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variations exist within the region: Polyg-
yny is most prevalent in West African
countries, which are predominantly Mus-
lim.† The relatively high prevalence of
polygyny may account for the larger age
gap between spouses in these countries,
since women in societies where polygy-
ny is common tend to marry at younger
ages than their counterparts in societies
where the practice is less prevalent.15

In every country, at least 80% of husbands
are currently working. A substantial pro-
portion of wives work, although wide vari-
ations exist between countries. More than
50% of wives are currently working in 10
countries, but in North Africa and Asia, the
proportions are only 15–22%.

The literacy level among men varies
from 10% in Senegal to 77% in Zimbabwe.
In every country except Brazil, wives are
considerably less likely than their hus-
bands to be literate. The proportion of
wives who can read without difficulty
ranges from 3% in Niger to 76% in Brazil.
In nine countries, the proportion literate
among husbands is at least two times that
for wives.

The number of years of schooling that
men and women receive remains very low
in many developing countries. The pro-
portion of husbands with seven or more
years of schooling ranges from 5% in
Burkina Faso to 67% in Zimbabwe; it is
greater than 20% in 13 countries. Wives
tend to spend fewer years in school than
their husbands in most of these countries;
the proportion of wives with seven or
more years of education exceeds 20% in
only six countries. 

require a polygynous man to be wife-spe-
cific in his answer, we do not know to
which wife or wives the responses refer.
Unfortunately, nothing can be done to cor-
rect this problem. Thus, in cases where this
ambiguity may affect the results, we either
carry out the analysis by type of marriage
or include monogamous couples only.

To examine couples’ ideal number of
children, contraceptive knowledge and
modern method use, we constructed mea-
sures of these variables combining hus-
bands’ and wives’ reporting. For instance,
the measure of modern method use is a
three-category variable showing the pro-
portions of couples in which only the hus-
band reports use, both spouses report use
and only the wife reports use. This measure
allows us both to show the level of agree-
ment between spouses and to measure use
separately for husbands and wives.

The analysis of the effects of fertility in-
tentions on couples’ contraceptive behav-
ior is restricted to fecund monogamous
couples in which the wife was not preg-
nant at the time of the survey. (Couples are
considered fecund if neither spouse reports
that either partner is infecund.) Polygy-
nous couples are excluded because men’s
answers to the question about fertility in-
tentions are not wife-specific.

A couple is defined as using a modern
method of family planning if the wife re-
ports current use of any method or (be-
cause women may underreport use of
male methods, especially condoms) if the
husband reports condom use. We used lo-
gistic regression analysis to examine the
effects of fertility intentions on couples’ use
of modern contraceptives; the results are
presented as predicted proportions, to fa-
cilitate a comparison of the effects before
and after controlling for other variables.*13

Results
Characteristics of Husbands and Wives
In some settings, the difference in the ages
of husband and wife is a determinant of
whether the spouses have similar repro-
ductive preferences.14 In all 18 countries,
husbands are typically older than their
wives; the median age difference ranges
from 2.7 years in Brazil to 12.2 years in
Senegal (Table 2). Generally, the gap is
widest in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Polygyny is evident in the 16 countries
for which data are available on type of
marriage. However, while polygyny is
very common in Sub-Saharan Africa, its
prevalence is negligible in other regions.
On average, 23% of husbands and 29% of
wives are in polygynous unions in Sub-
Saharan Africa (not shown), but wide

Childbearing Goals
Although conventional wisdom suggests
that men desire more children than
women in developing countries, data that
permit empirical, cross-cultural studies to
verify this claim have only recently be-
come available. A review of earlier stud-
ies, however, does not support this no-
tion.16 And a recent study that examined
male and female preferences using DHS
data showed that except in some countries

*The procedure involves adding the constant to the para-

meter estimate for each category of joint fertility intentions

and computing the antilog. For example, to calculate the

unadjusted proportion shown in Table 6 for Burkina Faso

under “Husband only wants no more,” we first ran a lo-

gistic regression examining the relationship between mod-

ern method use and joint fertility intentions with no con-

trols. Then we obtained the predicted logit for the category

by adding the constant value (–2.39001) to the parameter

estimate (1.38299); the result was –1.00702. Dividing by

one plus the antilog of this number (0.3653), and multi-

plying by 100 produced the reported proportion (26.8%).

The weighted average of these predicted proportions, com-

puted using the proportions shown in the first column of

the table (11.9% for Burkina Faso), is the same as the over-

all proportion using modern methods obtained from a sim-

ple cross-tabulation of joint fertility intentions by use of

modern methods. Similarly, the adjusted proportions are

obtained from the results of a logistic regression includ-

ing the control variables. But these proportions have been

constrained to reproduce the proportion of women in the

sample who were using contraceptives so that the over-

all proportions of couples using contraceptives are the

same for the unadjusted and adjusted numbers. This in-

volves changing only the regression constant and is done

by solving for a constant value that will produce the de-

sired overall proportion.

†Of the African countries included in our study, seven

(Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Mali,

Niger and Senegal) are in West Africa, four (Kenya,

Malawi, Tanzania and Uganda) are in East Africa, and

one each is in Central and Southern Africa (Central

African Republic and Zimbabwe, respectively).

Table 2. Selected characteristics of married men and women, by country

Country Husband’s % in polygynous % employed % literate % with ≥7 years
age minus union of schooling
wife’s age

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women(median)

Sub-Saharan Africa
Burkina Faso 10.1 40.2 53.7 98.9 62.2 u 4.4 5.1 3.0
Cameroon 9.3 55.6 57.7 80.4 70.0 66.9 24.1 34.6 15.8
Central African Rep. 4.3 13.3 22.7 93.2 85.5 41.5 10.3 25.7 5.9
Côte d'Ivoire 7.7 20.2 29.1 95.6 80.5 u 16.1 25.4 7.1 
Ghana 5.9 16.3 21.8 99.4 85.5 44.2 15.6 57.0 37.5
Kenya 5.9 12.5 13.9 99.3 53.1 74.9 53.7 61.8 47.6
Malawi 5.2 10.2 11.6 91.4 25.2 47.8 22.2 32.4 12.9
Mali 9.5 29.3 39.7 90.2 46.1 14.1 5.2 10.6 4.1 
Niger 9.6 15.2 32.3 98.6 45.3 10.6 2.5 u 1.5
Senegal 12.2 40.7 51.2 96.4 54.8 10.4 7.6 11.0 4.2
Tanzania 6.5 15.9 19.5 100.0 49.0 68.1 43.0 46.9 40.2
Uganda 4.8 15.8 18.1 u 62.8 58.9 29.4 36.7 17.6
Zimbabwe 5.2 9.4 11.3 81.8 54.4 77.4 66.0 66.8 58.3

Other regions
Bangladesh 8.3 u u 98.5 14.7 36.1 22.4 24.2 10.6
Brazil 2.7 u u 89.6 52.9 71.0 75.5 37.8 40.2
Egypt 6.2 2.5 2.6 87.6 22.0 56.0 32.7 39.2 26.3
Morocco 5.9 4.2 4.6 95.5 21.2 31.5 14.3 19.2 7.1
Pakistan 5.0 2.6 3.4 79.8 17.1 42.2 17.1 28.3 10.4

Notes: Includes those who are legally married and those in a cohabiting union. For the number of couples, see Table 1; data for men in
polygynous unions are counted only once. u=unavailable.


