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Abstract 

Using data from National Family Health Surveys I, II, III and IV, the present study explores the 
emerging trends and determinants of having daughters only in India. Results reveal there is an 
increasing trend in daughter preference in southern states, while the prevalence of daughter-only 
families is lower in northern, central and western states. The binary logit regression analysis reveals 
younger age of women, educational level, urban residence, wealth index of the household and southern 
region have a significant positive effect on daughter acceptance in India. The study found despite an 
increasing desire for smaller families, there is still a perceived necessity of sons for inheritance, carrying 
on the family name, economic support during old age and performing religious rites. At the same time, 
there are indications that some couples are accepting permanent methods of family planning without 
having a son. Therefore, it is important for the Government of India to focus on effective strategies to 
reduce its son preference and accelerate the acceptance of daughters.  
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Background 

In South Asian countries, the basic unit of society is the patrilineal family. In addition, there 
are broader kinship groupings. Patriarchal structures (patriarchal authority, patrilineal 
descent and inheritance and patrilocal residence) which require a son in the family has led to 
many forms of gender discrimination and gender inequality at familial and societal levels. 
India, with a largely patriarchal kinship pattern, is known for its son preference and its 
discriminatory social practices against women (Miller, 1981; Das Gupta, 1987). Numerous 
studies have found Indian couples have a strong son preference over daughters. It is common, 
prevalent and deep-rooted in history. Studies have highlighted the economic (assistance in 
production, wage earning and old-age security), social (kinship, descent system, status and 
strength) and religious (to perform funeral rites and ancestral worship) values of sons to 
Indians.  

Specifically, couples continue their childbearing after achieving their desired family size only 
to have a son. Edmeades et al. (2012) found that women with two sons are 90% less likely to 
report wanting another pregnancy relative to those with two daughters which suggests there 
is a substantial gap in the wanting of additional pregnancy based on the sex composition of 
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Abstract

The deep-rooted patriarchal norms and the culture of son preference in India played a central role 
for avoiding the birth of a girl child. This study attempts to understand the extent of acceptance of 
daughters in selected high and low son preference states of India by using data from District Level 
Household and Facility Survey (DLHS) 3 and 4. Understanding the characteristics of the couples who 
have stopped childbearing only with daughters provide insights about the prevailing norms on accept-
ance of daughters. The results revealed that, from DLHS 3 to 4, there is an increasing trend in the 
daughter preference in both high and low son preference states. The results of the study indicate that 
the acceptance of daughters is initially emerging among younger, educated, urban and richer couples. 
The gradual increase in acceptance of daughters reveals weakening of rigid patriarchal norms and son 
preference in the study states.
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Background

In most of the South-Asian countries, the basic unit of society is the patrilineal family unit and broader 
kinship groupings. In more developed countries a balanced preference of sexes is more common while 
the choice for male offspring is dominant in the less developed or the developing nations (Arnold, 1985). 
Numerous studies have found that the Indian couples have strong son preference over daughters. It is 
very common and deep-rooted in its history. The couples continue their childbearing after achieving their 
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