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Family Size
A third approach is to examine sex ratio at birth by com-
pleted family size (i.e., total number of children ever born). 
Here, the hypothesis is that if parity progression is contin-
gent on number of sons already born, then the sex ratio at 
birth will be uneven across family sizes. Women who have 
more sons than daughters at earlier parities will stop child-

Parity Progression
Of the 33,245 women who had a first birth, 93% of those 
who had a son and 95% of those who had a daughter had 
at least one subsequent birth (Table 3). At parity 2, 85% 
of women with no sons moved to parity 3; this proportion 
dropped to 73% for women with one son, and to 70% for 
women with two sons. At parity 3, 84% of women with no 
sons progressed to the next parity, compared with 68% of 
women with one son, 58% of women with two sons and 
64% of those with three sons. At parity 4, women with no 
sons had an 81% chance of moving to parity 5; the propor-
tion dropped to 67% for women with one son, 56% for 
women with two sons, 57% for women with three sons, 
and 66% for women with four sons.
•Excess number of annual births. The above results sug-
gest that the desire for sons drives parity progression. To 
estimate the excess fertility driven by desire for sons, the 
number of births that would have occurred at each parity 
if parents had had no gender preference was calculated. An 
underlying assumption in these calculations was that the 
minimum parity progression percentages in Table 3 would 
prevail at each parity, regardless of sex composition; thus, 
93% of women would move from parity 1 to 2, 70% from 
parity 2 to 3, and so on.19 In this scenario, the number of 
live births that would have occurred by parity 5 is 104,667, 
or 8,138 fewer than the observed total of 112,805. This 
suggests that 7% of births by parity 5 in the sample can be 
attributed to differential probabilities of parity progression 
driven by a desire for sons.

Sex Ratio at Birth of Last Born Child
An alternative approach is to compare, for each parity, 
the sex ratio of the last-born child among women who 
stopped childbearing with the ratio among those who had 
a subsequent birth. If the desire for sons motivates par-
ity progression, then women may be more likely to stop 
childbearing if their last-born child was a son rather than 
a daughter. If this is the case, then the sex ratio at the birth 
of the last-born child of women who have stopped child-
bearing would be greater than the biologically expected 
ratio of 105 males for every 100 females.28,30 Conversely, 
women would be expected to be more likely to continue 
childbearing if their last-born child was a daughter; as a 
result, the sex ratio at birth among children of women 
who continue childbearing would be less than 105. The 
NSFH-3 data support this hypothesis. Among women who 
stopped childbearing at parity 1, the sex ratio at birth was 
143 males for every 100 females (Table 4, page 182). In 
contrast, the sex ratio at birth was 106 among women who 
continued childbearing. At parity 2, the sex ratio at birth 
was 153 among women who had no more children, but 
only 98 among women who continued childbearing. Simi-
larly, sex ratios at birth were substantially higher among 
women who stopped childbearing than among those who 
had additional children at parity 3 (157 vs. 94), parity 4 
(139 vs. 93) and parity 5 (133 vs. 96).

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of parous women aged 
35–49, by number of sons, and percentage of these women 
who ever had a child who died—all according to parity, 
National Family Health Survey, India, 2005–2006

Characteristic Parity
 

1 2 3 4

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTIONS
No. of sons
0 48 23 12 7
1 52 50 37 26
2 na 27 38 37
3 na na 13 23
4 na na na 6

Total 100 100 100 100

PERCENTAGES
Ever had a child who died
Women who stopped childbearing

at parity 4 6 15 32
Women who progressed to 

next parity 7 18 32 45

Notes: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding. na=not 
applicable.

TABLE 3. Number of parous women aged 35–49, percent-
age of these women who continued childbearing, and  
number of women who would have continued childbear-
ing if the minimum parity progression percentages pre-
vailed—all by parity and number of sons (and 95% confi-
dence interval) 

Parity/ 
no. of sons

No. of 
women

% who
continued 
childbearing

No. of women if mini-
mum progression  
percentage prevailed

Parity 1 33,245     33,245
0 sons 95 (94.4–95.1)
1 son 93 (92.6–93.4)

Parity 2 31,237 30,198
0 sons 85 (84.6–86.2)
1 son 73 (72.5–73.9)
2 sons 70 (68.9–70.1)

Parity 3 23,482 21,642
0 sons 84 (82.3–85.0)
1 son 68 (67.2–69.1)
2 sons 58 (57.4–59.5)
3 sons 64 (62.4–65.8)

Parity 4 15,463 12,553
0 sons 81 (78.8–83.3)
1 son 67 (65.4–68.3)
2 sons 56 (55.1–57.7)
3 sons 57 (55.7–58.9)
4 sons 66 (62.8–68.7)

Parity 5 9,378 7,029

Total 112,805 na 104,667

Note: na=not applicable.


