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In regard to the other empowerment measures, house-
hold decision making and stating that all three reasons for 
refusing sex are justified were associated with ideal num-
ber of children only in Guinea (adjusted beta coefficients, 
–0.25 and –0.33, respectively). In addition, the husband’s 
ideal number of children was positively associated with 
the wife’s ideal number of children in all countries but Mali 
(0.04–0.08). 

Of the social and demographic variables, wealth quin-
tile and education level were generally negatively associ-
ated with the ideal number of children; whereas number 
of living children and age (in Namibia and Zambia only) 
were positively associated with the outcome. 

Empowerment and Having More Children than Ideal
The results of the logistic regression models examining 
the odds of having more children than desired among the 
subsample of married women aged 35 or older show that 
few of the empowerment indicators were associated with 
achievement of ideal fertility (Table 3, page 85). In Namibia, 
women who reported having a say in all types of household 
decisions were significantly more likely than other women 
to have had more children than their ideal (odds ratio, 2.3). 
Similarly, in Zambia, believing that a wife can refuse her 
husband sex for any reason was associated with elevated 
odds of having had more children than ideal (1.4). Only in 
Mali was there an empowerment measure negatively asso-
ciated with having more children than ideal: Women who 
reported that no reasons justify wife beating were less likely 
than others to have had more children than they desired 
(0.4). 

In all four countries, being in a couple in which the hus-
band’s ideal number of children was higher than the wife’s 
was associated with greater odds—nearly 12 times as great 
in Mali—of having had more children than ideal (odds ra-
tios, 2.2–11.9). In two countries, Guinea and Mali, the risk 
also increased when a woman’s husband gave a nonnu-
meric response (3.2 and 9.1, respectively). In Guinea and 
Zambia, women’s odds of having more children than ideal 
increased slightly with increasing age (1.1 each). Educa-
tion was significant only in Mali, where having a second-
ary education was associated with greater odds of having 
more children than desired (2.9); wealth was not signifi-
cant in any of the multivariable logistic regression models.

DISCUSSION

According to our results, women’s empowerment—as  
assessed by DHS measures—is generally associated with a 
desire for fewer children in four Sub-Saharan African coun-

TABLE 1. Selected measures among women in matched couples in four Sub-Saharan 
African countries, Demographic and Health Surveys, 2005–2007

Measure Guinea, 
2005
(N=1,993)

Mali,  
2006
(N=2,668)

Namibia,
2006–2007
(N=844)

Zambia, 
2007 
(N=3,197)

SOCIAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC
Age 
   15–24 23.5 30.5 17.9 27.5
   25–34 40.2 39.3 46.4 43.0
   35–49 36.3 30.2 35.7 29.5
Residence 
   Rural 78.3 73.8 43.2 66.9
   Urban 21.7 26.2 56.8 33.1
Household wealth index 
   Poorest 24.7 21.3 14.6 24.3
   Poor 20.8 21.0 11.8 18.8
   Middle 22.7 19.1 19.0 19.5
   Rich 16.5 21.3 24.7 19.7
   Richest 15.3 17.3 29.8 17.7
Education 
   None 87.8 84.9 12.1 12.8
   Primary 7.0 10.5 25.2 62.2
   ≥ secondary 5.2 4.6 62.7 25.0
Polygamous union 
   No 49.3 58.2 85.0 88.6
   Yes 50.7 41.8 15.0 11.4
No. of living children 
   0 9.4 10.0 8.4 7.5
   1–2 34.7 31.9 46.0 32.3
   3-4 31.0 27.8 31.2 31.6
   ≥5 24.9 30.3 14.3 28.7

FERTILITY DESIRES AND BEHAVIOR
Women
Mean ideal no. of children† 6.0 6.6 3.4 5.1
Ideal no. of children 
   0–2 2.1 1.8 38.4 6.7
   3–5 38.1 29.8 47.4 53.0
   ≥6 48.5 50.1 12.5 33.6
   Nonnumeric response 11.4 18.3 1.7 6.8
Had more children than ideal 
   All women 7.0 6.2 18.4 12.1
   Aged ≥35 15.4 12.0 26.2 27.8

Husbands
Mean ideal no. of children† 9.9 9.3 4.7 5.7
Ideal no. of children 
   0–2 1.4 1.6 28.9 7.5
   3–5 18.8 18.5 44.4 46.4
   ≥6 67.6 58.7 24.8 41.9
   Nonnumeric response 12.1 21.2 1.9 4.2
Ideal no. of children relative to wife’s 
   Agrees 22.6 14.7 22.6 24.1
   Higher 48.8 50.2 49.9 42.8
   Lower 25.1 19.5 25.7 30.3
   Gave nonnumeric response, 
      but wife did not 1.8 15.6 1.8 2.7

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT
Decision making‡
Has any say in all four 
   household decisions 33.7 10.6 68.4 36.3
Mean no. of household decisions in
   which woman has any say (range, 0–4) 2.0 1.0 3.2 2.6

Attitudes toward wife beating§
None of the five reasons are justified 11.8 24.7 68.6 36.3
Mean no. of justified reasons (range, 0–5) 3.2 2.4 0.8 2.1

Attitudes toward refusing sex with husband††
All three reasons are justified 29.3 9.5 74.9 38.5
Mean no. of justified reasons (range, 0–3) 1.7 1.1 2.6 2.0

Notes at left.

†Nonnumeric responses are entered as the mean ideal number of chil-
dren. ‡Final say alone or jointly with husband in regard to one’s own 
health care, making major household purchases, making household pur-
chases for daily needs and visiting family or relatives. §Whether a husband 
is justified in beating his wife if she goes out without telling him, neglects 
the children, argues with him, refuses to have sex with him or burns the 
food. ††Whether a woman is justified in refusing sexual intercourse with 
her husband if he has a STI, he has sex with other women, or she is tired or 
not in the mood. Notes: All data are percentages, unless otherwise noted. 
Percentage distributions may not add to 100.0 because of rounding.


