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Son-preference resulting in prenatal sex selection has been well documented in China, 

India and South Korea over the last two decades (e.g. Zeng et al., 1993 ; Das Gupta and 

Bhat, 1997; Hesketh and Xing, 2006) and more recently in Vietnam (Guilmoto et al., 

2009) and Central Asian Countries (Mesle et al., 2007).. Previous study based on births 

registration in England and Wales (Dubuc and Coleman, 2007) has evidenced a strong 

increase in the sex-ratio at birth to India born women in England and Wales since the late 

eighties, especially occurring at higher birth orders and mirroring findings in India. In 

recent years, accumulating evidence of gender imbalances at birth among Asian diasporas 

in in the USA, Canada and Greece indicates more widespread PNSS within Asian 

diasporas (Almond and Edlund, 2008; Abrevaya, 2009; Almond et al., 2009; 

Verropoulou and Tsimbos, 2010). The persistence of pressure on women to bear a son is 

supported by qualitative research in the UK and the USA (Purewal, 2003; Puri and 

Nachtigall, 2009). Results from the previous study in England and Wales (Dubuc and 

Coleman, 2007) are updated up to 2008 to analyze the most recent trends and will test for 

potential significant change (e.g. stabilization, reversal trend). Results are discussed in 

the context of the ethical debate (e.g. Moazam, 2004 ; Zilberberg, 2007 ; Dickens et al., 2005; 

Shakespeare, 2005). Underlying factors of son-preference are discussed, including patri-

lineal rules and women‟s autonomy of choice.  

Son preference is rooted in a lower valuation of women and girls. In traditional 

patriarchal societies such as India and China, a son is viewed as paramount to fulfil 

exclusively male family roles, including patrilinear inheritance practices and providing 

economic support and care (through his wife) to parents in old age – whereas a daughter 

is viewed as an economic burden for her parents (e.g. Agarwal, 1994; Bossen, 2005). 

Bearing a son is the primary role of the young wife and a way to raise her status in her 

husband‟s family household (e.g. Das Gupta et al., 2003; Unnithan-Kumar, 2009; Dubuc, 

2009a). Women often resort to PNSS to escape abuse and multiple pregnancies, and to 

avoid having unwanted girls who are then at risk of being neglected (Goodkind, 1996; 

Dickens et al., 2005). This strategy to improve their well-being and potentially that of 

their (wanted) children (Unnithan-Kumar, 2009) is, however, seen as a route to 

perpetuating female discrimination and the devaluation of girls (Das Gupta et al., 2003). 

These factors underline the complexity of the ethical implications of PNSS as well as the 

political challenge in addressing this issue. Policy measures to curb PNSS are further 

hampered by parents‟ desire to have at least one son while also controlling family size. 

The probability of having at least one son decreases exponentially with fewer children 

(Dubuc, 2008). Thus, the decreasing fertility (number of children) of the emerging 

middle classes in India, China and their diasporas places more parents in a situation 

where PNSS is viewed as a means of ensuring male offspring (Das Gupta and Bhat, 

1997).  
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Methodology and results 

The same methodology as defined in Dubuc and Coleman (2007) is used here. 

The new data for the years 2006 to 2008 have been collected and statistical analyses 

including recent years are in process. 

 

References 

 
Abrevaya J.(2009) „Are There Missing Girls in the United States? Evidence from Birth 
Data‟, American Economic Journal 1:2: 1–34.  

 

Agarwal B. (1994) A Field of One's Own: Gender and Land Rights in South Asia. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

 

Almond D. and L.Edlund (2008) „Son-biased sex ratios in the 2000 United States 
Census‟, PNAS, 105:15: 5681-5682.  

 

Almond D., et al. (2009) „Son Preference and the Persistence of Culture: Evidence from 
Asian Immigrants to Canada‟, NBER paper No. w15391.  

 

Bossen L. (2005) „Forty million missing girls: Land, population control and sex 
imbalance in rural China‟, Asia-Pacific E-Journal: Japan Focus.  

 
Chung W. and M. Das Gupta, 2007, „Why is son preference declining in South Korea? 
The role of development and public policy, and the implications for China and India‟, 
The World Bank Policy research working paper, 4373, 30 p. 
 

Croll E, 2000, Endangered daughters. Discrimination and development in Asia. London: 
Routledge. 207 p. 

 

Das Gupta et al, (2003) „Why is Son Preference So Persistent in East and South 
Asia?‟Journal of Development Studies 40 (2), pp 153-187.  

 

Das Gupta, M. and P.N.Mari Bhat (1997) „Fertility decline and increased manifestation 
of sex bias in India‟, Population Studies 51(3): 307-316.  

 

Dickens B. et al.(2005) „Sex selection: treating different cases differently‟, International 
Journal of Gynaecology and Obstetrics, 90: 171-177.  

 
Dubuc S. (2009a) 'Demographic manifestations of son-preference‟. Paper at PAA 
conference: Women, Power & reproductive behaviour, USA.  

 
Dubuc S. (2008) „Son-Preference and Fertility Decline‟. Paper at European Association 
for Population Studies Conference, Barcelona.  

 



Dubuc, S. and Coleman D. 2007, "An increase in the sex ratio of births to India-born 
mothers in England and Wales: evidence for sex-selective abortion.", Population and 
Development Review, 32:2, 328-332.  
 

Guilmoto CZ, Hoa`ng X, Ngo Van T (2009) Recent Increase in Sex Ratio at Birth in Viet 
Nam. PLoS ONE 4(2).doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004624.  

 
Hesketh, T.and W.Z. Xing (2006) „Abnormal sex ratios in human populations: causes and 
consequences‟, PNAS 103(36): 13271-13275.  

 

Mesle F., et al. (2007) „A sharp increase in sex ratio at birth in the Caucasus.  in Attane, 
Guilmoto (eds) Watering the neighbour’s garden, 73-88. 

 

Moazam F. (2004), „Feminist discourse on sex screening and selective abortion of female 
foetuses‟, Bioethics18 (3): 205-220.  

 

Purewal T. (2003) „Female feticide and the spectacle of culture‟ in N.Puwar and 
P.Ragthuman (eds) South Asian Women in the Diaspora. Berg.  

 

Shakespeare T. (2005) „Ethics watch. Sex selection.‟ Nature Reviews Genetics, 6, 666.  

 
Unnithan-Kumar, M. (2010) 'Female selective abortion - beyond “culture”: family 
making and gender inequality in a globalising India', Culture, Health & Sexuality, 12(2): 
153-166.  
 
Verroupoulou G. and C. Tsimbos (2010) „Differentials in sex ratio at birth among natives 
and immigrants in Greece: an analysis employing nationwide micro-data.‟ Journal of 
Biomedical Science, 42:425-430.   
 

Zeng, Y, P. Tu, B. Gu, and Y. Xu (1993) "Causes and Implications of the Recent Increase 

in the Reported Sex Ratio at Birth in China." Population And Development Review 

19(2):283. 
 

Zilberberg J. (2007) „Sex selection and restricting abortion and sex determination‟ 
Bioethics 21(9): 517-519. 

 

 

 

 


