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1980–1986, this risk was 4.89, and in
1987–1993, it was 6.29. Compared with
couples who had two boys, those with a
son and daughter were 1.27 times as like-
ly to have a third child before 1980, 1.48
times as likely in 1980–1986 and 1.18 times
as likely in 1987–1993. Since none of these
relative risks is less than one, there is no
evidence of a preference for a daughter
and a son.

In the multivariate analysis, women in
their early 20s had a significantly elevat-
ed risk of having a second birth, and those
aged 30 and older had a significantly re-
duced risk. Women are highly fecund in
their early 20s, and Chinese women have
most of their children in their 20s. Moth-
er’s level of education was not significant
for the risk of second births, but was for
third births. The majority of women sur-
veyed were illiterate, with fewer than 10%
having completed more than a primary
schooling (5–6 years). As expected,
women with more than a primary school
education had a lower risk of a third birth
than illiterate women (0.79).

Couples in the Huaining township were
significantly more likely to have a second
child than were those in any of the
Zongyang townships.

pattern to continue childbearing to obtain
a son. The general decline in fertility is re-
flected in the finding that in 1987–1993,
couples with two boys were very unlike-
ly to have a third child.

Contraceptive behavior is associated
with the sex of previous children. Couples
are more likely to use a method if they
have had a son than if they have not; the
difference in sterilization rates by the sex
of previous children and the time period
is particularly striking. In 1980–1986, 41%
of couples with two boys and 32% of cou-
ples with a boy and a girl were sterilized,
compared with 1% of couples with two
girls. In 1987–1993, the proportions were
73%, 74% and 31%, respectively.

Multivariate Analysis
We used multivariate analysis to estimate
the net risk of having a second or third
birth, controlling for the sex of prior chil-
dren, time period of the previous delivery,
interaction between these two variables,
mother’s age at the birth of the previous
child, mother ’s level of education and
township.* The interaction between the
time period and the sex of prior children
was a significant factor (Table 5, page 76).
Thus, the risk of having a second or third
birth increased over time for couples who
had daughters but no sons. For couples
who had both a son and a daughter, the
change in risk over time was not statisti-
cally significant.

The likelihood of a second birth did not
differ according to the sex of the first child
before 1980 (relative risk, 1.03). However,
it was higher among couples with a girl
than among couples with a boy in
1980–1986 (1.29) and 1987–1993 (1.42).†
This pattern reflects the stricter child-
bearing policy of the 1980s, the general de-
cline in desired family size and the fact
that couples are eager to have a son.

For third births, the relative risk is even
higher. Before 1980, couples with two girls
were 1.65 times as likely to have a third
child as were those with two boys. In

Discussion and Conclusion
Our findings show that son preference is
common in Anhui. Couples do not mere-
ly control the number of children they have,
but they also control, or attempt to control,
the sex composition of their children. That
is, couples who have one or two girls are
significantly more likely to have another
child, and they wait a shorter time to have
the subsequent child, than couples with
only boys or with both a boy and a girl.

From the data available, it is not feasible
to determine whether high sex ratios at
birth are due to underreporting of the birth
of girls or to sex-selective abortions. In-
duced abortions are performed frequent-
ly in China because of contraceptive “fail-
ures.” However, examinations of abortedTable 4. Average number of months until next

birth, by number and sex of prior children, ac-
cording to percentage of couples having a next
birth

Prior children 25% 50% 75%

One
Male 22 29 46
Female 21 26 37

Two
Both male 34 na na
Both female 23 29 44
One male, one female 30 104 na

Note: na=not applicable.
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Figure 1. Percentage of couples who had second and third births, by years since previous birth,
according to sex of prior children and period

*Duration of breastfeeding and the use of contraceptives
were also significantly associated with the risk of a sub-
sequent birth in univariate analyses. However, since du-
ration of breastfeeding is significantly associated with
the sex composition of a couple’s children, and contra-
ceptives might be used to influence one’s childbearing
according to the sex composition of prior children, these
variables were excluded from the multivariate analyses. 

†These risks are calculated by multiplying the relative
risk for couples with all girls by the risk for couples with
all girls in the specific time period. Thus, for example,
for 1980–1986, the risk that couples with one girl will have
a second child is 1.03 x 1.25, or 1.29.


