The Desire for Sons and Excess Fertility in India

TABLE 4. Sex ratio at birth, according to whether women
stopped childbearing at parity
Parity

Stopped
childbearing

Continued
childbearing

1
2
3
4
5

143
153
157
139
133

106
98
94
93
96

bearing and thus have smaller families. In contrast, women
who have more daughters than sons at earlier parities will
continue childbearing and have larger families. Consistent
with this hypothesis, the sex ratio for the most recent birth
declines as completed family size increases, from 143 for a
family size of one and 146 for a family size of two to 126 at
family size three and 108 at family size four (Table 5). Sex
ratios for last-born children are smaller still for family sizes
five (99) and six or larger (93).

Multivariate Analyses
•Sex composition. The associations between sex composition of a woman’s children and the probability that she
will have additional children were similar in unadjusted
models (not shown) and adjusted models (Table 6) across
parities, suggesting that the relationships are largely independent of socioeconomic factors. The results indicate a
positive association between the proportion of daughters
in a family and the odds of parity progression. At parity
1, the odds of parity progression among women with a
daughter are 1.4 times those of women with a son. At parity 2, the odds of having another child are greater among
women with two daughters (odds ratio, 3.5) or with one
daughter and one son (1.3) than among women with two
sons. At parity 3, the odds of parity progression are greater
among women with three daughters (4.5) or two daughters and one son (1.5) than among women with three
sons, but women with two sons and one daughter are less
likely than women with three sons to continue childbearing (0.8). Finally, at parity 4, women with no sons (3.4) or
one son (1.3) are more likely than women with four sons
to have a subsequent birth; the odds of reaching parity five
are reduced, however, among women with two daughters
TABLE 5. Percentage distribution (and 95% confidence
intervals) of parous women aged 35–49, and sex ratio at
birth—all by number of births
No. of births

% of women

Sex ratio at birth

All
1
2
3
4
5
>5

na
6.2 (5.9–6.4)
23.3 (22.8–23.7)
24.1 (23.6–24.5)
17.8 (17.3–18.2)
11.4 (11.1–11.7)
17.3 (16.9–17.9)

109
143
146
126
108
99
93

Total

100.0

na

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

182

and two sons (0.7) or one daughter and three sons (0.6).
•Other correlates. At most parities, replacement of deceased children is a significant motivator of parity progression. After adjustment for other correlates, women at parity 2 who had lost a child were substantially more likely to
continue childbearing than were women whose two children were alive (odds ratio, 2.7). Similarly, having a lost a
child was associated with increased odds of moving from
parity 3 to parity 4 (2.6) and from parity 4 to parity 5 (1.8).
In general, women’s education level was negatively associated with parity progression. For example, women with
one child were less likely to continue childbearing if they
had a secondary education (odds ratio, 0.5) or more than
a secondary education (0.2) than if they had no education.
At parities 2–4, women had reduced odds of parity progression if they had a primary (0.7–0.8), secondary (0.3–
0.6) or more than secondary (0.1–0.2) education than if
they had no education.
Women’s scores on the index of media exposure were
negatively associated with parity progression in all models.
For each one-point increase in women’s exposure scores,
the odds of reaching higher parities were reduced by
7–10% (odds ratios, 0.9 each).
At parity 1, the only level of husband’s education associated with parity progression was primary; women whose
husband had attained that level of schooling had 24%
higher odds of progressing to parity 2 than did women
whose husband had no education (odds ratio, 1.2). At
parities 2–4, women were less likely to have another child
if their husband had a secondary (0.8 for each) or greater
(0.6–0.7) education, rather than no education; at parity 4,
the odds of parity progression were also reduced among
women whose husband had a primary education (0.9).
There is some evidence that a higher standard of living
was associated with a lower likelihood of parity progression. Although women’s likelihood of parity progression
did not differ by standard of living at parity 1, at the next
parity a high standard of living was associated with 24%
lower odds of progression than a low standard (odds ratio,
0.8). At parities 3 and 4, the odds of parity progression were
reduced among women with a medium (0.8–0.9) or high
(0.6–0.7) standard of living. Last, religion was consistently
associated with parity progression. At all four parities, the
odds of continued childbearing were greater among Muslim women than among Hindu women (1.9–3.4); they also
were elevated among women of other religions (1.2–1.6).
DISCUSSION
Prior research has established that the desire for sons has
a significant influence on fertility behavior in Korea,19 Taiwan,31,32 Bangladesh,16 Pakistan33,34 and India.10,35,36 This
study, which used NSFH-3 data on women aged 35–49
who had at least one child, also found such a relationship.
One unique feature of this study is that by examining several hypotheses on the relationship between children’s
sex composition and women’s fertility, it presents a comprehensive analysis of the relationship between desire for

International Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health

