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ther to have another child soon or to wait.
Among those in disagreement, there is
some evidence of a gender difference con-
cerning which partner wants the child soon-
er than the other. In six of the nine Sub-Sa-
haran African countries for which data are
available, husbands want the next child
sooner than their wives; this difference is
five or more percentage points in four of
these countries. Therefore, at least in Sub-
Saharan Africa, husbands not only want a
larger family than their wives, but also want
the next child sooner than their spouses.

Type of Marriage and Reproductive Goals
Although the causal path is unclear, polyg-
yny may be associated with men’s repro-
ductive preferences: Men may either have
more than one wife because they want
many children or want many children be-
cause they have more than one wife.23 The
fertility preferences of wives in polygy-
nous unions are less clear: On the one
hand, wives may want many children in
order to compete favorably with co-wives
in terms of childbearing and status in the
household. On the other hand, this desire
may be curtailed by the fact that women
in polygynous unions shoulder greater re-
sponsibilities in rearing their children than
do those in monogamous marriages.24

Some differences exist in the desired
family size of marital partners by type of
union. In almost all countries for which we
can classify couples by type of union, the
proportion in which the husband’s fami-

about their fertility intentions (Table 4).*
The proportion of couples in which both
spouses agree on this measure (i.e., either
both want more or both want no more)
ranges from 74% in Kenya to 90% in Niger.

Couples’ type of agreement—whether
both want no more children or both want
more—differs by region. Throughout Sub-
Saharan Africa, husbands and wives
whose fertility intentions agree general-
ly want more children. Of all couples in
agreement, the proportion who want
more children ranges from 53% in Kenya
to 99% in Niger. This supports the finding
that a high proportion of both husbands
and wives want a large family in Sub-
Saharan Africa.

Outside Sub-Saharan Africa, spouses
whose intentions agree typically want no
more children. The only exception is Pa-
kistan, where findings resemble those for
Sub-Saharan Africa. Of all couples in
agreement in the remaining four coun-
tries, the proportion who want to stop
childbearing ranges from 51% in Moroc-
co to 79% in Brazil. This regional differ-
ential is not surprising, since desired fam-
ily size and actual fertility are lower and
declining in most developing countries
outside Sub-Saharan Africa. 

In all settings, though, some couples
have disparate fertility intentions. Overall,
the lowest level of disagreement is in Niger
(10%), and the highest is in Kenya (26%).
In most countries, when couples disagree
about future childbearing, the wife wants
no more children but the husband wants
more. (The exceptions are Bangladesh and
Malawi, where both types of disagreement
are about equally likely.) Among all cou-
ples experiencing disagreement, the pro-
portion in which the wife wants no more
children but the husband wants more is
60% or greater in 13 countries.

One important implication of dis-
agreement about desired family size and
fertility intentions relates to how it affects
contraceptive use. However, even when
spouses agree, potential areas of conflict
remain. For instance, in many countries,
the DHS asks men and women who say
they intend to have another child how
long they would like to wait before doing
so; responses indicate that husbands and
wives may disagree as to whether they
want to have the next birth soon (within
two years) or they want to postpone it.

Among couples in which both spouses
want more children, the proportion who
disagree as to the timing of the next birth
ranges from 21% in Brazil to 40% in Burkina
Faso and Uganda. This implies that in the
majority of couples, the spouses agree ei-

ly-size preference exceeds the wife’s by
two or more children is higher for polyg-
ynous than for monogamous unions. In
Sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion ranges
from 21% in Kenya and Zimbabwe to 48%
in Niger among monogamous couples,
and from 33% in Malawi to 57% in Mali
among polygynous couples. 

For Sub-Saharan Africa overall, the pro-
portion in which the husband’s family-
size preference exceeds the wife’s by two
or more children averages 32% for monog-
amous couples and 47% for polygynous
couples. By contrast, 47% of couples in
monogamous unions and 36% in polyg-
ynous unions in Sub-Saharan Africa agree
about family size. The differences are
probably associated with factors that are
believed to be more prevalent in monog-
amous unions, such as conjugal closeness
and spousal communication.25

We found only a small difference in the
joint distribution of fertility intentions of
monogamous and polygynous couples.
First, the proportion who agree either to
have more children or to stop childbear-
ing is slightly higher among monogamous
couples (83% in Sub-Saharan Africa over-
all) than among their polygynous coun-
terparts (75%). Second, the implied high-

*The DHS questionnaire asks: “Now, I have some ques-

tions about the future. Would you like to have a/another

child or would you prefer not to have any (more) children?”

We excluded all couples who declared themselves infecund

and classified all respondents who were not certain about

their fertility intentions as wanting to have more children.

Table 4. Percentage distribution of married couples, by fertility intentions, and among those
who want more children, percentage in which only one partner wants the next child soon, ac-
cording to country

Country Fertiliity intentions Want more children

N Both Both Husband Wife Total No. of Husband Wife
want want no only only couples only only
more more wants wants wants wants

no more no more soon soon

Sub-Saharan Africa
Burkina Faso 1,158 74.3 6.3 5.7 13.7 100.0 860 24.9 15.3
Cameroon 803 79.0 7.3 3.8 9.9 100.0 u u u
Central African Rep. 861 81.6 4.8 4.0 9.7 100.0 702 20.9 16.9
Côte d'Ivoire 984 74.7 6.9 3.8 14.6 100.0 u u u
Ghana 532 58.5 24.1 7.0 10.5 100.0 311 13.8 12.9
Kenya 1,219 39.1 34.7 9.6 16.6 100.0 477 19.9 11.6
Malawi 700 61.9 13.4 13.5 11.2 100.0 423 16.5 17.0
Mali 1,581 79.7 3.5 3.5 13.3 100.0 1,260 23.5 8.2
Niger 1,638 88.6 1.2 1.1 9.1 100.0 u u u
Senegal 570 73.7 4.4 3.1 18.8 100.0 u u u
Tanzania 895 70.8 8.0 4.5 16.8 100.0 626 11.4 24.0
Uganda 1,072 60.6 15.0 7.6 16.7 100.0 650 31.5 8.5
Zimbabwe 682 52.6 23.6 11.2 12.6 100.0 359 13.4 14.4

Other regions
Bangladesh 3,134 29.8 55.2 7.2 7.9 100.0 934 13.3 13.3
Brazil 1,230 18.7 69.2 3.8 8.4 100.0 230 14.0 6.6
Egypt 2,359 25.0 55.1 5.4 14.5 100.0 u u u
Morocco 671 37.9 38.8 9.4 13.9 100.0 u u u
Pakistan 1,295 49.8 26.7 7.0 16.5 100.0 u u u

Notes: Includes those who are legally married and those in a cohabiting union. Infecund couples and those who gave no response are
excluded. u=unavailable.


