
cess to resources, such as age, education,
and income, delineate the power differ-
ences between partners, and these ulti-
mately influence both the decision-mak-
ing process and the outcome.

In this article, using data from a nation-
al sample of men, we have found that
among currently married couples the de-
cision to seek sterilization is differentially
influenced by the spouses’ individual char-
acteristics and is mediated by the relative
characteristics of the husband and wife, as
well as by factors that typically represent
the interpersonal context of their relation-
ship. For example, the husband’s age, race,
education and religion had strong effects
on the likelihood of sterilization, while the
wife’s characteristics played a lesser role.
Nevertheless, sterilization occurred more
frequently if the wife was older or more
highly educated than her husband.

As for the strong racial differences ob-
served, some researchers have concluded
that low rates of sterilization among black
and Hispanic men are explained by cul-

cially when the general decision whether
to choose contraceptive sterilization did
not show any regional differences.

Discussion
Past research has generally maintained that
the decision to seek sterilization is made
jointly between husbands and wives, yet
the assessment of factors associated with
this behavior has focused on the charac-
teristics of only one spouse. Some prior re-
search has demonstrated the value of con-
sidering the characteristics of both spouses,
as well as the relationship context in which
sterilization decisions are made.22 Further,
it is increasingly evident that the decision
to obtain sterilization is based on different
considerations than the decision about
which partner gets sterilized. Even if the
outcome is a joint decision, partners in in-
timate relationships do not always have ex-
actly matching desires. When individual
interests conflict, the outcome may depend
on access to and control of resources. Fac-
tors that traditionally affect individuals’ ac-

tural differences in the perception of the
relationship between the ability to conceive
and masculinity.23 Others have argued that
machismo is not the issue, but that ethnic
minorities in the U.S. lack sufficient knowl-
edge to consider vasectomy as a method
of birth control.24 Within particular sub-
groups of the population in which vasec-
tomy rates are very low, access to infor-
mation and “role models” may be limited.
If, as interviews with men have suggest-
ed, talking with another vasectomized
man is an important step in the decision-
making process,25 it may be necessary for
family planners to link potential candi-
dates with role models, especially if the
candidate is from a subgroup within which
vasectomy rates are low.

Low education may indicate a lack of
access to information about sterilization
in general, and about vasectomy in par-
ticular; it may also be associated with mis-
conceptions regarding vasectomy. Fur-
thermore, an unintended pregnancy
might have a higher opportunity-cost for,
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Table 4. Multinomial logistic regression coefficients showing the effect of various characteristics on a couple’s choice of male sterilization over
female sterilization, by which spouse’s characteristics are controlled for in the analysis

Characteristic N Husband’s Wife’s Both Characteristic N Husband’s Wife’s Both

HUSBAND’S CHARACTERISTICS
Age 1,671 0.0713 na 0.1559*

Race
White† 993 0.0000 na 0.0000
Black 501 –2.3326** na 0.7337
Other 177 –0.6378 na –0.2307

Education
<high school 158 –0.8086 na –0.1802
High school† 640 0.0000 na 0.0000
>high school 873 0.0271 na –0.7195

Religion
Protestant† 1,046 0.0000 na 0.0000
Catholic 404 –0.1801 na –0.3869
Other 68 –1.0408 na –2.0262
None 153 0.7462 na –0.2134

Region of residence
Northeast 247 –1.1426** –1.2036** –1.2231**
South 754 –1.2966*** –1.3121*** –1.2777***
Midwest 413 –0.6930* –0.7074* –0.7484*
West† 257 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000

WIFE’S CHARACTERISTICS
Age 1,671 na –0.0167 –0.1088

Race
White† 1,007 na 0.0000 0.0000
Black 476 na –2.9592** –3.7304*
Other 188 na –0.8504* –0.4761

Education
<high school 162 na –0.3182 –0.7712
High school† 660 na 0.0000 0.0000
>high school 849 na 0.3583 0.8270

Religion
Protestant† 1,063 na 0.0000 0.0000
Catholic 411 na 0.1021 0.3499
Other 88 na 0.0499 1.2424
None 109 na 1.4961** 1.6082*

SPOUSES’ RELATIVE CHARACTERISTICS
Age
Same age† 902 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
Wife older 184 –0.4887 –0.4363 0.1012
Husband older 585 –0.4814 –0.3845 –0.9375**

Race
Same race† 1,534 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
Different race 137 0.4698 0.6223 0.3495

Previous marriage
Neither† 1,237 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
Husband only 152 –0.1485 0.1117 –0.1109
Wife only 176 –1.2990** –1.1687** –1.1416*
Both 106 –0.3937 –0.1129 –0.2332

Education
Same level† 1,036 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
Wife more 307 –0.3333 –0.5559* –1.0715
Husband more 328 –0.2657 0.0291 0.5101

Religion
Same† 1,326 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
Different 345 0.6769* 0.6899* 0.7075*

COUPLE’S CHARACTERISTICS
Marriage duration
(in years) 1,671 0.0565 0.1105** 0.0734*

No. of pregnancies 1,671 –0.2689* –0.2907* –0.2541*

No. of children 1,671 0.1274 0.1405 0.1125

Status of last pregnancy
Intended† 824 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
Unintended, female
method used 118 –0.1043 –0.1909 –0.3003

Unintended, male
method used 74 1.5242*** 1.2544** 1.4496**

Unintended, no
method used 291 0.0849 –0.0189 0.0034

No pregnancy 364 –1.2451* –1.2842* –1.2827*

Constant –1.4935 0.6398 –0.9597
Log likelihood –894.3 –905.4 –880.2
Chi–squared (df) 542.3 (54)*** 520.2 (54)*** 570.5 (70)***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †Reference group.




