Table 5. Observed and expected abortion ratio and effect of sex preference on the abortion
ratio in Matlab comparison and project areas, by period
Ratio and effect

Comparison area

Project area

1982–1986

1987–1991

1992–1995

1982–1986

1987–1991

1992–1995

20.9
28.5
–36.0

39.5
53.9
–36.5

51.1
70.5
–38.0

15.6
19.9
–27.4

24.8
33.8
–36.3

23.8
36.9
–55.0

Observed
Expected
Effect*

*Calculated as ([Observed ratio – Expected ratio]/Observed ratio) x 100.

absence of son preference. This finding
reflects the fact that the abortion ratio
among women who had their desired
number of sons was higher than the ratio
among women who did not. For example,
women with two living children preferred
two sons to two daughters, and those who
had two sons had a higher abortion ratio
than those with two daughters (Table 2).
In the comparison area, the abortion ratio
would have increased by 36–38% in the
absence of sex preference, while in the
project area it would have increased
by 27% during 1982–1986, 36% during
1987–1991 and 55% during 1992–1995
(Table 5). The increase in the abortion ratio
as a result of son preference was greater
than the increase in contraceptive use;
moreover, the effect on contraceptive use
decreased over time, but the effect on
abortion increased.
The index for fertility and the TFRs during three periods are shown in Table 6. The
effect of sex preference in the comparison
area increased from 7% in 1984–1986 to 8%
in 1989–1991 and 9% in 1994–1995. In the
project area, the index increased from 9%
in 1984-86 to 10% in 1989–1991, with a further increase to 12% in 1994–1995. Although the contraceptive prevalence rate
for the comparison area was not available,
there is no question that contraceptive use
was increasing in the area over time.31

Discussion
The great advantage of this study is its use
of the largest and most comprehensive longitudinal population data set in the developing world. An estimate of the effect of
son preference on fertility and its related

variables requires data on these variables
according to the number of sons and
daughters at different parities. If the overall sample is not large and if there are not
enough children in each category, the standard error will be very high. On the other
hand, longitudinal data at different levels
of contraceptive use and fertility are needed to investigate trends in the effect and to
predict future effects. Cross-national data
with different levels of contraceptive use
and fertility will not serve these purposes,
because the nature and intensity of sex preference may vary from country to country,
along with fertility and contraceptive use.
The use of Matlab to represent Bangladesh as a whole may be questioned. Matlab is slightly better off socioeconomically than Bangladesh in general. However,
there is no evidence that Matlab is an atypical area in Bangladesh; rather, trends and
differentials in fertility and mortality in
Matlab are similar to those in the country
overall. The differences found in some
studies are thought to be due mainly to the
inferior quality of data in the national surveys.32 The project and comparison areas
in Matlab were found in 1993–1994 to be
virtually the same socioeconomically, except for the level of children’s education,
which was higher in the project area.33 The
Matlab comparison area in most respects
is similar to Bangladesh as a whole, while
the project area is demographically a few
years ahead of the rest of the country.
The long-term effects of son preference,
as calculated here, may be underestimated. An examination of the distribution of
women with one or two children according to the number of sons shows that the

Table 6. Observed and expected percentage of women giving birth, effect of sex preference on
fertility, and TFR in Matlab comparison and project areas, by period
%, effect and
TFR
Observed
Expected
Effect*
TFR

Comparison area

Project area

1984–1986

1989–1991

1994–1995

1984–1986

1989–1991

1994–1995

58.1
54.3
6.5
5.5

49.6
45.4
8.3
4.7

27.2
24.9
8.6
3.8

47.3
43.1
9.0
4.3

36.4
32.6
10.4
3.3

22.7
19.9
12.3
3.0

*Calculated as ([Observed percentage – Expected percentage]/Observed percentage) x 100.
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proportion of women with sons is greater
than expected. For example, in Table 1, the
number of women in the Matlab project
area in 1982 with two sons and no daughters was 633, while the number with two
daughters and no sons was 461, a ratio of
1.37. However, assuming a sex ratio at birth
of 104, the ratio of women with two sons to
the number with two daughters should be
1.08 (or 0.512/0.492). This disparity occurs
mainly because women with two sons and
no daughters move to the next parity less
often or more slowly than women with two
daughters and no sons, and partly because
of higher mortality among female children
than among male children. In this article,
however, the calculation of the effect of sex
preference was based on the existing distribution of women, so it will yield an estimate of the immediate effect of sex preference on fertility and its related variables. If
a situation in which parents preferred neither sons nor daughters persisted over a
long period, the distribution of women by
number of sons within a given parity would
eventually change, and the long-term effect
would be somewhat greater than the shortterm effect found in this study.
The effect of sex preference on contraceptive use was never high, and it decreased over time as contraceptive prevalence rose (Table 4). The absolute increase
in contraceptive prevalence in the absence
of sex preference would be no more than
five percentage points at any time. Results
from previous research for other years in
the project area and the comparison area
were almost identical.34 This study confirms results of earlier research indicating
that sex preference is not a constraint to
contraceptive use in Bangladesh.35
The same cannot be said, however, in
the case of fertility. The effect of sex preference increased consistently over time as
fertility declined. It is reasonable to assume that the change in the proportion of
married women giving birth was the same
as the percentage change in the TFR. Thus,
the effect of sex preference increased almost linearly with the decrease in the TFR.
This finding is consistent with the hypothesis that the effect of son preference
is stronger in low-fertility situations, because couples have to have their desired
number of sons and daughters within a
smaller overall number of children. The
TFR in the Matlab project area in
1994–1995 (three lifetime births per
woman) would have decreased by 12% in
the absence of son preference. However,
this effect is much weaker than the effect
estimated in a population that uses contraceptive methods perfectly.36
141

