has daughter x Patrilineal -0.079 -0.053 -0.049 -0.061
(0.045) (0.038) (0.028) (0.030)
[0.077] [0.161] [0.077] [0.042]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.682 0.647 0.706 0.557
Wave MICS 04 MICS 06 Pooled Pooled
p-value: Has daughter + Has daughter x Patrilineal 0.412 0.512 0.677 0.297
Observations 2,466 2,983 5,449 5,449

Notes: This table reports the effect of having a daughter versus a son on binary measures of life satisfaction by kinship structure. Estimates are shown
across alternative subsamples and outcome definitions (based on different cutoffs). The specification corresponds to Col. 4 of Table 2. Dependent
variable means refer to matrilineal mothers with a son in the estimation sample. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are in parentheses, and
p-values are in brackets.
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Table A.4: Child gender and maternal life satisfaction by kinship structure - women with 0 or 1 child

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Has daughter -0.032 -0.023 -0.024 -0.005 -0.005
(0.010) (0.012) (0.016) (0.012) (0.016)
[0.001] [0.048] [0.130] [0.671] [0.728]

Has son -0.054 -0.058 -0.054 -0.044 -0.040
(0.010) (0.012) (0.016) (0.012) (0.016)
[0.000] [0.000] [0.001] [0.000] [0.014]

Patrilineal 0.031 0.023 0.014 0.015
(0.012) (0.020) (0.012) (0.019)
[0.009] [0.247] [0.236] [0.428]

Has daughter x Patrilineal -0.036 -0.060 -0.035 -0.055
(0.022) (0.041) (0.023) (0.040)
[0.104] [0.141] [0.118] [0.173]

Has Son x Patrilineal 0.021 -0.012 0.029 -0.006
(0.023) (0.045) (0.023) (0.045)
[0.348] [0.784] [0.209] [0.892]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.731 0.720 0.739 0.720 0.739
Restriction: South region No No Yes No Yes
p-value: Has daughter + Has daughter x Patrilineal 0.002 0.026 0.038 0.107
p-value: Has son + Has son x Patrilineal 0.058 0.120 0.417 0.280
Observations 15,032 15,032 6,811 15,032 6,811

Notes: This table extends the specifications of Table 2 by including women without children. OLS coefficients are obtained by regressing the binary
life satisfaction indicator on indicators for having a daughter or a son (relative to no children), a patrilineal indicator, and their interactions, controlling
for survey wave and wealth. Dependent variable means are reported for women without children in Column 1 and for matrilineal women without
children in Columns 2–5. Standard errors are clustered at the PSU level and shown in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.5: Child’s gender and mother’s life satisfaction with women and household controls

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Has daughter 0.040 0.030 0.036 0.056 0.032 0.041 0.048
(0.019) (0.016) (0.020) (0.132) (0.132) (0.017) (0.015)
[0.042] [0.063] [0.072] [0.670] [0.811] [0.018] [0.002]

Patrilineal 0.047 0.033 0.037 0.043 0.034 0.051 0.050
(0.030) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.029) (0.025) (0.022)
[0.114] [0.122] [0.079] [0.040] [0.255] [0.041] [0.021]

Has daughter x Patrilineal -0.066 -0.054 -0.063 -0.063 -0.056 -0.068 -0.070
(0.039) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.039) (0.034) (0.030)
[0.090] [0.064] [0.026] [0.027] [0.153] [0.048] [0.021]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Region controls ✓ ✓
Religion controls ✓ ✓
Women education controls ✓ ✓
Women age controls ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.663 0.663 0.663 0.663 0.663 0.676 0.657
Restriction: Married women No No No No No Yes No
Restriction: Excludes pregnant women No No No No No No Yes
p-value: Has daughter + Has daughter x Patrilineal 0.488 0.324 0.341 0.958 0.861 0.373 0.405
Observations 5,449 5,449 5,449 5,449 5,449 3,900 4,897

Notes: This table extends the specification in Table 2 by including additional women and household controls. Controls enter as main effects and
interacted with Has daughter. Region controls include region dummies; Religion controls include a Muslim indicator; education controls capture the
woman’s years of education; and age controls capture the woman’s age. For each control, missing values are imputed with the sample median and
a missingness indicator is included. Columns 1–4 use the full estimation sample, while Columns 5–6 apply the sample restrictions indicated in the
table rows. Dependent variable means are reported for matrilineal mothers with a son (Cols. 1–4), matrilineal married mothers with a son (Col. 5),
and matrilineal non-pregnant mothers with a son (Col. 6). Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported in parentheses, and p-values in
brackets.
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Table A.6: Child gender and maternal life satisfaction by post-marital residence

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Has daughter 0.039 0.030 0.043 0.034
(0.017) (0.019) (0.017) (0.019)
[0.027] [0.109] [0.014] [0.074]

Patrilocal 0.012 0.011 0.013 0.009
(0.019) (0.039) (0.019) (0.039)
[0.542] [0.788] [0.481] [0.815]

Has daughter x Patrilocal -0.034 -0.047 -0.037 -0.048
(0.025) (0.051) (0.025) (0.052)
[0.178] [0.365] [0.144] [0.353]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.670 0.685 0.670 0.685
Restriction: South region No Yes No Yes
p-value: Has daughter + Has daughter x Patrilocal 0.808 0.732 0.755 0.767
Observations 5,449 2,578 5,449 2,578

Notes: This table replicates the specification in Table 2 but replacing kinship system (matrilineal vs. patri-
lineal) with post-marital residence (matrilocal vs. patrilocal). OLS coefficients are obtained by regressing
the binary life satisfaction indicator on child-gender indicators, a patrilocal indicator, and their interactions,
controlling for survey wave and wealth. Patrilocal indicates that the household head belongs to an ethnic
group that traditionally practices patrilocal post-marital residence, as classified in Berge et al. (2014) and
Ibik (1970)). Dependent variable means are reported for matrilocal mothers with a son. Standard errors
clustered at the PSU level are shown in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.7: Demographic and household characteristics and maternal life satisfaction

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Age -0.003 -0.009 -0.002 -0.009
(0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)
[0.455] [0.000] [0.580] [0.000]

Currently married 0.056 0.037 0.058 0.027
(0.014) (0.009) (0.017) (0.011)
[0.000] [0.000] [0.001] [0.012]

Years of education 0.017 0.008 0.016 0.007
(0.004) (0.002) (0.004) (0.002)
[0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.001]

Patrilineal 0.004 0.010 0.005 0.013
(0.015) (0.010) (0.022) (0.013)
[0.795] [0.321] [0.822] [0.316]

Wealth score 0.035 0.041 0.032 0.042
(0.007) (0.004) (0.009) (0.005)
[0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000]

HH size 0.003 0.000
(0.003) (0.002)
[0.334] [0.995]

Female headed household -0.012 -0.029
(0.017) (0.009)
[0.454] [0.001]

Rural -0.002 0.018
(0.023) (0.014)
[0.942] [0.226]

South region 0.032 0.031
(0.025) (0.016)
[0.200] [0.051]

Central region 0.000 -0.001
(0.026) (0.017)
[0.996] [0.970]

Christian 0.044 0.041
(0.037) (0.022)
[0.241] [0.063]

Muslim 0.009 0.013
(0.042) (0.026)
[0.834] [0.604]

Dependent variable mean 0.686 0.713 0.686 0.713
Sample restriction 1 child 1 or 0 children 1 child 1 or 0 children
Observations 5,449 15,032 5,449 15,032

Notes: This table reports the effect of demographic and household characteristics on women’s life satisfaction.
OLS coefficients are estimated from regressions of the binary life satisfaction indicator (defined in Table A.2)
on the listed covariates. Dependent variable means are reported for the estimation sample in each column.
Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.8: Child’s gender and father’s life satisfaction (pooled waves - fathers with 1 child)

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Has daughter -0.041 -0.013 -0.051 -0.015 -0.035
(0.043) (0.048) (0.065) (0.049) (0.067)
[0.337] [0.786] [0.430] [0.753] [0.597]

Patrilineal 0.046 0.102 0.038 0.103
(0.066) (0.110) (0.067) (0.111)
[0.485] [0.356] [0.575] [0.353]

Has daughter x Patrilineal -0.138 -0.269 -0.136 -0.253
(0.104) (0.179) (0.106) (0.180)
[0.186] [0.134] [0.198] [0.162]

Wealth controls ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.612 0.603 0.636 0.603 0.636
Restriction: South region No No Yes No Yes
p-value: Has daughter + Has daughter x Patrilineal 0.105 0.058 0.105 0.092
Observations 599 599 272 599 272

Notes: This table replicates the specification in Table 2 for fathers. The sample consists of married men aged 15–25 whose wives are in the maternal
sample (i.e., first birth at age 15 or older and with lineage information). Only one out of three households was selected for the father’s interview,
which explains the smaller sample size. Dependent variable means are reported for fathers with a son in Column 1 and for matrilineal fathers with a
son in Columns 2–5. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.9: Mother’s life satisfaction and gender composition of children

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Only daughters -0.063 -0.031 -0.037 0.051 -0.003 -0.004
(0.009) (0.010) (0.012) (0.009) (0.011) (0.013)
[0.000] [0.002] [0.003] [0.000] [0.770] [0.785]

Only sons -0.063 -0.031 -0.038 0.050 -0.004 -0.005
(0.010) (0.011) (0.013) (0.009) (0.011) (0.013)
[0.000] [0.003] [0.003] [0.000] [0.718] [0.714]

Sons and daughters -0.114 -0.017 -0.024
(0.007) (0.012) (0.014)
[0.000] [0.140] [0.083]

Number of children control ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.728 0.728 0.707 0.614 0.614 0.596
Restriction: Women with children No No No Yes Yes Yes
Restriction: Matrilineal households No No Yes No No Yes
p-value: Only daughters = Only sons 0.957 0.942 0.915 0.957 0.944 0.923
Observations 24,433 24,433 16,812 18,490 18,490 12,913

Notes: This table shows the impact of child gender composition on women’s life satisfaction. OLS coefficients
are estimated by regressing the binary life satisfaction indicator on indicators for child gender composition,
controlling for the number of children where indicated. The sample consists of MICS-surveyed women aged
15–49 who had their first child, if any, at age 15 or older. Only daughters equals 1 if the respondent has at
least one daughter and no sons. Only sons equals 1 if the respondent has at least one son and no daughters.
Sons and daughters equals 1 if the respondent has at least one son and at least one daughter. Dependent
variable means are reported for mothers without children in Cols. 1–2, for matrilineal mothers without
children in Col. 3, for mothers with both sons and daughters in Cols. 4–5, and for matrilineal mothers with
both sons and daughters in Col. 6. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported in parentheses
and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.10: Mother’s life satisfaction and gender of the first child

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

First-born daughter -0.113 -0.067 -0.072 -0.001 -0.002 -0.003
(0.008) (0.009) (0.011) (0.007) (0.007) (0.009)
[0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.929] [0.761] [0.710]

First-born son -0.112 -0.064 -0.069
(0.008) (0.009) (0.011)
[0.000] [0.000] [0.000]

Number of additional children control ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.747 0.747 0.728 0.634 0.634 0.613
Restriction: Women with children No No No Yes Yes Yes
Restriction: Matrilineal households No No Yes No No Yes
p-value: First-born daughter = First-born son 0.929 0.761 0.710
Observations 24,282 24,282 16,699 18,339 18,339 12,800

Notes: This table shows the impact of the gender of the first-born child on women’s life satisfaction. OLS
coefficients are estimated by regressing the binary life satisfaction indicator on indicators for the first-born
child’s gender, controlling for the number of additional children where indicated. The sample consists of
MICS-surveyed women aged 15–49, who had their first child, if any, at age 15 or older. Mothers whose first
delivery resulted in twins or triplets were excluded from the analysis (fewer than 1%).First-born daughter is
a binary variable equal to 1 if the respondent’s first child is a daughter; First-born son is defined analogously.
Dependent variable means are reported for women without children in Cols. 1–2, for women without children
in matrilineal households in Col. 3, for mothers whose first-born is a son in Cols. 4–5, and for mothers whose
first-born is a son in matrilineal households in Col. 6. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported
in parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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Table A.11: Mother’s life satisfaction and number of daughters

Life overall: Very satisfied (5 to 10)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Number of daughters -0.038 -0.006 -0.004 -0.026 -0.006 -0.004
(0.002) (0.004) (0.005) (0.003) (0.004) (0.005)
[0.000] [0.179] [0.474] [0.000] [0.181] [0.475]

Number of children control ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.747 0.747 0.728 0.664 0.664 0.639
Restriction: Women with children No No No Yes Yes Yes
Restriction: Matrilineal households No No Yes No No Yes
Observations 24,433 24,433 16,812 18,490 18,490 12,913

Notes: This table shows the impact of the number of daughters on women’s life satisfaction. OLS coefficients
are estimated by regressing the binary life satisfaction indicator on the number of daughters, controlling for
the number of children where indicated. The sample consists of MICS-surveyed women aged 15–49, who
had their first child, if any, at age 15 or older. Number of daughters is a continuous variable equal to the
total number of daughters a woman has had. Number of children is included as a control where indicated.
Dependent variable means are reported for women without children in Cols. 1–2, for matrilineal women
without children in Col. 3, for mothers with no daughters in Cols. 4–5, and for matrilineal mothers with no
daughters in Col. 6. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported in parentheses and p-values in
brackets.
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Table A.12: Non-strict daughter preference indicators for women

Wants equal or more daughters than sons

(1) (2) (3)

Patrilineal -0.030 -0.019 -0.031
(0.011) (0.017) (0.006)
[0.009] [0.268] [0.000]

Ideal number of children controls ✓ ✓ ✓

Wealth controls ✓ ✓ ✓

Dependent variable mean 0.875 0.840 0.864
Child restriction Without children 1 child -
Age restriction 15-25 years old 15-25 years old 15-49 years old
Observations 4,913 2,824 22,370

Notes: This table replicates the specification in Table 5, Cols. 1–3, replacing the strict daughter preference
outcome with a non-strict measure. OLS coefficients are estimated from regressions of the non-strict daughter
preference indicator on a patrilineal indicator, including the same controls as in Table 5. The sample consists
of DHS-surveyed women who had their first child, if any, at age 15 or older. The dependent variable Wants
equal or more daughters than sons equals 1 if the woman reports wanting an equal or greater number
of daughters than sons, or expresses no gender preference, and 0 otherwise. Women whose reported total
desired number of children does not match the sum of desired daughters, sons, and children of neither gender
are excluded (less than 1% of the sample). Dependent variable means are reported for matrilineal women
subject to the relevant child and age restrictions. Standard errors clustered at the PSU level are reported in
parentheses and p-values in brackets.
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