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Results
Ideal Family Size
On average, the women in our sample con-
sidered 5.3 children the ideal number that
a married couple should have (Table 1). A
very small proportion (7%) wanted 1–3
children, while about 40% desired six or
more children (not shown). None thought
childlessness was ideal. As expected, we
found a significant positive association be-
tween the number of living children and
desired fertility. Women with 0–2 living
children considered 4.8 children ideal,
compared with 6.3 among women with six
or more children. Women who had mar-
ried before they were 18 years old want-
ed about one child more, on average, than
women who had married at age 21 or older
(5.7 vs. 4.8 children). 

Significant differences in the average
ideal family size existed between Bedouin
women (5.6 children) and non-Bedouin
women (4.8). Women who were illiterate
wanted 6.3 children, while those who had
had formal schooling desired about five
children. Differences in desired fertility ac-
cording to husband’s education followed
a similar pattern. Women’s employment
had the expected effect, with women who
did not work desiring significantly more
children than those who did (5.4 vs. 4.9).
Thus, for most of the social and demo-
graphic variables, the difference between
the largest and the smallest ideal family
size was only 1.0–1.5 children.

To assess the net effect of these explana-
tory variables on ideal family size, we con-
ducted a multiple regression analysis. As
Table 2 shows, only two variables—num-
ber of living children and ethnicity—had sta-
tistically significant
effects. Ideal fami-
ly size rose sharply
with the number of
living children, and
Bedouin ethnicity
was predictive of a
significantly high-
er ideal. The six
variables together
explained almost
15% of the variance
in ideal family size. 

In a second
model run without
number of living
children as an ex-
planatory variable
(not shown), the ef-
fect of ethnic group
remained highly
significant. The ef-
fects of age at mar-

•Educational level. The literacy and educa-
tional level of the Kuwaiti population has
changed rapidly, with the gender gap nar-
rowing substantially. Among women aged
10 or older, the proportion who were illit-
erate fell from 72% in 1965 to 16% in 1995.
During the same period, the percentage
with a secondary or higher education rose
from less than 1% to 14%. In most devel-
oping countries, increases in women’s ed-
ucation have been associated with a re-
duction in fertility.21 In a male-dominated
society like Kuwait, the husband’s educa-
tional level is also likely to be a significant
predictor of contraceptive behavior.
•Ethnic background. We consider Bedouins
as a distinct ethnic group with relatively tra-
ditional customs and beliefs. For example,
Bedouins marry earlier, are more likely to
marry within the family and seem to have
stronger family loyalties than non-Bedouins.
Previous research in Kuwait found a sig-
nificant difference in contraceptive knowl-
edge and use between Bedouins and non-
Bedouins.22 In terms of population size and
infrastructure development, Kuwait is al-
most completely urbanized. In the absence
of a rural-urban distinction, Bedouins might
be considered the equivalent of a rural pop-
ulation in Kuwaiti society.
•Measures of desired fertility. Our analysis
of contraceptive use examined two mea-
sures of desired fertility as explanatory
variables. We first asked women if they
wanted more children. We also asked, “In
your opinion, how many children should
a married couple like you have?”

The great majority (94%) of women pro-
vided numerical responses to the latter ques-
tion on ideal family size. The 34 women who
provided nonnumerical responses were ex-
cluded from the analysis. Another four
women were excluded because they did not
provide a numerical response to the ques-
tion on additional wanted children. 

riage and wife’s education were negative,
while the effect of husband’s education was
marginally positive. However, this model
explained only 9% of variance, indicating
that the exclusion of the number of living
children lowered its predictive power.

Desire for Another Child 
At the time of the survey, 41% of married
Kuwaiti women did not want another child
(Table 3). Overall, that proportion rose from
13% of women who had 0–2 children to 37%
of women who had 3–5 children and 82%
of women who had six or more children.
This strong association also occurred in each
socioeconomic and demographic subgroup. 

Surprisingly, when the number of liv-
ing children was held constant, women
with less than a secondary education were
more likely to want to stop childbearing
than were women with more education;
this difference was greatest among
women with 0–2 children. 

The desire to stop childbearing differed
notably according to the ethnic group to
which the woman belonged. Non-Bedouin
women were much more likely than
Bedouin women to want no more children.
Among those with 3–5 living children, for
example, 43% of non-Bedouin women
wanted to stop childbearing, compared
with 27% of Bedouin women.

We conducted a logistic regression
analysis to determine the independent ef-
fects of the socioeconomic and demo-
graphic characteristics on the desire to end
childbearing. Apart from number of liv-
ing children, ethnic group was the only
variable that had a highly significant ef-
fect on the desire to end childbearing

Table 2. Coefficients (and standard errors) from
multiple regression showing the effects of so-
cioeconomic and demographic characteris-
tics on ideal number of children

Characteristic Coefficient Mean value
of variable

No. of living children 0.197 (0.032)*** 4.05
Ethnic group† –0.735 (0.169)*** na
Husband’s 
education (years) 0.003 (0.003) 9.6

Wife’s 
education (years) 0.005 (0.021) 8.4

Age at marriage –0.014 (0.022) 19.25
Wife’s employment‡ –0.047 (0.212) na

Constant 5.794 (0.767)***
Adjusted R2 .145

***Significant at p<.001. †Bedouin coded 0; non-Bedouin coded 1.
‡Nonworking coded 0; working coded 1. Note: na=not applicable.

Table 3. Percentage of married Kuwaiti women who want no more chil-
dren, by selected characteristics, according to number of living children

Characteristic N No. of living children

Total 0–2 3–5 ≥6

Total 611 41.0 13.3 36.7 82.2

Wife’s education
<12 yrs. 361 52.6 19.4 38.1 82.9
≥12 yrs. 250 24.0 8.6 34.9 75.0

Husband’s education
<12 yrs. 333 50.8 18.3 38.4 81.8
≥12 yrs. 277 29.2 9.0 35.5 83.9

Wife’s employment
Not working 451 46.1 13.8 39.1 82.9
Working 160 26.3 11.9† 32.5 70.0†

Wife’s age
<26 195 10.8 7.3 21.4† 50.0†
≥27 416 55.0 25.3 40.2 82.6

Ethnicity
Bedouin 343 39.4 11.2 27.0 80.0
Non-Bedouin 268 42.9 16.3 43.4 87.0 

†Fewer than 10 cases.




