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Due to the influence of traditional culture, housing is regarded as a status good and plays an important
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1. Introduction

Under the influence of traditional culture, housing is regarded as a “status
good” and often a prerequisite for marriage in China (Wei and Zhang, 2011). An
interesting observation is that the groom’s family is usually responsible for pro-
viding a house for the young couple, while the bride’s family does not have the
same obligation (Brown et al., 2011; Wei et al., 2012).1 This phenomenon is still
persistent today, partly due to competition in the marriage market. As the male-
female sex ratio kept rising since the 1980s, it has become harder and harder for a
young man to find a bride. In a recent internet survey, 68.1 percent female respon-
dents agree that “men should purchase a house before marriage.”2 Thus, compar-
ing with the parents of a girl, the parents of a boy are more likely to increase saving
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(Wei and Zhang, 2011) and to purchase (in the urban area) or build (in the rural
area) a house in preparation for the marriage of their child.

This paper examines the difference in house purchase behavior that is due to
child gender, and discusses its consequences on family wealth. With a long-term
upward price trend since the late 1990s, housing assets have become the largest
wealth component for most people living in urban China (Gustafsson et al., 2006).
Families with a son benefit from house value appreciation more than son-less
families, because they are more aggressive in buying houses. The estimated wealth
effect is quite substantial. Families with (at least) a son have 188 thousand yuan
higher housing wealth, which roughly equals to 36 percent of the average house-
hold wealth in our sample.

In terms of empirical strategy, this paper explicitly deals with the potential
endogeneity of child gender. Because child gender could be affected through
sex-selection, it is endogenous to household characteristics (Angrist and Evans,
1998). In particular, China has a high and rising sex ratio since the 1980s under the
influence of son preference, the One-Child Policy (Zeng et al., 1993; Ebenstein,
2010), and the availability of sex-selection technologies (Chen et al., 2013). Thus,
whether or not a family has a son may be reversely affected by household wealth,
as rich families could obtain greater access to sex-selection technologies. Despite
this, the actual sex ratio of the first child is found to be close to the natural rate, and
gender of the first child is usually treated as exogenous (Ebenstein, 2010; 2011; Li
and Wu, 2011; Chen et al., 2013). Following this literature, we rely on the gender
of the first child as the source of identification. We first estimate the (reduced-form)
effect of “having a first-born son” relative to “having a first-born daughter” using
data from the 2010 China Family Panel Studies (CFPS). The findings not only
include a higher probability of house ownership over the currently living house
and a higher level of family wealth, but also contain a larger number of house unit
owned by the family, a larger floor space, and an earlier date when buying the
house. In contrast, we do not find significant differences in both labor supply and
family income, suggesting that families with and without a first-born son are
otherwise similar. Difference in their family wealth is due to a difference in their
house purchase decisions. Finally, we use “having a first-born son” as an instru-
mental variable to quantify the economic effect of “having (at least) a son” on
house purchase and wealth.

Existing studies that relate children to family wealth mainly focus on the
impact of the number of children and family size. A larger family size usually
leads to a lower labor force participation rate for the wife and a lower level of
household wealth (Smith and Ward, 1980). Families with more children are
more likely to have a longer period under credit constraint and thus a delayed
asset accumulation (Scholz and Seshadri, 2007). With regard to the impact of
child gender, having a son rather than a daughter is found to be correlated with
an increased labor supply and wage for the husband in the U.S. (Lundberg and
Rose, 2002). Using Chinese data, Wei and Zhang (2011) find an increased house-
hold saving rate and a higher probability of being an entrepreneur, Knight et al.
(2010) find a higher family income, Li and Wu (2011) find an increased female
bargaining power and an improvement of the nutrition status for all family
members. Our paper enriches this literature and shows a significant difference in
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family wealth. The finding that difference in family wealth is mainly driven by
difference in housing wealth is consistent with common observations and echoes
with Li (2014), who suggests that household wealth and its degree of inequality
have been increasing much more quickly than those of household income since
the late 1990s.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses
channels through which child gender could have an impact on family wealth.
Section 3 introduces the background of China’s real estate market. Section 4
introduces our data and empirical strategy. Sector 5 reports results. Section 6
briefly concludes.

2. How Having a Son Affects Family Wealth?

China has a long history of parental preference for a son. Sons are expected
to inherit the family name, carry the family line, and provide old-age support for
elderly parents. Under the influence of a son preference, there are several possible
channels through which child gender could affect family wealth.

First, having a son may increase the motive of the couple to earn more
income and thus accumulate more wealth. Knight et al. (2010) argue that if
parents value a son more than a daughter, they may want to obtain more income
and transfer it to the son while he is growing up or at the time of marriage. Their
estimation based on data from the 2002 China Household Income Project
(CHIP) shows that having a son rather than a daughter raises household income
by 13 percent in rural China. However, the empirical evidence is mixed. Li and
Wu (2011) do not find significant impact of having a son on labor supply of the
husband or the wife using data from the 1993–2006 China Health and Nutrition
Survey (CHNS).

Second, having a son increases a wife’s bargaining power against her husband
in the family. Because women are more likely to spend family resources on nutri-
tion, education and health-related commodities (Thomas, 1990), the increased
bargaining power could result in an improvement of family members’ human
capital (Li and Wu, 2011). Thus, having a son may have a long-term effect on
household wealth through human capital accumulation.

Third, having a son may raise the couple’s status in the extended family. The
couple may receive more gifts and transfers from clan members, which could
potentially contribute to a higher family wealth. However, Li and Wu (2011) do
not find significant effect of having a son on transfers received from the couple’s
parents.

This paper does not intend to rule out above channels. Instead, we plan to
offer a new channel, that is, the effect due to differences in house purchase behav-
ior. As we have already mentioned in the introduction, it is a persistent social norm
in China that the groom’s family is responsible for purchasing a house for the
young couple. The high and rising sex ratio has intensified the marriage market
competition. It is estimated that about 30 million males cannot find wives in China
(Zhu et al., 2009). Thus, people raise their saving rate in order to buy a house, so
that their sons can be more attractive in the marriage market (Wei and Zhang,
2011; Wei et al., 2012). In fact, according to a 2010 survey conducted in Beijing,
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marriage has already become the most important reason for young people to buy
a house.3 The ownership of a house would significantly improve a young man’s
chance of success in the marriage market.4 Thus, parents who have given birth to
a boy are more aggressive in buying houses. Specifically, if they do not yet own a
house, they may want to buy one as early as possible; if they already own a house,
they may want to exchange for a larger one so that their daughter-in-law and
grandchildren could live with them in the future;5 if they are rich enough, they
may want to buy a separate house for their son even though the son is still very
young.

While house ownership is playing an important role in getting married, the
legal protection of ownership rights is becoming stronger and stronger in China.
The Marriage Law of 2001 explicitly recognized the sole ownership of property
that is purchased before marriage.6 The Judicial Interpretation for Marriage Law of
2011 further protects one’s ownership rights over houses that were purchased with
a mortgage before marriage.7 Thus, if a man bought a house before marriage, he
will maintains the ownership after divorce. His family does not need to worry
about the loss of housing property. If the house was purchased with a mortgage
before marriage and his wife helped to pay the mortgage after marriage, he can still
claim the ownership after compensating his wife’s payment and corresponding
value appreciation. Furthermore, even if a house is purchased after marriage, as
long as the payment is made by the husband’s parents and the house is registered
under his name, the house will be treated as his sole property.8 Legal protection
should strengthen the incentive of the groom’s family to buy a house for their son’s
marriage.

Although we emphasize the role of a house in marriage, it could simply serve
as a type of luxury consumption good that is purchased under the expectation of
a higher future income. Because a son is traditionally considered to be more
productive than a daughter (Lipatov et al., 2008), having a son might induce the
parents to choose a higher present consumption level in a life-cycle model. If this
is the reason why the parents decide to buy a house, it is possible that they did not
consider their children’s future marriage at all. Even if this is the case, we can still
interpret the effect on household wealth as a result of having a son, which is
consistent with our key argument that child gender affects house purchase
behavior.

3The survey was conducted by the China Ever-Bright Bank and Homelink Realestate Corporation
in 2010. 60 percent of young home owners in Beijing buy their homes in order to get married. In another
question, 64 percent of all respondents agree that owning a home and enjoying a happy life have a direct
correlation. See http://www.chinadecoded.com/2010/09/11/homeownership-almost-a-prerequisite-for-
marriage/.

4For example, in a survey of Chinese mothers with young daughters by Shanghai Daily in 2010, 80
percent of the mothers indicate that they would object to their daughters marrying a man who does not
own a home (Wei et al., 2012).

5In China, it is not rare for a couple to live with the husband’s parents. This is true even in the
urban area. In contrast, very few couples live with the wife’s parents.

6Article 18 of the amended Marriage Law, which was passed by the People’s Congress on April 18,
2001.

7Article 10 of the Judicial Interpretation for Marriage Law Issue 3, which was published by the
Supreme Court on July 4, 2011.

8Article 7 of the Judicial Interpretation for Marriage Law Issue 3.
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3. Real Estate Market and Wealth Distribution in China

Before the market-oriented housing reform in the 1990s, houses in the urban
area were publicly owned and allocated mainly through an employee’s working
unit. For people without a formal job, their living houses were allocated by the
government. Residents pay very low rents. Urban housing reform was initiated in
1994 when employees in the state sector were allowed to purchase their currently
living apartment at subsidized prices. In 1998, the traditional way of house allo-
cation through a work unit was abandoned. Urban housing became privatized and
commercialized (Lee, 2000). Rents for public housing were gradually increased to
motivate people to purchase their own house. At the same time, in order to avoid
economic recession after the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the government adopted
various policies to stimulate domestic demand, including the development of the
residential mortgage market. Commercial banks started to offer loans to home
buyers in 1998. Since then, China’s urban real estate market has experienced a
long-term booming. Many factors have contributed to this booming, including the
strengthened private property rights, increased income level, economic openness,
monetary and fiscal stimuli, large-scale migration, and rapid urbanization process
(Li and Wu, 2014).

The growth rate of housing price was quite substantial, especially in major
cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen and Hangzhou. Taking Beijing as an
example, according to the official statistics published by the National Statistical
Bureau, the residential housing price increased from 4557 yuan per square meter in
2000 to 17151 yuan in 2010. Because the official statistics are not adjusted for
housing quality (Wu et al., 2011), the growth rate perceived by residents could be
faster. For example, using household survey data, Li (2014) finds that the annual
growth rate of housing prices is around 25 percent during 2002–2010. Under such
an upward price trend, house owners experienced an unexpected but substantial
wealth appreciation. Li (2014) compares the 2002 CHIP and 2010 CFPS data and
finds that wealth outgrows income by a large margin. While the annual growth rate
of household income was 8 percent during 2002–2010, the annual growth rate of
household housing wealth was as high as 22 percent. At the same time, the
inequality of wealth has been greatly widened, with the Gini coefficient of urban
household wealth increasing from 0.45 to 0.66. The Gini coefficient of household
wealth has exceeded that of income since the late 1990s. Because families with a
son are more aggressive in buying houses, they accumulate a higher housing wealth
than son-less families.

Owning a house might be more important for marriage in rural China. As son
preference is more pervasive in the rural area, status competition through housing
is also more popular. However, it should be noted that there is no formal real
estate market in rural China. The construction cost of rural housing is relatively
cheap and stable. Lack of transaction rights prevents rural residents from gaining
house value appreciation (Li, 2012).9 Many houses in the rural area are even
vacant due to large-scale out-migration. In spite of its importance in marriage,
rural housing was not an attractive investment in terms of monetary return. Thus,

9The urban-rural difference in the wealth effect due to house value appreciation is a major reason
for the widening wealth inequality along the urban-rural division.
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the wealth effect of child gender due to difference in house investment behavior is
trivial in the rural area. We will not examine it in this paper.

4. Data and Empirical Strategy

Our data comes from the 2010 China Family Panel Studies (CFPS), which
was conducted by the Institute of Social Sciences Survey Center at Peking Uni-
versity, China, in collaboration with the Survey Research Center at University of
Michigan. The study was designed in a style similar to the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics (PSID) in the U.S. It is a nationally representative household
survey that contains rich socioeconomic information of individual, family and
community.10

To study the effect of child gender on wealth accumulation, we restrict our
sample to families with at least one child and with non-missing data on family
wealth. The total sample size is 5830. Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics.

10For detailed survey description and data download information, see http://www.isss.edu.cn/. In
2012, a follow-up survey was conducted and the data is also available. We do not use the 2012 data in
this paper for two reasons: 1) there was change in the definition of wealth component across these two
waves; 2) there was little change in family member composition.

TABLE 1

Summary Statistics

Variable Mean Standard Deviation Observations

Having a first-born son 0.598 0.490 5830
Having a son 0.692 0.461 5830
Own current house 0.823 0.382 5830
Number of houses owned 1.048 0.626 5830
First child age when purchase house 14.995 10.875 3377
Per capita floor space—current house 31.19 21.39 4371
Per capita floor space—all houses 36.15 69.89 4583
Wealth (10,000 yuan) 51.10 234.7 5830

Housing Wealth 45.98 230.7 5830
Saving 1.345 4.803 5830
Stock 0.530 4.027 5830
Fund 0.450 3.853 5830
Other wealth 2.667 33.95 5830

Family income (10,000 yuan) 2.648 3.078 5091
Ratio of housing wealth to income 51.66 324.82 5091
Married 0.879 0.326 5830
Average age 47.56 13.69 5830
Average years of education 7.873 4.631 5830
Male labor supply

Have a job 0.617 0.486 4362
Months of work per year 10.86 2.65 2247
Days of work per month 25.09 4.65 2189
Hours of work per day 9.128 2.648 2183

Female labor supply
Have a job 0.423 0.494 5058
Months of work per year 10.51 3.19 1604
Days of work per month 24.88 4.88 1537
Hours of work per day 8.698 2.275 1537

Notes: Data is from CFPS 2010.
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About 59.8 percent of the sample families have a first-born son and 69.2 percent
have at least a son. The percentage of families who have ownership over the house
they currently live is 82.3 percent. The average number of house units owned by
each family is slightly above one (1.048). It is evident from these statistics that
house ownership ratio is quite high in urban China.11 The per capita floor space of
the house in which the family is currently living is 31.19 square meters, and the per
capita floor space of all houses owned by the family (not necessarily including the
current house) is 36.15 square meters. If we ignore the inequality in distribution,
these figures demonstrate a decent living condition for urban residents. The
average (self-reported) family wealth is around 511 thousand RMB yuan. Housing
wealth (total value of all houses owned by the family) is the largest component,
with an average value of 460 thousand yuan. Other components of wealth, includ-
ing bank saving, stock, and fund, are much less compared with housing wealth.
Among these 5830 sample families, 5091 report non-missing income information.
Their average annual family income is 26.5 thousand yuan, and the average ratio
of housing wealth to income is 51.66.

Table 1 also lists summary statistics of the labor supply variables for the
couple. Among our sample, 61.7 percent male and 42.3 percent female currently
have a job. Conditional on having a job and reporting non-missing data on
working length, husbands work for near 11 months per year on average, which is
slightly longer than wives.

Fertility choice is an important family decision, which is endogenous to family
characteristics. In particular, whether a couple has a son or not is likely to be
affected by the degree of son preference and affordability of sex-selection tech-
nologies, which may be unobserved and correlated with family wealth. Failing to
deal with the endogeneity problem would generate biased estimation. In contrast
to “having a son,” gender of the first-born child is more natural. Although the
One-Child Policy restricts the number of children one couple could have, there was
a relaxation for rural residents and for ethnic minorities. In the urban area,
violation of the policy is not unusual, either.12 Thus, sex selection usually takes
place at the second or higher birth orders, and the observed sex ratio of the first
child is close to the natural rate. Following the literature (Ebenstein, 2010, 2011; Li
and Wu, 2011; Chen et al., 2013), we treat the gender of the first child as exogenous
and use “having a first-born son” instead of “having a son” to conduct a reduced-
form estimation. This could largely alleviate the endogeneity problem. To quantify
the effect of “having a son” on house purchase and wealth accumulation, we will
also use “having a first-born son” as its instrument at the end.

5. Results

Table 2 presents regression results of having a first-born son on house pur-
chase. We explore various aspects of the house purchase behavior, including
ownership of the current house, number of house units owned by the family, floor

11The 2012 China Household Finance Survey (CHFS) shows a house ownership ratio of 89.68
percent in China, while the world average is around 60 percent.

121508 out of the 5830 sample families have multiple children in our sample.
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space of the current house, floor space of all houses owned by the family, and the
time of house purchase. In all regressions, we apply a linear model and control for
the marital status of the household head, average age and education of the couple
(or the household head if single), and provincial dummies.

Column 1 reports regression results on ownership of the current house using
a linear probability model. Compared with families who have a first-born daugh-
ter, those who have a first-born son have 3.1 percentage points higher probability
of owning the house in which the family is currently living. If the house was bought
before the birth of the first child, house purchase decision should have nothing to
do with child gender. We exclude this sample and run the regression again. The
results listed in Column 2 remain very similar. Column 3 examines the effect on the
total number of house units owned by the family. The estimated coefficient is
positive and significant. Having a first-born increases the number of house units by
0.055, which is about 5.2 percent of the average number owned by each family. In
Column 4, we examine the timing of house purchase. A natural benchmark is the
age of children. To make the measurement of timing comparable, we restrict our
sample to those who own the current house and bought it after the birth of their
first child. The dependent variable is the age of the first child when buying the
house. The estimated coefficient is −0.51, suggesting that families with a first-born
son bought the house about half a year earlier than those with a first-born daugh-
ter. In Columns 5 and 6, we examine the per capita floor space of the house in
which the family is currently living and the per capita floor space of all houses
owned by the family. It is found that having a first-born son increases these two
measures by 1.8 and 6.0 square meters, respectively. In sum, Table 2 shows that
families with a first-born son have a higher probability of house ownership and a
younger age of the first child at house purchase; they own a larger number of house
units, with a larger size in per capita terms.

Next we study the impact of the gender of the first child on wealth accumu-
lation using a similar empirical method. The dependent variables include total
family wealth and its various components, namely housing wealth (value of all
houses owned by the family), bank saving, stock, fund, and other wealth. We also
examine family annual income and the ratio of housing wealth to family income.
The findings listed in Table 3 are consistent with the house purchase behavior
found in Table 2. While having a first-born son increases the family wealth by 151
thousand yuan, most of this increase comes from the channel of housing. The
estimated impact on housing wealth is 142 thousand yuan, an amount that is very
consistent with the estimated floor space difference of Table 2.13 In contrast to
housing wealth, other wealth components are generally similar between families
with a first-born son and those with a first-born daughter. The only exception is
saving. The estimated effect is 2280 yuan. These findings are consistent with the
common observation that the main wealth difference across households comes
from housing—those who played more aggressively in house purchase accumulate
more wealth.

13Multiplying the estimated per capita floor space difference of Table 2 (6 square meters) with the
average family size (4.26) and the average housing price in 2010 (5032 yuan) would give a rough
estimate of 130 thousand yuan, which is considerably close to the estimated housing wealth difference
of 142 thousand yuan.
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We also estimate the impact of child gender on family income and labor
supply of the couple. In contrast to Knight et al. (2010), we do not find a sig-
nificant difference in family income between those with a first-born son and
those with a first-born daughter in Column 7. Column 8 shows that the ratio of
housing wealth to income is significantly affected by child gender. The coeffi-
cient, 21.94, equals 42 percent of the average ratio (51.66). In Table 4, we esti-
mate the effects of having a first-born son on job participation and length of
working (conditional on job participation) of the couple. For length of time
working, we list results on the self-reported months of work per year, days of
work per month, and hours of work per day. None of these labor supply vari-
ables are significantly affected by the gender of the first child. This is consistent
with Li and Wu (2011)’s finding using data from the 1993–2006 CHNS. In sum,
families with and without a first-born son have similar income and labor supply.
These findings provide additional support to the exogeneity claim regarding the
first birth.

The level and growth rate of housing price have large regional variations in
urban China. Such regional variations should have played an important role in
shaping the house purchase behavior and may interact with child gender as well.
For example, in contrast to a couple who live in a city with a rising price trend, a
couple who live in a city with a stable housing price may face weaker pressure to
buy a house when their son is born. While the provincial dummies have controlled
for the level effect, it would be nice to add a region-specific measure of “housing
price pressure” and estimate its interaction effect with child gender. However,
because people bought houses in different years, it is hard to construct a measure
that could reflect the actual pressure faced by each family when making the
purchase decision. Instead, we take a simple approach and examine the effect of
child gender by region. We divide the sample provinces into two groups: the east
region and the middle and west region.14 Because the east region has a higher level
and a faster growth rate of housing price, we expect that people living in this region
face a stronger pressure of house purchase, which may induce families with a
first-born son to behave more aggressively. Table 5 shows the regression results on
major house purchase and family wealth outcomes by region.15 The estimated
coefficients of “having a first-born son” are generally larger and statistically more
significant for families living in the east region. Their house purchase decision is
more affected by the gender of the first child, and the corresponding wealth gain is
also larger. In contrast, as housing is more affordable in the middle and west

14The east region includes Beijing, Tianjin, Hebei, Liaoning, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang,
Fujian, Shandong and Guangdong, the middle and west region includes Shanxi, Jilin, Heilongjiang,
Anhui, Jiangxi, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Guangxi, Chongqing, Sichuan, Guizhou, Yunnan, Shaanxi,
and Gansu. According to the official statistics of National Bureau of Statistics, in the east region, the
average housing price is 8017 RMB yuan/m2 in 2010, the average growth rate of housing price
from 2000 to 2010 is 212 percent, and the median ratio of housing price per square meter to annual
income is 0.33. In the middle and west region, these numbers are 3308, 182 percent, and 0.21,
respectively.

15Because the east region has a much higher ratio of migrants than the middle and west
region (32.27 percent v.s. 23.75 percent in our sample), it is not meaningful to compare the ownership
status over the house unit people currently live in. Thus we focus on the total number of house
units owned by a family, the age of the first child at house purchase, the floor space, and wealth
outcomes.
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region, families face less pressure to buy houses when having a son. Thus the
estimated coefficients of “having a first-born son” are generally smaller and sta-
tistically less significant, consistent with our expectation.

Estimations from previous tables could be viewed as “reduced-form” effects
of “having a first-born son.” To quantify the effect of “having a son” on house
purchase and wealth accumulation, we use “having a first-born son” as its
instrument and conduct a two-stage least square estimation. Table 6 reports
estimation results for major house purchase and family wealth outcomes using
both OLS and IV strategies. The first stage result is listed as well. Comparing
with the OLS estimates of Columns 1–5, the IV estimates of Columns 6–11
generally have a larger magnitude. According to the IV results, families with a
son own 0.072 more house units and buy their current house 0.675 year earlier
than families without a son. Having a son increases the per capita floor space by
7.9 square meters, total wealth by 200 thousand yuan, and housing wealth by
188 thousand yuan.16

6. Conclusion

In this paper, we examine the consequences of having a son on family house
purchase behavior and wealth accumulation outcomes. Due to the influence of
traditional culture, housing is regarded as a status good and plays an important
role in improving a man’s competitiveness in the marriage market in China. We
find that families with a son have a higher probability of house ownership, own
more and larger houses, and buy their house earlier. With the booming of the
Chinese housing market since the late 1990s as background, these families benefit
from house value appreciation more than son-less families. Having a son thus
generates an unintended consequence on family wealth accumulation. We find
empirical evidence for all these hypotheses. In contrast, we do not find that families
with and without a son have different income or labor supply. Regression by
region shows that the higher level and faster growth rate of housing price in the
east region places a stronger pressure on families living there. Their house purchase
decisions are more affected by child gender, and the corresponding wealth gain is
also larger.

Inequality has been the key concern for both the society and the government
in China. Because housing wealth makes up the most important part of private
wealth in urban China, such a large and unintended effect has an important
implication on China’s wealth inequality. In addition, as household wealth affects
human capital investment on children and the nutrition inputs of all family
members, differences in wealth level may have a persistent effect. Specifically, this
wealth effect due to the birth of a boy would increase resources available for
his future education and tends to enlarge the gender gap in human capital accu-
mulation. Our findings shed light on the gender perspective of intergenerational
mobility.

16These IV estimates equal to the ratio of the reduced-form coefficient (as shown in Tables 2–3) to
the first-stage estimate (0.756).
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