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Abstract
Son preference, leading to skewed sex ratios at birth, is an important feature of 
contemporary Chinese demography, as well as being a critical policy issue. Using a 
2006 representative survey, this article explores preferences for boys and girls among 
childless young adults in a district of Beijing who have a stated one child as their 
ideal number of children (though they may be eligible to bear more). The descriptive 
analysis finds no evidence of son-preference; rather an overall indifference to gender. 
A multivariate analysis provides some indicative evidence of indifference regarding 
predictors of desiring a girl, a boy or either. gs. 
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Introduction
Having a reported ‘ideal’ gendered combination of children is common to most socie-
ties, whether fertility is high or low. In some societies, this may be a direct effect of the 
particular gendered roles which children play. For example, in patrilineal, patriarchal 
societies, the importance of having at least one boy is clear. In many societies, this has 
in turn affected reproductive behaviour, in the sense that the number of children borne 
is directly linked to ensuring at least one surviving male heir (Repetto 1972). Even in 
countries characterised by lower fertility, there is often still a preference for a specific 
gendered make-up of children. For much of the twentieth-century history, low fertility 
was largely constrained to Europe, North America, Oceania and Japan. In the majority of 
these settings, the importance of bearing a male child then – and today – is more closely 
linked to a social norm of what might constitute an ideal family more related to higher 
order Maslowian needs, rather than an economic necessity as might be the case in other 
developing countries (Andersson et al. 2006). In other words, in many such societies, 
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meeting one’s desire for a specific gendered make-up is perceived to be a luxury good.
In the second half of the twentieth-century, however, fertility in many countries 

which, at the time, might be termed developing fell to lower and lower levels. The desire 
to limit childbearing as a consequence of the usual motors of fertility transition (e.g. 
urbanisation, economic development, availability of family planning, human capital ac-
cumulation, changing female roles) was clear (Dyson and Murphy 1985). However, this 
so-called revolution in fertility preferences and outcomes was not necessarily matched 
by a revolution in the roles which sons and daughters were to play in economic, social 
and spiritual life (Das Gupta et al. 2003). This led to a clear tension. In previous times 
of higher fertility and in the context of traditional family systems, the perceived cost of 
having a larger family in order to have one (or more) male offspring was relatively low 
(Knodel 1977). However, in circumstances where preferences for fertility limitation 
became stronger, yet to ensure a male offspring remained important, the need to ensure 
that one of the fewer number of children was male grew stronger. In other words, while 
son preference – or more precisely a ‘parental reproductive gender bias’ – was present 
in many societies for centuries, it might be more intuitive to think that the ‘cost of girls’ 
had grown as overall fertility decreased. 

This tension was met by parents enacting various procedures and interventions to 
ensure an ideal gendered make-up of children. Some of these interventions certainly 
had a long history. The so called differential stopping behaviour is clearly a legacy of 
earlier times. Here, couples who already have the desired sex composition of children 
disproportionately cease childbearing (Clark 2000). Clearly, this can have an important 
effect on overall sex ratios (Das Gupta et al. 2003).  Other interventions, however, are 
rather more draconian. Female infanticide, for example, has been observed in many 
cultures around the world, from Inuit  groups in the Arctic Coast at the turn of the 
twentieth-century (Balikci 1967) through to more recent discussions of the phenomenon 
in South India (George 1997). Other examples of post-natal interventions seen around 
the world include more broader, systemic neglect of girls (either in terms of healthcare 
provision or economic investment) as well as gender-biased household resource alloca-
tion leading to excess early-years female mortality (e.g. D’Souza and Chen, Lincoln 
1980 for Bangladesh).

In recent decades, however, the capacity to perform pre-natal interventions has 
become significantly greater. Indeed, numerous studies have identified medical ad-
vances regarding identification and termination of female foetuses – and, crucially, 
the relative ease of access to this technology – as playing a critical role in shaping the 
demographically measurable outcomes of parental reproductive gender bias. These 
changes in medical technology, and their access, have been identified as key drivers 
of recent changes in the sex ratio at birth as a consequence of sex-selective abortion 
in various settings of the world, including India (e.g. Arnold, Kishor, and Roy 2002), 
Viet Nam (Guilmoto, Hoàng, and Ngo Van 2009), the Caucasus  (Duthé et al. 2012), 
Taiwan and the Republic of Korea (Park and Cho 1995), for example. Amartya Sen 
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has argued that this development constitutes a female disadvantage in natality that has 
counterbalanced the female disadvantage in mortality which has typically been reduced 
substantially (Sen 2003). Further studies have identified this phenomenon among certain 
ethnic groups within countries otherwise not characterised by highly skewed sex ratios 
at birth (Dubuc and Coleman 2007).

Of the foregoing themes mentioned above, the People’s Republic of China (here-
after ‘China’) is often held out to be the case in extremis. Chinese history and culture 
is characterised by a strong preference for sons, owing to the specially gendered roles 
relating to filial duties, inheritance, ancestor worship and so on (Murphy, Tao, and Lu 
2011). Attitudes towards particular family systems can be encapsulated in phrases such 
as ‘a son keeps incense at the ancestral altar burning’ while ‘investing in a daughter is 
like pouring water onto another’s field’ (quoted in Murphy, Tao, and Lu 2011, p. 665). 
Data from surveys from the 1930s onwards have consistently identified an effective 
shortage of females, with the intimation that female losses occurred early in life (Coale 
and Banister 1994). Estimates of the scale of female infanticide in historical China are 
highly contested (Lee 1981; cf. Mungello 2008). However, early age mortality clearly 
played an important role in shaping sex ratios. Coale and Banister (1994) identified 
that after the onset of the Communist era in China, “excess early mortality (probably 
infanticide) declined precipitously…but not to zero” (p.459).

The demographic conditions set out above in terms of fertility decline were also, 
clearly, in place in China. Following the rapid decline in the 1970s during the ‘Later, 
Longer, Fewer’ campaign years, fertility decline increased across the country from the 
1980s until reaching replacement rate in the early 1990s (UNPD 2015).  While the role 
of the family planning restrictions in driving these total fertility changes is contested 
(Wang, Cai, and Gu 2013), numerous scholars have argued that they may have played 
an important role in shaping sex ratios at birth as a result of speeding up fertility transi-
tion, especially in rural areas, as well as by imposing sex-specific restrictions in some 
counties (i.e. the so-called 1.5 child policy, where in some areas, rural couples were 
allowed to have a second child if the first was a boy) (Gu et al. 2007; Hesketh and Zhu 
1997; Zhu, Lu, and Hesketh 2009; Ding and Hesketh 2006). This has led some to argue 
that an (accidental) consequence of the family planning restrictions is to, in effect, have 
created a “one-son policy”(Cecilia Lai-wan, Eric, and Celia Hoi-yan 2006).

Again, at the same time as these demographic conditions were changing, so too 
were the availability and access to medical technologies which could allow for prenatal 
interventions. In the same vogue as articulated by Sen (2003), Coale and Banister wrote 
in 1994 that “the recent escalation of young females missing in China has been caused 
largely by rapidly escalating sex-selective abortion” (p.459). In the twenty years since 
Coale and Banister made this observation, access to ultrasound technology has further 
increased in all areas of the country, both rural and urban (Banister 2004). As indicated 
by a recent example from rural central China, “Prenatal sex determination was a wide-
spread practice, especially for second and higher-order pregnancies. Sex-selective abor-
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tion was prevalent and order of pregnancy, sex of foetus, and sex of previous children 
were major determinants of the practice”(Junhong 2001). 

China’s sex ratio for the population aged 0-1 years is shown in Figure 1 below, with 
this figure largely being driven by a skewed sex ratio at birth. For the period 2010-2015, 
the sex ratio in China among those aged 0-1 years is the highest in the world (UNPD 
2015). As Figure 1 shows, while the change in sex ratio has occurred during the same 
period as fertility decline, the relationship between the two in discrete temporal terms 
is not exact. A partial reason for this is that these national figures obscure significant 
differences at the local level. These have been explored in great depth elsewhere (Basten 
2012; Zhu, Lu, and Hesketh 2009). In the most recent census, for example, eight prov-
inces were found to have sex ratios at birth of over 120 males per 100 females (Anhui, 
Fujian, Jiangxi, Hubei, Hunan, Guangxi, Hainan, and Guizhou), while six provinces 
had sex ratios at birth of below 110 (Beijing, Shanxi, Shanghai, Tibet, and Xinjiang) 
(Basten 2012). Furthermore, a sharp differentiation was observed between SRBs in 
‘cities’ – with an aggregated national sex ratio at birth of around 115 – compared to 
‘towns’ and ‘rural areas’ where the aggregated national sex ratio at birth was around 120 
(Basten 2012). As already noted, however, many scholars have argued for the impor-
tance of local family planning restrictions in shaping these provincial (and urban-rural) 
differentials in sex ratio at birth(Goodkind 2011; Zhu, Lu, and Hesketh 2009) through 
either mechanisms of under-reporting or, indeed, through sex-selective abortion. This 
has led others to argue that gender discrimination is, in itself, in fact very selective and 
primarily against girls who are second or third order births in households and who had 
only sisters or both brothers and sisters (Li, Zhu, and Feldman 2004; Junhong 2001). 

Figure 1: Sex ratio among population aged 0-1 years, China and World [for reference], 
primary axis; total fertility rate of China, secondary axis.



75

Persistence in the disadvantage of girls in various forms is presented in several recent 
studies. These forms include mortality (Li, Zhu, and Feldman 2004), education and 
schooling (Song, Appleton, and Knight 2006; Davis et al. 2007) and household resource 
allocation (D. Lee 2008). There have, however, been recent reports of significant de-
creases in reported sex preferences (Chi et al. 2013) as well as an apparent stabilisa-
tion in the national SRB(Das Gupta, Chung, and Li 2009)and some sharp provincial 
declines(Basten 2012). These have been echoed by other studies which have identified 
sharp declines in terms of overall evidence of discrimination against females both in 
terms of demographic outcomes (H. Zhang 2007) as well as in other areas such as re-
source allocation and education (Hannum, Kong, and Zhang 2009). Some studies have 
identified instances of advantages towards girls in some areas, such as in education for 
example (Tsui and Rich 2002). Indeed, there are other reasons to suggest that changes 
in attitudes towards girls might be anticipated. As well as an overarching change in 
the economic and social role of girls and women occurring in China as in most other 
countries under conditions of urbanisation, economic development and modernisation 
(Cook and Dong 2011), both popular and scholarly narratives concerning the potential 
shortage of women suggest a potentially beneficial effect upon women both in terms 
of the marriage market and in intra-household resource allocation (Porter 2014). As 
one might anticipate, these are important macro- and micro-level drivers relating to 
discrimination against (or, indeed, preference for/indifference towards) girls. The im-
portant study by Attané (2009), for example, found that sex-selective behaviour was 
strongly linked to extreme poverty, systems of family support to the elderly, father’s 
education and the “social pressure on couples to adhere to traditional values and roles 
and the constraints on family size” (p. 87). Meanwhile, economic constraints appeared 
to be the main driver of excess female mortality. 

Taking all these into account, it might be hypothesised that parental reproductive 
gender bias might be lower among certain population sub-groups characterised by 
greater income, educational attainment, urban household registration status [hukou]. 
An analysis of the China 2001 National Family Planning and Reproductive Health Sur-
vey by Ding and Hesketh (2006) identified that over a third of respondents had no sex 
preferences. Of those the 63 per cent [N=24907] who did have a gendered preference, 
72 per cent [N=24907] preferred a girl and a boy, while 10 per cent [N=2590] preferred 
to have girls. Of this final group, 89 per cent were females aged under 25 years old, 
and lived in urban areas. A major weakness of the study by Ding and Hesketh (2006), 
however, was its lack of analysis at the regional level. As discussed earlier in this pa-
per, and was elucidated in the study by Basten (2012), there are important differences 
in sex preference both over space and by other drivers – all of which are necessarily 
obscured in national-level studies. Such drivers means it is indeed hard to substantiate 
the assertion by Ding and Hesketh (2006) that their“finding that many younger women 
in urban areas now express a preference for girls provides evidence that attitudes may 
be changing”. It is no surprise that gendered fertility preferences have been identified 
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in earlier studies – take, for example, the general preference reported in rural areas for 
two sons and one daughter in the early 1970s in the study by Parish and Whyte (1978). 
A number of studies have identified the critical role of gender of first birth in shaping 
fertility preferences at the national level (e.g. G. Zhang 2004). However, relatively few 
studies have sought to explore such gendered preferences at the more granular level, 
attempting to examine differences by locale, parity or by other socioeconomic variables. 
For example, a recent meta-review of fertility preferences in local studies did not dif-
ferentiate by gendered intentions (Basten and Gu 2013); while a different meta-review 
of local studies of gendered preferences did not differentiate by parity (Qi 2013). Given 
this important interaction between parity, socioeconomic status/residence and gender 
preferences, further analysis was felt to be required. 

Examining gendered fertility preferences in Beijing
Using data from a representative sample survey from one prosperous district of Beijing, 
we sought to explore the gendered fertility preferences of a rather narrowly defined 
group – namely men and women with Beijing household registration status. The survey 
we employ oversampled childless couples in order to account for couples who may 
have been ineligible to bear a second child. However, some couples with one child and 
who are eligible to bear a second child are included in the survey with some cursory 
analysis performed.

The rationale for examining this sub-group of the population is that, given our fore-
going discussion, this group might be considered to represent something of a vanguard 
population in terms of demographic behaviour and economic status. This notion of a 
vanguard population may give some indication as to a possible end point to the pro-
cesses of fertility transition in China, and therefore to indicate whether there is anything 
innate about gendered discrimination in the country. A further point of interest in the 
Beijing population is that numerous studies have identified a strong preference among 
citizens with Beijing hukou towards having just one child (Hou 2003; Hou, Ma, and 
Huang 2008; Hou and Ma 2008). As such, the parental reproductive gender bias of this 
group could be keenly felt in parity one sex ratio. This is of particular interest given 
the recent apparent increase in the sex ratio at parity one in China (National Statistics 
Bureau (China) 2010). 

Our research question in this paper is: what are the gendered fertility preferences 
of this vanguard childless population in Beijing? Given the foregoing discussion of 
gender discrimination in China, coupled with our analysis of a vanguard population, 
the hypothesis we propose to test here is that gendered preferences among childless 
Beijing couples are likely to be neutral.
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Data and Methods

The Dongcheng District Residents Fertility Desire Questionnaire was conducted in 
2006 in the Dongcheng District of Beijing focussing on the population aged 20-34 years 
old (and, where appropriate, the parents with whom they live). Dongcheng is a gener-
ally affluent district in the east-centre of the city. It covers an area of 41.82 km2 with a 
population of around 909,000 (Bureau of Statistics of Beijing 2014). Economically, the 
service sector predominates along with tourism, hi-tech industry and political institu-
tions. Systematic sampling methods were applied and 20 out of 126 communities in 10 
sub-districts of the Dongcheng District were initially identified. Based on preliminary 
research of the demographic characteristics in the communities, researchers at Beijing 
Population Research Institute determined a representative sample size for each com-
munity and assigned samples structurally by age, gender, and marital status. Staff from 
the Beijing Tianyuan Huizhong Market Research Company, led by local community 
staff, proceeded to survey the selected households. 

Given the rather basic nature of the survey, and the relatively small sample size, only 
rather cursory analysis could be performed. As such, we present descriptive statistics 
as well as Relative Risk Ratios assessing the importance of factors associated with sex 
preferences (based on multinomial logistic regression) among childless respondents 
who consider one child as the ideal. The outcome of the regression analysis is a three 
category variable stating the preferred gender of the child: boy (reference category), 
girl or either. As explanatory variables the gender of the respondent is included as well 
as his/her educational attainment. The analysis was carried out using STATA 13.0.

Results
In total, 1,022 valid questionnaires were collected from participants, of whom almost 
80 per cent(N=808) were the only child. The gendered representation was around 51 
per cent (N=524) women and 48.7per cent (N=498) men; 26 per cent(N=255) fell into 
the age group of 20-24, 48.5 per cent(N=496) fell into the age group of 25-29, and 26.5 
per cent(N=271) fell into the age group of 30-34; over 70 per cent(N=745) obtained a 
junior college qualification and less than 30 per cent(N=277) received secondary or lower 
education; 60 per cent(N=610) were single and 40 per cent(N=412) were married; 74 
per cent(N=756) were employed, mostly with a monthly income of 1,500-3,000 RMB. 
The returned questionnaires were representative of the research population in terms of 
its overall characteristics. 

In order to identify the gender preferences of respondents the following question 
was examined: ‘Do you want a boy or a girl’, to which the possible responses are ‘boy’, 
‘girl’, ‘son(s) and daughter(s)’ or ‘boys and girls alike’. Given that gender preferences 
are often determined by the sex of the children already born, respondents who had al-
ready mothered/fathered a child were excluded. Furthermore, the lack of clarity of the 
question regarding configurations of boys and girls means that identifying preferences 
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at higher ideal number of children would be unclear and is therefore not reported here. 
Instead the preferences of those reporting an ideal number of children of one or zero 
are discussed. Descriptive statistics and the results of a multinomial logistic regression 
to identify whether education or gender is a predictor of stated gender preference are 
presented below. As a further internal consistency check, we note that the sex ratio 
among the one-child families in the survey in 2006 is 1.09 compared to the reported 
SRB for Beijing municipality in 2009-10 of 1.09 (Basten 2012).

Respondents were also asked to give ‘reasons you want to have a boy’ in first, sec-
ond and third order. Respondents were not asked why they might want a girl, or why 
they were indifferent. The four most popular primary reasons for wanting a boy are 
reported below.

Of the 827 childless respondents in the survey, 489 per cent (N=405) stated that 
their ideal number of children was one. Of these 405, 15.5 per cent (N=63) said that 
they wanted a boy, 17.5 per cent (N=71) said they wanted a girl while 66.6 per cent 
(N=270) were indifferent regarding gender. Only one respondent stated an ideal number 
of children of one but desired both a boy and a girl, thus providing a degree of internal 
consistency.

It is worth noting that among childless respondents reporting having two children as 
their ideal (N=273), gender preferences are very similar to the abovementioned ones; 
14 per cent (N=38) wanted a boy, 16 per cent (N=45) wanted a girl whereas 70 per cent 
(N=190) expressed indifference. 

While 16 per cent (N=140) stated an ideal family size of zero, a response was still 
given on wanting a boy or a girl. Among this group, 16 per cent (N=23)stated a pref-
erence for a boy and 16 per cent (N=23) for a girl, while 66 per cent were indifferent 
regarding gender. Two people said they wanted both a boy and a girl.

For these two groups, the four most popular primary reasons for wanting a boy are 
that ‘boys are easier to rear’ (31 %, N=27); that they ‘want to carry on the family line’ 
(16%, N=14); that boys ‘provide better home security’ (14%, N=12); and that they wish 
boys to be ‘heirs’ (8%, N=7).

Table 1 represents the relative distribution of the dependent and independent vari-
ables used in the multinomial logistic regression models. As Table 2 shows for childless 
respondents with an ideal size of one, the relative risk ratio of desiring a girl over a 
boy is higher for women (RRR=1.61, p=0.192) and men and women with completed 
education of either junior college level (RRR=2.75, p=0.403) or undergraduate/gradu-
ate level (RRR=3.21, p=0.179). The relative risk ratio of being indifferent to gender 
over a preference for a boy is higher for women (RRR=1.14, p=0.653) and men and 
women with completed education of either junior college level (RRR=1.31, p=0.71) or 
undergraduate/graduate level (RRR=1.66, p=0.468). Given the small sample sizes, it 
is unsurprising that these relative risk ratios are not statistically significant. However, 
after Hoem (2008) the findings are still presented as they appear to concur with some 
general empirical expectations regarding predictors of sex preference outlined above.



79

Finally,among respondents already having a son (N=96), 46.4 per cent (N=45) stated 
as ideal having two children; of these, 25.0 per cent (N=11) wanted a boy, 15.9 per cent 
(N=7) wanted a girl whereas 59.1 per cent expressed indifference about gender. Similarly, 
among the 89 respondents having a girl as a first child, 48.3 per cent (N=43) stated that 
their ideal number of children is two; of these 12.5 per cent (N=5) would like a boy, 
27.5 per cent (N=11) would like a girl whereas 60.0 per cent (N=24) would like either. 
Given the small sample size, however, further statistical analysis was not performed.
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Discussion, Limitations and Conclusions

The evidence presented here from this survey suggests that parental reproductive gender 
bias as expressed through fertility preferences appears to be relatively weak among 
currently childless citizens aged 20-34 in a prosperous district of Beijing. This accords 
with our stated hypothesis from earlier in the paper. This is not, however, to say that 
gender preferences are entirely absent. Indeed, from our cursory examination of the 
reasons for preferring a boy, traditional attitudes towards patrilinearity and security for 
old-age still remain. 

The analysis presented clearly has a number of important limitations. Firstly, the 
sample itself is representative only of a small sub-set of the Chinese population, namely 
of a relatively affluent, generally well educated urban component of the capital city. 
As such, extrapolating the findings to urban China, let alone the country as a whole, 
is a fool’s errand. Secondly, the rather basic nature of the survey meant that it was not 
possible to adequately explore the underlying principles which may have guided par-
ticular preferences. Related to this, the relatively small sample size meant that statistical 
modelling of predictors of stating particular reasons for given gender preferences was 
not possible. Finally, without examining parents of one child who are eligible to have 
a second child, it is not possible to adequately explore the influence that the gender of 
the first child might have on fertility preferences – something which has been identified 
as a key feature in the literature. In other words, examining this feature would have 
allowed for a better validation of the claims that there are only residual gender prefer-
ences among respondents. Nevertheless, some cursory evidence has been presented of 
indifference towards gender among parity one persons (irrespectively of the gender of 
the first child), which supports our thesis.
Despite these caveats, we feel that our investigation makes a modest contribution to the 
literature relating to parental reproductive gender bias in China as expressed through 
fertility preferences. 
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