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In African societies, a precipitous decline
in the total number of children desired ap-
pears to be a prominent feature of the early
stage of the fertility transition.

Decomposition of Change
The trends in fertility preferences reveal
increases in the desire to limit childbear-
ing, some of them substantial, in all re-
gions. A strong individual-level relation-
ship between fertility preferences and
contraceptive behavior is well document-
ed.22 From this relationship, it follows that
the increased demand for fertility limita-
tion led to increases in contraceptive preva-
lence during the same intersurvey period.
The question can be articulated more pre-
cisely, however, as: What fraction of the in-
crease in contraceptive use can be attrib-
uted to changes in fertility preferences?

The answer to this question is in the per-
centage decomposition of the increase in
contraceptive prevalence into contribu-
tions of “composition” (that is, changes in
fertility preferences) and “rates” (chang-
ing rates of use within categories of fer-
tility preferences). Clearly, increases in
contraceptive prevalence are due over-
whelmingly to increased rates of use with-
in preference categories, not to changes in
fertility preferences (Table 3). The rates
component accounts for more than 70%
of the increase in contraceptive prevalence
in 24 of the 26 countries and exceeds 80%
in more than two-thirds.

In only two countries (Ghana and
Ecuador) did changes in preferences (the
composition component) account for
more than one-third of the increase in
prevalence (39% and 34%, respectively).
In four countries (Colombia, Peru, Thai-
land and Zambia), changes in preferences
accounted for less than 10% of the increase
in prevalence. There was one important
regional differential in the decomposition
results: The composition component was
in general larger for Sub-Saharan Africa
than for any of the other regions.

In short, increased implementation of
fertility preferences was the primary ex-
planation for the increase in contraceptive
use during this period of time in these
countries, not changing preferences. This
outcome is even more impressive, given
that we excluded from the analysis coun-
tries with changes in preferences but no
change in contraceptive use.

Our analysis departs from most recent
research in making use of two fertility pref-
erence measures: the desire for another
birth and the difference between the num-
ber of living children and the ideal num-
ber of children. The results in Table 4

patterns of change are generally consis-
tent with increases in the percentage de-
siring no additional children. In the Philip-
pines, Sri Lanka and Thailand, the
percentage wanting no more children in-
creased modestly, and the actual and ideal
number of children appear to have de-
clined at the same rate, resulting in little
change in the actual-ideal gap.

What is especially striking about trends
in the ideal number of children (and, ac-
cordingly, the actual-ideal gap) is the mag-
nitude of the decline in Sub-Saharan
Africa, exceeding one child in the five
countries where the interval between sur-
veys was 10 or more years and exceeding
two children in Côte d’Ivoire and Kenya.
The increases in the percentage desiring
no additional children also were sub-
stantial in this region, but in fact the de-
clines in ideal family size outpaced these
increases in the expressed desire to stop.

demonstrate what is gained from includ-
ing the actual-ideal gap, by showing the
composition component in decomposi-
tions based solely upon the desire for no
more births, based solely on the actual-
ideal gap and based upon the two togeth-
er (as in the decomposition in Table 3).*
Comparing the three columns in Table 4
shows that the countries are roughly even-
ly split into those where the desire for no
additional children accounts for more of
the increase in prevalence and those where
the actual-ideal gap accounts for more of
the increase in prevalence.

Given that use of the “want no more”
variable is conventional, the major ques-
tion to ask here is what we gain by in-

Table 3. Percentage-point change between sur-
veys in contraceptive prevalence, and per-
centage distribution of change, by contribution
of changes in composition of fertility prefer-
ences or contribution of changes in rates of use
within preference categories, by country

Country Change % distribution 
in prev-

Compo- Rates†alence
sition*

Sub-Saharan Africa
Côte d’Ivoire 8.4 24.2 75.8
Ghana 10.6 39.2 60.8
Kenya 29.6 22.8 77.2
Senegal 7.9 24.9 75.1
Tanzania 7.7 19.4 80.6
Uganda 10.0 16.2 83.8
Zambia 11.5 8.1 91.9

North Africa & West Asia
Egypt 24.6 19.4 80.6
Morocco 21.9 17.9 82.1
Tunisia 18.6 25.2 74.8
Turkey 23.0 17.7 82.3
Yemen 7.2 18.8 81.2

South Asia &
Southeast Asia
Bangladesh 40.8 13.5 86.5
Indonesia 28.3 13.0 87.0
Nepal 25.6 24.5 75.5
Philippines 10.0 13.8 86.2
Sri Lanka 27.0 15.2 84.8
Thailand 31.8 8.8 91.2

Latin America 
Brazil 9.3 12.1 87.9
Colombia 28.2 3.5 96.5
Dominican Rep. 29.7 12.0 88.0
Ecuador 9.7 33.7 66.3
Guatemala 7.3 –7.1 107.1
Mexico 21.8 16.5 83.5
Paraguay 10.8 17.8 82.2
Peru 31.6 3.6 96.4

*Composition of the population according to fertility preferences:
desire for additional births and the actual-ideal gap. †Rates of use
within fertility preference categories. Notes: Respective contribu-
tions of composition and rates were determined through a re-
gression decomposition analysis. For years in which surveys were
conducted, see Table 1.

Table 4.  Percentage of the change in contra-
ceptive prevalence due to specified changes
in fertility preferences, by country

Country Wanting Actual- Both
no more ideal 
only gap only

Sub-Saharan Africa
Côte d’Ivoire 9.2 23.9 24.2
Ghana 25.2 33.5 39.2
Kenya 19.8 18.8 22.8
Senegal 4.5 27.9 24.9
Tanzania 11.0 18.4 19.4
Uganda 10.8 16.6 16.2
Zambia 5.7 6.7 8.1

North Africa & West Asia
Egypt 13.2 29.5 19.4
Morocco 14.7 16.2 17.9
Tunisia 25.3 12.7 25.2
Turkey 18.6 7.1 17.7
Yemen 12.3 16.4 18.8

South Asia & Southeast Asia
Bangladesh 12.6 6.4 13.5
Indonesia 11.9 20.5 13.0
Nepal 22.0 19.6 24.5
Philippines 13.6 –0.1 13.8
Sri Lanka 17.2 0.4 15.2
Thailand 8.7 0.4 8.8

Latin America 
Brazil 13.6 3.6 12.1
Colombia 3.9 2.2 3.5
Dominican Rep. 12.0 4.8 12.0
Ecuador 33.6 7.9 33.7
Guatemala –5.9 9.7 –7.1
Mexico 16.6 5.6 16.5
Paraguay 16.2 11.7 17.8
Peru 5.0 2.1 3.6

Note: For years in which surveys were conducted, see Table 1.

*Because a regression decomposition is used, the com-
position component calculated on the basis of one of the
two measures can exceed the composition component
calculated on the basis of the two measures—an outcome
that seems illogical. This outcome occurs in 11 of the 52
comparisons in Table 4, but in only five of these does it
amount to as much as a two-percentage-point discrep-
ancy. These discrepancies occur when the decrease in the
absolute value of one regression coefficient (for exam-
ple, desire for additional children) is not compensated
for by the additional contribution to the decomposition
of changes in the other preference variable (for example,
actual-ideal gap). This can be viewed as a standard
collinearity problem in regression analysis.




