The Desire for Sons and Excess Fertility in India

TABLE 1. Means and percentage distributions of parous
women aged 35–49, by selected characteristics, National
Family Health Survey, India, 2005–2006
Characteristic
MEANS
Age (yrs.)

Mean or %
(N=33,245)
41

Age gap with husband (yrs.)

5.7

Media exposure index score

3.6

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTIONS
Woman’s education
None
Primary
Secondary
>secondary

45
16
30
8

Woman has occupation
Yes
No

45
55

Husband’s education
None
Primary
Secondary
>secondary

24
17
43
16

Husband has occupation
Yes
No

97
3

Standard of living
Low
Medium
High

24
18
58

Religion
Hindu
Muslim
Other

74
12
14

Residence
Urban
Rural

47
53

Region
North
Central
West
East
South
Northeast

20
18
13
14
19
16

Total

education (none, primary, secondary or more than secondary), religion (Hindu, Muslim or other) and whether
she had an occupation.* A media exposure index quantified the mother’s use of TV, radio and print media (newspapers and magazines); for each category, respondents
rated their usage on a scale from 0 (never uses) to 3 (uses
almost every day), yielding a total score ranging from 0
(no media exposure at all) to 9 (uses three media almost
daily). Other measures included in the multivariate analyses were husband’s education, whether the husband had
an occupation, household standard of living,† residence
(urban or rural) and region (categorized as north, central,
west, east, northeast and south, as per the NFHS).
RESULTS

Sample

100

The average age of women in the sample was 41 years
(Table 1). Forty-five percent had no education, while 46%
had a primary or secondary education and 8% had more
than a secondary education. Some 45% of women reported that they had an occupation. The majority of women
(58%) lived in a household with a high standard of living,
the remainder in a household with a medium (18%) or
low (24%) standard of living. Hinduism was the dominant
religion (74%), followed by Islam (12%); smaller proportions of women were Christian (8%), Sikh (3%) or members of other religions (3%). Slightly more than half (53%)
of women lived in rural locations. On average, women had
had 3.78 births (not shown).
Four percent of women who stopped childbearing
at parity 1 reported that the child had died (Table 2). In
contrast, 7% of those who continued childbearing reported that their first child had died. Therefore, there was a
three percentage-point gap in the child death rate between
women who stopped childbearing at parity 1 and those
who continued to parity 2. Among women with at least
two births, the gap in the death rate for the first two children between women who stopped at parity 2 and those
who continued to parity 3 was 12 percentage points (6%
vs. 18%). Similarly, the gaps between women who stopped
childbearing and those who continued was 17 percentage
points for parity 3, and 13 percentage points for parity 4.

Note: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding.

logistic regressions were estimated, one each for parities
1–4, to determine a woman’s odds of progressing to the
next parity according to current sex composition.
Because other factors are likely to influence parity progression, the multivariate analyses included a variety of
control variables. First, child mortality may be a major motivation for having more children. A binary variable was
included that indicated whether a woman had lost one or
more children from prior parities at least 12 months before
the birth of the last-born child. For women who stopped
childbearing at a given parity, this variable indicated
whether a child from any parity had died. Socioeconomic
measures used in the analyses include the mother’s age,

180

*The occupation variable was recoded from a variable in the survey that
asked: “What is your occupation?” The response options were “not working,” “clerical,” “agricultural self-employed,” “agricultural,” “skilled manual,” “unskilled manual,” “sales,” “professional, technical, managerial” and
“household and domestic.” Respondents were classified as having an
occupation if they gave an answer other than “not working.” The rationale for using the occupation variable is to ensure proper categorization
of respondents who have seasonal jobs (especially in rural areas); asking
such individuals whether they are employed might yield misleading responses during the off-season. The same process was followed to create
the binary variable for husband’s occupation.
†The standard of living index in the NFHS-3 is based on the household’s
ownership of 19 durable goods and four means of transport, whether
the household is covered through a health scheme and whether the
household has a Below Poverty Line card. On the basis of their scores,
households were divided into five quintiles; in this analysis, a household’s
standard of living was recoded as being low (the two poorest quintiles),
medium (the middle quintile) or high (the two wealthiest quintiles).
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