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nancy was unwanted
and if she did not desire
another child after the
one she was carrying.
Where one of the sur-
veys did not provide
this information, we
classified a pregnant
woman as wanting no
additional children if her
number of living chil-
dren was equal to or
greater than her desired
number of children and
if she did not want an-
other child after the one
she was carrying.

The difference be-
tween the actual and
ideal number of children
was constructed as the
simple arithmetic dif-
ference between the two
variables (actual minus
ideal).‡ We interpret this
difference to be an indi-
cator of the extent to
which desired fertility
has been attained: The
closer the absolute dif-
ference is to zero, the
closer the agreement be-
tween desired and
achieved fertility. A neg-
ative number indicates
that the desired fertility is yet to be at-
tained, whereas a positive number indi-
cates that desired fertility has been ex-
ceeded. (For convenience, in this article,
the shorthand label “actual-ideal gap” is
used for this variable.) 

In almost one-third (15) of the surveys,
more than 10% of respondents gave a non-
numeric response (such as “whatever God
wishes”), with the highest such propor-
tion in the 1979 Yemen WFS (43%). In half
of the surveys (26), fewer than 5% gave a
nonnumeric response. In all of these cases,
we imputed the ideal number of children
by means of a regression equation. For
women who gave a numeric response, we
regressed the ideal number of children on
age, woman’s and partner’s years of
schooling, rural-urban residence and part-
ner’s occupation. The resulting regression
equation was used to calculate a predict-
ed ideal number of children for those
women lacking a numeric response. The
predicted value was then rounded to the
nearest integer.

Including two fertility preference vari-
ables—the desire for additional children
and the actual-ideal gap—in this analysis

ing preferences appear to account for a
substantial fraction of recent trends in con-
traception.17)

A further difference between surveys
is that in the WFS, information about the
desire for another child was not obtained
from infecund women (just as these
women were not asked about current con-
traceptive use). We have grouped infe-
cund women with those who indicated
that they wanted another child, because
both sets of women lacked a motivation
to use contraceptives for the purpose of
family-size limitation. For consistency, we
applied this rule to both the WFS and the
DHS data.

The two key variables for this analysis
are contraceptive use and fertility prefer-
ences. Contraceptive use has two cate-
gories: use at the time of the survey and
nonuse. For most countries, the list of con-
traceptive methods was not identical in
the WFS and DHS, but the differences ap-
pear to be too slight to have an impact on
the results.* Fertility preferences were
measured through two variables: the de-
sire for additional children, and the dif-
ference between the actual and ideal num-
ber of children. Desire for additional
children has two categories: wanting more
and not wanting more.

Our classification approach was gen-
erally straightforward for nonpregnant
women, based on their response to a di-
rect questionnaire item about fertility pref-
erences.† Bangladesh presented a special
problem, however. In the 1976 WFS,
women were asked if they wanted an ad-
ditional child “soon.” To ensure compa-
rability with this eccentric wording, we
combined women in the 1993 DHS who
stated that they wanted no more children
with those who wanted to delay the next
birth for at least two years. (Thus, we as-
sumed that “soon” in the 1976 WFS meant
within two years.) In both Bangladesh sur-
veys, therefore, the contrast is between
women who wanted another child soon
and those who wanted to postpone or stop
childbearing.

For pregnant women, the procedure
was more complicated, because demand
for contraception at the survey date was
a matter of whether the current pregnan-
cy was wanted, and in some countries this
information was not gathered. For coun-
tries where both surveys provided infor-
mation on the wantedness of the current
pregnancy (Bangladesh, Colombia, Do-
minican Republic, Egypt, Indonesia, Mo-
rocco, Peru, Tanzania, Turkey and Zam-
bia), we classified a pregnant woman as
wanting no additional children if the preg-

represents a departure from most recent
research, where the practice has been to
rely entirely on the first variable. In con-
trolling for the desire for additional chil-
dren, which is a simple dichotomy, we as-
sume that the actual-ideal gap captures
the strength of the desire to avoid preg-
nancy. Consistent with this interpretation,
among those who indicated that they
wanted no additional children, those who
attained or exceeded their ideal family size
were more likely to use contraceptives in

*An exception is Senegal, where periodic abstinence was
excluded from the list of contraceptive methods in the
1986 DHS. For consistency, we excluded abstinence from
the list of methods in the 1997 DHS.

†Women who were contraceptively sterilized or whose
husbands were sterilized were classified as not wanting
additional children. Those who were undecided about
whether they wanted additional children—a small frac-
tion in all surveys, the largest being 11% in the 1978
Kenya WFS—were classified as wanting additional chil-
dren.

‡Current pregnancies were excluded when we calculated
the actual number of children. This exclusion resulted
in the equivalent treatment of pregnant women on the
two preference variables (i.e., that a pregnant woman’s
desire for another child refers to the time when she be-
came pregnant, rather than her desire for another child
after the termination of her current pregnancy).

Table 1. Percentage of currently married women aged 15–44 using
a contraceptive method, by survey and year of survey, and per-
centage-point increase in contraceptive use between surveys, ac-
cording to country

Country Survey 1 Survey 2 Increase

% Year % Year

Sub-Saharan Africa
Côte d’Ivoire 3.0 1980 11.4 1994 8.4
Ghana 9.9 1979 20.5 1993 10.6
Kenya 6.8 1978 36.4 1998 29.6
Senegal 4.8 1986 12.6 1997 7.9
Tanzania 10.6 1992 18.3 1996 7.7
Uganda 4.4 1988 14.4 1995 10.0
Zambia 15.3 1992 26.8 1997 11.5

North Africa & West Asia
Egypt 24.6 1980 49.2 1995 24.6
Morocco 20.3 1980 42.2 1995 21.9
Tunisia 32.0 1978 50.7 1988 18.6
Turkey 41.5 1978 64.5 1993 23.0
Yemen 1.2 1979 8.3 1991 7.2

South Asia & Southeast Asia
Bangladesh 8.2 1976 49.0 1996 40.8
Indonesia 27.8 1976 56.1 1993 28.3
Nepal 2.3 1976 28.0 1996 25.6
Philippines 38.7 1978 48.7 1998 10.0
Sri Lanka 33.7 1975 60.7 1987 27.0
Thailand 35.7 1975 67.5 1987 31.8

Latin America 
Brazil 66.9 1986 76.2 1996 9.3
Colombia 42.6 1976 70.9 1996 28.2
Dominican Republic 33.4 1975 63.1 1996 29.7
Ecuador 35.1 1979 44.9 1987 9.7
Guatemala 23.8 1987 31.1 1995 7.3
Mexico 32.7 1977 54.5 1987 21.8
Paraguay 38.6 1979 49.4 1990 10.8
Peru 33.4 1978 65.1 1996 31.6

Note: Percentage-point increases are based on the number of women included in the analy-
sis after cases with missing values on any of the variables of interest were excluded.


