
given by the government for one child.)
Childbearing is an essential social role

for Kuwaiti women. Some women feel
that if they cannot have more children,
they have lost their femininity, and some
fear that their husband will marry anoth-
er wife. Kuwaiti women who have as
many as 10 children but have not con-
ceived for a few years have sought con-
sultation at infertility clinics.20

In addition, Kuwaiti society has tribal
roots in which members of the same clan
are expected to help each other in many
different ways, including election to a po-
litical office. Thus, the number of persons
in a family is a source of social significance
and strength, especially if some hold in-
fluential positions and are well connect-
ed. Such persons are a source of wasta, or
the social influence that is often necessary
to get things done.

Methods
Data
This analysis is based on interviews con-
ducted from January through March 1994
with 615 currently married, nonpregnant
Kuwaiti women* younger than 50 in two
of the country’s five major residential areas
(governorates), one the most developed
(Capital) and the other the least developed
(Jahra) in the country. Women in each area
were selected through a multistage strat-
ified random sampling procedure.

We obtained a listing of all districts
(mantaqas) and subdistricts (qitaas) in the
Capital and Jahra governorates from the
Public Authority for Civil Information,
along with the number of households and
the number of persons in each household.
We randomly picked five districts from
Jahra and four from Capital.

From each of the selected districts, we
randomly chose one subdistrict for inclu-
sion in the study. Within each subdistrict,
we selected every second household,
using a list obtained from the Public Au-
thority for Civil Information that provid-
ed the name of the household head and
the address and telephone number for
each household. 

For every household, we listed all mem-
bers who usually lived and ate together
and then collected information on the so-
cioeconomic characteristics of each per-
son and his or her relationship to the
household head. We interviewed all ever-
married women (regardless of age) who
agreed to participate; the refusal rate was
2% in Jahra and 4% in Capital. The analy-
ses described in this article, however, in-
cluded only currently married, nonpreg-
nant women younger than 50.

A Pronatalist Society
Kuwaitis consider large families ideal: In
a 1996 survey, married women said, on av-
erage, that they wanted 5.7 children.17 Ac-
tual fertility is also high. The Kuwait Child
Health Survey of 1987—the most recent
source of data available—found a total fer-
tility rate of 6.5 lifetime births per woman,
based on births in the preceding year.18

This high fertility rate is sustained by
several demographic, social and political
factors. Many Kuwaitis believe that the
country needs more nationals, given the
very high numbers of “temporary” foreign
workers: Non-Kuwaitis constituted about
62% of all residents in the country in mid-
1994.19 In addition, the need for political
security is very acutely felt, particularly
since the Iraqi occupation of the country
in 1990–1991. Compared to its immediate
neighbors (Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia),
Kuwait has a small population and would
therefore like to augment its numbers.

Although Kuwaiti law does not pre-
scribe a “desirable” number of children,
the government’s policies are clearly
pronatalist. For example, a monthly child
allowance of KD 50 (U.S. $170) is provid-
ed for each child, and mothers are given
extended maternity leave for the delivery
and postpartum care of the child. A
Kuwaiti woman is entitled to two months’
leave with full salary after delivery and an-
other four months’ leave with half salary.

Government policies aimed at enhanc-
ing the social welfare of families reduce
the cost of children, and may thus con-
tribute to the maintenance of a large ideal
family size. Most notable are the govern-
ment-financed education of Kuwaiti chil-
dren through the university and post-
graduate level; subsidies on food, housing,
water and electricity; and government-fi-
nanced health care. 

In addition, a job is essentially guaran-
teed for any Kuwaiti seeking one, which
further reduces the uncertainty that may
be a part of the fertility decision-making
process in other countries. Pension bene-
fits are also guaranteed by the govern-
ment. Finally, domestic workers brought
in from Sri Lanka, the Philippines and
India reduce the physical stress associat-
ed with rearing large numbers of children.
(A housemaid’s monthly salary is only
about KD 35–40, less than the allowance

Explanatory Variables
Our analysis of fertility focused on num-
ber of living children, wife’s age at mar-
riage,† wife’s work status, educational
level of husband and wife, and ethnic
group (Bedouin or non-Bedouin). 
•Number of living children. The number of
children already born is a very important
influence on the desire for additional chil-
dren and on the desire to stop childbearing.
•Age at marriage. The mean age at mar-
riage among Kuwaiti women increased
from 18.9 years in 1965 to 23.5 years in
1995. A rising age at marriage is strongly
associated with higher levels of education
and labor market participation for
women. This variable can therefore affect
desired fertility and contraceptive use
through several pathways.
•Wife’s employment. Over the last three
decades, increasing numbers of Kuwaiti
women have entered the workforce, main-
ly as teachers in schools for girls and
young women or as clerical workers in
settings not usually segregated by sex. The
percentage of women employed outside
the home rose from 2% in 1965 to more
than 26% in 1995. Rising female partici-
pation in the workforce in other countries
has been associated with a decline in de-
sired fertility and an increase in contra-
ceptive use, but little is known about this
relationship in Kuwait.
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Table 1. Average number of children that mar-
ried Kuwaiti women consider ideal (and stan-
dard deviation), by selected socioeconomic
and demographic characteristics, 1994

Characteristic N Ideal no.

Total 581 5.3 (2.0)

No. of living children
0–2 221 4.8 (1.7)***
3–5 204 5.0 (1.6)
≥6 156 6.3 (2.3)

Age at marriage
<18 196 5.7 (2.4)***
18–20 217 5.2 (1.8)
≥21 168 4.8 (1.5)

Ethnicity
Bedouin 326 5.6 (2.1)***
Non-Bedouin 255 4.8 (1.6)

Wife’s education
None 125 6.3 (2.5)***
1–11 yrs. 217 5.0 (1.8)
≥12 yrs. 239 4.9 (1.6)

Husband’s education
None 65 6.3 (2.7)***
1–11 yrs. 248 5.3 (2.0)
≥12 yrs. 267 4.9 (1.6)

Wife’s employment
Not working 425 5.4 (2.1)***
Working 156 4.9 (1.5)

***Difference within category is statistically significant at p<.001 (t test).

*Our survey included only Kuwaiti nationals. Non-
Kuwaitis were omitted from the survey because they are
a highly diverse group including more than 100 differ-
ent nationalities, and most are male migrant workers.

†We did not include the wife’s current age as a variable
in our analyses because it was highly collinear with num-
ber of living children (Pearson’s correlation=.696, p<.001).


