
number she or he would prefer to have).
Nonetheless, the question is still asked

in fertility surveys because it is simple and
allows comparison with earlier survey
data. Although the measure may be un-
stable over time at the individual level, it
is remarkably consistent at the aggregate
level.19 Therefore, some researchers con-
sider it a good indicator of societal norms
about family size, and believe that changes
in this indicator over time reflect changes
in attitudes that may affect behavior.20

Husbands tend to want a larger family
than their wives in many countries, espe-
cially in Sub-Saharan Africa (Table 3).* The
proportion of couples in which the hus-
band desires at least two children more
than his wife ranges from 17% in Pakistan
to 49% in Niger. By contrast, the corre-
sponding estimate for wives ranges from
11% in Bangladesh and Egypt to 23% in
Malawi and Niger. The gender differen-
tial is more pronounced in Sub-Saharan
Africa than in other regions and is larger
in West Africa than in East Africa.

If we define agreement to mean that a
husband and wife reported either the
same desired number of children or a one-
child difference,† the proportion of cou-
ples in which spouses agree ranges from
27% in Niger to 70% in Bangladesh.
Agreement is higher among couples in
countries outside Sub-Saharan Africa than
in that region. While more than 60% of
couples in the five North African, Asian
and Latin American countries included
here are in agreement, fewer than half

in West Africa, the family-size preferences
of men and women are quite similar.17

However, this conclusion was based on
aggregate-level results, which may con-
ceal disagreements at the couple level.
•Desired number of children. One com-
monly used measure of reproductive pref-
erences is the number of children that a re-
spondent would like to have if he or she
could choose. The meaning and utility of
this measure have been debated since the
1960s, when researchers argued that re-
sponses may be no more than polite an-
swers to meaningless inquiries.18 The
problems usually identified with the mea-
sure include inconsistency (which de-
pends on how stable reproductive pref-
erences are, as well as on whether
questions are meaningful to the respon-
dent) and rationalization (whereby the re-
spondent simply gives a number that is
equal to or greater than the number of chil-
dren she or he already has, rather than the

agree in eight of the 13 Sub-Saharan
African countries; in five of these eight
countries, only 30–40% of husbands and
wives desire the same number of children.
(The 68% shown for Pakistan is probably
too high, because 64% of men and 60% of
women gave nonnumeric responses,
which are assigned a value of six children
and thus may lead to false agreement. The
actual level of agreement probably re-
sembles levels in Sub-Saharan Africa.)

On average, married men want a large
number of children in many of these coun-
tries. The mean number of children de-
sired by husbands ranges from 2.9 in
Brazil to 11.5 in Niger; it exceeds five in 11
of the Sub-Saharan African countries.
Husband’s desired family size tends to be
higher in West Africa than in East Africa.
On average, husbands in all of the other
countries except Pakistan want fewer than
five children. Wife’s average preferred
family size shows a similar range across
countries and similar regional patterns.

The difference in spouses’ mean desired
family size is substantial—one child or
more—in seven Sub-Saharan African
countries, five of which are in West Africa.
No gender difference in mean desired
number of children is discernible in coun-
tries from other regions. 
•Fertility intentions. Another prominent
measure of reproductive preferences is
whether or not the respondent intends to
have another child. This measure is a ro-
bust predictor of contraceptive and fer-
tility behavior at both the aggregate and
the couple levels;21 it also has become an
indispensable ingredient in the estimation
of unmet need for family planning.22

Using DHS data to compare husbands’
and wives’ responses on this issue among
all couples is somewhat problematic: Since
the surveys do not ask polygynous hus-
bands whether they intend to have more
children with each wife, the results prob-
ably understate the extent of agreement
between spouses in polygynous unions.
For example, if a man with two wives says
he wants more children, he may want
them with both wives or only with one. If
he wants them only with one, a compar-
ison of his survey response and that wife’s
will accurately show whether they agree.
However, if the wife with whom he wants
no more children also wants no more (i.e.,
their intentions agree),  the couple will
nevertheless be counted as  disagreeing
because his response did not reflect his in-
tention with this wife.

Despite the possibility of bias in the di-
rection of disagreement, husbands and
wives show a high degree of agreement
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Table 3. Percentage distribution of married couples, by spouses’ comparative family-size de-
sires, and men’s and women’s mean desired family size, according to country

Country Difference in desired number Mean desired family size

≥ 2 children, ≥ 2 children ≤1 Total Hus- Wives Differ-
husband wife wants child bands ence
wants more more

Sub-Saharan Africa
Burkina Faso 32.2 16.1 51.7 100.0 7.2 5.8 1.4 
Cameroon 47.3 19.5  33.2 100.0 10.3 7.4 2.9 
Central African Republic 43.1 19.5 37.4  100.0 8.6 6.8 1.8 
Côte d'Ivoire 35.5 21.4 43.1  100.0 7.0 6.1 0.8 
Ghana 27.8 16.4 55.8 100.0 5.6 5.0 0.6 
Kenya 23.5 20.6 55.9  100.0 4.3 4.1 0.2 
Malawi 25.6 23.2 51.2  100.0 5.5 5.3 0.2 
Mali 44.8 20.7 34.5  100.0 8.8 6.8 2.0 
Niger 49.3 23.3 27.4  100.0 11.5 7.8 3.7 
Senegal 47.2 15.0 37.9  100.0 9.9 6.3 3.6 
Tanzania 31.6 20.3 48.2  100.0 7.6 6.4 1.2 
Uganda 32.7 21.2 46.1  100.0 6.3 5.5 0.9 
Zimbabwe 25.0 16.6 58.4  100.0 5.0 4.6 0.4 

Other regions
Bangladesh 19.1 11.4 69.5  100.0 3.2 2.9 0.3 
Brazil 20.7 13.0 66.3  100.0 2.9 2.6 0.2 
Egypt 26.1 11.1 62.9  100.0 4.1 3.4 0.7 
Morocco 21.3 16.4 62.3  100.0 4.1 4.1 0.0 
Pakistan 17.0 14.8 68.3  100.0 5.5 5.3 0.2 

Notes: Includes those who are legally married and those in a cohabiting union. For the number of couples, see Table 1. Nonnumeric re-
sponses to the question on desired family size are classified as six children.

*The DHS question from which the measure was derived
asks respondents with no children: “If you could choose
exactly the number of children you have in your whole
life, how many would that be?” For those who already
have at least one child, the question begins: “If you could
go back to the time you did not have any children.…”
Nonnumeric responses (e.g., up to God or as many as
Allah sends) are assigned the value of six children.

†We adopted this extended definition of agreement be-
cause we consider the “perfect agreement” definition too
strict for high-fertility countries. The disagreement
caused, for example, when one spouse in such a popu-
lation wants six children while the other wants five will
be less important to the couple than that caused when a
spouse in a low-fertility country wants two children and
the other wants only one.


