
Birth control policies and entrenched
patriarchal norms have contributed to a
highly imbalanced male/female ratio in
India. While the impact of son
preference on the sex ratio is largely
studied, the consequences of a male-
skewed sex ratio on women’s fertility
preferences remain underexplored.
Merging different longitudinal datasets
(Indian Census and IHDS), this article
provides an original empirical analysis
of the effect of district-level sex ratios
on women’s fertility preferences and the
nested pathways of this relationship.
Sex ratio is calculated dividing the  
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number of men over the number of women per rural and urban districts. Individual and time
fixed-effects regressions show that district-level surplus of men negatively affects women’s
desired number of sons. The investigation of potential pathways shows that a higher district
male/female ratio may make gender norms and the marriage market more favorable to women.
We conclude that this self-corrective process which shapes the relationship between sex ratio
and son preference in contexts of entrenched patriarchal norms, hinders gender equality.



Figure 1: Potential pathways of the impact of district-level male-skewed sex ratio on women’s fertility
preferences
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This is the first study in India to move
beyond women’s sexual and
reproductive health, instead examining
the consequences of having an
unwanted birth on women’s general
health. We use nationally representative
longitudinal data from the two waves of
the India Human Development Survey
(2005 and 2012) for 3,776 currently
married, non-pregnant women aged 18–
40 at baseline who were interviewed in
both waves. Results from multivariate
linear and logistic regression show that
mothers having an unwanted birth
between the two time periods were likely

Table 1: Predicted values for self-rated health in 2012 and predicted probabilities of health deteriorating
between 2005 and 2012 for women with wanted and unwanted births in India, with and without using the IPW
estimator

to report worse self-rated health in 2012 and more likely to experience a deterioration in health
between the two waves compared with those who had a wanted birth, after accounting for
other maternal and household characteristics. Results are robust to models accounting for
propensity weighting.
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The India Human Development Survey (IHDS) began as a nationally representative, multi topic survey of
41,554 households in 1,503 villages and 971 urban neighborhoods across India. The first round of
interviews were completed in 2004-05; Data is publicly available via ICPSR. The second round re-
interviewed most of these households in 2011-12 (N=42,152) and data for the same is available via ICPSR.
Fieldwork for IHDS 3 was undertaken in 2022-24 and data is currently being cleaned and processed.
 
IHDS 3 has been jointly conducted by researchers from the University of Maryland, the National Council of
Applied Economic Research, Indiana University and University of Michigan.
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