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Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare to provide national and
state-level estimates of fertility,
infant and child mortality, family
planning practice, maternal and
child health, and the utilization
of services available to mothers
and children.
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Is Son Preference Slowing Down
India’s Transition to Low Fertility?

amily planning researchers and programme managers have been concerned

for some time that couples with a strong preference for sons might be slow to

limit their fertility. Many have speculated that parents in societies with high
child mortality would not stop having children until they had at least two sons. The
goal of such parents would be to ensure that at least one son survived to adulthood.
The evidence for this effect has been mixed, however. Fertility has declined sharply
in South Korea and Taiwan, for example, while son preference has remained strong.

In high-fertility societies, son preference may not have a great influence on fertil-
ity levels because most couples will choose to have large numbers of children whether
they have sons or daughters. Similarly, in low-fertility societies, couples will choose
to have only one or two children regardless of their children’s sex. Theoretically, the
impact of son preference should be greatest in societies where the transition to low
fertility has started but is not yet complete.

As a country in the midst of such a transition, India offers an excellent opportu-
nity to evaluate the influence of son preference on fertility behaviour. In addition,
India’s regions and states vary widely, both in terms of fertility levels and degree of
son preference, offering good opportunities for making comparisons and evaluating
trends. This issue of thaNFHS Bulletinexamines fertility levels and indicators of
son preference in 19 Indian states, analyses the impact of son preference on fertility
decline, and offers policy recommendations for alleviating some of the constraints
that son preference imposes on India’s social and economic development.

Evidence of son preference

The 1992-93 National Family Health Survey (NFHS) included several questions
that shed light on the degree of son preference among currently married Indian women.
When asked to describe their ideal family composition, Indian women as a whole
said they wanted 50% more sons than daughters. Women in every state wanted more
sons, but the preference for sons was particularly strong in Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar, and Gujarat. It was weakest in Kerala, Delhi, Assam, Goa, Karnataka,
and Bmil Nadu.

R. Mutharayappa, Minja Kim Choe, Fred Arnold, and T. K. Roy

R. Mutharayappa is an assistant professor at the Population Research Centre of the Institute for Social
and Economic Change, Bangalore. Minja Kim Choe is a fellow at the East-West Center’s Program on
Population. Fred Arnold is a senior population speciadisMacro International, Calverton, Maryland.

T. K. Roy is a professor and head of the Department of Population Policies and Programmes at the
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Another way to measure son prefer- Goa [I— B with no gender preference

ence is based on a woman’s stated inten- Kerala
tion to stop havi hild If i Tamil Nadu
ion to stop having children. If son pref- Andhra Pradesh
erence is strong, then a woman with sons Karnataka

[ excess due to gender
preference

should be more likely to want to stop hav- Maharashtra
ing children than a woman with daugh- Punjab
ters. By this measure, son preference was Orissa

strongest in Haryana and Rajasthan and __ \West Bengal
Himachal Pradesh

weakest in Kerala. Gujarat
A related measure is based on contra- Delhi
ceptive use. NFHS results showed thajammu Region of J&K
women in every state were more likely Assam
to practice family planning if they had Rajasthan
two sons than if they had two daughters, Madhya Pradesh
According to this measure, Rajasthan Hagsgf
stood out as having particularly strong son Uttar Pradesh
preference. Son preference appeared rela-
tively weak in Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, All India ‘ ‘
Goa, and Tamil Nadu. 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80
Based on all three of these measures,
son preference appears to be strongestAiyure 1. Percentage of women with three surviving children who go on to
the northern and central regions of Indiaave a fourth child, decomposed to show the influence of gender preference,
(apart from Delhi) and weakest in the southior India and for individual states ranked in ascending order according to
Other indicators of son preference, basadtal fertility rate, National Family Health Survey, 1992-93
on sex discrimination in the care of young
children, confirm this pattern. A compari-
son with state-level fertility patterns sug-
gests that son preference tends to be stropevious bith. This is a crucial decision  In every state but Tamil Nadu, women
in states where fertility is high, but therepoint for many couples in India. with two sons were less likely to have a
are exceptions. In Bihar and Assam, for For this analysis, all women with thredourth child than women with one. The
example, fertility is high, but son prefer-surviving children were categorized acdifference between these two groups was
ence is only moderate. cording to their previous childrens' sexoften substantial. This may suggest a con-
. The percentage who went on to have @rn about child mortality, with couples
Son preference and fertility (oyth child within five years of the pre-preferring to have ‘an heir and a spare’
After the birth of a child, does the prob-vious birth was then calculated for eacbefore completing their families. In all
ability of having another child depend orgroup. In Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesstates, women with only daughters were
the sex of the previous child and of thevomen with three sons and no daughtelsy far the most likely to have a fourth
other children in the family? The NFHSwere the least likely to have a fourth child¢hild.
provides an answer to this question baseaddicating strong son preference in these The analysis included a calculation of
on complete birth histories collected fronstates. In most of the other states, womehe percentages of women with two chil-
89,777 ever-married women age 13—-4%vith two sons and one daughter were leadten who went on to have a third child.
This discussion focuses primarily on thdikely to have another child, suggestingrhis group showed evidence of son pref-
group of women with three surviving chil-that once a succession of sons is assurexence similar to levels found among
dren who did or did not go on to have anost Indian couples also wish to have atomen with three children. In most states,
fourth child within five years after the least one daughter. women with two children were least likely
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to have an additional child if they had twoTable 1. Percentage of women with three surviving children who go on to
sons and most likely if they had two daughkhave a fourth child, broken down by number of sons and selected demo-
ters. In contrast, women in Kerala wergyraphic characteristics, National Family Health Survey, 1992-93

least likely to have another child if they

had one son and one daughter. -
Characteristic Three sons Two sons One son No sons no/three sons one/two sons
Arnold (1985) has developed a method

Ratio Ratio

to estimate the influence of gender prerrban residence 52.9 48.6 62.5 75.4 1.42 1.29
erence on fertility levels in quantitative Rural Residence 56.5 51.7 66.8  79.0 1.40 1.29
terms. First, women with a specific num-

ber of children are grouped according td-iterate 43.7 40.7 548 751 1.72 1.35
their children’s sex. The influence of genlliterate 62.3 56.8 714 795 1.28 1.26
der preference is then estimated by iden-

t|fy|ng the group of women least ||ke|y Hindu 53.3 48.4 64.0 77.1 1.45 1.32
to have another child. The assumption i§tuslim 72.2 69.0 76.6  85.2 118 111
that if there were no gender preferencé?ther religion 53.1 48.9 64.5 75.4 1.42 1.32

all women would be just as likely to have
another child as this gup. The differ-
ence between this—lowest—percentage

having another child and the percentage In general, there is a tendency for gerikely to have a fourth child than urban
of all women having another child isder preference to have the strongest efvomen regardless of the sex of their first
taken as a measure of the ‘extra’ fertilityfect in states with intermediate levels othree childen. The infuence of son pref-
that is due to gender preference. fertility. There are wide variations, how-erence is similar in both settings.

This extra fertility is related to genderever, and the pattern is not entirely con- In general, literate women have much
preference, but not necessarily to son predistent, which suggests that other statéoawer levels of fertility than illiterate
erence. For example, a preference forlavel characteristics influence fertility women. This difference is particularly
balanced number of sons and daughtelgyvels apart from gender preference. large among women who have surviving
as in Kerala, also tends to elevate fertility. Table 1 shows the interaction besons, suggesting that the influence of son

Figure 1 shows the percentages dfveen son preference and urban/rurgdreference on fertility is stronger among
women with three children who go on taesidence, literacy, and religious affili-literate women. Anmong religious
have a fourth child, for India as a wholetion. Agin, the analysis focuses orgroups, the influence of son preference
and for 19 stes. The ifjure shows the women who had three children anan fertility levels is weakest among
lowest percentage having another childvent on or did not go on to have avuslim women. Indeed, in most states
(in most states for the group of womeriourth. The ffth column compares son preference does not have a statisti-
with two sons and one daughter) and th@omen with no sons and women wittcally significant effect on fertility
overall percentage for allemen. Thealif- three sons in terms of subsequent feemong Muslims.
ference between these two levels approxiflity, and the sixth column compares Results are similar for women with
mates the excess fertility due to gendewomen with one son and two daughtwo surviving children who go on or do
preference. These estimates indicate thegrs and women with two sons and ongot go on to have a third. In this group,
gender preference has a particularldaughter. These comparisons are preen preference has a slightly stronger ef-
strong effect on fertility in the northernsented as ratios: any result above 1.0 ifect among urban women than among
states of Himachal Pradesh, Maharashtrdicates the influence of son preferencerural women. It has a much stronger ef-
Punjab, and Haryana and a particularly The results of this multivariate analysifect among literate women than among
weak effect in the low-fertility southernindicate that rural women have slightlyilliterate women, and it has a weaker ef-
states of Kaala and @mil Nadu as well higher fertility levels than urban women fect among Muslim women than among
as the high-fertility state of Uttar PradeshRural women with three children are morédindus or women of other religions.
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Policy implications higher among women who are literatewomen in clear and compelling terms.
This suggests that literate women magpnd the cultural and economic factors

This analysis of NFHS results shows thawvant to have small families and may béhat underlie attitudes such as son prefer-
a preference for sons exists to varyingvell equipped to stop childbearing wherence must be transformed. Community-
degrees in every part of India. It alsdhey choose, but literacy does not necebased programmes, such as those in In-
shows that son preference has an adversarily change a woman'’s attitude concerrdonesia, or ‘mothers’ clubs’, as in South
effect on the government’s goal to reducang the importance of ling sons. Al- Korea, may be effective in India, but such
fertility. Couples who reach their desiredhough differences between urban angrogrammes will need to pay particular
family size may not stop having childrerrural women are small, the pattern is simiattention to the cultural and religious
if they have not reached their desiredar: urban women have somewhat lowecharacteristics of local communities.
number of sons. fertility than rural women, but they show

I?sﬂmates pres.ented here suggest thsitmilar, or even st.r.onger, effects of soReferences
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