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Violent childrearing practices represent an invisible threat for global health and human development. Leveraging
underused information on child discipline methods, this study explores the relationship between parental
educational similarity and violent childrearing practices, testing a new potential pathway through which
parental educational similarity may relate to child health and wellbeing over the life course. The study uses data
from Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) covering 27 sub-
Saharan African (SSA) countries. Results suggest that couples where partners share the same level of educa-
tion (homogamy) are less likely to adopt violent childrearing practices relative to couples where partners face
status inconsistency in education (heterogamy), with differences by age of the child, yet less so by sex and birth
order. Homogamous couples where both partners share high levels of education are also less (more) likely to
adopt physically violent (non-violent) practices relative to homogamous couples with low levels of education.
Relationships are stronger in countries characterized by higher GDP per capita, Human Development Index, and
female education, yet also in countries with higher income and gender inequalities. Besides stressing the
importance of female education, these findings underscore the key role of status concordance vs discordance in
SSA partnerships. Tested micro-level mechanisms and country-level moderators only weakly explain result
heterogeneity, calling for more research on the topic.

1. Introduction

Physical punishment such as shaking, slapping, hitting the child with
hard objects, or psychological punishment such as yelling, name-calling,
belittling, or withholding affection are common forms of violence
against children perpetrated by parents or caretakers to correct
misconduct. They represent an invisible public health and human rights
problem with potentially dramatic and costly consequences on the vic-
tims and the overall society (WHO, 2020). In the literature, these violent
practices are interchangeably defined as harsh parenting or child
maltreatment (Backhaus et al., 2022). While harsh parenting is often seen
as a less severe form of discipline compared to child maltreatment, child
maltreatment is characterized by actions that are harmful or threatening
to a child’s health, survival, dignity, and development (WHO, 1999).

Compelling evidence from several studies suggests that children expe-
riencing even mild forms of violent childrearing practices such as
spanking suffer negative consequences which may persist until adult-
hood (Gershoff and Grogan-Kaylor, 2016; Norman et al., 2012). Serious
long-term consequences include physical health issues like chronic pain
or heart disease, and mental health problems such as depression or
anxiety. Additionally, they often result in cognitive and developmental
delays, emotional difficulties like low self-esteem and attachment dis-
orders, and various behavioral problems (Pieterse, 2015; Schofield et al.,
2016; Negriff, 2020; Speyer et al., 2022).

Despite long-lasting adverse effects on child development and well-
being, violent childrearing practices are widespread globally. In low-
and middle-income countries (LMICs), nearly three in four children aged
2-4 regularly experience violent discipline by their caregivers (Cuartas

* Corresponding author. NYU-AD Campus, Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi, Division of Social Science, Office: A5-1207, United Arab Emirates.
E-mail addresses: lucamaria.pesando@nyu.edu, lucamaria.pesando@mcgill.ca (L.M. Pesando), elisabetta.decao@unibo.it (E. De Cao), glamattina@usf.edu (G. La

Mattina), alberto.ciancio@glasgow.ac.uk (A. Ciancio).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116954

Received 2 February 2024; Received in revised form 16 March 2024; Accepted 7 May 2024

Available online 10 May 2024

0277-9536/© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


mailto:lucamaria.pesando@nyu.edu
mailto:lucamaria.pesando@mcgill.ca
mailto:elisabetta.decao@unibo.it
mailto:glamattina@usf.edu
mailto:alberto.ciancio@glasgow.ac.uk
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02779536
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/socscimed
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116954
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116954
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116954
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.116954&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

L.M. Pesando et al.

et al., 2019). These estimates vary dramatically within and across re-
gions, with areas such as South Asia (SA) and sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)
exhibiting the highest prevalence of violent parenting (Akmatov, 2011).
Variables related to family structure and family composition have
been found to affect the risk of violent parenting. For instance, some
evidence suggests that single-parent families and families with biolog-
ical mothers and non-biological fathers tend to provide lower-quality
childcare which may involve instances of violence (Berger, 2004). Be-
sides aspects that are purely tied to family composition, child discipline
(CD) may also be related to joint socioeconomic characteristics of par-
ents, which have been found to affect decision-making power dynamics
within the couple, (dis)agreement on specific parenting practices, as
well as material and non-material resources and investments in children
(Abufhele et al., 2022; Beck and Gonzalez-Sancho, 2009; Martin et al.,
2007). One such example is parental similarity or dissimilarity in terms
of human capital, a clear marker of status (in)consistency between
spouses or partners (Rauscher, 2020; Rangel and Rauscher, 2024).
Extensive research has shown that higher maternal education is
associated with better child’s health and human capital development (e.
g., Chevalier and O’Sullivan, 2007; Currie and Moretti, 2003; Giines,
2015), as well as higher paternal education is associated with better
child outcomes (Chen and Li, 2009; Rangel and Rauscher, 2021).
Nevertheless, the social science literature has devoted less attention to
understanding whether parents’ joint educational characteristics —
controlling for own level of education — bear any relationship with
children’s outcomes — not to mention with the adoption of violent
parenting practices — especially across LMICs. Most research on violent
parenting concentrates on the United States and reveals that corporal
punishment tends to be more prevalent among mothers with lower
levels of education (Hines et al., 2022; Schneider and Schenck-Fontaine,
2022). Limited work in low-income settings offers similar findings
(Cuartas, 2022). Emotional punishment instead has been overlooked
because not considered harmful until recently (Moody et al., 2018).
Building on some recent efforts concerned with understanding the
implications of parental educational similarity for the next generation
(Abufhele et al., 2022; Behrman, 2020; Edwards and Roff, 2016;
Pesando, 2022a; Rauscher, 2020), this paper aims to contribute to this
literature by exploring whether parental educational similarity is related
to the adoption of corporal or emotional violent childrearing practices,
thus providing a pathway through which parental educational similarity
may shape child developmental outcomes early in life and across the life
course. To answer this question, we cover multiple LMICs in SSA where
violent parenting is relatively common. When focusing on specific
health outcomes such as birth weight or nutritional indicators (e.g.,
height-for-age, weight-for-height, etc.), one hypothesis is that partners
holding similar levels of education within a couple are likely to expe-
rience less stressors within their relationship and higher family stability
due to more cooperation and less conflict, which in turn correlate with
better outcomes for children in an intergenerational perspective,
including health and educational outcomes (Abufhele et al., 2022;
Bratsberg et al., 2023). When thinking about violent parenting, one
extension of the above hypothesis might suggest that parents sharing
similar levels of education may be more likely to agree that violent
childrearing practices are not appropriate and, as such, adopt violent
practices less frequently. However, parents with similar education levels
may also be more likely to agree that violent disciplinary methods are
necessary and thus use them more frequently. Additionally, interesting
variation may exist within the group of educationally homogamous
couples (i.e., couples where both partners have the same level of edu-
cation), as well as within the group of heterogamous ones (i.e., couples
where partners have dissimilar levels of education). Similarly, there may
be differences across types of punishment, children’s characteristics,
households, and countries.
This study focuses on 27 SSA countries and collates data from Mul-
tiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and Demographic and Health
Surveys (DHS) building a sample of over 125,000 couples with complete
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information on both partners’ education and child-discipline modules.
We first explore relationships between parental educational similarity
and dissimilarity and a range of child discipline outcomes, assessing
heterogeneity across punishment types, groups of children, and parental
characteristics. In so doing, we distinguish educationally heterogamous
couples between hypergamous — husband’s education higher than wife’s
education — and hypogamous — wife’s education higher than husband’s
education — couples. We then test potential micro-level mechanisms and
leverage country-level variables from the United Nations (UN), the
World Bank (WB), the International Labour Organization (ILO), and the
DHS/MICS to explore whether the strength and direction of the associ-
ations vary by demography-, development-, and gender-related country
characteristics.

The comparative focus of this study on SSA is appropriate for four
reasons. First, one mechanism that is discussed in the literature on
parental status inconsistencies and children’s outcomes is parental stress
— mostly, mother’s stress during pregnancy and following birth. Given
that poverty is highly correlated with extreme levels of stress, as in-
dividuals living in poverty report on average a greater number of
stressful events in their lives than individuals not living in poverty (Aizer
etal., 2016), and parental stress is associated with a higher prevalence of
child maltreatment (Wolf et al., 2021; Brown and De Cao, 2024), the
focus of this investigation on LMICs in SSA is all the more needed.
Second, violent parenting remains more prevalent in LMICs than in
high-income countries (HICs) (Cuartas et al., 2019), with SSA being the
most severely affected region (Akmatov, 2011; Moody et al., 2018).
Third, the share of homogamous and hypogamous couples in SSA is
increasing markedly due to massive female educational expansion, yet
unevenly across the region (Lopus and Frye, 2020; Pesando, 2021). Last,
building on the above literature, we attempt to shed additional light on
the micro- and macro-level factors that may underlie the observed het-
erogeneity — a research endeavor that is only possible by pooling mul-
tiple countries.

2. Background

2.1. Existing literature on parental educational similarity and children’s
developmental outcomes

While no study has delved into the relationship between parental
educational similarity and child discipline, there is now a growing in-
terest in the implications of increasing similarity in parental levels of
education on child health. Focusing on the United States (US), Rauscher
(2020) used administrative data on births coupled with Instrumental
Variable (IV) techniques to estimate the effects of parental educational
similarity on infant health. Her results suggest that parental educational
homogamy is beneficial for infant health, while educational hypergamy
is detrimental. In a follow-up study, Rangel and Rauscher (2024)
documented racial and ethnic variation in this relationship, document-
ing larger homogamy returns for highly educated Black, Indian, Asian,
and white couples. Similar to Rauscher (2020), leveraging birth-register
data as well as step-sibling information, Abufhele et al. (2022) used
administrative data to look at a related research question in Chile. Their
findings also suggest that parents’ educational homogamy is associated
with a reduced probability of low birth weight and preterm birth, yet
educational hypogamy is detrimental, highlighting the gender-unequal
nature of hypogamous couples in Chile, as well as the possible stigma
attached to their non-normative nature. Moving towards cognitive,
educational and labor market outcomes, using Norwegian register data
and counterfactual simulations, Bratsberg et al. (2023) found that
mating trends contribute to slight improvements in average education
and employment and reduced inequality in the offspring generation.
Underlying these associations, authors identify enhanced levels of
parental coordination and similarity of preferences in parenting strate-
gies as key mechanisms, supporting the idea that children may benefit
from consistency in their family environments, as well as more
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congruent parenting. Overall, these studies provide solid single-country
evidence with a focus on upper middle- and high-income societies and
children’s health and educational outcomes across the life course.

Shifting the focus onto LMICs, Pesando (2022a) built on these find-
ings to explore the relationship between parental educational similarity
and different measures of children’s health from birth to adolescence
using longitudinal data from the Young Lives (YL) International Study of
Childhood Poverty conducted in Ethiopia, India, Peru, and Vietnam. His
findings highlight heterogeneity across contexts. In Ethiopia and India,
parental educational homogamy is associated with worse health out-
comes in infancy and childhood, while associations are positive in Peru
and, foremost, Vietnam. He explains this heterogeneity by leveraging a
combination of meso- and macro-level variables such as educational
expansion, patriarchal norms in the family, dynamics of gender equality
within the household and in society, and levels of socio-economic
development, finding more positive and robust associations where
both gender equality and socio-economic development are higher (i.e.,
Peru and Vietnam). Nonetheless, the negative associations documented
in Ethiopia and Peru are consistent with Behrman (2020), who also
found mother’s higher relative educational status to be negatively
associated with children’s height-for-age z-scores in Malawi, contrary to
expectations of bargaining theories.

Overall, while studies on HICs converge towards the idea that
parental educational similarity correlates positively with children’s
outcomes, scholarship on the topic in LMICs is more heterogeneous,
pointing towards an array of scenarios that might have to do with the
value that women’s education holds in society, the commonality and
“normativity” of specific parenting practices and couple configurations,
the role that women play within and outside of the family, as well as
broader — and, often, uneven — trends tied to industrialization,
modernization, and socio-economic development.

2.2. Theoretical perspectives and hypotheses

Key to understanding the intergenerational implications of partners’
educational similarity is the sociological interest in family-based social
capital and its contribution to the transmission of human capital (Beck
and Gonzalez-Sancho, 2009; Coleman, 1988). Following Furstenberg
(2005), the implications of parental educational similarity can be
interpreted as a form of within-family social capital, whereby educa-
tional similarity may translate in a series of parental behaviors and at-
titudes that enhance the efficacy of parenting practices and investments
in children’s development by making the flow of information between
parents and the coordination of resource-allocation decisions smoother
and more friction-less. Considering homogamy as an indicator of ho-
mogeneity in preferences and personal monetary and non-monetary
resources, we could conceptualize homogamy as a within-couple
feature that may positively relate to agreement and coordination
within the household, which in turn would increase efficiency in the
production of “child quality” and the organization of family life. As such,
our first hypothesis is as follows:

HP1 [ “homogamy-benefit” hypothesis]: Parents sharing similar levels
of education may be more likely to agree that violent childrearing
practices are not appropriate and, as such, be less likely to adopt
them.

On top of the benefits accruing from status consistency — such as
concordant preferences and more aligned parenting — we may also
expect differences depending on which level of education is shared by
both parents. Specifically, it is reasonable to expect different scenarios if
both parents share no education vs if both parents share a high school
degree. This could be the case, for instance, if the mother’s and father’s
educational attainment influence childrearing practices and if comple-
mentarities exist such that higher paternal schooling increases the effect
of maternal schooling on child discipline. As higher socioeconomic
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status couples hold a higher level of pooled resources (including
immaterial resources, such as time and knowledge), we hypothesize that
couples’ educational similarity may matter differently for people at
different places in the educational distribution:

HP2 [Homogamy heterogeneity]: Educational homogamy is more
strongly associated with the adoption of less violent or non-violent
parenting practices at the higher end of the educational ladder.

As for heterogamous couples, expectations are mixed. On one hand,
following some US scholarship we may observe different associations
between hypergamous and hypogamous couples, with the latter group
exhibiting better child outcomes, reflecting the power of female
educational expansion and progressive social norms tied to women’s
role in advanced societies (Rauscher, 2020). If this is the case, we may
expect to observe more beneficial associations with CD in hypogamous
couples (vis-a-vis homogamous and hypergamous). On the other hand,
evidence from LMICs cautions against this “rosy” view of hypogamous
couples, as hypogamous couples may lead to “new” and “atypical” fe-
male roles within households, including some that may challenge
existing conventions (Weitzman, 2014). In theories viewing marriage as
an “exchange relationship,” cultural expectations put value on different
divisions of labor and care roles within the household (Cools and Kot-
sadam, 2017). Masculinity is conceptualized in relation to femininity,
and wives’ educational and employment outcomes should be studied in
relation to their husbands’ (Atkinson et al., 2005; Bertrand et al., 2015).
According to status inconsistency theories, where new and atypical roles
may threaten male dominance (Cools and Kotsadam, 2017; Hornung
et al.,, 1981), women having higher education, better occupation, or
more resources than men could lead to increased conflict between
partners, including more IPV (Ackerson et al., 2008; Behrman, 2019;
Flake, 2005). One mechanism rests on the idea that expectations about
relative status are normative, hence deviations may lead to severe psy-
chological stress (Hornung et al., 1981) and, as household stress is
correlated with family violence (Wolf et al., 2021), more violence to-
wards children as a result. It could be that men also use violence towards
children, not only towards women, to reinstate their masculinity status
within the family. If this is the case, a hypogamy scenario may not be
beneficial for children’s outcomes and even be characterized by more
violent discipline methods relative to a homogamy one. Considering the
large and diverse sample of SSA countries included in the study and
given the current lack of studies testing the applicability of status
inconsistency theories to violence against children, we refrain from
developing a hypothesis and leave this aspect as an empirical
investigation.

Children’s characteristics are important determinants of the adop-
tion of specific discipline methods. For instance, sex may be relevant as
previous scholarship suggests that boys are usually at higher risk of
experiencing violent parenting (Cui et al., 2016), albeit not everywhere
(Endendijk, et al., 2016). As for birth order, parents are often more likely
to adopt strict childrearing practices with their first child, followed by a
gradual “softening” of parenting practices with later-born children (Hao
et al., 2008; Lynn Ng et al., 2014). Lastly, distinguishing between pre-
school and school-age children is sensible to the extent that childrearing
practices may be more prevalent among parents with children in school
and also represent a response to children’s (mis)behavior in schools
(Wang et al., 2018). While existing research only relates specific child
characteristics to higher/lower risk of violence (and not to educational
similarity itself), we expect parental educational similarity to matter
most among subgroups of children that tend to be most at risk of
experiencing violent parenting. As such, our third hypothesis is as
follows:

HP3 [Heterogeneity across children]: Parental educational homogamy
is more strongly associated with a reduction in violent childrearing
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practices among groups of children that are most affected by violent
parenting, namely boys, firstborns, and school-age children.

While the homogamy-benefit hypothesis leads to the expectation
that parental educational similarity may be related to a lower likelihood
of violent parenting, this may not be the case in all contexts. As such, it is
essential to theorize on country-level factors that may explain cross-
country variability, as done by Pesando (2022a), focusing on di-
mensions that vary hugely across SSA countries. Starting from de-
mographic variables, previous research suggests that age differences
between partners provide a good proxy for traditional customs and pa-
triarchal norms in LMICs (Carmichael, 2011; Reniers, 2003), as spousal
age differences tend to be large in patriarchal societies and societies
characterized by patrilineal kinship (such as in West and Central Africa).
These age differences are important drivers of assortative mating pat-
terns and, as such, may affect the relationship of interest (Pesando,
2021). The same holds for marriage-market imbalances in the share of
men and women of marriageable ages, as well as imbalances in educa-
tional distributions of men and women. Relatedly, measures of socio-
economic development — capturing broader processes of development,
modernization, and urbanization — such as GDP per capita, HDI, and
schooling levels may positively affect the likelihood of forming ho-
mogamous couples. Last, we speculate that gender norms and dynamics
- proxied by variables such as women’s decision-making in the house-
hold, women’s participation at work, prevalence of polygyny, etc. —
constitute the strongest contextual factor shaping the association of in-
terest (Klevens et al., 2018). For instance, gender inequity has been
shown to be positively correlated with violent discipline methods
(Klevens and Ports, 2017). In line with Pesando (2022a), we expect that
in contexts with rooted gender inequalities within societies and within
couples, the potential benefits of parental educational similarity for the
adoption of specific parenting practices might be offset and even
reversed as male partners feel threatened by gender-symmetric dy-
namics. Drawing on the idea that demography, development, and
gender-related characteristics at the country level interact with each
other to produce an array of different outcomes — and building on the
idea that SSA countries differ markedly across all these characteristics —
our fourth hypothesis is as follows:

HP4 [Heterogeneity across countries]: The relationship between
parental educational homogamy and CD outcomes varies across
countries. Specifically, we expect educational homogamy to be more
strongly associated with a reduction in violent childrearing practices
in contexts characterized by less patriarchal norms and more
balanced marriage markets, higher socioeconomic development, and
lower gender inequalities.

3. Data and methods
3.1. Sample and variables

This study pools multiple waves from the Multiple Indicator Cluster
Surveys (MICS) and Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS). MICS are
nationally representative household surveys implemented by countries
under the UNICEF program developed to provide internationally com-
parable, statistically rigorous data on the lives of children and women
worldwide. These surveys — highly comparable to the DHS in terms of
survey structure and sociodemographic variables collected - include a
child discipline module (CD) that provides information on the primary
caregiver’s attitudes and behaviors related to childrearing practices. We
consider recent cross-sectional surveys (MICS3, MICS4, MICS5, MICS6,
and DHS conducted after 2005) for 27 sub-Saharan African countries
keeping couples with complete information on both parents’ education
and with a complete CD module. A few restrictions were imposed on the
sample to identify the proper analytical focus, namely (i) women be-
tween the ages 25-40, as by age 25 most women in SSA have entered
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their first union and achieved their highest level of education (Esteve
etal., 2012; Pesando, 2021), (ii) women who are currently married or in
a union, and (iii) women who have been married only once and are
currently in their first and only union - a restriction made to identify the
correct information of the latest/most recent husband provided in the
data (Casterline et al., 1986). These restrictions leave us with a sample of
about 125,000 couples with complete information on the main variables
of interest.

Table 1 provides information on the analytical sample of countries
and survey waves included in the analysis. Countries are further cate-
gorized by sub-region, using sub-regional categories provided by the
United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD), namely West, Central, East,
and South Africa. Note that over half of the sample is from West SSA.

The CD module is adapted from the Conflict Tactics Scale to char-
acterize 11 disciplinary practices in cross-cultural context (Straus et al.,
1998; UNICEF, 2010). In the MICS3-MICS5 and DHS, the CD module
refers to one randomly selected child aged 2-14, while from MICS6

Table 1
Sample of countries and survey waves included in the analysis.
Survey/Round Region Country Year Sample
MICS5-DHS West Benin 2014-2017 7484
Africa
MICS3 West Burkina Faso 2006 1671
Africa
DHS East Africa  Burundi 2016 4861
MICS3-MICS5 Central Cameroon 2006-2014 3319
Africa
MICS3-MICS4- Central Central African 2006-2018- 3354
MICS6 Africa Republic 2019
MICS4-MICS6- Central Chad 2010-2019- 14,505
DHS Africa 2014
MICS5-DHS Central Congo 2014-2011 2857
Africa
MICS4-MICS6- Central Congo, DR 2010-2018- 10,133
DHS Africa 2013
MICS5 West Cote d’Ivoire 2016 2347
Africa
MICS3-MICS4- West Gambia 2006-2010- 6160
MICS6 Africa 2018
MICS3-MICS4- West Ghana 2006-2011- 4687
MICS6 Africa 2018
MICS5 West Guinea 2016 2183
Africa
MICS3-MICS5- West Guinea-Bissau 2006-2014- 3739
MICS6 Africa 2019
MICS6 South Lesotho 2018 326
Africa
DHS West Liberia 2006-2019 2636
Africa
MICS6 East Africa  Madagascar 2018 3627
MICS5-MICS6 East Africa Malawi 2014-2020 10,093
MICS5 West Mali 2015 1182
Africa
MICS4-MICS5 West Mauritania 2011-2015 1463
Africa
DHS West Niger 2012 3654
Africa
MICS4-MICS5 West Nigeria 2011-2016 12,000
Africa
MICS5-MICS6 Central Sao Tome and 2014-2019 851
Africa Principe
MICS3-MICS4- West Sierra Leone 2005-2010- 7744
MICS6 Africa 2017
MICS4-MICS5 South Swaziland 2010-2014 882
Africa
MICS3-MICS4- West Togo 2006-2010- 6719
MICS6-DHS Africa 2017-2013
DHS East Africa  Uganda 2016 4043
MICS5-MICS6 East Africa ~ Zimbabwe 2014-2019 4136

Notes: MICS: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys; DHS: Demographic and Health
Surveys. Regional classifications obtained from the United Nations Statistics
Division.
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onwards it refers to all children 2-4, plus one randomly selected child
aged 5-14. For consistency, in our working sample we keep only one
child 2-4 from MICS6 (sampled at random), and one aged 5-14. The
main respondent, usually the mother, is asked if she or anyone else in the
household used any of the following punishment methods in the month
preceding the interview: (1) “took away privileges,” “explained wrong
behavior,” and “gave something else to do”; (2) “shook him/her,”
“spanked, hit, slapped on bottom with bare hand,” “hit with belt, hair-
brush, stick, or other hard object,” “hit/slapped on the face, head or ears,
” “hit/slapped on hand, arm of leg,” and “beat up, hit over and over as
hard as one could”; and (3) “shouted, yelled, screamed” and “called
dumb, lazy, or another name”. Items in (1) are categorized as “non-vi-
olent discipline,” in (2) as “physical punishment” (further categorized as
“severe physical punishment” in the case of “hit with belt, hairbrush,
stick, or other hard object,” “hit/slapped on the face, head or ears,” or
“beat up, hit over and over as hard as one could”), and in (3) as “psy-
chological/emotional punishment” (as in UNICEF, 2010). We then also
create a variable for “any violent behavior,” pooling 2) and 3) into one
unique variable gathering both physical and emotional violence. All CD
variables are therefore dichotomous, where the outcome one corre-
sponds to “yes,” i.e., experienced over the month preceding the inter-
view. Spearman’s rank correlations are provided in Table A1 (Online
Appendix), alongside Cronbach’s alpha for sub-items.

Focusing on parental education, the MICS and DHS include a cate-
gorical and a continuous measure of educational attainment, namely
highest level attained and grade attained. The categorical variable is
coded as 0 for “no education,” 1 for “primary,” 2 for “secondary,” and 3
for “higher.” The continuous variable ranges from 0 to 23. Although the
continuous variable offers a more precise measure of schooling
achievement, it overlooks the importance of academic boundaries,
which matter more for determining whether individuals marry “within
their group” (Pesando, 2021). Most importantly, this latter classification
captures similar stages in the educational career, even if these stages
represent a different number of years across countries (Frye and Lopus,
2018). As such, we build the couple-level measures of parental educa-
tional (dis)similarity — the main predictors of interest — relying on the
categorical variables further dichotomized. We define a couple as
educationally homogamous if both parents share the same level of edu-
cation and educationally heterogamous otherwise. If the husband’s level
of education is higher than the wife’s level of education (H > W), then
the couple is coded as educationally hypergamous; conversely, if the
wife’s level of education is higher than the husband’s (W > H), the
couple is coded as educationally hypogamous. Nonetheless, we also
include as controls mother’s and father’s schooling in continuous form.
We do this for two related reasons: first, we are interested in the asso-
ciation between joint educational characteristics (joint parental coeffi-
cient) and children’s outcomes net of parents’ own individual levels of
education. Second, as the joint predictor is built through the variables in
levels, we cannot include as additional controls mother’s and father’s
levels of education in categories as this would result in full collinearity.
As such, adding schooling as continuous variables help us circumvent
this issue making sure each parent’s resources and earning potential are
taken into account (Pesando, 2022a; Rauscher, 2020). Methodological
implications of this choice are discussed in the Appendix.

The analysis considers a series of individual-, household-, child- and
survey-level variables that could explain variability in child discipline
outcomes and can be reliably obtained and recoded across both MICS
and DHS samples, namely marital status of the woman, age of the
woman, age difference between spouses, household location of resi-
dence (rural/urban), age and sex of the child, number of household
members, number of children below age five in the household, wealth
index in quintiles, country dummies and year dummies. Furthermore,
albeit on a restricted sample (about a third of the countries, only through
DHS), the analysis tests potential micro-level mechanisms including
within-household decision-making (DM) power of women, relying on
the standard DHS decision-making measure, and dynamics of intimate
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partner violence (IPV), relying on binary measures of experiencing
physical, sexual, and emotional violence over the previous 12 months.

Lastly, to explore cross-country variability in the estimates, we
obtain time series of country-level variables that we categorize under the
following three labels: demography, socioeconomic development, and
gender. Variables in the demography group include the male-female
difference in mean age at marriage, computed from United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA), husband-wife
differences in age, aggregated at the country level from MICS and
DHS, the ratio of men 25-29 over women 20-24 from the UN World
Population Prospects (WPP), and the ratio of educated men 30-34 over
educated women 25-29 from the MICS and DHS. Note that the latter
variables were constructed to account for marriage-market potential
imbalances in the share of men and women, as well as educated men and
women (with “educated” defined as individuals having secondary edu-
cation or above), which are key drivers of assortative mating dynamics
(Eika et al., 2019; Lewis and Oppenheimer, 2000). Variables in the so-
cioeconomic development group include Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
per capita, Human Development Index (HDI) among females, Gini co-
efficient, and mean years of schooling among females, all from the
World Bank Development Indicators (WDI). Lastly, variables in the
gender group include the Gender Inequality Index (GII) from the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the female-to-male ratio in
labor force participation rates (LFPR) from the WB, the percentage of
women in polygynous unions from DHS/MICS, and the percentage of
women making decisions alone or jointly with their partners on
household purchases from DHS/MICS. Country-level estimates pertain
to the same year of the DHS/MICS survey or, if unavailable, to the
closest available year. Table A2 provides domain-specific correlations
between these country-level variables.

3.2. Empirical strategy

We start our analysis by visualizing child discipline outcomes as well
as prevalence of educational homogamy, hypergamy, and hypogamy
across countries. We then run a series of Linear Probability Models
(LPM) predicting child discipline outcomes — CD;,, with i standing for
child, ¢ country, and t survey year — as a function of educational ho-
mogamy, hypogamy, and hypergamy (par_educ_sim), controlling for
parents’ own schooling (schoolingW and schoolingH). As the average of
the outcomes is not close to 1 or 0, we choose LPM over logit for ease of
interpretation — logit estimates with reported odds ratios are included in
the Appendix. The variable par_educ_sim is a broad label accounting for a
series of dummy variables, one for homogamy, one for hypergamy, and
one for hypogamy (results are also tested with a categorical counterpart
to these dummies). Model (1) includes the joint parental education
variable as well as husband’s and wife’s grade attained; model (2) adds
individual- and child-level controls such as age of the woman, age dif-
ference between spouses, marital status, sex of the randomly selected
child, and age of the child; finally, model (3) adds household-level
controls such as wealth index, rural/urban location of residence, num-
ber of household members, and number of children in the household
below age 5 (full specification, henceforth, with a vector including all
controls labeled X). For the sake of conciseness, only full-specification
models are reported in the body of the paper and graphs with co-
efficients of interest (f) are chosen over tables, wherever possible. All
models account for DHS/MICS survey weights, estimate cluster-robust
standard errors at the Primary Sampling Unit (PSU) level for each
country (as the main clusters in the DHS are the PSU), and control for
country ({.) and survey-year (1,) fixed effects (eq. (1)).

CDy. = a + ppar_educ_simy,, + yschoolingWy., + schoolingHi., + 9Xi., + .
+ 1 + Uice
(@)

Figures plotting interaction coefficients (p) between the joint
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education variables and the moderators — be them individual-, child-,
household-, or country-level — are provided to assess whether associa-
tions differ by relevant sociodemographic and geographical groups (eq.
(2)). As far as country-level variables are concerned, we run analyses
keeping them as continuous, as well as dichotomized as above (=1) or
below (=0) median.

CD;., =a+ fpar.educ_sim;, +p (par_educ_simict

e moderator., " ) +yschoolingWi, + éschoolingHc; +9Xice + . +1,

ict (or “et” or”c
+ Uice
®))

We acknowledge upfront that none of our analyses can be deemed
causal and that selection into partnership and into specific couple con-
figurations is not random. Although reverse causality is less of a concern
in this setting, endogeneity due to omitted variable bias and selection on
unobservables still is. Controlling for both mother’s and father’s edu-
cation partially helps address the concern that some other factors may
drive both parental educational similarity and child discipline
(Rauscher, 2020). Yet socioeconomic inequalities on the marriage and
employment markets and/or maternal preferences for specific charac-
teristics in a spouse or partner could bias the estimates by influencing
educational similarity and child discipline simultaneously (Abufhele
et al,, 2022). We highlight these aspects as fundamental yet also
recognize that identifying a source of exogenous variation in this context
— even more in a cross-country comparative scenario — is extremely
challenging. As such, we conduct this descriptive analysis relying on a
wealth of unique data to cast light on an under-explored topic such as
violent parenting in SSA as well as hoping to spur additional research
that may shift this nascent literature in a more causal direction.

4. Descriptive statistics

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics on the DHS variables of interest,
as well as on the country-level moderators. Summary statistics are
computed on the pooled analytical sample of 27 countries and, for
countries with multiple waves, estimates provided are averages across
waves. Evidence from Table 2 suggests that non-violent and violent
childrearing practices are widespread across this sample of LMICs. For
instance, 86% of caregivers report using non-violent practices, while
72% of caregivers report some sort of physical punishment in response
to child behavior, which reduces to 22% when only severe physical
punishment is considered. These percentages are driven primarily by
spanking, hitting, or slapping children on the bottom with the hand —
reported by approximately 47% of caregivers — shaking (36%), and
hitting or slapping children on the hand, arm, or leg (34%). Emotional
punishment is even higher, as 77% of caregivers report either shouting,
yelling, screaming at the child, or treating her/him as an idiot. There-
fore, when looking at a combined violence index which considers both
physical and emotional punishment, estimates are remarkably high,
over 85% of the sample reporting some sort of violent childrearing
practice, in line with estimates by UNICEF (2010). Women have on
average 3.8 years of schooling, while men have on average 4.8. For both
men and women there is considerable variability across educational
categories, with 47% of women with no education, relative to 36% of
men.

Across the 27 countries, the average difference in age at first mar-
riage between men and women is 5.5, while spousal differences in age
average around 8. When looking at marriage-market imbalances, the
ratio of men 25-29 to women 20-24 is less than 1 (0.8), suggesting a
favorable market for men in terms of number of women of marriageable
ages, while the ratio of educated men 30-34 to educated women 25-29
is higher than 1 (1.6), confirming the predominantly hypergamous na-
ture of couples in SSA. In this sample of countries, the average HDI is 0.4,
and mean years of schooling among women equal 3.4. Not least, 29% of
women are in a polygynous union, and 35% of women make decisions
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Table 2
Descriptive statistics on child discipline outcomes and country-level moderators,
analytical sample.

Outcomes Obs. Mean (SD) Min Max
Took away privileges (1a) 126,583 0.487 (0.500) 0 1
Explained wrong behavior (1b) 126,579 0.784 (0.411) 0 1
Gave him something else to do 126,493 0.397 (0.489) 0 1
(1c)

Non-violent behavior (1a, 1b, 126,661 0.857 (0.350) 0 1
1c)

Shook him/her (2a) 126,386  0.363  (0.481) 0 1
Spanked, hit, slapped him on 126,514 0.472 (0.499) 0 1
bottom with hand (2b)

Hit him with belt, stick, or other 126,564  0.305  (0.460) O 1
hard object (2c)

Hit/slapped him on the face, 126,460 0.181 (0.385) 0 1
head or ears (2d)

Hit/slapped him on hand, arm 125,167 0.335 (0.472) 0 1
or leg (2e)

Beat up, hit him over and over 126,418 0.079 (0.270) 0 1
as hard as one could (2f)

Physical punishment (2q, 2b, 2c, 126,658 0.717 (0.450) 0 1
2d, 2e, 2f)

Severe physical punishment 126,647 0.218 (0.413) O 1
(2d, 2e, 2f)

Shouted, yelled, screamed at 126,484 0.719 (0.449) 0 1
him/her (3a)

Treat him as idiot, lazy, or other 126,574 0.388 (0.487) 0 1
names (3b)

Emotional punishment (3q, 3b) 126,656 0.766 (0.423) 0 1

Any violence (2a, 2b, 2c, 2d, 2e, 126,658 0.854 (0.352) 0 1
2f, 3a, 3b)

Educational composition

Mean years of schooling, women 129,534 3.830 (6.037) 0 30

Women (categories)

None 129,534 0.469 (0.499) 0 1
Primary 129,534 0.286 (0.452) 0 1
Secondary 129,534 0.238 (0.426) O 1
Higher 129,534  0.007 (0.081) 0 1
Mean years of schooling, men 129,534 4.814 (6.507) 0 30
Men (categories)
None 129,534  0.363  (0.481) 0 1
Primary 129,534 0.271  (0.445) O 1
Secondary 129,534 0.349 (0.477) 0 1
Higher 129,534  0.017 (0.128) 0 1

Educational homogamy (H=W) 129,534 0.646 (0.478) 0 1

Educational hypergamy (H > W) 129,534 0.269 (0.444) 0 1

Educational hypogamy (W > H) 129,534 0.084 (0.278) O 1

Country-level variables

Demography
M-F difference in age at first 27 5.545 (1.474) 3.20 8.60
marriage (SMAM, UN-DESA)
H-W difference in age (DHS/ 27 8.243 (2.335) 3.85 19.7
MICS)
Ratio men 25-29/women 27 0.839 (0.058) 0.68 0.97
20-24 (UN, WPP)
Ratio educ. men 30-34/educ. 27 1.588 (0.643) 0.64 3.30

women 25-29 (DHS/MICS)
Socioeconomic development

GDP per capita (USD PPP, WB) 27 2302 (1442) 617 8557
Human Development Index, 27 0.438 (0.071) 0.30 0.60
female (WB)
GINI coefficient (WB) 27 40.78 (5.362) 30.8 56.2
Mean years of schooling, female 27 3439 (1.743) 0.85 8.30
(WB)

Gender
Gender Inequality Index 27 0.627  (0.056) 0.51 0.75
(UNDP)
Female-to-male ratio of LFPR 27 84.00 (10.37) 446 104
(%, WB)
% Women in polygynous 27 29.04 (11.20) 5.20 484
unions (DHS/MICS)
% Joint decision-making on 27 35.52 (13.96) 7.60 75.2
household purchases (DHS/
MICS)
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Notes: Obs.: Number of observations; SD: Standard deviation; SMAM: Singulate
Mean Age at Marriage; UN-DESA: United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs; MICS: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys; DHS: Demographic and
Health Surveys; UN WPP: United Nations World Population Prospects; WB:
World Bank; UNDP: United Nations Development Programme; M-F: male-
female; H-W: husband-wife; LFPR: labor force participation rate. Analytical
sample of couples with complete information on both partners’ education and
child discipline modules. Weighted estimates. For countries with multiple
waves, the estimate provided is the average across waves. For country-level
variables, the estimate is from the same year of the survey or, if unavailable,
the closest available year.

alone or jointly with their partners on household purchases.

Figs. 1 and 2 provide a more nuanced picture of, respectively, child
discipline and educational configurations of couples across countries in
the analysis, with estimates limited to the most recent available year for
each country. The map reveals that there is little variation in the
adoption of non-violent practices, with estimates over 73% across all
countries, but highest in Guinea Bissau (94%) and Madagascar (90%).
Physical punishment and severe physical punishment tend to be highest
in Central and West Africa, with particularly high estimates in the
Democratic Republic of Congo (81% and 37%, respectively).
Conversely, emotional punishment is less clustered by sub-region, with
Guinea Bissau exhibiting lowest estimates (45%) and Benin and Ghana
the highest ones (86%). As some families may adopt both non-violent
and violent childrearing practices simultaneously, Fig. Al provides
alternative estimates on “exclusive” vs “concurrent” prevalence of
different types of CD practices. Estimates reveal that, indeed, in every
country over a half of all households adopt a combination of violent and
non-violent ones.

Non violent

(0.88,0.94]
(0.85,0.88]

(0.83,0.85]

[0.73,0.83]

--No data

(0.28,0.37]

(0.19,0.28]

(0.15,0.19]

[0.06,0.15]
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As for assortative mating patterns, on the pooled sample we observe
that 64.6% of couples are educationally homogamous - i.e., homogamy
remains the normative couple configuration in SSA — followed by 26.9%
that are hypergamous and 8.4% that are hypogamous (Table 1). Highest
prevalence of homogamous couples is observed in West Africa, partic-
ularly in Burkina Faso (80%), Niger (79.6%), Mali (74%), and
Mauritania (74%). Lowest prevalence is instead observed in Togo
(45%), Lesotho (50%), and Liberia (51%). As for educational hyper-
gamy, high prevalence is observed in Togo (49%), Central African Re-
public (47%), and Liberia (40%). Relatedly, countries with lowest
prevalence of hypergamous couples tend to be the ones with highest
prevalence of hypogamous ones, primarily in South SSA, namely
Lesotho (49%) and Zimbabwe (38%). While hypogamy is on the rise
globally due to massive female educational expansion (Esteve et al.,
2012), such phenomenon is occurring more slowly in sub-Saharan Africa
than in other LMICs, particularly in Central SSA (Pesando, 2021).

5. Results
5.1. Main associations

Fig. 3 shows estimated coefficients from full specifications across
three panels, namely homogamy versus heterogamy (top panel), hy-
pergamy versus remaining couples (middle panel), and hypogamy
versus remaining couples (bottom panel). A first glance at the results
reveals marked differences between the homogamy panel and both the
hypergamy and hypogamy panels, which are rather alike. Specifically,
the homogamy panel suggests that couples where partners hold similar
levels of education are significantly less likely to adopt violent

Physical punishment
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(0.73,0.77]

(0.69,0.73]

[0.46,0.69]

*No data

Emotional punishment

(0.82,0.87]

(0.80,0.82]

(0.76,0.80]

[0.45,0.76]
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Fig. 1. Prevalence of child discipline, by type of violence and country.
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Educational homogamy (H=W)
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Educational hypogamy (W=>H)
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Fig. 2. Prevalence of specific couple partnership configurations by education.

childrearing practices relative to couples where partners hold different
levels of education. This is particularly true for physical punishment, for
which the estimated coefficient indicates that couples holding similar
levels of education are 0.8 percentage points less likely to engage in
physical punishment relative to heterogamous couples (corresponding
to about a 1.2% decrease) — an estimate which drives the coefficient on
the combined “any violent punishment” outcome. Except for non-violent
practices, where the coefficient is virtually zero, coefficients on the
remaining CD outcomes are also negative in sign, yet indistinguishable
from zero at the 5% level. Evidence from the hypergamy (middle) and
hypogamy (bottom) panels is almost specular - i.e., hypergamy and
hypogamy are associated with a higher likelihood of adopting violent
childrearing practices — suggesting that what matters for the adoption of
specific childrearing practices is status consistency (homogamy) versus
inconsistency (heterogamy), regardless of the direction of such incon-
sistency (H > W or W > H). Coefficients in the hypogamy panel are not
statistically different from zero, most likely due to how uncommon this
couple configuration still is, relative to the other two. Logit estimates are
identical and reported in Fig. A2.

Estimates on all predictors are reported in Table A3. Positive pre-
dictors of child discipline robust across specifications include wife’s
education, child being male, age of the child, and number of children
below five in the household. While the latter three are in line with
UNICEF (2010), mother’s education is not. While mother’s education is
negatively correlated with child discipline in a bivariate scenario, its
sign switches once the joint parental educational variable is included, as
done in this setting, suggesting that higher female education may
threaten conventional norms leading to higher household instability
and, ultimately, more violence (Behrman, 2019; Weitzman, 2014).
Conversely, household wealth emerges as a strong negative predictor of
violent punishment. Despite seemingly low (~1%), the estimated ho-
mogamy coefficient is close in magnitude to some of the strongest pre-
dictors of child discipline, such as child sex and child age. As the
reference category in the middle and bottom panels includes all
remaining couples - hence, it changes across the two panels — in Fig. A3
we run the same specification keeping only homogamous couples
(instead of “residual”) as reference category. Results are virtually un-
changed (even stronger), suggesting that homogamy vs heterogamy
provides the relevant comparison in this setting — hence our focus in the
remainder of the paper.

5.2. Variation within the homogamous group

While differences within the heterogamous group are negligible, i.e.,
whether the couple is hypergamous or hypogamous makes little differ-
ence for explaining CD outcomes, heterogeneity may exist within the

group of homogamous couples. Fig. 4 presents results from a full spec-
ification where only the sample of homogamous couples is kept, and
couples where both partners have the same high level of education
(secondary or above) are compared to couples where both partners have
the same low level of education (none or primary) — note that about 70%
of the sample of homogamous couples falls into the latter group. Results
reveal no real differences between high- and low-homogamy couples in
terms of physical and emotional punishment. Nonetheless, high-
homogamy couples are significantly more likely to adopt non-violent
methods and significantly less likely to adopt severe physical punish-
ment relative to low-homogamy couples. These findings further under-
score the importance of female educational expansion provided status
consistency within the couple is met.

To provide a full picture, we combine the above two sub-sections by
providing in Fig. A4 yet another specification allowing us to compare
couples where both partners have low education (i.e., low homogamy),
with couples where one partner holds higher education than the other.
To do so, we replace our main binary predictor with a categorical var-
iable taking four values: homogamy low education (reference), hyper-
gamy, hypogamy, and homogamy high education. Results confirm that
most noticeable differences are in the high homogamy group (vis-a-vis
the low homogamy one). Albeit not statistically significant, we also
observe that hypergamous couples — and, to some extent, hypogamous
couples — are more likely than low-homogamy couples to adopt physical
punishment against children.

5.3. Heterogeneity by individual and household characteristics

We next explore whether there is any heterogeneity in the estimates
by individual- and household-level socioeconomic characteristics. To do
so, we run full specifications interacting the homogamy dummy with
mother’s education, father’s education, household wealth (in quintiles),
and household location of residence, and we then plot the resulting
linear combinations. Fig. 5 shows that homogamy is more strongly
associated with a decrease in physical punishment among high-educated
mothers and high-educated fathers, aligning with findings in Fig. 4. For
fathers, this result also holds for emotional punishment. We observe
something similar for household wealth: homogamy is more strongly
associated with an increase in non-violent practices and a decrease in
physical punishment among the wealthiest (Q5). Conversely, variation
in estimates is negligible by household location of residence, although
the magnitude of the coefficients in urban areas is stronger, i.e., more
positive for non-violent practices and more negative for physical and
emotional violence, suggesting that the association between homogamy
and CD is stronger in urban areas, albeit not statistically significant.
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5.4. Heterogeneity by child characteristics

In Fig. 6 we explore variation across groups of children, namely by
sex, birth order, and age by plotting linear combinations from in-
teractions terms between homogamy and these characteristics. Results
are rather similar between boys and girls, with slightly stronger negative
associations between homogamy and physical punishment for girls.
Differences by birth order are also weak and not statistically different
across groups, yet the positive association between homogamy and non-
violent practices is stronger among firstborns, as well as the negative
association between homogamy and physical violence. Heterogeneity by
age of the child is more noticeable, with stronger negative associations
between homogamy and all types of violence among school-age kids. In
other words, couples where partners hold similar levels of education are
less likely to adopt violent parenting practices with school-age children
relative to partners with different levels of education, while no signifi-
cant differences are observed for preschool-age children. Related

estimates, yet with analyses conducted separately by sub-group, are
provided in Fig. A5.

5.5. Potential micro-level mechanisms

Relying on comprehensive decision-making and IPV modules in the
DHS subsample of countries, we assess whether our main finding sup-
porting the homogamy-benefit hypothesis is consistent with more
balanced decision-making and power dynamics within the couple —
which we measure through DM and IPV outcomes. Contrary to expec-
tations, Fig. A6 shows no significant associations between parental
educational similarity and DM and IPV outcomes. While this may sug-
gest that benefits accruing from homogamy are not driven by higher
agreement within the household - lending, potentially, more support to
the “stress” mechanisms, which we cannot test with the current data —
we believe the weak estimates are also tied to far smaller samples and
sample sizes by country.
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5.6. Heterogeneity by country

While the above estimates control for country fixed effects, results
for specific countries are widely heterogeneous in terms of both sign and
magnitude — see, for instance, Fig. A7 reporting country-specific esti-
mates for physical and emotional punishment. As such, we attempt to
explore whether a series of country-level variables — classified into
demography, socioeconomic development, and gender — may help
explain this cross-country heterogeneity. We do so in two ways: first, we
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run full-specification models interacting the homogamy dummy with
the continuous country-level variable (Table A4). To assess the suit-
ability of these predictors, Tables A5 and A6 provide raw estimates
relating these country-level predictors with educational homogamy,
hypergamy, and homogamy (Table A5) and CD outcomes (Table A6).
Second, we categorize each country-level variable as above or below the
median (p50) and produce a series of graphs plotting interaction co-
efficients between homogamy and these medians, with three subsequent
panels, one for demography, one for socioeconomic development, and
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one for gender (Fig. 7). In Fig. A8 (demography), A9 (development), and
A10 (gender) we implement yet another method that is discussed in the
Appendix.

Despite the broad range of variables and domains considered, these
country-level moderators explain surprisingly little heterogeneity.
Leaving aside considerations of statistical significance, within the
demography panel we observe that homogamy is more strongly asso-
ciated with a reduction in physical and severe physical violence where
the male-female difference in age at marriage is smaller; similarly, ho-
mogamy is more strongly associated with a reduction in emotional
violence where the ratio of educated men to educated women is higher.
Within the development panel, homogamy is more strongly associated
with a reduction in severe physical punishment where GDP per capita
and female HDI are higher. Two of the most robust results, however,
pertain to the Gini coefficient and female education. For the former,
associations with physical, severe physical, and emotional violence are
more beneficial in contexts characterized by higher inequalities. For the
latter, female education turns out to play a crucial role for the adoption
of non-violent practices. Homogamy is more strongly (and significantly)
associated with a higher likelihood of adopting non-violent practices in
countries characterized by higher female education. The inequality
aspect is further confirmed in the gender panel. Not only income
inequality matters, but also gender inequality, as results show that ho-
mogamy is more strongly associated with reductions in physical, severe
physical, and emotional violence in contexts characterized by higher
gender inequalities. Conversely, results on female labor force, polygyny,
and decision-making are inconsistent.

M-F difference in age at first marriage (SMAM)
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6. Conclusions and discussion

Leveraging underutilized comparative information on violent
parenting, this study has explored associations between parental
educational (dis)similarity and parents’ likelihood of adopting specific
disciplinary practices with children. We have used data from MICS and
DHS covering 27 sub-Saharan countries including information on both
parents’ education, as well as complete child-discipline modules.
Descriptive figures reveal that violent disciplinary practices are
extremely common in this sample of LMICs, with about 72% and 85% of
caregivers reporting some sort of physical and emotional punishment,
respectively, in response to child behavior - thus shedding light on this
underexplored global social plague.

Associations between parental educational similarity and CD out-
comes partially confirm some of the hypotheses outlined in the Back-
ground. In line with the homogamy-benefit hypothesis, whereby couples
where both partners hold similar education tend to experience less
conflict within the couple and higher agreement on parenting styles,
thus creating a more frictionless context of within-family social capital,
our results suggest that educationally similar couples are less likely to
adopt violent childrearing practices relative to educationally dissimilar
ones, with this result being particularly strong for physical punishment
[HP1]. Conversely, status inconsistency in education, irrespective of
which partner holds higher education, is associated with a higher like-
lihood of adopting violent childrearing practices. This is particularly the
case among hypergamous couples, but it is also observed — albeit to a
lesser extent, primarily due to the lower prevalence of this couple
configuration — among hypogamous couples. In a context of massive
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Fig. 7. Heterogeneity in the estimates by country-level characteristics, panel a (demography), panel b (socioeconomic development), and panel c (gender).

Notes: Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals. All country-level variables have been dichotomized as above or below the median (p50). Estimates obtained
from interaction terms between homogamy and each of the country-level variables dichotomized as above or below the median (p50), linear combinations provided.
Estimates with interactions with the respective continuous variables are reported in Table A4. Sampling weights used. Cluster-robust standard errors at the PSU level.
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Fig. 7. (continued).

female educational expansion and, as a result, an increasing share of
homogamous and hypogamous couples being formed, this latter finding
is concerning, as it suggests that higher relative status among women
may not translate into better decision-making power within the house-
hold. In line with findings from Behrman (2019), Pesando (2022b), and
Weitzman (2014), such outcome may have to do with the
non-normativity of hypogamous couples in SSA and, as such, their
somewhat stigmatized nature which may challenge rooted patriarchal
norms and threaten the idea of male domination. These results are also
aligned with status inconsistency theories (Hornung et al., 1981), sug-
gesting that relatively more female resources could exacerbate stress
induced by status inconsistencies, in turn leading to undesirable out-
comes such as, for instance, more within-couple conflict, higher IPV, and
more violent childrearing practices (Cools and Kotsadam, 2017). These
are novel results as, to the best of our knowledge, no other study has
explored the status inconsistency hypothesis in the realm of violence
against children.

A note on the size of the estimated association: we found that couples
holding similar levels of education are 0.84 percentage points less likely
to engage in physical punishment relative to heterogamous couples
(corresponding to about a 1.2% decrease), and couples holding similar
levels of education are 0.96 percentage points less likely to engage in
any type of violent punishment (corresponding to about a 1.1%
decrease). A 1% change can be deemed negligible, and we recognize that
more critical predictors of violent disciplining methods can be aspects
such as social norms around parenting, gender norms, economic
distress, etc. Small yet significant effect sizes on parental educational
similarity are in line with existing literature (Rauscher, 2020; Rangel
and Rauscher, 2024). In light of this, we also stress that this effect size is
pretty much equivalent to estimated associations on some of the
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strongest predictors of child discipline (UNICEF, 2010), such as child’s
sex and number of children in the household (Table A3). As such, rather
than regarding this finding as negligible, the key question for further
research relates to what else could explain variation in child discipline
that scholars have currently not considered. On top of social and gender
norms, we believe refined information on toxic stress and allostatic load
would contribute to a better understanding of harsh parenting.

As a refinement to the homogamy-benefit hypothesis, we further
found that, while there is little variation within the heterogamous group,
variation within the homogamous group is substantial, depending on
partners’ level of education. Couples where both partners share high
levels of education are less likely to adopt physically violent practices
relative to couples with both partners having low levels of education, as
well as more likely to adopt non-violent CD practices [HP2]. As such, our
main result in this study underscores the key importance of female
educational expansion provided status consistency within the couple is
not transcended. We also believe there is reason to expect findings for
hypogamous couples to change for the better in the future, provided that
further female educational expansion brings along socio-cultural shifts
in gender ideologies and social norms surrounding the role of the male
breadwinner (Abufhele et al., 2022).

Looking at heterogeneity by individual-, household-, and child-level
characteristics, we found that homogamy is more strongly associated
with a reduction in violent childrearing and an increase in non-violent
childrearing among higher-educated mothers and fathers, as well as
among wealthier households, further corroborating HP2. As for child
characteristics, our hypotheses were only partially confirmed. While we
did find stronger associations among school-age children (vs pre-
schoolers) and, qualitatively speaking, among firstborns (vs later-born),
parental educational (dis)similarity is similarly associated with the



L.M. Pesando et al.

Gender Inequality Index (Gll)

: .0037 -016 ;
Below p50 —_— Below p50 —— e |
1 i
-.0058 : -.025 :
Above p50 —.I— Above p50 —_— i
1 |
-02  -01 0 01 02 -04  -03 -02 -0t 0
Non violent Physical punishment
| '
-.0026 -012 |
Below p50 —_— Below p50 s e
1 ]
0095 : -022 :
Above p50 —.—I Above p50 —_— i
| |
-02 -015 -01 -005 O .005 -.04 -03 -02 -01 ]
Severe physical punishment Emotional punishment
Prevalence of polygyny
! !
| 008 -014 |
Below p50 —_— Below p50 —_—
1 1
-01 : -.027 :
Above p50 —_— i Above p50 —_— i
| |
-02  -01 0 o1 02 -04  -03 -02 -01 0
Non violent Physical punishment
-0075 | -.0088
Below p50 _——— Below p50 —_—
1 1
Albms -026 :
Above p50 —Io— Above p50 —_— i
| |
-02 -01 0 01 -05 -04 -03 -02 -01 0

Severe physical punishment Emotional punishment

Social Science & Medicine 351 (2024) 116954

Female-to-male ratio in LFPR

-.021

!
|
Below p50 —_— Below p50 1
1 1
.4012 -017 :
Above p50 —IO— ‘Above p50 —O—l
| |
-.02 -01 0 01 02 -04 .03 -02  -01 0
Non violent Physical punishment
' !
-.0099 | -.02 |
Below p50 D e Below p50 T
1 1
.!)017 -.0092 :
Above p50 —IQ— Above p50 —o—l
1 |
-02 -01 0 .01 -04 -03 -02 =01 0

Severe physical punishment Emotional punishment

Prevalence of joint decision-making on HH purchases

' '
-0017 -021 |
Below p50 T Below p50 — 1
1 1
-0016 -o19 :
Above p50 —ol— Above p50 —_— i
| |
-015 -01 -.005 [ .005 .01 -.04 -.03 -.02 -01 [
Non violent Physical punishment
' v
-0041 -017 |
Below p50 _— Below p50 _—
I ]
1 1
-.0051 i -016 i
Above p50 + Above p50 —_— i
1 |
-015 -01 -005 0 005 .01 -.04 -.03 -.02 -01 0

Severe physical punishment Emotional punishment

Fig. 7. (continued).

adoption of violent parenting practices towards male and female chil-
dren [HP3].

Lastly, despite the broad range of variables chosen, country-level
predictors contributed little to explaining cross-country variability in
estimated associations [HP4]. Further analyses are needed to better
explore whether associations are stronger where socioeconomic devel-
opment is higher and gender inequalities are lower, as hypothesized.
While we did obtain weak evidence that the negative association be-
tween parental educational similarity and violent disciplinary practices
is stronger where GDP per capita is higher and female education is
higher, we also found the same result in contexts characterized by higher
Gini coefficients and higher gender inequalities (as measured by GII). As
such, findings related to gender are blurred, underscoring how complex
and interlinked female educational expansion and changes in gender
dynamics within and outside households are, especially in LMICs.

This latter finding showcasing higher benefits of parental educa-
tional homogamy for the adoption of specific parenting practices in
contexts characterized by higher inequalities is novel in the literature.
Albeit puzzling and counter to our hypotheses, it has important impli-
cations in that it characterizes status-consistent assortative mating pat-
terns as a potential “compensatory mechanism” to correct existing
socioeconomic inequalities by income, wealth, and gender.

As one of the main concerns behind parental educational similarity is
its potential to widen disparities in the ability of families to invest in
their children’s development, our findings contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the inequality debate surrounding the intergenerational
transmission of (dis)advantage that may ensue from the adoption of
specific parenting practices. Thinking about policies, early childhood
interventions have shown some success in reducing violent parenting,
particularly for low-income, first-time young mothers (Avellar and

14

Supplee, 2013; Baker-Henningham et al., 2023). These interventions are
usually home-visiting programmes that help parents develop sensitivity
to their children via better parenting skills. Thinking about our specific
research question, it would be interesting to explore whether they also
help counterbalance, at least partly, the conflicts arising from parental
dissimilarities in education.

This study has some limitations that lay the ground for subsequent
research on the topic. First and foremost is the lack of causal identifi-
cation. Throughout the manuscript we shied away from using the term
“effect,” and restate here that we documented associations that may be
biased by endogeneity. Alternative strategies relying on potential sour-
ces of exogenous variation should be considered to minimize this bias,
yet these are hard to implement with a research question of this kind, as
well as in cross-country comparative scenarios. Country-specific studies
might be better suited to address this specific concern. Second, weak
effect sizes on the educational similarity coefficient might point to
measurement error in the reporting of parenting practices. Third is the
inability to identify clear mechanisms, primarily due to the comparative
nature of the work and the lack of adequate mediators comparable
across all these countries. We made a first attempt to focus on decision-
making power within the household and IPV, yet findings are weak,
perhaps due to the limited sample sizes. We believe that lower parental
stress in homogamous couples may be a plausible mechanism underly-
ing the applicability of the homogamy-benefit hypothesis and highlight
this as a promising area for future research, incorporating a wide range
of psychological traits and stressors. Fourth is the lack of explanatory
power of many country-level moderators, which leaves some of the
underlying drivers of cross-country heterogeneity in the estimates un-
explained. While this is a finding in and of itself, open questions remain
about what could explain such cross-country differences. Some recent
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literature examining the effect of religiosity on parenting suggests that
religious parents usually exhibit a more positive attitude towards
corporal punishment (Doepke et al., 2019; Doepke and Zilibotti, 2019).
As such, we believe a focus on religion may provide a promising direc-
tion to better explain cross-country variability. Other factors could be
colonial institutional determinants or legacies, as well as specific cul-
tural and folklore practices, alongside better proxies of gender in-
equalities in the SSA context (e.g., unpaid work and informality).

Despite the above limitations, this analysis is — to the best of our
knowledge — unique in its attempt to bring the study of the intergener-
ational implications of parental educational assortative mating to a
cross-country context, focusing on some of the poorest countries in the
world as well as on an oft-neglected global social issue such as violent
parenting, which affects most children in the world and has profound
implications for children’s health and wellbeing across the life course
(Gershoff and Grogan-Kaylor, 2016; Norman et al., 2012). Future
research may capitalize on this study and bring the analysis of this
relationship to a truly global scale using pooled nationally representa-
tive surveys and a much wider array of micro-, meso-, and macro-level
variables.
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