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Research has documented gender inequalities in parental financial gifts, but it is

unclear under which conditions these inequalities are socially accepted. We com-

bine distributive justice theory with sociological and economic perspectives on

intergenerational transfers to examine perceptions of fair allocations of parental

gifts. By manipulating children’s characteristics in a multifactorial vignette experi-

ment, we conducted in Germany in 2020 (N¼4284 observations of 714 respond-

ents), we test the prevalence and gendered application of four justice principles

(equality, need, entitlement and equity). While the equality principle was wide-

spread, unequal gifts were legitimized both by children’s financial needs (unemploy-

ment) and exchange services (helping in parents’ household). These results indicate

that the family is perceived as an agency for economic redistribution, potentially af-

fecting society’s socio-economic structure. Moreover, exchange services weighed

more for sons while needs weighed more for daughters, suggesting that gendered

fairness perceptions are one possible mechanism explaining gender inequalities in

financial gifts.
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1. Introduction

In families with several children, financial gifts from parents to their children (i.e. wealth
transfers during the parents’ lifetime) involve a moral decision as to how much each child
should receive. Parental gifts can thus be conceptualized as a question of distributive justice.
Distributive justice theories state that individuals are morally guided by at least four justice
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principles when evaluating the fairness of allocations (Deutsch, 1975; Major, 1993; Liebig
and Sauer, 2016). If this theory is applied to parental gifts, the basis for a fair allocation of
parental wealth could be children’s need (need principle), reciprocity and exchange (equity
principle), status characteristics (entitlement principle) or simply equality (equality princi-
ple). To the best of our knowledge, it is as yet unclear which of these justice principles indi-
viduals believe should be applied to parental gifts and in particular what role the children’s
gender plays in this context. This study therefore asks two questions: Which justice princi-
ples guide individuals’ perceptions of a fair allocation of parental gifts? Are these principles
applied equally to daughters and sons?

Although gifts and bequests (i.e. wealth transfers after the parents’ death) can both affect
the economic well-being of children and the socio-economic structure of society (Spilerman,
2000), gifts given earlier in children’s lives can enable them to accumulate wealth over their
lifetime, with a potentially greater impact on social stratification (Hansen and Wiborg,
2019). Gifts are less restricted by legal regulations, always based on a conscious decision of
the parents, can be given in secret (i.e. without the other children knowing) and can be given
multiple times (Halvorsen and Thoresen, 2011; Leopold and Schneider, 2011a). Therefore,
gifts leave more room for preferential treatment than inheritances, which can have major
impacts on intra-familial wealth inequality. Indeed, several studies have documented
inequalities in the distribution of parental gifts (Dunn and Phillips, 1997; McGarry, 1999;
Light and McGarry, 2004; Albertini et al., 2007; Hochguertel and Ohlsson, 2009). Some of
these studies have provided evidence that the children’s gender plays a role in their probabil-
ity of receiving gifts and the total amount received in gifts (Deindl and Isengard, 2011;
Leopold and Schneider, 2011b; Wong, 2013; McGarry, 2016; Loxton, 2019).

Gender inequalities in gifts may emerge from systematic differences in the distribution of
characteristics between sons and daughters that trigger (certain kinds of) gifts. For example,
assuming that the equity principle is widespread, daughters might be advantaged in gifts be-
cause they are more likely to provide care to their parents later in life. At the same time, a
hitherto neglected explanation for gender inequalities in parental gifts might be that inequal-
ities are regarded as just because of societal beliefs in gender differences in entitlements and
social roles (Lerner and Mikula, 1994, p. 6).

The family is an important area of inquiry for questions of justice, not only because the
family plays a critical role in the socialization and reproduction of justice principles but also
because distribution outcomes within the family may affect the socio-economic structure
outside of the family (Major, 1993). Specifically, studying fairness perceptions regarding the
allocation of parental gifts is important for two reasons. First, fairness perceptions may af-
fect behavior, with potential consequences for the economic and social structures of society
(Liebig and Sauer, 2016). To better understand the causal mechanisms behind (gender)
inequalities in parental gifts between siblings, it is therefore important to identify the condi-
tions under which these inequalities are considered fair and are accepted by society. Second,
beliefs about fair allocations of parental wealth give us insight into the normative logic of so-
cial institutions such as the family (Liebig and Sauer, 2016). Thus, even beyond the potential
link to behavior, perceptions of distributive justice in parental gifts are crucial to under-
standing how individuals perceive the role of the family in economic redistribution in
society.

In the majority of prior studies, the justice principles underlying parental wealth transfers
were inferred from linking observational data on transfer behavior to children’s
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characteristics and life events, such as income, marriage or childbirth (e.g. Leopold and
Schneider, 2011a; McGarry, 2016; Loxton, 2019). However, inferring principles from be-
havior could be misleading due to omitted variable bias or reverse causation, particularly in
cross-sectional analyses (McGarry, 1999). Further, existing evidence is often consistent with
multiple principles simultaneously, and it is almost impossible to disentangle different justice
principles with observational data (Hochguertel and Ohlsson, 2009; Nivakoski, 2019). In
other studies, respondents were asked directly about their principles regarding intergenera-
tional transfers (e.g. Light and McGarry, 2004; Künemund et al., 2006; Halvorsen and
Thoresen, 2011). Such an approach involves the risk of social desirability bias or measure-
ment error due to ignorance. Individuals may not always be aware of their justice principles
and, thus, may be unable to explain their principles when asked directly (Wallander, 2009).

Kusa (2019) addressed some of these shortcomings by asking respondents to rate
vignettes (i.e. descriptions of family situations) rather than single-item questions in order to
examine the importance of the equity principle in public opinion on financial compensation
for intra-family time transfers [see Drake and Lawrence (2000) for a similar study regarding
inheritances]. By taking an observer perspective (i.e. focusing on individuals’ fairness percep-
tions of gifts in fictitious families), Kusa’s approach makes it possible to identify shared
norms in society. However, Kusa has only considered the equity principle and has focused
on families with two daughters, thus neglecting potential gendered mechanisms.

To examine individuals’ beliefs about fair allocations of parental gifts between daughters
and sons, we conducted a multifactorial vignette survey experiment. Respondents of the
German SoSci Panel were asked to read three randomly assigned descriptions of a fictitious
couple with a son and a daughter. The vignettes systematically differed in the children’s
characteristics, that is, which child is the firstborn (entitlement principle), who is unem-
ployed (need principle) and who helps in the parents’ household (equity principle). After
reading each vignette, respondents were asked to indicate a fair allocation of parental money
(i.e. financial gift) between the children. We focus on gifts in cash instead of fixed assets,
such as housing, because the former can easily be divided between children. Because system-
atic differences between siblings (e.g. relationship to parents) were held constant in the ex-
periment, justice principles can be identified and their gendered application examined
without confounding of other characteristics. Due to the multifactorial experimental design,
responses may be less susceptible to social desirability bias compared with direct questions
(Auspurg and Hinz, 2015).

Germany is a relevant case on which to study individuals’ perceptions of distributive jus-
tice regarding financial gifts from parents to their children. Over the past decades, the
German post-war generations have been able to benefit from economic prosperity and
peace, thus accumulating large amounts of wealth that can potentially be passed on to the
next generation. It has been estimated that about 400 billion Euro can be transferred yearly
in Germany (Baresel et al., 2021). For financial transfers between parents and their children,
German tax law grants a tax-free allowance of 400 000 Euro for each child. This allowance
applies to the sum of all financial transfers (bequests and gifts) received over a period of
10 years. However, the law limits preferential treatment of one child in the distribution of
bequests by entitling children to a statutory share of their parents’ estate (‘Pflichtanteil’),
even if they have been disinherited by will. This statutory share amounts to 50% of what a
child would be generally entitled to under the law of intestate succession. Thus, siblings can
always claim their statutory share from the child or children named as beneficiary. This is
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not the case with financial gifts that children receive before their parents’ death. Such gifts
are hardly regulated by law. The only exception is that gifts made in the 10 years before the
parents’ death are credited against the statutory share. Parents are free to decide how often
they want to make financial gifts to their children, how high these transfers should be and,
most importantly, which child should receive them.

We proceed as follows. In Section 2, we discuss prior literature and our theoretical back-
ground. The data and method are introduced in Section 3. We present our results in Section
4. Section 5 discusses our results in relation to prior research. Finally, Section 6 includes our
conclusions and potential limitations of our study.

2. Theory and empirical background

2.1 Research on distributive justice

Research on distributive justice dates back many decades (Homans, 1961; Adams, 1965;
Deutsch, 1975). Distributive justice theories provide a theoretical framework for how indi-
viduals determine the fairness of the allocation of socially valued resources (Cook and
Hegtvedt, 1983). These theories have been applied to study justice concerns in a range of so-
cial situations, such as the allocation of rewards in work and employment contexts (e.g.
Kahn et al., 1980; Sauer and May, 2017), in particular the gender pay gap (Auspurg et al.,
2017a), the division of household labor (e.g. Gager and Hohmann-Marriott, 2006;
Greenstein, 2009; Davis, 2010) and the intra- or intergenerational distribution of money
within families (Drake and Lawrence, 2000; Kusa, 2019; Tisch and Lersch, 2021).

The literature proposes different explanations as to how individuals determine the fair-
ness of allocations of socially valued goods, services or resources. In general, the perceived
fairness is considered to depend on individuals’ expectations of what they or others deserve
(Homans, 1961; Berger et al., 1972a). According to the relative deprivation approach, those
expectations might be derived from comparison processes such as comparing one’s own
rewards with the rewards of others (Crosby, 1982; Major, 1987). They might also be de-
rived from normative beliefs about how resources should be allocated, so-called distributive
justice principles (Deutsch, 1975; Gager and Hohmann-Marriott, 2006). Equity theory
(Adams, 1965) dictates that the normative rule for allocating socially valued resources
should be based on individuals’ contributions—the greater the contribution, the higher the
reward. However, equity theory has been criticized for relying on a single, parsimonious
principle of justice (Kahn et al., 1980). This stream of literature proposes that there are vari-
ous principles on the basis of which rewards might be distributed (Deutsch, 1975; Major,
1993). Besides the equity principle (rewards should be proportional to individual inputs),
established principles are the equality principle (each individual should receive the same
rewards), the need principle (rewards should be proportional to individual needs) and the
entitlement principle (rewards should be allocated according to status characteristics)
(Liebig and Sauer, 2016).

It stands to reason that the preference of certain justice principles over others is closely
linked to the type of social relationship, the nature of the situation and the goals of social
interactions (Leventhal, 1976; Kahn and Gaeddert, 1985; Liebig and Sauer, 2016). For ex-
ample, Fiske (1991) considered four types of social relationships and matched these types of
relationships with the four main justice principles. Accordingly, the need principle should be
most relevant within solidary communities where individuals’ well-being is the goal, such as
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in the family (see also e.g. Deutsch, 1975; Schwartz, 1975). The equality principle is sug-
gested to dominate in relationships with an orientation toward a long-term exchange and
with the goal of maintaining ‘enjoyable social relations’, such as in non-hierarchical net-
works (see also e.g. Deutsch, 1975; Kahn et al., 1980). The equity principle should be domi-
nant in short-term economic exchange relationships such as market relations in which
economic productivity is an important goal (see also e.g. Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 1975). The
entitlement principle should be most relevant in hierarchical relationships such as hierarchi-
cal feudal societies (see also e.g. Liebig and Sauer, 2016).

Family relationships can have more than one goal, however, and several justice principles
might thus be relevant for individuals’ perceptions of what is a fair allocation of resources
within families. Prior research found support for the prevalence of equality, equity and enti-
tlement principles in addition to the need principle in the allocation of resources and burdens
within families (e.g. Burgoyne and Lewis, 1994; Auspurg et al., 2017b; Tisch and Lersch,
2021). Similarly, allocation decisions on parental gifts might be influenced by more than one
justice principle and might result from a compromise between opposing demands of differ-
ent justice principles (Leventhal, 1976).

In the following, we first elaborate on the prevalence of the four justice principles in the
context of parental gifts by relating distributive justice theory to sociological and economic
perspectives on parental financial gifts. We then discuss why the children’s gender may play
a role in individuals’ perceptions of a fair allocation of gifts.

2.2 Distributive justice and parental gifts

The literature proposes several reasons why the equality principle might be important in pa-
rental gifts. Distributing wealth equally among children might prevent psychological bur-
dens arising from jealousy and family conflict (Wilhelm, 1996). This is in line with the
notion that the equality principle is applied to foster harmony and enjoyable social relations
(Deutsch, 1975). The parents’ decision to transfer wealth might be motivated by a ‘warm
glow of giving’; that is, parents feel the benefits of maintaining the family peace by dividing
gifts equally (Glazer and Konrad, 1996; Leopold and Schneider, 2011a). Moreover, apply-
ing the equality principle might also increase social approval, as parents are adhering to the
norm of not favoring one child (Kohli and Künemund, 2003).

There is some evidence that parents apply the equality principle when allocating intergen-
erational transfers. Recent findings suggest that parents tend to distribute gifts equally, albeit
to a much lesser extent compared with bequests (Light and McGarry, 2004; Halvorsen and
Thoresen, 2011). However, there is little evidence on whether the equality principle is en-
dorsed by society with regard to parental financial gifts—that is, if equal transfer behavior
corresponds to general ideas about the family in society. If respondents strictly follow the
equality principle, they should consider an allocation fair if the same amounts are gifted to
all children. Thus, respondents should allocate gifts equally between the daughter and the
son in all the vignettes of our experiment.

H1 [equality hypothesis]: Gifts are allocated equally between daughters and sons irrespective of
the children’s characteristics.

It is well-established within the literature on distributive justice that ascribed or achieved
status characteristics, such as gender, age or occupational status, determine individuals’
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perceptions of deservingness and justice in social interactions (Berger et al., 1972b).

Although the entitlement principle has been proposed to dominate in hierarchical relation-

ships such as organizations (Liebig and Sauer, 2016), status characteristics such as age or

gender might also play an important role in the context of gifts within the family. In partic-

ular, traditional family norms and gender socialization may influence individuals’ percep-

tions of fair allocations of parental gifts, resulting in application of the entitlement

principle (Menchik, 1980).
Prior evidence regarding the role of the entitlement principle is mixed. In the USA,

daughters seem to receive financial gifts at higher rates than sons, but there seem to be no

gender differences in the total amounts gifted (McGarry, 2016; Loxton, 2019). In con-

trast, some studies showed that sons are advantaged in terms of frequency of financial

gifts and total amounts gifted in Germany and Korea (Deindl and Isengard, 2011;

Leopold and Schneider, 2011b; Wong, 2013). In line with traditional family norms that

value sons more than daughters, we expect that fairness perceptions favor sons’ advan-

tage in parental gifts.

H2 [gender entitlement hypothesis]: Sons receive a larger amount of money than daughters.

Regarding the birth order as another potentially relevant status characteristic within the

family, Mechoulan and Wolff (2015) found that French parents are more likely to make fi-

nancial gifts to their firstborn child. In a multi-country analysis, Emery (2013) similarly

found evidence for the role of birth order in children receiving financial gifts from their

parents. Regarding the role of the children’s birth order, the historical primacy of primogeni-

ture might lead to justifications of an advantage for firstborns in parental gifts. Against this

background, we expect:

H3a [firstborn entitlement hypothesis]: The firstborn child receives a larger amount of money.

The equity principle might also be relevant in the context of the family (Gager, 2008). For

example, financial gifts might be given to children in exchange for affection, care, time spent

together and household help (e.g. Light and McGarry, 2004; Kusa, 2019). Such behavior is

in line with what has been termed strategic exchange in economics (e.g. Bernheim et al.,

1985) and with norms of reciprocity in sociology (e.g. Kohli and Künemund, 2003). A study

with US data found that providing informal care to parents is positively linked to children’s

likelihood of receiving gifts (Norton et al., 2013). Nivakoski (2019) showed for Ireland that

informal care provided by children is statistically related to receiving small transfers (be-

tween 250 and 5000 Euro), but not to transfers above 5000 Euro (i.e. gifts). Regarding atti-

tudes toward the equity principle, a vignette study with representative data for Germany

showed that 79% of the respondents allocated more parental money to the hypothetical

child who helps the parents with the long-term care of the child’s grandmother than to the

non-helping child (Kusa, 2019). We expect that the child who helps in the parent’s house-

hold receives a higher share of financial gifts.

H4a [equity hypothesis]: The child who helps in the parent’s household receives a larger amount
of money.
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It has been proposed that the need principle is dominant within the family (Deutsch, 1975;

Liebig and Sauer, 2016). In the context of the family, the need principle corresponds to eco-

nomic and sociological theories suggesting that parental giving is motivated by altruism and

norms of parental responsibility (Barro, 1974; Leopold and Schneider, 2011a). Accordingly,

parents gift money to increase their children’s well-being without expecting anything in re-

turn (Light and McGarry, 2004).
Supporting the relevance of the need principle, some studies found a negative associa-

tion between children’s income and parental gifts (e.g. Dunn and Phillips, 1997;

McGarry, 2016). Furthermore, studies have shown that parents are more likely to give a

financial gift to unemployed children (Deindl and Isengard, 2011; Albertini and Kohli,

2013; McGarry, 2016). For Germany, it has been argued that unemployment might

signal need particularly if the child is young, because receiving public unemployment

benefits depends on having participated in the labor market (Künemund et al., 2005).

We expect the child that is in greater need, here operationalized as being unemployed,

to receive more money.

H5a [need hypothesis]: The unemployed child receives a larger amount of money.

Based on the existing evidence, making clear predictions about the relative importance of the

four justice principles in parental gifts is difficult. We therefore did not formulate explicit

expectations but instead test the relative importance of justice principles exploratively.

2.3 Gendered justice principles

In the research tradition of expectation states theory and the status value theory of dis-

tributive justice (Berger et al., 1972b; Correll and Ridgeway, 2003), gender is considered

a primary category that shapes social relations and individual expectations of just

rewards (Ridgeway, 2009). The theory assumes a cognitive gender bias that is engrained

in cultural beliefs about typical ‘male’ and ‘female’ personality traits, competences and

behavior (Ridgeway and Correll, 2006). As we discussed above, gender may also be an

important status characteristic regarding individuals’ fairness perceptions of allocations

of parental gifts. Choosing between justice principles might depend on the nature of the

situation, including the gender of the individuals between whom rewards are allocated

(Kahn and Gaeddert, 1985). Theories of double standards further assume that the cul-

tural beliefs associated with gender may lead to different evaluations of others, such that

the same characteristics or behaviors have different consequences for men and women

(e.g. Foschi, 2000). This notion has been applied, for example, to study double standards

in individuals’ perceptions of just earnings for men and women (Jasso and Webster,

1997; Auspurg et al., 2017a). Grounded in traditional gender-specific roles, our argu-

ment similarly suggests that the gender entitlement principle might interact with other

justice principles.
First, there might be an interaction between the gender entitlement principle and the first-

born entitlement principle. Due to traditional beliefs in a male-preference primogeniture and

archaic patrilineality, the firstborn entitlement principle might be stronger for firstborn sons

than for firstborn daughters (Menchik, 1980; Wong, 2013).
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H3b [gendered firstborn entitlement hypothesis]: The effect of being firstborn is stronger for sons
than for daughters.

Second, we expect a gendered application of the equity principle. According to traditional
gender ideology, women are responsible for the ‘domestic sphere’; that is, it is the traditional
role of women to care for the household, children and parents (Davis and Greenstein,
2009). Individuals might therefore assume that the opportunity costs of helping in the
parents’ household are lower for daughters than for sons and believe that household help
from daughters does not necessarily need to be compensated financially (see Lennartsson
et al., 2010). In contrast, individuals might believe that sons should be rewarded for putting
in the ‘extra’ work of helping in the parents’ household in addition to tasks that are cultur-
ally expected from men. This notion is in line with empirical research showing a significant
association between child-provided elderly care and parental financial transfers for sons but
not for daughters (Mazzotta and Parisi, 2020).

H4b [gendered equity hypothesis]: The effect of providing help is stronger for sons than for
daughters.

Finally, we expect the application of the need principle to be gendered. In traditional gender
beliefs, daughters are expected to be cared for by their family or husband, whereas men are
assigned the more active role of provider. For example, individuals may expect greater finan-
cial competence and autonomy of men than of women (Tisch and Lersch, 2021). As a corol-
lary, individuals may think that parents should be more altruistic toward their daughters
with regard to financial gifts. As far as we can judge, the gendered effect of unemployment
as an indicator for children’s need on receiving gifts or on individuals’ perceptions of fair
allocations of parental wealth has not yet been examined. Nevertheless, in line with the theo-
retical argument discussed above, we expect that respondents perceive unemployment as a
stronger indicator for a daughter’s need than for a son’s.

H5b [gendered need hypothesis]: The effect of unemployment is stronger for daughters than for
sons.

3. Method

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a multifactorial vignette experiment, which was inte-
grated into an online survey. Respondents were asked to imagine a married couple who
want to transfer 10 000 Euro to a daughter and a son. Three vignettes, which differed in the
combination of the children’s characteristics, were presented to each respondent. After read-
ing each vignette, the respondents were asked to decide how much money they would give
to each child to reach a fair allocation of the 10 000 Euro. By experimentally manipulating
the children’s characteristics, we are able to identify and compare the individual effects of
those characteristics on a fair allocation of gifts.

3.1 Multifactorial experimental design

In the vignettes, we fixed some of the children’s characteristics and manipulated others. The
experimental conditions are listed in Table 1 and highlighted in bold in the vignette text be-
low. To tie in with existing research, we focus on common operationalizations of need,
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equity and entitlement in the sociological and economic literature on intergenerational finan-

cial transfers within the family. We chose unemployment to operationalize need, help in

parents’ household to operationalize equity and being firstborn to operationalize entitle-

ment. We hold constant the children’s health status, relationship with their parents, approxi-

mate age, education and living situation. All these characteristics have been found to be

related to receiving gifts and might therefore lead to bias if respondents systematically think

that sons or daughters differ in these characteristics. One example vignette reads as follows

(translated into English from the German original):

Imagine a couple who have a daughter and a son. Both children are healthy and have a great rela-
tionship with their parents. Both children are in their late twenties, have a university degree and
live in their own households.

The couple have just received the pay-out of a life insurance and want to allocate 10,000 Euro
between their children.

The son and the daughter are twins. The daughter has a monthly income of 2,000 Euro and the
son has been unemployed for two months. The daughter helps in the parents’ household a few
times a week (e.g. cleaning, shopping, small repairs).

In your opinion, what would be a fair allocation of the 10,000 Euro between the daughter and
the son?

Daughter:____________ Euro
Son:____________ Euro

We employed a 3� 3� 3 design (see Table 1), resulting in 27 different vignettes. These

27 vignettes were blocked to 9 decks, each containing three vignettes. To reach a highly

efficient design, we used the %MktEx Macro in SAS 9.4 for blocking the vignettes to decks,

which is a d-efficient blocking algorithm. This algorithm maximizes orthogonality (mini-

mizes correlation between dimensions) and level balance (equal frequency of each level)

(Auspurg and Hinz, 2015). Each respondent was randomly assigned one of the nine decks.

Online Appendix 1 shows that there are no significant correlations between the vignette

dimensions and the respondent characteristics, indicating that the randomization worked.

It further indicates that the vignette dimensions correlate only marginally (r< 0.05), which

Table 1 Dimensions and levels

Dimension Levels

Firstborn (1) Son is firstborn

(2) Twins

(3) Daughter is firstborn

Help (1) Son helps in parents’ household

(2) Both help in parents’ household

(3) Daughter helps in parents’ household

Need (1) Son is unemployed

(2) Both are employed (equal earnings)

(3) Daughter is unemployed

Distributive justice principles in parental financial gifts 9
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ensures an efficient estimation. By randomizing the order of vignettes per respondent,
allowing respondents to re-evaluate prior vignettes and presenting only three vignettes
to each respondent, we reduce order, learning, ceiling and fatigue effects (Auspurg and
Hinz, 2015).

3.2 Data

Participants for our online survey experiment were recruited through SoSci Panel, a non-
commercial online access panel in Germany (Leiner, 2016). Individuals register voluntarily
with SoSci Panel and are regularly invited by email to participate in scientific surveys (opt-in
panel). Researchers can apply for data collection but must pass a peer-review process. The
convenience sample of SoSci Panel is not representative for the German population. Because
our design eliminates confounding of unobserved heterogeneity through randomization,
respondents do not have to be sampled randomly to identify justice principles within our ex-
perimental setting (Auspurg and Hinz, 2015). Although one should be cautious in generaliz-
ing our results to the German population, our experimental data make it possible to achieve
high internal validity. For another recent experimental study using samples from SoSci Panel
see, for example, Czymara and Schmidt-Catran (2017). Moreover, other studies comparing
results of survey experiments with (student and non-student) convenience samples and
population-based samples show that both samples provide comparable estimates of the
causal effects (Mullinix et al., 2015).

Our online survey experiment was fielded between May 19 and May 29, 2020. We re-
stricted our sample to individuals residing in Germany. The email inviting panelists to par-
ticipate informed them about the topic of our study and the approximate length of the
questionnaire, as well as about data protection according to the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) in Germany. Participants were not monetarily incentivized but they
were informed about the main findings on SoSci Panel website (https://www.soscipanel.de/).
A qualitative pilot study (N¼5) was conducted in March 2020 using the thinking aloud
method (Collins, 2003), in which participants expressed their thoughts aloud while complet-
ing the survey.

In total, 748 individuals started the online survey. Of those, 27 respondents did not rate
any vignette (unit non-response), 4 respondents rated only one vignette and 3 respondents
rated only two vignettes (item non-response). We excluded those observations. The exclu-
sion is not significantly related to the decks of the experiment as can be seen in Online
Appendices 2 and 3. Our analytic sample included 714 respondents, who completed the ex-
periment and rated all three vignettes. Table 2 depicts descriptive statistics of the respon-
dent sample. About 62% of the sample is female, respondents are on average 45 years old,
50% of the respondents have children, 13% have a migration background and about 86%
are educated to high-school level (have the German Abitur). Because the vignettes were ran-
domly assigned to respondents, respondent characteristics should not influence our main
results and we did not adjust for respondent characteristics in the models (see Online
Appendix 1).

3.3 Measurements

For each respondent, we have two observations per vignette, one for the amount of money
allocated to the hypothetical daughter and one for the amount allocated to the son. Thus,
the dataset comprises six observations for each respondent (three vignettes with two
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numerical inputs each). Importantly, for each vignette, the amount of money allocated to
the daughter and the amount allocated to the son always add up to 10 000 Euro. Because
the dataset includes 714 respondents, we have a total of 4284 vignette observations (714
respondents * 3 vignettes * 2 numerical inputs). Our dependent variable represents the
amount of parental money received by the focal child. This variable takes the value of the
son’s amount of money in half of the sample and the value of the daughter’s amount in the
other half. Figure 1 depicts the histogram of the children’s amount received in financial gifts.
As explanatory variables we use our experimental conditions, namely, children’s unemploy-
ment, firstborn and children helping in their parents’ household, each with three levels (see
Table 1).

Table 2 Descriptive statistics of respondent characteristics

Mean SD Min Max N

Female 0.62 0 1 702

Age 44.93 15.29 19 82 705

Having children 0.50 0 1 707

Migration background 0.13 0 1 704

Gifts (donor)† 0.66 0 1 353

Gifts (donee) 0.87 0 1 711

Upper secondary education (‘Abitur’) 0.86 0 1 690

†Only respondents with children are asked.
Notes: Only standard deviations for continuous variables are shown. All other variables are dummy variables.
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Figure 1 Histogram of child’s amount of money received. N¼ 4284 observations (714 respondents).
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3.4 Analytical approach

Our hypotheses have been preregistered at OSF (https://osf.io/uqtng/). To test these hypothe-

ses, we conducted our analyses in two steps. We first examined how many respondents

strictly follow the equality principle and allocated the money independent of the son’s and

the daughter’s characteristics. In a second step, we examined if respondents follow the eq-

uity, need and entitlement principles by estimating the following model:

Child
0
s Giftsiv ¼ b0 þ b1Daughteriv þ b2Unemployediv þ b3Unemployediv � Daughteriv

þ b4Helpiv þ b5Helpiv � Daughteriv þ b6Firstborniv

þ b7Firstborniv � Daughteriv þ eiv;

(1)

where Giftsiv represents the amount of money (i.e. financial gifts) allocated to the focal child

in vignette observation v of respondent i. Daughteriv denotes a dummy for the focal child be-

ing a daughter or a son. Unemployediv, Helpiv and Firstborniv indicate our three experimen-

tal variables (see Table 1). Unemployediv comprises three levels [focal child unemployed,

both employed (reference category) and sibling unemployed]. Helpiv comprises three levels

[focal child helps, both help (ref.), sibling helps]. Finally, Firstborniv comprises three levels

[focal child firstborn, twins (ref.) and sibling firstborn]. The bs represent the vectors of re-

gression coefficients and eiv represents the idiosyncratic error.
We ran ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with cluster-robust standard errors be-

cause each respondent evaluated three vignettes; thus, our data are clustered at the level of

respondents. OLS regression with cluster-robust standard errors is an appropriate estima-

tion strategy, since we are only interested in estimating the effects of vignette variables and

not respondent characteristics (Auspurg and Hinz, 2015). To test the main justice principles,

we derive the marginal effects of being unemployed, helping in the parents’ household and

being firstborn. The coefficients related to the interaction terms with the dummy variable in-

dicating if the focal child is a daughter or a son allow us to test whether these justice princi-

ples are gendered. Because the son’s amount and the daughter’s amount add up to 10 000

Euro in each vignette rating, models using either the daughter’s or the son’s amount of

money received as dependent variable would produce identical coefficients and very similar

standard errors to those derived from our model.

4. Results

4.1 Hypotheses

Most respondents in the sample (N¼ 465, 65.13%) allocated the 10 000 Euro equally be-

tween the fictitious son and daughter in each of the three vignettes that were evaluated.

Hence, for these respondents, the children’s attributes did not affect their fair allocation of

parental gifts. To statistically test the equality hypothesis, we assess the overall fit of our re-

gression model. The F-test of overall significance is statistically significant [F(6, 2135) ¼
68.80, P<0.001], suggesting that the fit of the model including the experimental conditions

is better than the fit of the intercept-only model; that is, we find support for respondents not

applying the strict equality principle at the mean. The experimental conditions explain

16.2% (R2) of the variance in child’s amount of money received.
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In the following, we examine under which conditions an unequal allocation is perceived
as fair and whether justice principles are gendered. Table 3 shows the regression table of the
full model. If firstborns were advantaged, we would expect positive coefficients of being first-
born for both the son (main effect of the child being firstborn) and the daughter (main effect
of the child being firstborn plus interaction term with being the daughter) on the child’s
amount of money because the reference category is the children being twins. Analogously, we
would expect positive coefficients of being unemployed and helping in parents’ household for
both siblings if these variables had an effect on child’s amount of money received. To ease in-
terpretation of the interaction terms, Figure 2 depicts in a graph the marginal effects of our
three experimental conditions for children as well as for sons and daughters separately.

We found no evidence for the entitlement principle, either for gender entitlement (H2) or
for firstborn entitlement (H3). Table 3 shows that the difference in gifts between sons and
daughters is 66 Euro but not statistically significant if the children are similar in all other
characteristics (both employed, twins and both helping). We also found no support for belief
that firstborns are entitled to a larger amount of money. The average marginal effect of a
child being firstborn is 15 Euro but not statistically significant (P¼0.449). Figure 2 shows
that a son received 37 Euro more if he is firstborn than if he is a twin (not statistically signifi-
cant). The marginal effect of being firstborn for daughters is negative (against our expecta-
tions) but also not statistically significant. Hence, our results do not support the hypothesis

Table 3 Results of OLS regressions on child’s fair amount of gifts

b se

Gender entitlement

Daughter 65.853 (74.79)

Firstborn entitlement

Focal child firstborn 37.237 (43.21)

Sibling firstborn 6.346 (43.49)

Focal child firstborn � daughter �43.583 (76.50)

Sibling firstborn � daughter �43.583 (76.50)

Equity

Only focal child helps 320.686*** (38.96)

Only sibling helps �207.280*** (37.93)

Only focal child helps � daughter �113.406* (58.64)

Only sibling helps � daughter �113.406* (58.64)

Need

Only focal child unemployed 205.191*** (38.61)

Only sibling unemployed �313.954*** (39.68)

Only focal child unemployed � daughter 108.763* (61.24)

Only sibling unemployed � daughter 108.763* (61.24)

Constant 4967.074*** (37.40)

N observations 4284

N individuals 714

Notes: The interaction terms per experimental condition are identical because respondents had to allocate
10 000 Euro between the son and the daughter; that is, the dependent variable is symmetrical around 5000
Euro. Reference categories: son, twins, both children help and both children employed.
*P< 0.05, **P< 0.01, ***P<0.001 (one-sided tests).
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that the amount of money allocated to a child is larger if the child is firstborn compared
with the child being a twin (H3a). In addition, the difference in the effect of being firstborn
between sons and daughters was not statistically significant on conventional levels (H3b) (as
indicated by the insignificant interaction term shown in Table 3).

In contrast, we found evidence for the equity principle (H4a). The average marginal ef-
fect of a child helping in the parents’ household was 264 Euro. Where children are similar in
all characteristics, the amount of money they receive is predicted to be 5000 Euro (see
Figure 3). Thus, helping in parents’ household results in an increase in parental gifts by
5.3% (5264/5000) on average.

This effect varied by gender (as shown in the graph in Figure 2). Ceteris paribus,
respondents allocated on average 207 Euro more to the daughter if only she helped in her
parents’ household and 321 Euro more to the son if only he helped compared with both
helping [joint F-test: F(2, 713) ¼ 57.67, P< 0.001]. This results in an increase in gifts for
daughters who help by 4.1% (5240.2/5032.9) and for sons who help by 6.5% (5287.8/
4967.1) compared with the amount of money daughters and sons received where daughters
and sons are equal in all characteristics (see Table 3; see Figure 3 for the corresponding pre-
dictions of gifts). The difference in the effect size of helping between daughters and sons was
113 Euro and statistically significant (see Table 3). In other words, helping was of greater
advantage to sons than to daughters. Thus, the results support a gendered application of the
equity principle (H4b), in that the son’s help weighed more than the daughter’s help in the
fair allocation of rewards.

Finally, we found evidence for the need principle (H5a). The average marginal effect of a
child being unemployed is 260 Euro. Ceteris paribus, where only one child was unemployed,
the amount of money allocated to this unemployed child increased by 5.2% (5260/5000) on

15.4

264.0

259.6

37.2

320.7

205.2

−6.3

207.3

314.0

Firstborn
(Ref.: Twins)

Helps
(Ref.: Both help)

Unemployed
(Ref.: Equal earnings)

−100 0 100 200 300 400

Coefficients (in EUR)
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Figure 2 Marginal effects of experimental conditions on fair amount received in gifts. Marginal effects

plot of OLS regression based on the model shown in Table 3. N¼ 4284 observations (714 respond-

ents), 90% and 95% confidence intervals.
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average, compared with situations in which both children were employed. Again, this effect
is gendered. As shown in Figure 2, respondents allocated on average 314 Euro more to the
daughter if only she was unemployed and 205 Euro more to the son if only he was unem-
ployed compared with both being employed [joint F-test: F(2, 713) ¼ 57.68, P<0.001].
Thus, if the son and the daughter are twins and both help their parents but only the daughter
is unemployed, she received 5347 Euro on average compared with 5033 Euro if the daughter
and the son were equal in all characteristics; that is, the daughter’s gifts increased by 6.2%
(see Figure 3). If only the son was unemployed, he received 5172 Euro on average compared
with 4967 Euro if the daughter and the son were equal in all characteristics (i.e. the son’s
gifts increased by 4.1%). The gender difference in the effect of being unemployed was 109
Euro and statistically significant (see Table 3), indicating that the daughter’s unemployment
weighed more than the son’s unemployment in the fair allocation of rewards. Therefore, we
found support for a gendered application of the need principle (H5b).

4.2 Relative importance of justice principles

To assess the relative importance of justice principles in individuals’ fairness perceptions, the
graph in Figure 3 shows the main results from the perspective of the hypothetical daughter
(y-axis). It depicts the predicted values for the daughter’s amount of money by the two ex-
perimental conditions ‘unemployment’ and ‘help.’ The highest amount is allocated to the
daughter when only she is unemployed and helps and the lowest amount if only her brother
is unemployed and helps. Both children were predicted to receive roughly the same amount
of money if they both help and have equal earnings, but also if one child helps and the other
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Figure 3 Predicted values for daughter’s amount of money received. 95% confidence intervals,

N¼ 4284 observations (714 respondents), adjusted for being firstborn.
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child is unemployed. Thus, the daughter’s unemployment weighed as much as the son’s help

and vice versa for a fair allocation of parental gifts. The differences between the effects of

the daughter’s unemployment and the son’s help, as well as between the effects of the daugh-

ter’s help and the son’s unemployment, were not statistically significant [joint F-test: F(2,

2135) ¼ 0.02, P¼ 0.984]. Hence, based on our operationalization of need and equity, our

results indicate equal relevance of the need and equity principle in individuals’ fairness per-

ceptions of parental gifts, but also that the gender of the child plays a role.

5. Discussion

In the following, we discuss our findings in relation to previous research. Relating to the

broader literature on the homology between the type of social relationship and justice princi-

ples (for a review, see Liebig and Sauer, 2016), our study highlights that the family cannot

be clearly matched to only one justice principle. Whereas some earlier works (e.g. Fiske,

1991) have argued that the need principle should be dominant in family relationships, we

found that equality was the dominant principle for parental gifts in our sample. We did not

find evidence for the entitlement principle based on gender and primogeniture in our regres-

sion models. Nevertheless, our results showed that a considerable share of respondents ap-

plied the equity principle and the need principle. Helping in the parent’s household and

being unemployed both had a positive effect on the amount of parental money allocated to

the respective child. Our findings regarding the need principle indicate that the family is per-

ceived as an agency of economic redistribution in the sense that the economically weaker

child should receive parental support. In line with Kusa’s (2019) findings, the present study’s

evidence for the equity principle further highlights that individuals support the norm of reci-

procity and exchange within the family.
Our findings further add to the long-standing debate (e.g. Cox, 1987) in the sociological

and economic literature about the relative importance of the altruistic model (need principle)

and the exchange model (equity principle) for gifts by explicitly examining the role of the

children’s gender in fairness perceptions of parental gifts. We found evidence that, overall,

children’s financial needs (operationalized by unemployment) and exchange services (opera-

tionalized by helping in parents’ household) are similarly important for a fair allocation of

gifts, but the relative importance might depend on the children’s gender. While gender had

no main effect on the amount of money received, helping in the household weighed more for

sons and being unemployed weighed more for daughters. Thus, deviations from equality

based on need and equity had an additional gender-specific dimension in our sample.
These results are in line with evidence from observational studies on the relationship be-

tween informal care and financial transfers from parents to sons in several European coun-

tries (Mazzotta and Parisi, 2020). Regarding the gendered need principle, our results are in

line with some studies showing a positive association only for daughters between divorce

and receiving gifts (McGarry, 2016; Loxton, 2019). While our results suggest that individu-

als regard equality as the normative basis of parental gifts, gender inequalities in financial

gifts from parents to their children are not necessarily perceived as unjust. However, in con-

sideration of relatively small effect sizes of gender difference, our findings should be inter-

preted cautiously.
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6. Conclusion

To better understand how (gender) inequalities in the distribution of parental wealth emerge
and to contextualize these inequalities in terms of social norms, it is important to understand
under which conditions inequalities in financial gifts are perceived as fair. We examined the
prevalence of four justice principles (equality, equity, entitlement and need) in individuals’
perceptions of a fair allocation of parental gifts and tested if these principles are applied
equally to daughters and sons. We conducted a multifactorial vignette experiment using a
convenience sample of respondents listed in the German SoSci Panel. Respondents were
asked to fairly allocate 10 000 Euro of parental gifts between a fictitious daughter and son.
The vignettes were experimentally manipulated in three children’s characteristics: firstborn
(entitlement principle), unemployed (need) and helping in the parents’ household (equity).

By studying the allocation of parental gifts from the perspective of distributive justice,
this study uniquely contributes to the literature on intergenerational transfers. We were able
to examine individuals’ beliefs about the normative logic of the family in the context of pa-
rental gifts by taking an observer perspective in our empirical design. This approach helped
us to understand how inequalities among siblings in receiving gifts, as found in prior obser-
vational studies, can be reconciled with perceptions of justice. Our results offer new insights
into the mechanisms underlying unequal intergenerational transfers and thus into the poten-
tial consequences of intergenerational transfers for the socio-economic structure of society.
We showed that unequal gifts are legitimized both by children’s needs and exchange
services. However, our results suggest that the dominance of the equality principle in the
allocation of parental gifts among children limits the extent to which the need or equity prin-
ciples are applied. For example, if the children’s need alone mattered, we would have
expected the daughter or son in need to receive all 10 000 Euro. Thus, our results rather sug-
gest that respondents seemed to reconcile equality with other justice principles (Leventhal,
1976; Drake and Lawrence, 2000).

Most importantly, by suggesting gendered applications of justice principles (i.e. helping
in the household weighed more for sons and being unemployed weighed more for daugh-
ters), our results illustrate that important mechanisms explaining (gender) inequalities in
intergenerational transfers might be masked when the children’s gender is not considered in
these principles. As discussed in prior research (Major, 1993), perceptions of distributive jus-
tice principles regarding family issues may contribute to the acceptance of socio-economic
inequalities in the wider society and thereby to their reproduction. Thus, gendered justice
principles in parental financial transfers have the potential to contribute to existing struc-
tural inequalities between men and women outside of the family. More research is needed
on the heterogeneity of gendered justice principles across different social groups. Because
prior research found that daughters and sons seem to differ in the kinds of wealth transfers
(such as cash, property ownership and company ownerships) and timing of transfers, lead-
ing to unequal wealth accumulation (Bessière, 2022), future research could also examine
how these gender differences are reflected in fairness perceptions in society. We recommend
that future research studying intergenerational financial transfers differentiates between the
gender of receivers, and possibly that of donors, in order to elucidate the role of gender in
definitions of justice in this context.

We acknowledge some limitations of our study. First, our results cannot be general-
ized to the German population because our analyses are based on a non-representative
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convenience sample. We cannot rule out that the effect sizes of our experimental condi-

tions may vary across different social groups that were not represented in our sample.

For example, the entitlement principle may be widespread among lower educated or

older cohorts. However, we would not expect substantial differences in our finding that

the equality, equity and need principles matter for individuals’ fairness perceptions of pa-

rental gifts. Because our sample consists of well-educated individuals, who tend to have

more gender egalitarian views (Davis and Greenstein, 2009), we would expect even

stronger effects regarding the gendered application of the need and equity principles in

the overall population of Germany. As is common in these types of experiments, the gen-

eralization of our findings is further limited to the children’s characteristics considered in

our experimental design. However, these aspects do not affect the internal validity of our

results for the effects of the vignette variables on individual fairness perceptions in our

context.
Second, the finding that 65% of respondents followed the equality principle might at

least partially be driven by social desirability or satisficing behavior by respondents. For ex-

ample, respondents might have allocated gifts equally in an attempt to minimize cognitive

effort (Oppenheimer et al., 2009), or because the experimental stimuli were too weak, that

is, the differences between the children too small to justify unequal allocations. This limits

our ability to make statements about the extent to which the equality principle guides

individuals’ fairness perceptions in parental gifts. However, as discussed above, our results

suggest that equality matters even in the sample that did not strictly follow the equality

principle.
Finally, we have used only one operationalization each for equity and need. The role of

these principles and their relative importance in individuals’ fairness perceptions of parental

gifts may to some extent depend on how these principles are operationalized. Nevertheless,

our study showed that not only equality but also equity and need are justice principles which

individuals consider when evaluating the fairness of parental gifts.
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