
boy), and as a part of their nurturing may
breastfeed boys longer.

Overall, between the mid-1970s and the
early 1990s, the ratio of boy infant deaths
to girl infant deaths was 1.13, which is sig-
nificantly lower than the expected ratio of
1.30. This might suggest that infant girls
are being neglected compared with infant
boys, but additional analysis is needed. In
all of China, the ratio of infant boy deaths
to girl deaths was 1.14 in the 1980s.32 Thus,
if this ratio is a valid indicator of neglect,
the neglect of girls in Anhui is identical to
the national average.

Efforts to assure male offspring were in-
tensified from the 1980s through 1993. In
1980–1986, the sex ratio for all births, and
for first, second and third or higher order
births, did not differ significantly from
1.06, suggesting that individuals did not
have access to the technology or had lit-
tle freedom to use the technology to in-
fluence the sex of their unborn children.
For the period 1987–1993, the sex ratio for
all births was significantly higher than ex-
pected. An analysis of data through 1989
showed a similar pattern for all of China.33

In 1989, the Chinese Ministry of Health
issued “an urgent notice on strictly for-
bidding use of medical technology to per-
form prenatal sex determination,” which
reemphasized previous regulations.34

Nevertheless, our data suggest that such
behavior may be continuing. Likewise, in
1990 and again in 1994, Korea’s Ministry
of Health and Social Affairs strengthened
the penalty for physicians who perform
sex-selective tests there,35 yet such activ-
ities probably continue in Korea also.36

The failure to prevent sex-selective abor-
tions in Korea and China is interesting be-
cause both countries have had a very rapid
decline in fertility since the 1960s; both
have a long tradition of adherence to the
Confucian ideology, with a strong em-
phasis on male offspring; and both have a
population policy that encourages small
families. The Korean government, in con-
trast to the Chinese, has never tried to en-
force its population policy, and Korean
couples have voluntarily limited fertility
to below replacement levels since 1983.37

Our results reflect the situation in one
province in China, which is characterized
by social norms, attitudes and lifestyles
that are typical of rural, farming areas of
other provinces populated predominant-
ly by Han. Therefore, the implications of
strong son preference depicted here are is-
sues for many rural parts of the country.
If a fundamental change is to occur, the
general public’s perceptions and attitudes
must change first.

fetuses have shown that women with no
sons and one, two or three daughters in
particular abort many female fetuses.30 The
use of ultrasound has made sex-selective
abortions more accessible since the 1980s,
even to the rural population of China.31

Couples in Anhui not only attempt to
assure that they have male offspring, but
appear to provide differential treatment
to boys and girls. Girls were breastfed for
shorter periods than boys, and girls with
one or two older sisters were breastfed for
particularly short periods compared with
boys who had one or two older brothers
or sisters. The reason for this difference
may be that mothers of baby girls are
eager to conceive another child and there-
fore stop breastfeeding earlier. Alternate-
ly, women may, not necessarily con-
sciously, nurture their boys more than
their girls (perhaps because they receive
more positive attention from family mem-
bers and the community on the birth of a

Vital statistics from Beijing and Shang-
hai suggest that sex ratios at birth have de-
clined in recent years to around the ex-
pected level (for example, 1.08 and 1.05,
respectively, in 1990).38 Residents of large
cities such as Beijing and Shanghai do not
indicate a strong son preference, accord-
ing to data from the One-Per-Thousand
National Sample Survey.39 However, al-
though this may reflect the true prefer-
ence, it is also an indication of the local ef-
fect of the one-child policy and the
influence of local family planning officials.

Perhaps the new generation of child-
bearing adults has left the old attitudes of
son preference behind. If the big cities are
trendsetters for all of China (including
rural areas), then concerns about son pref-
erence may soon be part of history.
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Table 5. Relative risk of having a second or
third birth, by background characteristics

Characteristic Second birth Third birth

Relative N Relative N
risk risk

Sex of prior children
All male 1.00 2,668 1.00 1,230
All female 1.03 3,111 1.65*** 995
Both na na 1.27** 2,226

Period
<1980 1.00 1,592 1.00 1,045
1980–1986 0.81** 1,922 0.35 1,425
1987–1993 0.69*** 2,265 0.24 1,981

Interaction of sex of prior 
children and period
Male

<1980 1.00 723 1.00 240
1980–1986 0.81** 948 0.35*** 342
1987–1993 0.69*** 997 0.24*** 413

Female
<1980 1.03 869 1.65*** 805
1980–1986 1.25** 974 2.97*** 1,083
1987–1993 1.37*** 1,268 3.82*** 1,568

Both
<1980 na na 1.27** 554
1980–1986 na na 1.17 702
1987–1993 na na 0.93 969

Mother’s age at previous birth
<20 1.00 662 1.00 84
20–24 1.10* 3,998 1.13 2,045
25–29 1.04 1,066 0.93 2,158
≥30 0.40*** 53 0.71 164

Mother’s education (yrs.)
<5 na 3,676 1.00 3,022
5–6 ns 1,533 0.93 1,032
7–9 ns 570 0.79* 397

Township
4 1.00 1,128 1.00 833
3 0.68*** 821 0.86 619
2 0.80*** 1,093 0.92 812
1 0.81*** 2,737 1.12 2,187

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: Township 4 is in Huaining; town-
ships 1–3 are in Zongyang. ns=not significant. na=not applicable.


