
vestigators examining
the reasons for this in-
consistency concluded
from the Matlab data
that the effect of son pref-
erence on fertility would
be more pronounced in
a population with high
contraceptive prevalence
than in a population
with low contraceptive
prevalence.21

Their work explains
the relationship between
son preference and fertil-
ity in countries with low
or moderate levels of
contraceptive use, but
does not explain the situ-
ation in developed coun-
tries, where contraceptive
prevalence is usually
high, fertility is low and
son preference has little
or no effect on fertility.
Moreover, their study did
not take the other proxi-
mate determinants into
consideration. In Korea
and China, abortion was
found to be the principal
means used to have chil-
dren of the desired sex.22

An examination of cross-sectional data
on fertility intentions and contraceptive
use from 27 countries concluded that sex
preference was not likely to have a major
impact on contraceptive use and fertility.23

That analysis, however, had several lim-
itations because of the lack of appropri-
ate data. It covered a wide range of fertil-
ity intentions and contraceptive use, and
the difference between observed contra-
ceptive use and expected contraceptive
use in the absence of sex preference was
interpreted as the effect of sex preference
on contraceptive use. Naturally, this effect
will be small if prevalence is low. Fur-
thermore, if a population does not prefer
children of a particular sex, the effect will
be small even if contraceptive use is high.
Thus, at low values, this measure does not
provide a clear indication of the effect of
sex preference on contraceptive use (re-
gardless of level of use) in a country in
which sex preference is strong.

Moreover, that study used data on fer-
tility intentions, not on fertility. The rela-
tionship between contraceptive use, fer-
tility intentions and actual fertility is not
clear-cut. Therefore, longitudinal data at
different levels of contraceptive preva-
lence, as well as data on other proximate

Although the effects of sex preference
on mortality in Bangladesh and other
countries are consistent, its effects on fer-
tility are not. Some observers have argued
that son preference would be a strong bar-
rier to the success of family planning pro-
grams, and thus would be an obstacle to
fertility decline.17 According to one study,
given perfect contraceptive use, if all cou-
ples desired at least two sons, families
would have an average of 3.9 children,
whereas if all couples desired at least one
son and one daughter, the average would
be three children.18

Son preference was not found to have
an influence on fertility in the 1960s in
Bangladesh and Pakistan.19 In Taiwan and
South Korea in the 1970s and 1980s, how-
ever, couples with more daughters than
sons had higher subsequent fertility.20 In-

determinants (particularly on abortion)
and on actual fertility, are very important
and useful in assessing the role of sex pref-
erence on demographic transition. The re-
search reported on in this study used lon-
gitudinal data on contraceptive use,
abortion and fertility from Matlab, Bangla-
desh, to examine the issue.

Data and Methods
Data for this study came from the Demo-
graphic Surveillance System and the
Record-Keeping System of the ICDDR,B:
Centre for Health and Population Re-
search in Matlab, Bangladesh. Since 1966,
ICDDR,B has been recording data on the
vital events of Matlab’s population. The
data, collected during biweekly household
visits by community health workers, are
checked at different levels for accuracy be-
fore being transferred to the surveillance
system database.24 In 1977, a maternal and
child health and family planning project
began in half of the Matlab surveillance
area. The remaining half, known as the
comparison area, remained under the gov-
ernment’s standard program. Information
on the contraceptive use and reproductive
status of married women of childbearing
age has been collected every two weeks
by community health workers in the pro-
ject area only.

At the beginning of the project, neither
fertility nor mortality differed between the
two areas.25 Over time, contraceptive
prevalence increased* and fertility and
mortality declined in each area, but
change occurred more rapidly in the pro-
ject area. By 1995, statistics in the project
area were more favorable than those in the
comparison area for contraceptive preva-
lence (67% vs. 45%), the total fertility rate
(3.0 vs. 3.7 lifetime births) and the infant
mortality rate (51 vs. 79 deaths per 1,000
live births).

The four most important proximate de-
terminants of fertility are contraceptive
use, the proportion of women of repro-
ductive age who are married, postpartum
amenorrhea and abortion.26 Son prefer-
ence is unlikely to affect the proportion of
people of childbearing age who are mar-
ried or of women in sexual union in a pop-
ulation, and its effect on postpartum
amenorrhea is thought to be small in Mat-
lab because the patterns and duration of
breastfeeding of male and female infants
do not differ significantly.27 This article,
therefore, examines the effects of son pref-
erence and the trends in these effects on
the other two main proximate determi-
nants of fertility—contraceptive use and
abortion—as well as on fertility in Matlab.
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*Contraceptive use data were not available for the Mat-
lab comparison area for 1977 and 1995; however, it was
assumed that prevalence in that area does not differ
markedly from prevalence in rural Bangladesh as a
whole, which has been increasing since the middle 1970s.
Information on the method use of wives of household
heads was collected during a 1996 socioeconomic status
survey. After adjustment for age, these data were used
to estimate contraceptive prevalence for 1996; crude es-
timates for the other years were obtained through ex-
trapolation and interpolation of the data.

Table 1. Percentage of women using contraceptives, by parity and
number of sons, according to year, Matlab project area,
Bangladesh

Parity and  1983 1988 1993
number of

N % N % N % sons
using using using

All 12,283 40.0 13,442 54.0 16,410 63.9

Parity 0 907 7.2 659 10.2 1,162 14.9

Parity 1 2,276 25.4 2,401 39.9 2,993 49.7
0 1,100 23.8 1,164 40.1 1,445 46.4
1 1,176 26.8 1,237 39.8 1,548 52.8

Parity 2 2,207 34.7 2,594 50.3 3,263 61.1
0 461 28.4 552 41.1 636 50.3
1 1,113 35.0 1,293 50.7 1,677 64.2
2 633 38.9 749 56.3 950 63.1

Parity 3 1,954 44.5 2,507 57.6 3,231 72.7
0 204 26.0 229 36.7 313 59.1
1 672 41.8 829 53.4 1,096 67.2
2 830 51.7 1,126 65.3 1,438 80.4
3 248 43.1 323 56.3 384 70.8

Parity 4 1,761 50.2 2,115 65.5 2,665 77.9
0 89 21.3 102 37.3 123 48.8
1 407 44.0 490 62.7 602 72.4
2 672 53.6 834 67.6 1,050 81.0
3 479 55.5 553 70.7 713 83.6
4 114 52.6 136 62.5 177 75.1

Parity ≥5 3,178 55.2 3,166 66.4 3,096 77.9
0 100 55.0 87 55.2 87 59.8
1 355 48.7 362 63.0 405 73.6
2 732 56.8 799 67.3 811 79.0
3 894 56.8 902 68.8 874 82.3
4 664 55.7 608 70.2 591 77.5
≥5 433 53.3 408 59.1 328 74.7


