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Abstract

The objective of this paper is to study to what extent parents divide
their estates unequally between their children. Unequal sharing of
parental transfers is, for example, a necessary condition for theories
of altruistic (dynastic) behavior to hold. I use a new data set based
on the estate reports for 230 widows, widowers, and divorcees from
the city of Stockholm, Sweden deceased in 2004. Unequal sharing
is unusual, depending on definitions only 7–25 percent of the estates
are unequally divided. The data set is also used to estimate probit
models for the likelihood of unequal sharing. A first main result is
that the probability of unequal sharing is increasing in the size of the
estate. Second, the older the children are on average the more likely
is unequal sharing. Finally, unequal sharing is more common among
deceased from some neighborhoods of the city compared to deceased
from other neighborhoods.
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1 Introduction

This paper is about decisions that deceased parents made before they died.
The objective is to study to what extent parents divide their estates un-
equally between their children. Unequal sharing of parental transfers, for
example, is a necessary condition for theories of altruistic (dynastic) be-
havior to hold.1 Simple versions of altruistic models of intergenerational
transfers predict that total transfers will be compensatory. Children with
less economic resources will receive more transfers than siblings with more
economic resources.

Understanding the determinants of parental property transfers is cru-
cial for a wide range of economic issues. Some of these are the possible
effects of fiscal policy, the determinants of savings and wealth, the equality
of opportunity, and the optimal design of tax systems. In macroeconomics,
for example, the Ricardian equivalence predictions about fiscal policy inef-
ficiency, rest on the assumption of dynastic, altruistic, behavior.

Most empirical studies, however, find that unequal sharing of bequests is
not very common. This has been viewed as a puzzle. Menchik (1980), Judge
and Hrdy (1992), and Norton and Taylor, Jr. (2005) all study estate reports
from different parts of the US. They report frequencies of unequal sharing
in the interval 17–46 percent. Tomes (1981, 1988) is the exception finding
unequal division in 51–79 percent of the estates using a combination of estate
reports and a survey. This was, however, questioned by Menchik (1988) who
only found unequal sharing in 12–16 percent of the estates reports from the
same time and place.

Using French estate data, Arrondel et al. (1997) report that 8 percent
of the estates are unequally divided. Wilhelm (1996) uses US federal estate
tax data where the frequency of unequal sharing is 23–31 percent, while the
corresponding frequency in a US survey based on twin register data used by
Behrman and Rosenzweig (2004) is 8 percent.

An alternative source of information is survey data on the intended di-
vision of future bequests. Dunn and Phillips (1997), McGarry and Schoeni
(1997), McGarry (1999), and Light and McGarry (2004) all use survey data
of this type. They report unequal sharing frequencies in the interval 8–
20 percent.

It is, however, an open question whether both bequests and inter vivos

gifts will be compensatory in the altruistic models. The empirical findings
are that inter vivos gifts, contrary to bequests, tend to be compensatory.
This is a second puzzle. Is it possible to give a theoretical basis for why par-
ents choose inter vivos gifts instead of bequests to make unequal transfers?

1The exchange model, introduced by Cox (1987), also predicts unequal sharing.
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Menchik (1988) and Wilhelm (1996) discuss that psychological costs may
limit unequal transfers. Laitner (1997) suggests that social norms are im-
portant. But this does not explain why gifts instead of bequests are chosen.
Lundholm and Ohlsson (2000) assume that gifts are private information
while bequests are public information and that parents care about their rep-
utation after death. Given these assumptions altruistic parents will choose
compensatory gifts and equal bequests. Bernheim and Severinov (2003) also
discuss theoretical models that generate results consistent with the empiri-
cal evidence. In their model bequests signal parental affection. Parents wish
children to believe that they love them equally not to hurt their feelings.

I use a new data set based on the estate reports for 230 widows, widowers,
and divorcees from the city of Stockholm, Sweden 2004. There are several
advantages with this data set as compared to previously used data sets:

• The deceased’s share of the estate can be separated from the estate
share of a deceased spouse not previously transferred to heirs.

• Taxable gifts from the previous ten years and taxable life insurance
payments are also included in the data.

• There is information on the family relationship of the donor and donee
of each transfer. It is, therefore, possible to calculate the transfer to
each family line.

The bequests from the deceased are unequally shared between the chil-
dren in 13 percent of the cases. Adding the bequests to grandchildren, and
great grandchildren in each family line to the bequests to children gives a
frequency of unequal sharing of 20 percent. Adding taxable gifts and life
insurance payments to the bequests increases these number to 16 percent
and 23 percent. Total estates, also including the estate shares of deceased
spouses not previously transferred to heirs, are unequally divided in 18 per-
cent (children) and 25 percent (family lines) of the cases. Disregarding small
variations from equal sharing by definition reduces the frequency of unequal
sharing.

About 10 percent of the deceased have used a two generation equal shar-

ing principle. A first part of the estate is shared equally between all children
and a second part of the estate of shared equally among all grandchildren.

The data set is used to estimate probit models for the likelihood of
unequal sharing. The three main results from the estimations are:

• The probability of unequal sharing is increasing in the size of the
estate.

• The older the children are on average, the more likely is unequal shar-
ing.
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• Unequal sharing is more common among deceased from some neigh-
borhoods of the city compared to deceased from other neighborhoods.

The paper is structured as follows: I present data and descriptive facts
about the deceased, the estates, and the heirs in Section 2. I also discuss how
representative the sample is in this section. Section 3 presents the empirical
evidence on unequal sharing. Section 4 concludes. An appendix provides
additional descriptive statistics.

2 Data and descriptive facts

The number of inhabitants in the City of Stockholm, capital of Sweden, was
765,000 at the end of 2004. Slightly less than 7,500 inhabitants had died
during that year.

I have, together with a research assistant, selected a sample from the
Swedish Tax Authority’s Inheritance Tax Register. This register has infor-
mation on all estate reports of deceased in Sweden.2 Each file contains an
estate report but also several other documents concerning the estate and
the related transfers. When drawing the sample we have proceeded in the
sequence:

1. deceased during 2004

2. registered in the City of Stockholm

3. there is a will

4. the estate is positive

5. there is no surviving spouse, the household is exiting (the deceased was a widow,
widower, divorced, or unmarried)

6. the deceased has two or more children

A few comments: The wills can be of any type. Some stipulate unequal
sharing, others stipulate that property received should be separate property.
Many wills are joint and concern the property rights of a surviving spouse.
Some wills are recent, others are old.3

A few cases when the actual taxable estate is zero but there are positive
gifts and life insurance payments are included. There are also a couple of
cases where there is a partner but no marriage.

There are 232 deceased people in the sample. Their estates are divided
up in 820 lots. These lots are transferred to:

• 573 children, 10 of the children are, however, deceased

2It has been compulsory to file estate reports since 1734. The Tax Authority is respon-
sible for keeping the register since 2001.

3Contrary to McGranahan (2006) I cannot, given the selection criterion that there is
a will, study the determinants of will writing per se.
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Figure 1: The distribution of parents’ birth years.

• 176 grandchildren and great grandchildren, 17 of these are legal heirs
because their parent is deceased

• 8 partners

• 45 relatives

• 11 other people

• 7 charities

This pattern of to whom transfers are made provide evidence for the
proverb that blood is thicker than water! Very few lots go outside the
family; to other people and charities. There is a considerable theoretical
and empirical literature on charitable giving. But it is not possible to use
this data set to contribute to this literature as charitable giving, contrary
to in the US, is so rare in this sample.

2.1 The parents and the estates

The average age of the deceased parents was 85.7 years.4 Figure 1 shows
the distribution of birth years for the parents. As is clear from the figure,
the distribution is slightly skewed to the left. The thin line in the figure is
a normal distribution with the same mean and spread.

4The descriptive statistics are summarized in an appendix.
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More than two thirds of the deceased parents, 69 percent, were women.
Concerning marital status, 82 percent of the deceased parents were widow
or widower, while 17 percent were divorced, while 1 percent were unmarried.
Only 1 percent were foreign citizens.

The number of children of the deceased varies between 2 and 5. Almost
two thirds of the deceased, 63 percent, had two children. The average num-
ber of children is 2.48, 1.15 sons and 1.33 daughters. Most of the deceased,
43 percent, lived in the city center, 29 percent lived in the southern parts
and 19 percent in the western parts.

Table 1 reports the basic facts about the estates. The average value of
the estates of the deceased is almost SEK 1 million.5 Taxable gifts and life
insurance add almost SEK 100,000 to this amounts. This is based on the
tax values of the different assets and debts. The tax values are sometimes
lower than the market values.

But the total estate might be larger than the estate of the deceased.
This is because the bequest of a deceased spouse has not previously been
transferred to the heirs. Instead these funds have been at the disposal of
the surviving spouse for all economic choices except the bequest division.
The reason for this arrangement might be a will by the deceased spouse or
simply that the heirs did request to get their inheritances. The present law
is that the estate of a deceased spouse always will be at the disposal of the
surviving spouse even without a will.

The values of previously not transferred estates of deceased spouses are
considerable, the total estates are almost SEK 1.4 million on average. In
this case too, taxable gifts and life insurance add almost SEK 100,000 to
this amounts.

The distributions of the different measures of the estates are very skewed.
The medians are only half the means. The Gini-coefficients are all around
0.6. Figure 2 shows the distribution of the estate of the deceased (thin line)
and the distribution of the total estate (thick line).6

The distribution of estates is, on the other hand, well approximated by a
log normal distribution. Figure 3 compares the distribution of the logarithm
of the estates with a normal distribution with the mean and spread. These
wealth distributions for the deceased can be used to estimate the wealth
distribution of the living. In many countries, wealth statistics are produced
using estate multiplier methods using the estate values and mortality rates
for different groups. Piketty et al. (2006) studies the long run evolution of
wealth concentration in France using the estate multiplier method.7

The total assets in the estates were on average SEK 1,523,092 while total

5This corresponds to EUR 109,000; GBP 74,000; or USD 135,000 using the 2004 ex-
change rates of 9.13 SEK/EUR, 13.46 SEK/GBP, and 7.35 SEK/USD.

6I have estimated the distributions using kdensity command in the Stata package.
7A century ago, Flodström used the estate distribution in Sweden 1908 to estimate the

wealth distribution, see Finansdepartementet (1910, 14–34).
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Table 1: The estates and the inheritances, SEK.

standard
mean P10 P50 P90 Gini error

the parents (n = 232):

estate of the deceased 991,836 137,196 518,917 1,794,660 .5911 2.634

total transfer from the 1,072,815 140,298 561,080 2,236,065 .6021 2.872
deceased, incl. taxable
gifts and life insurance

total estate 1,369,836 167,120 687,002 2,391,270 .6091 3.669

total transfer, 1,479,896 175,488 716,484 2,633,731 .6168 3.826
incl. taxable gifts
and life insurance

the children (n= 573):

inheritance from the deceased 366,204 43,374 193,595 666,864 .5918 2.080

total transfer from the 396,120 43,842 204,686 698,551 .6062 2.254
deceased, incl. taxable
gifts and life insurance

total inheritance 516,649 61,144 255,284 917,220 .6132 2.776

total transfer, 558,316 63,291 258,894 1,007,950 .6214 2.892
incl. taxable gifts
and life insurance
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Figure 2: The distributions of the estate of the deceased (thin line) and the
total estate (thick line).
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Figure 3: The distribution of the logarithm of the total estate.
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Table 2: Comparison with the living, individual data.

mean median share of
gross wealth,

SEK 1,000 SEK 1,000 %

this sample

the estate of the deceased 992 519 84.3

the Swedish Wealth Survey 2004

the city of Stockholm 691 n.a. 68.2

the whole country 494 102 68.2

75+ in the whole country 735 315 95.3

Source: Berg (2006)

debts were SEK 154,112. The debt share of the deceased was 15.7 percent
on average. The value of financial assets was considerably higher than the
value of real assets, on average SEK 1,306,221 compared to SEK 216,872.
Therefore, the share of financial assets was on average 87.8 percent.

2.2 How representative is the sample?

It is an important question how representative the present sample is. One
might suspect that restricting the sample to people who have written wills
and have more than one child will lead to a wealthier sample than the overall
population.

Berg (2006) has used the Swedish Wealth Survey 2004 to calculate wealth
in each municipality in the country. Average individual wealth in Stockholm
was SEK 690,000, see Table 2. This considerably higher than the average
for the whole country. The mean in the present sample is, however, more
than 50 percent higher than the Stockholm average. One reason is that the
present sample has less debt than the Stockholm average. It is also possible
to compare the present sample with the average for old people in the country.
The average wealth of people older than 75 years was SEK 735,000.

I also have access to a data set for all estates registered in 2003. This
gives an opportunity to illustrative how representative my sample is. The
average total estate in Sweden was SEK 380,000 in 2003, this is considerably
lower than the mean in my sample, see Table 3. Another way to illustrate
this is that the median in my sample equals the 83rd percentile in the 2003
data.
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Table 3: Comparison with all estates 2003.

sample n of obs mean P10 P50 P90 P99 Gini standard P10/P50 P90/P50 this sample this sample average women
error P10 P50 age percent

Sweden 93,094 381,189 0 133,353 1,000,797 2,810,228 .6987 5.836 0 7.505 P54 P83 79.8 51.2

Stockholm area 16,660 472,906 0 114,070 1,362,442 3,826,259 .7334 2.184 0 11.944 P55 P78 78.8 52.4

Stockholm area, 11,719 672,294 28,894 324,482 1,667,341 4,241,662 .6209 1.749 .089 5.138 P36 P69 81.4 53.6
positive estate

Stockholm area, 7,606 459,294 20,765 191,810 1,183,816 3,302,845 .6458 1.797 .108 6.172 P47 P80 83.2 65.7
positive estate,
not married

Stockholm area, 3,469 418,271 20,368 175,357 1,085,808 2,916,728 .6328 1.746 .116 6.192 P49 P81 83.9 66.2
positive estate,
not married,
2 or more children

Stockholm area, 3,320 418,001 20,428 174,794 1,085,358 2,854,070 .6384 1.757 .117 6.209 P49 P81 85.3 67.5
positive estate,
not married,
2 or more children,
60+ years old

this sample,
total estate 232 1,369,836 167,120 687,002 2,391,270 6,881,532 .6091 3.669 .243 3.481 P10 P50 85.7 69.4
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Figure 4: The distribution of children’s birth years.

The table restricts the 2003 data step by step to become as similar as
possible to my sample. The mean for positive estates in the Stockholm area
of not married deceased 60 years and older with two or more children is
SEK 420,000. The 10th percentile of my sample is almost at the median of
the restricted 2003 sample, while the median in my sample is at the 81st
percentile of the restricted 2003 sample.

How common are wills? My estimate is that my sample of estates with
wills is approximately 15 percent of all estates fulfilling all other selection
criteria. The number of deceased in the city of Stockholm as a share of the
total number of deceased in the Stockholm area is 47 percent. This suggest
that the number of positive estates in the city of Stockholm of not married
deceased with two or more children is 0.47 ∗ 3, 469 = 1, 630. The 232 estates
in my sample is 14.3 percent of the estimated 1,630.

2.3 The children and the inheritances

The average age of the children is 54.9 years. Figure 4 shows the distribution
of birth years for the children. As is clear from the figure, the distribution
is skewed to the left, and more so than the distribution of birth years for
parents. The thin line in the figure is a normal distribution with the same
mean and spread.

Women are in majority among the children, 53 percent. 3 percent of the
children are twins. Concerning marital status, 58 percent of the children
are married, while 20 percent are divorced, 18 percent are unmarried, and
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2 percent are widow or widower.
The number of grandchildren varies between 0 and 7. More than four

out of ten children, 42 percent, have two children of their own. The aver-
age number of children is 1.95, 1.02 sons and 0.92 daughters. Many of the
children, 19 percent, live in the city center, 13 percent live in the southern
parts and 11 percent in the western parts. 15 percent live in neighboring
municipalities to the south of Stockholm and the same share lives in neigh-
boring municipalities to the north, while 20 percent of the children live in
the rest of the country and 7 percent live abroad.

The lower part of Table 1 reports the basic facts about the inheritances.
The average value of the inheritance from the deceased is SEK 365,000,
while the total inheritance is SEK 510,000 on average. Taxable gifts and
life insurance add almost SEK 40,000 to these amounts. The distributions
of the different measures of the inheritances are very skewed. The medians
are only half the means.

3 Empirical evidence

3.1 Frequency of unequal sharing

Equal sharing of estate among the family lines of legal heirs is the legal
default in Sweden. The civil law, moreover, stipulates that half the estate
should be equally shared between legal heirs. The other half of the estate
can be freely bequeathed.

It is possible to calculate several different measures of equal sharing using
the present data set. A first issue to decide is which transfers to include.
There are four obvious alternatives: inheritances from the deceased, total
transfers from the deceased, total inheritances from both parents, and total
transfers from both parents.

A second issue is which people to include. Are we interested in equal
sharing between the children to the deceased? Does this also include heirs
to deceased children? This is one possibility. But is also possible to include
bequests to grandchildren and great grandchildren and study how the total
bequest is divided between family lines.

A third issue is to decide how much the share may differ before the
sharing is considered to be unequal. Table 4 shows how the degree of unequal
sharing differs depending on the three choices. Suppose that we restrict the
measure to the bequests from the deceased, only look at the children, and
allow for a variation up to ± 5 percent without considering the sharing to
be unequal. Then sharing is unequal in only 7.3 percent of the cases in the
present example. But if we instead look at total transfers to complete family
lines and include all cases with deviations from exact equal sharing, then
sharing is unequal in one out of four cases.
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Table 4: Frequency of unequal sharing, percent.

children family lines
(legal heirs)

definition of equal sharing: definition of equal sharing:
exact ± 1 % ± 5 % exact ± 1 % ± 5 %

bequests from the deceased 13.3 8.6 7.3 19.8 16.4 14.2

total transfers from the deceased, 16.4 11.6 9.5 22.8 19.8 16.8
incl. taxable gifts and life insurance

total bequests 14.2 9.9 8.6 20.7 17.7 15.1

total transfers, 18.5 14.7 11.2 25.0 22.8 18.1
incl. taxable gifts and life insurance

Gifts are unequally shared. There are taxable gifts in reported in con-
nection to 28 estates. These gifts are unequally shared in 60 percent of the
cases. It should be noted that taxable gifts are public information in the
same way as bequests are. On the contrary, there are life insurance pay-
ments associated with 13 estates. These payments are equally shared in all
cases.

Many of the deceased have written wills using a two generation equal

sharing principle. By this I refer to the situation when a first part of the
estate is shared equally between children and a second part of the estate
of shared equally among grandchildren. This can be viewed as an attempt
strike a balance between “vertical” balance between generations and “hor-
izontal” balance between different family lines. It implies equal sharing
between family lines if the number of grandchildren is the same in all fam-
ily lines. But if the number of grandchildren differs between family lines
sharing will be unequal when measured as deviations between family lines.
Therefore, the two generation equal sharing principle is compensatory in
the sense that it compensates for family size but it does not compensate for
other economic variables

There are bequests to grandchildren by wills in 34 estates in this sample.
The share of total bequests to children and grandchildren going to the latter
is 32.4 percent on average, see Table 5. The upper limit for this share is 50
percent because of the civil law.

The number of these estates that has a part that is equally shared be-
tween children is 20, while 21 estates have a part that is equally shared
between grandchildren. This is if we use an exact definition equal shar-
ing. Using wider definitions of equal sharing by definition increases these
numbers.

The two generation equal sharing principle is used in 16 estates. The

12



Table 5: Two generation equal sharing.
average estate share

n of estates grandchildren, percent

all estates with bequests
to grandchildren 34 32.4

equal sharing, children
exact 20 37.8
± 1 % 27 32.8
± 5 % 29 32.6

equal sharing, grandchildren
exact 21 33.7
± 1 % 24 34.2
± 5 % 24 34.2

two generation equal sharing
exact 16 37.6
± 1 % 20 34.1
± 5 % 21 34.8

share of total bequests to children and grandchildren going to the latter is
37.6 percent on average. Allowing 5 percent variation increases the number
of estates divided according to the two generation principle to 21.

3.2 Probability of unequal sharing

Table 6 reports the results from estimations of probit models for unequal
sharing. I try twelve different definitions of unequal sharing as dependent
variable: three types of transfers, children and family lines, and an exact
and a wide definition of equal sharing.

The likelihood of unequal sharing is increasing in the total amount trans-
ferred in most specifications. Judge and Hrdy (1992), Table 8, find the same,
while the wealth variables are not significant in the estimations reported by
McGarry (1999), Table 5. It lies close at hand to expect that parents find
less of a point to divide an estate unequally if the total estate is small.

Men and women are as likely to divide unequally. Divorcees are more
likely to divide unequally in one specification. Having more than two chil-
dren does not seem to affect the probability of unequal sharing.

13



Table 6: Unequal sharing, probit models, marginal effects.

bequests from the deceased total transfers from the deceased total transfers

children family lines children family lines children family lines
exact ± 5 % exact ± 5 % exact ± 5 % exact ± 5 % exact ± 5 % exact ± 5 %

parent

log total amount 0.047 0.002 0.076 0.017 0.097 0.023 0.128 0.045 0.109 0.026 0.141 0.044
(2.53) (0.24) (2.88) (0.87) (4.09) (1.81) (4.30) (1.98) (4.06) (1.80) (4.36) (1.89)

woman 0.068 -0.022 0.026 -0.067 0.039 -0.035 -0.010 -0.070 0.039 -0.029 -0.010 -0.069
(1.67) (0.91) (0.45) (1.37) (0.82) (1.09) (0.16) (1.28) (0.74) (0.82) (0.15) (1.21)

divorced 0.078 0.088 0.120 0.128 0.066 0.067 0.108 0.081 0.076 0.061 0.123 0.074
(1.31) (2.18) (1.47) (1.81) (1.00) (1.51) (1.27) (1.11) (1.00) (1.24) (1.33) (0.97)

3 children 0.020 0.053 0.009 0.016 0.017 0.054 0.008 0.009 0.015 0.064 0.005 0.020
(0.46) (1.78) (0.16) (0.34) (0.34) (1.54) (0.13) (0.17) (0.26) (1.54) (0.07) (0.36)

4+ children -0.031 0.029 -0.080 -0.016 -0.023 0.015 -0.062 -0.031 0.075 0.127 0.039 0.087
(0.57) (0.69) (1.08) (0.25) (0.34) (0.32) (0.72) (0.43) (0.86) (1.88) (0.38) (1.00)

west side -0.105 -0.025 -0.130 -0.086 -0.110 -0.045 -0.135 -0.117 -0.116 -0.058 -0.134 -0.126
(2.11) (1.08) (2.05) (1.76) (2.08) (1.40) (2.03) (2.06) (1.95) (1.47) (1.88) (2.03)

undertaker A -0.049 -0.024 -0.106 -0.044 -0.035 -0.023 -0.087 -0.047 -0.064 -0.045 -0.118 -0.068
(1.17) (1.15) (1.80) (0.99) (0.68) (0.77) (1.36) (0.90) (1.12) (1.31) (1.74) (1.21)

children

age, mean 0.004 0.004 0.009 0.009 0.006 0.005 0.010 0.009 0.005 0.005 0.009 0.008
(1.52) (2.37) (2.34) (2.74) (1.83) (2.52) (2.62) (2.69) (1.41) (2.13) (2.25) (2.27)

age, s.d. 0.010 0.005 0.010 0.002 0.011 0.007 0.010 0.003 0.013 0.009 0.013 0.006
(1.61) (1.74) (1.11) (0.29) (1.44) (1.74) (1.03) (0.35) (1.54) (1.97) (1.19) (0.75)

married, mean -0.140 -0.047 -0.126 -0.024 -0.148 -0.068 -0.135 -0.024 -0.179 -0.097 -0.159 -0.043
(2.39) (1.57) (1.47) (0.37) (2.11) (1.54) (1.42) (0.31) (2.23) (1.80) (1.56) (0.52)

married, s.d. -0.108 -0.034 -0.158 -0.119 -0.124 -0.010 -0.174 -0.100 -0.083 0.010 -0.121 -0.087
(1.78) (1.13) (1.89) (1.87) (1.76) (0.25) (1.93) (1.36) (1.06) (0.21) (1.26) (1.11)

n of grandchildren, mean -0.021 0.001 -0.017 -0.055 -0.012 0.007 -0.002 -0.040 -0.010 0.003 0.002 -0.038
(0.87) (0.10) (0.49) (1.98) (0.41) (0.39) (0.05) (1.27) (0.31) (0.16) (0.04) (1.17)

n of grandchildren, s.d. -0.022 -0.027 0.041 0.070 -0.034 -0.045 0.031 0.053 -0.034 -0.043 0.033 0.061
(0.73) (1.71) (0.97) (2.17) (0.97) (1.97) (0.69) (1.45) (0.87) (1.63) (0.67) (1.57)

dep. variable, mean 0.124 0.062 0.187 0.129 0.152 0.081 0.214 0.152 0.176 0.100 0.238 0.167
log likelihood -64.5 -24.9 -86.2 -26.0 -72.4 -46.2 -90.1 -77.9 -80.0 -53.2 -95.9 -82.1

pseudo R2 0.178 0.255 0.143 0.161 0.192 0.217 0.174 0.131 0.181 0.221 0.168 0.132

χ2, sign. 0.009 0.024 0.007 0.017 0.001 0.019 0.000 0.036 0.001 0.004 0.000 0.023
n of obs 209 209 209 209 210 210 210 210 210 210 210 210
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I find significant neighborhood effects in most specifications. Deceased
who lived in the west side of the city are less likely to divide unequally
compared to those who lived in the city center and the south side. Average
income 2004 for inhabitants 65+ in the west side was lower than for those
living in the city center. And the political parties to left got a higher share
of the votes in the local election 2002 in the west side than in the city center.
But average income 2004 was even lower for those living in the south side,
and the vote share for the left parties was even higher there.

There is also information on who did the filing of the estate report to the
Tax Authority. This is sometimes done by the children but often done by
undertakers, banks, or legal firms. A big chain of undertakers has filed for
about 25 percent in the sample (I label it undertaker A). In some specifica-
tions, the estates filed by this chain are less likely to be shared unequally at
the 10 percent significance level. The estate filers might have been advising
the deceased when the will was written.

The specifications also include several exogenous variables for the chil-
dren. I try both the means and the standard deviations for each group of
siblings.

The older the children are on average the more likely is unequal sharing
in most specification. In some specifications, unequal sharing is more likely
at the 10 percent significance level when siblings differ more in age. These
results are similar to those reported by McGarry (1999), Table 5. This can
be interpreted as that the older the children are, the more information the
parent has about the economic resources the children have.

There are also some indications that the probability of unequal sharing
is lower if more children are married. The number of grandchildren does
not, on the other hand, seem to affect unequal sharing.

Table 7 reports the results from estimations of probit models for two
generation unequal sharing. I try an exact and a wide definition of two
generation equal sharing as dependent variable. The reference category is
all estates of deceases who have grandchildren but have not used the two
generation unequal sharing principle.

The estimation results are similar to those reported in Table 6. A higher
total amount increases the probability of two generation equal sharing. The
probability becomes higher, the older the children are on average.

4 Concluding remarks

The objective of this paper is to study to what extent parents divide their
estates unequally between their children. Unequal sharing of parental trans-
fers is a necessary condition for theories of altruistic (dynastic) behavior to
hold. I use a new data set based on the estate reports for 230 widows, wid-
owers, and divorcees from the city of Stockholm, Sweden 2004. The sample
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Table 7: Two generation equal sharing, probit models, marginal effects.

bequests from the deceased
exact ± 5 %

parent

log total amount 0.028 0.047
(2.13) (2.68)

woman -0.016 0.022
(0.54) (0.61)

divorced 0.012 -0.020
(0.29) (0.44)

3 children -0.019 -0.056
(0.71) (1.61)

4+ children -0.043 -0.074
(1.66) (2.15)

west side -0.036 -0.075
(1.24) (1.92)

undertaker A -0.051 -0.040
(1.59) (1.04)

children

age, mean 0.005 0.005
(2.29) (1.81)

age, s.d. 0.002 0.003
(0.44) (0.47)

married, mean 0.029 0.009
(0.52) (0.16)

married, s.d. 0.006 -0.039
(0.13) (0.71)

n of grandchildren, mean 0.007 -0.007
(0.39) (0.32)

n of grandchildren, s.d. -0.016 -0.006
(0.82) (0.22)

dep. variable, mean 0.078 0.103
log likelihood -46.4 -56.3
pseudo R2 0.173 0.168
χ2, sign. 0.112 0.045
n of obs 204 204
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is wealthy, most belong to the three upper deciles in the wealth distribution
of deceased. The data are very detailed, a gain that has been traded off
against the small sample size.

Unequal sharing is unusual, depending on definitions only 7–25 percent
of the estates are unequally divided. This is similar to what has been found
in most empirical studies using US data.

The data set is also used to estimate probit models for the likelihood
of unequal sharing. A first main result is that the probability of unequal
sharing is increasing in the size of the estate. Second, the older the children
are on average the more likely is unequal sharing. These results are in
line with what other studies have found. Finally, unequal sharing is more
common among deceased from some neighborhoods of the city compared to
deceased from other neighborhoods.

Do these results falsify the predictions of altruistic models and exchange
models? Not necessarily. It has only been possible for me to include taxable
gifts during ten years before death. The deceased might have given to their
children earlier, nontaxable amounts, and unreported amounts.
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Appendix: Descriptive statistics

Table 8: Descriptive statistics.

parents children, alive grandchildren,
legal heirs

n of obs n of obs n of obs

age 232 85.7 558 54.9 17 36.2
(8.61) (9.04) (9.79)

woman 232 69.4 558 53.0 17 52.7

twin 558 3.0 17 0

married 232 0 521 58.9 13 38.5

unmarried 232 1.3 521 19.0 13 53.8

divorced 232 16.8 521 19.6 13 7.7

widow/widover 232 81.9 521 2.5 13 0

deceased 555 0.5 13 0

emigrated 555 5.6 13 0

foreign citizen 232 0.9 556 0.4 14 7.1

n of children 232 2.48 534 1.95 13 0.62
(0.71) (1.14) (1.04)

domicile:
city center 232 42.7 563 19.5 17 17.6

south 232 28.7 563 13.0 17 0

west 232 18.6 563 11.7 17 5.9

southern suburbs 232 4.3 563 15.1 17 5.9

northern suburbs 232 3.4 563 14.6 17 5.1

the rest of Sweden 232 0.8 563 19.7 17 35.3

abroad 232 0 563 6.4 17 29.4

Note. Dummy variables are reported in percent, standard deviations follow from
the means. Standard deviations are reported for the two continuous variables.
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