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Fertility trends, sex ratios, and son preference among
Han and minority households in rural China

Bryan Tilta , Xiaoyue Lia and Edwin A. Schmittb

aDepartment of Anthropology, Oregon State University, Corvallis, OR, USA; bDepartment of Culture
Studies and Oriental Languages, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
This paper presents new insights into contemporary Chinese dem-
ography and family life based on survey and interview data from
rural households in Yunnan Province, China’s most ethnically and
linguistically diverse region. Using both quantitative and qualita-
tive data, we examine fertility trends, sex ratios, and son preferen-
ces in our study sample. We analyze differences between the
majority Han and various ethnic minority groups that have been
subject to less stringent family-planning policies. Our results show
an overall fertility decline and a trend toward more balanced sex
ratios, both of which are in line with national trends. We find evi-
dence for son preference in the demographic data for both Han
and minority households, despite widespread agreement in quali-
tative interviews rejecting the idea of son preference and empha-
sizing the value of both sons and daughters. We interpret these
findings in light of several important changes in Chinese society,
including legal and policy reforms governing marriage and inher-
itance, a nationwide “Care for Girls” social campaign, and shifting
cultural norms about gender roles.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

A recent headline in The South China Morning Post proclaimed, “China Has World’s
Most Skewed Sex Ratio at Birth – Again” (Zhou 2016). The article enumerated the vari-
ous social and political challenges posed by such a skewed SRB, including barriers to
female educational attainment, low female political empowerment, and the problem
of tens of millions of “missing girls” that diminish the marriage prospects for eli-
gible men.

China’s notoriously skewed SRB, currently estimated to be approximately 117 males
per 100 females, is just one of its many demographic challenges. With a population of
1.4 billion, China boasts decades of record-setting GDP growth, rapid urbanization, the
expansion of educational and economic opportunities, and increasing labor mobility.
These factors are common in many developing countries going through a fertility tran-
sition (Das Gupta et al. 2003). The unique factor in China, of course, is the decades-
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long series of family-planning policies overseen by the National Population and Family
Planning Commission (NPFPC), which have radically restricted citizens’ family-building
choices based on residence location and ethnicity.

While China’s macro-level demographic trends have been extensively studied, pri-
marily based on analyses of census data, the local-level experiences of this demo-
graphic reality, particularly in rural areas, are not well understood. Even less clear is
how demographic trends and family ideals differ between the majority Han population
and various ethnic minority groups. Far from being homogeneous, China’s population
includes dozens of government-recognized “minority nationalities”; these groups have
historically been less influenced by the patriarchal norms of Confucian ideology, and
they have been subject to less stringent family-planning policies. The question of how
minority fertility trends, sex ratios and son preference compare to those of the major-
ity Han is only beginning to be systematically addressed (Poston, Chiung-Fang, and
Hong 2006; Cai and Lavely 2007).

In this paper, we present new demographic data from survey questionnaires admin-
istered in south-western China’s Yunnan Province, the country’s most ethnically and
linguistically diverse region. We examine fertility trends, sex ratios, and son preferences
in our study sample, supplementing our quantitative analysis with qualitative data, col-
lected via short interviews with study participants, on preferred family size and com-
position. This mixed-methods approach, drawing from both demography and
anthropology, allows us to understand the rationales behind various family-building
strategies from a local perspective and to answer several research questions:

1. What chronological trends can we observe in overall fertility and sex preferences
across maternal birth cohorts?

2. Do fertility trends and sex ratios differ between Han and minority mothers, and
what might this reveal about son preference in the study region?

3. What qualitative rationales do households use to describe their family-building
strategies, and what might this tell us about changing policies and attitudes
regarding family planning in contemporary China?

While our study sample does not allow us to make generalizations at the national
level, it affords a close look at fertility trends, sex ratios and son preference in a
mixed-ethnic region, something which has not been undertaken to date. We analyze
our findings in light of recent research in anthropology and related fields on the cul-
tural, economic and policy factors shaping demographic trends and family-building
strategies in China today, particularly in heterogeneous settings such as the south-
western border regions.

Fertility trends, sex ratios, and son preference in contemporary China

Within a land area roughly equal to that of the contiguous United States (9.3 million
square kilometers), China currently supports a population of 1.4 billion. The economic
and political strain of caring for such a large population has long been a contentious
issue; as early as the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644 AD), 200 million people lived within
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the boundaries of the Chinese nation-state (Ebrey 1996). During the socialist period of
the mid-twentieth century, even Chairman Mao Zedong, who often sought to eradi-
cate many of the country’s pre-socialist features, espoused the view that “with more
people, strength is great” (ren duo, liliang da).

By the 1970s, however, top political leaders began to change course. Faced with a
total population that had grown to nearly a billion and a total fertility rate close to 6,
the central government began to systematically regulate population growth. In 1971
leaders initiated a policy known as wan, xi, shao (denoting later marriage, wider birth
spacing, and fewer births), the nation’s first systematic fertility-limitation program
(L€ofstedt et al. 2004). After Mao’s death and the rise of more pragmatic political lead-
ership, China instituted a formal Planned Births Program (jihua shengyu), with the aim
of “[promoting] modernization by reducing the number of people who must compete
for resources, both in the family and in the nation” (Fong 2002, 1100). These policies
were most stringent in the early years – including mandatory use of IUDs, sterilization
programs, and coercive abortion – but were moderated in the 1980s.While consider-
able variation exists by province, by agricultural or non-agricultural household registra-
tion status (hukou), and by ethnicity, the Planned Births Program limits urban
households to one child but provides less-stringent regulations for rural areas with
large minority populations and areas where a significant percentage of residents live
below the poverty level (Attane 2009).1

The Planned Births Program had dramatic and far-reaching effects on the size and
structure of China’s population: the country’s annual rate of natural population growth
has fallen from 2.5 percent in the 1970s to less than 1 percent currently. During the
same period, the nation’s total fertility rate fell from nearly 6 to approximately 1.5,
well below replacement levels (UNDP 2016; Cai 2013). In terms of population structure,
China has undergone a dramatic demographic shift that puts the nationwide male-
female sex ratio at birth (SRB) at approximately 117:100 (Greenhalgh and Winckler
2005, 266–267; Wang, Cai, and Gu 2013). In some rural counties, the ratio approaches
130:100. As a result, researchers estimate a nationwide total of approximately 40 mil-
lion “missing girls” of all ages (Nie 2010) due to sex-selective abortion and the excess
mortality of unwanted daughters. The precise figure remains uncertain because of sus-
pected under-registration of female children and the challenges of accurately counting
an increasingly mobile population (Poston and Glover 2005; Cai and Lavely 2007;
Cai 2013).

Within this policy context, several cultural and economic factors also contribute to
current demographic patterns and the skewing of sex ratios. The first is China’s system
of patrilineal kinship and patriarchal social relations that produces son preference,
which can be defined as “a complex of cultural, social and economic institutions and
practices that make it likely that families will choose to have sons instead of
daughters” (Loh and Remick 2015, 295). In rural areas in particular, sons are valued
because they inherit family property, contribute to field labor and household income,
and shoulder the responsibility of caring for parents in their old age (Loh and Remick
2015), although these ideals are gradually changing, as will be discussed below.
Moreover, as comparative demographic findings suggest, son preference is widespread
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throughout many areas of Asia, including South Korea, Vietnam, and India (Das Gupta
et al. 2003).

The second factor relates to the classic model of fertility transition, which posits a
correlation between urbanization, industrialization, rising education levels and rising
incomes, on the one hand, and falling birth rates on the other. This transition has pro-
duced very low total fertility rates in many of China’s neighboring countries, including
Japan, Singapore, Taiwan, Hong Kong and South Korea (Loh and Remick 2015).
Economic development also provides increased access to prenatal sex-determination
technology, including ultrasonography and amniocentesis, which allows couples to

Figure 1. Map of Yunnan Province showing study locations.
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know the sex of the fetus and, in some cases, opt for sex-selective abortion, even
though this practice is explicitly forbidden under Chinese law (Nie 2010). Viewed in
the context of a fairly rigid Planned Births Program that constrains fertility, as
described above, a clearer picture of contemporary demographic trends begins
to emerge.

Economic development and fertility among China’s minority nationalities

The constitution of the People’s Republic of China declares the country to be a
“unified, multiethnic state.” In addition to the dominant Han majority, which consti-
tutes approximately 91.5% of the nation’s population, there are 55 “minority
nationalities” (shaoshu minzu) that received formal recognition by the central govern-
ment in the 1950s. These minority nationalities, which numbered 114 million as of the
2010 census (CNBS 2012), constitute a particularly difficult challenge for China’s central
government. On one hand, the government recognizes the fact that minority popula-
tions are economically disadvantaged relative to the Han majority, which provides nor-
mative justification for targeted development assistance, poverty alleviation subsidies,
and preferential access to education. On the other hand, a high concentration of
minority groups continues to correlate with low levels of economic development, a
pattern of regional inequality that Hu (2003) has characterized as “one country with
four worlds”: high-income cities in Eastern China such as Beijing and Shanghai; mid-
dle-income eastern provinces such as Guangdong, Zhejiang and Jiangsu; low-income
agricultural areas in China’s interior; and the impoverished western regions.

Yunnan Province, in the south-west region (see Figure 1), which shares international
borders with Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam, contains the densest concentration of eth-
nic, linguistic and cultural diversity in China, with 25 officially recognized minority
nationalities. Because of its location on the geographic, economic and cultural periph-
ery of the Chinese nation-state, Yunnan also reflects the pattern of uneven economic
development described above. The United Nations Development Program, for
example, uses a Human Development Index (HDI), which includes a measure of eco-
nomic productivity, life expectancy and education, to identify the development needs
of particular countries and regions. In the most recent HDI calculation, Yunnan ranks
30th out of 31 provinces and administrative regions in China; only the Tibetan
Autonomous Region, its neighbor to the west, scores more poorly (UNDP 2016).
Although the province contains a few large urban centers such as Kunming, the pro-
vincial capital, Yunnan remains predominantly rural, with most households relying on
small-scale farming for household consumption and market sale.

Diverse kinship and family structures have played an important role in ethnic iden-
tity in China’s south-western borderlands (Harrell 2001). While the Bulang, Wa and
Lahu minority groups included in our study share a history of matrilineal or even bilat-
eral non-lineal kinship ties, today those practices have been influenced by years of
interaction with Han Chinese patrilineal norms (Zhao 2002; Zhou 2010; Ma 2011).
Patrilineality can be found among the Hui, Yi, Yao, Hani (Xu 2006), Dai (Dao 2006), Bai
(Wu 2012) and Han Chinese (Fei 2006) ethnic groups that are discussed in this article,
but few studies discuss the cultural and socio-economic factors connected to son
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preference in the region. While giving birth to a son may have certain practical socio-
economic benefits arising from patrilineality, appreciation for the role of women and
girls within the family provides a cultural foundation within some ethnic groups, such
as the Lahu, that favors neither sex over the other (Du 2002).

Comparatively little research has been conducted on differences in fertility, family-
building strategies and sex preferences between Han and ethnic minority groups in
China (Poston, Chiung-Fang, and Hong 2006), although several recent studies have
begun to address this gap. Using spatial analysis of population data for China as a
whole, Cai and Lavely (2007) suggested two underlying factors that influence regional
variation in sex ratios. First, sex ratios tend to be less skewed in regions where eco-
nomic development is strong. This is in line with what demographers have observed
throughout Asia, where sex ratios have become more equal over the past few decades
as a consequence of urbanization, economic development, and increased educational
access for both boys and girls (Guilmoto 2009). The second factor is somewhat pecu-
liar to China: less influenced by the patriarchal aspects of Confucian ideology, ethnic
minority groups appear to subscribe to different norms from the majority Han when it
comes to son preference (Poston, Chiung-Fang, and Hong 2006; Attane 2009). For
example, the patrilineal system within ethnically Yi communities is shaped by highly
hierarchical clan organizations, while for many Hui communities the religion of Islam
plays an important role in shaping patrilineality (Ma and Liu 2006; Li 2014). Moreover,
during the decades-long implementation of the Planned Births Program, minority
nationalities have faced less stringent checks on their fertility, since larger families
have been permitted among minority nationalities, rural residents, and those living
within high-poverty regions (Zeng 2007). Most of the demographic research on
China’s minority nationalities is fairly coarse in resolution, relying on census data,
which tend to be aggregated by county or province. By contrast, our demographic
and ethnographic data allow for a household-level analysis of actual family compos-
ition, combined with qualitative explanations of family-building strategies and sex
preferences.

Research methods and study locations

In 2010, in collaboration with researchers from Yunnan Normal University, we adminis-
tered a survey questionnaire to 793 rural households in more than 30 villages across
four counties in Yunnan Province: Fengqing, Yun, Lancang and Jinghong (see Figure
1). The questionnaire was part of an interdisciplinary research project and included
modules on demographic, social, cultural and economic conditions in the study com-
munities. Our questionnaire was informed by ethnographic research previously con-
ducted by us and our collaborators in the region. Additionally, in order to ensure that
observer bias was not introduced into our data, we conducted two days of pre-testing
our questionnaire protocol in locations where we did not intend to collect data for
our study sample (Bernard 2006, 286). The demographic data on fertility trends and
sex ratios came from quantitative questions about family composition, while the data
on gender preference came from short, qualitative interview questions, allowing us to
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understand both the demographic trends in these communities and the cultural
rationales behind them.

Our methodological approach draws from both quantitative traditions in demog-
raphy and qualitative traditions in socio-cultural anthropology. These fields have very
different histories and sensibilities, but they can be used in complementary ways to
powerful effect. Demographers typically concern themselves with numerical questions
about population processes such as fertility, migration, and mortality. This type of
research usually requires large, representative samples from surveys or national cen-
suses. Anthropologists who study population, by contrast, tend to focus on how these
population processes are embedded in social, cultural and political contexts within
and beyond the family. Methodologically, anthropologists most often rely on qualita-
tive ethnographic case studies. In recent years, these two fields have begun to con-
verge in productive ways. Tom Fricke, one of the early researchers advocating for an
“anthropological demography,” pointed out that anthropology could provide insights
about “highly various and local systems of meaning” and could help accomplish the
task of “relating those meanings to demographic outcomes.” (Fricke 1997, 268). In the
context of China and beyond, anthropologist Susan Greenhalgh (1995) has called this
“situating fertility” (see also Bernardi and Hutter 2007). For the demographic analyses
in this paper, we restricted our sample to those women born before 1980 and elimi-
nated those who had no children, yielding a final sample size of 601. Given the fairly
early maternal age at first birth in this region, and a national trend in rural areas
toward fertility completion by age 30 years (Vermeer 2006), this represents a robust
sample of women whose families are complete. Our sample consisted of both Han
women (N¼ 400, 66.6%) and minority women (N¼ 201, 33.4%) from nine ethnic
groups common in south-west China, including Bai, Dai, Yi, Hui, Lahu, Bulang, Wa,
Hani, and Yao. While there is considerable variation in family and kinship norms across
different ethnic groups (for example, some Tibetan and Mosuo communities favor
polyandry and matrilineality), all the groups in our study sample follow the Chinese
Marriage Laws mandating monogamous marriage. However, polygamy was not
uncommon among the Yi and the Hui before the establishment of the PRC, and schol-
ars have noted a tension between the Marriage Law and the norms and preferences
of many ethnic groups (Xiao 2001; Liu 2008; Lu 2009; Ma and Liu 2009).

Intra-ethnic marriage is the norm in our dataset: 91% of Han marriages were to
other Han, while approximately 70% of minority marriages were within their respective
ethnic groups. Given China’s large population size and its geographic and cultural
diversity, our sample is not meant to be representative of the nation as a whole, but

Table 1. Basic characteristics of Yunnan study cohorts.
Mothers’ birth cohort Sample N (% of sample) Literacy rate Average maternal age at first birth

1940–1944 7 (1.2%) 43% 24.4
1945–1949 6 (1.0%) 33% 26.7
1950–1954 31 (5.2%) 55% 22.1
1955–1959 59 (9.8%) 66% 22.2
1960–1964 125 (20.8%) 81% 22.2
1965–1969 121 (20.1%) 83% 21.7
1970–1974 110 (18.3%) 89% 21.0
1975–1979 142 (23.6%) 94% 21.4
Total 601
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rather to afford a close look at fertility trends, sex ratios and son preference in a
mixed-ethnic region. Moreover, because we had to aggregate minority nationalities in
order to have a large enough sample to see fertility patterns, we are not always able
to draw conclusions about specific minority groups. The basic characteristics of study
participants, grouped by birth cohort, are shown in Table 1. Note the decline in mater-
nal age at first birth over cohorts. This is in contrast to the national trend, which
shows a modest rise over the same period, ending with an average maternal age at
first birth of 26.7 years as of the 2010 census (Cai 2013).

Chronological trends in fertility and sex preference

Research question 1: what chronological trends can we observe in overall
fertility and sex preferences across maternal birth cohorts?

As Table 2 shows, the total fertility rate in our sample decreased dramatically over
time, from 3.43 for the cohort born in the early 1940s to 1.62 (well below replacement
level) for the cohort born in the late 1970s. We conducted a one-way analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) to examine differences in the mean number of children by mother’s
birth cohort and a Tukey HSD post-hoc test to examine pairwise differences between
cohorts. We observed a statistically significant difference between cohorts [F (7, 593)
¼ 24.421, p¼ 0.000]; the key pairwise differences between cohorts are also noted in
Table 2.

In order to understand patterns of fertility for specific cohorts over time, we calcu-
lated parity progression ratios (PPRs, shown in Table 2) for each cohort. The PPR is a
commonly used measure in demography to describe the proportion of women with a
certain number of children who go on to have another child. We used the following
formula to calculate PPR:

PPR axð Þ ¼ women with at least x þ 1 children
women with at least x children

To interpret the PPR results in the table, reading across the rows gives a picture of
parity (first births, second births, third births, and fourth births) for a given cohort,
while reading down the columns gives a picture of how a given birth parity category
looks across cohorts through time. In the cohort born during the early 1940s, for
instance, 100% of women who had borne one child went on to have a second child

Table 2. Total fertility rates and parity progression ratios by mother’s birth cohort.
Mother’s birth cohort Total fertility rate (TFR) PPR 2 PPR 3 PPR 4

1940–1944 3.43 a 1.00 0.71 0.60
1945–1949 2.67 b 1.00 0.50 0.00
1950–1954 2.68 b 0.90 0.54 0.33
1955–1959 2.42 b, c 0.93 0.45 0.16
1960–1964 2.01 c, d 0.82 0.19 0.05
1965–1969 2.08 c, d 0.89 0.21 0.00
1970–1974 1.81 d 0.75 0.07 0.17
1975–1979 1.62 d 0.58 0.05 0.00
All cohorts 1.99

Note: In the total fertility rate column (TFR), figures with the same letter are statistically indistinguishable at the 0.05
level of significance (p value) as determined by the Tukey HSD post-hoc test; figures with different letters are statis-
tically different from one another at the 0.05 level of significance.
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(PPR2); 71% of women with two children went on to have a third child (PPR3); and
60% of women with three children went on to have a fourth child (PPR4).

These data reflect a general downward trend in fertility over time and a gradual
disappearance of higher-order births. For the cohort born in the late 1940s, all women
had a second birth, but only half went on to a third birth. By the early 1950s cohort, a
noticeable decline in second-order births appears. By the late 1950s cohort, fourth-
order births are almost non-existent. By the early 1970s cohort, third-order births
almost disappear. And by the last maternal cohort, born in the late 1970s, only slightly
more than half of women go on to bear a second child. All of these trends are roughly
in line with national patterns over the same time period (Cai 2013).

Next, we sought to examine whether sex ratios change over time by mother’s birth
cohort, and to understand what this might tell us about “revealed preference” for
sons. We calculated sex ratios for each maternal cohort, the results of which are
shown in Table 3. The general trend is skewed in favor of male children for earlier
cohorts and gradually becomes more equal for later cohorts, although the overall sex
ratio for the full sample is in line with the national average (Greenhalgh and Winckler
2005; Wang, Cai, and Gu 2013). We also calculated sex-specific PPRs for each maternal
cohort, which allows us to analyze the extent to which the sex of already-born chil-
dren influences the probability of having further children. The results also appear in
Table 3, which shows the parity progression ratio from first to second births and from
second to third births, disaggregated by the sex of previously born children.

Looking at PPR 2, all mothers in the first two cohorts progressed to a second birth.
In subsequent cohorts, PPR2 is higher in all instances for women whose first child was
female, which constitutes evidence of male preference when determining whether to
progress to a second birth. For PPR 3, there is no apparent pattern for the first two
maternal cohorts, probably because the sample size is small. For subsequent cohorts
(those born after 1950), the likelihood of a third birth becomes strongly sex-depend-
ent. Women whose first two children are male have a very small likelihood of having
a third child; the likelihood of having a third child is higher for mothers who have one
boy and one girl, and much higher still for mothers whose two previous children are
both girls.

Our survey instrument and interview protocol did not include questions about pre-
natal sex-determination or sex-selective abortion. However, previous research in China

Table 3. Sex ratios and sex-specific parity progression ratios by mother’s birth cohort.
PPR 2: Probability of progressing

to second birth PPR 3: Probability of progressing to third birth

Mother’s
birth cohort

Sex ratio of
children (M:F) First child male

First
child female

First two
children male

One male,
one female

First two
children female

1940–1944 1.50 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.33 1.00
1945–1949 1.25 1.00 1.00 0.50 0.50 0.50
1950–1954 1.22 0.82 1.00 0.00 0.47 0.80
1955–1959 1.14 0.83 1.00 0.13 0.41 0.82
1960–1964 1.12 0.78 0.90 0.13 0.18 0.45
1965–1969 1.17 0.88 0.93 0.13 0.22 0.31
1970–1974 1.10 0.69 0.84 0.00 0.03 0.25
1975–1979 1.17 0.52 0.71 0.00 0.00 0.22
Cohort Mean 1.14
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and in Yunnan Province specifically with Han and minority households has demon-
strated that rates of abortion over time increased to approximately 27 per 100 preg-
nancies in 2000, and that abortion rates are highly correlated with the sex of previous
children in the family (L€ofstedt, Shusheng, and Johansson 2004). Moreover, it is rea-
sonable to assume that, as in other regions, the skewed sex ratios in our study com-
munities are attributable to some combination of sex-selective abortion, female
infanticide, and under-registration of female infants (Chu 2001; Nie 2010).

Inter-Ethnic trends: fertility and sex preferences for Han and
minority households

Research question 2: do fertility trends and sex ratios differ between Han and
minority mothers, and what might this reveal about son preference in the
study region?

Similar to the cohort analysis above, we calculated total fertility rates and parity pro-
gression ratios for Han and minority women in order to determine the proportion of
women with a given number of children who go on to have another child. The results
of this analysis are shown in Table 4.

In our sample, total fertility rates are nearly identical for Han (1.95) and minority
(2.08) mothers.2 An independent-samples t-test showed that the difference between
means for the two groups was significant (p< 0.05), likely due to the fairly large sam-
ple size, but the effect size is minimal. In terms of parity progression, Han and minority
mothers are identical for PPR 2; 79% of mothers, regardless of ethnic identity, went on
to have a second birth. Minority women show a markedly higher probability than their
Han counterparts of having a third birth, while the probability of a fourth birth is quite
low for both Han and minority women.

Interpreting these results requires a basic understanding of national and provincial
family-planning policies as they apply to Han and minority households. While China’s
family-planning targets and population policies are formulated in the National
Population and Family Planning Commission, a central government agency, these poli-
cies contain “highly localized features” that are implemented differently in different
regions (Gu et al. 2007, 143). In Yunnan, the provincial Population and Birth Planning
Office announced new “Population and Birth Planning Regulations” in 2002 and
updated the regulations in 2014. Assuming that households have an agricultural
household registration status (nongye hukou), Han households may have two children
and minority households may have three, provided that they meet one of the follow-
ing conditions: 1) they live within the jurisdiction of what is considered a marginal
area under the “border villagers’ committee” (bianjing cunmin weiyuanhui), or 2) either
husband or wife belongs to one of the following minority groups, all of which have
relatively small populations: Dulong, De’ang, Jinuo, Achang, Nu, Pumi, or Bulang.

Table 4. Total fertility rates and parity progression ratios for Han and minority women.
Total fertility rate PPR 2 PPR 3 PPR 4

Han 1.95 0.79 0.18 0.13
Minority 2.08 0.79 0.29 0.15
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Next, we calculated sex ratios and sex-specific PPRs, disaggregated by ethnicity
(Han and minority), which allows us to analyze the extent to which the sex of already-
born children influences household decision-making about whether to have further
children, and whether differences can be detected between ethnic groups. Results of
this analysis are shown in Table 5.

The sex ratios of children born to Han and minority women were statistically indis-
tinguishable: both groups exhibit male-skewed sex ratios roughly in line with national
trends. Looking at PPR 2, the decision to have a second child appears to be sex-
dependent for both Han and minority mothers; regardless of ethnicity, women whose
first child was female were more likely to progress to a second birth. A similar trend is
apparent for PPR 3: regardless of ethnicity, women whose first two children are male
have a small likelihood of having a third child. That likelihood increases slightly for
mothers who have one boy and one girl, and increases quite dramatically for mothers
whose two previous children are both girls. In each case, PPR 3 is higher for minority
mothers than for their Han counterparts, likely because of the greater flexibility in fam-
ily-planning policies that allow for higher-order births for minority families.

Qualitative results on preferred family size and composition

Research question 3: what qualitative rationales do households use to describe
their family-building strategies, and what might this tell us about changing
policies and attitudes regarding family planning in contemporary China?

Our final goal in this study was to examine stated preferences about family size and
sex ratios in our study communities, and to understand how these attitudes are
shaped by changing policies and discourses about family planning in contemporary
China. We posed the following qualitative questions to study participants: “If family-
planning policies were not a consideration, how many children would you ideally like
to have? How many sons and how many daughters?” We also posed a short, open-
ended, qualitative interview question asking study participants to briefly explain the
reasoning behind their ideal family size and composition.

We performed a quantitative content analysis on these short interview texts, exam-
ining the frequency (Neuendorf 2001) with which different preferred sex ratios were
mentioned (i.e. more sons, more daughters, or an equal number of sons and daugh-
ters). Next, we performed qualitative, ethnographic content analysis on participants’
stated rationales about why this family composition was preferred, analyzing the quali-
tative statements line by line and grouping the material into themes. Themes can be
seen as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential
information compiled during a study” (Miles, Huberman, and Johnny 2013; see also

Table 5. Sex ratios and sex-specific parity progression ratios for Han and minority women.
PPR 2: Probability of progressing

to second birth PPR 3: Probability of progressing to third birth

Sex ratio (M:F) First child male
First

child female
First two

children male
One male,
one female

First two
children female

Han 1.13 0.73 0.89 0.10 0.16 0.36
Minority 1.16 0.73 0.87 0.23 0.23 0.59
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Patton 2002 and Bernard 2006). This allowed us to explore study participants’ perspec-
tives and attitudes on family-building in their own terms.

The total number of desired children (by cohort) tracks actual fertility trends in
these study communities fairly closely, ranging from a mean of 4.3 for the earliest
cohort (born in the early 1940s) to a mean of 1.8 for the latest cohort (born in the
late 1970s). This is somewhat higher than the results reported in national studies
examining the desired number of children, but the trend is downward from each
cohort to the next. Our results are also generally in line with the findings from a
Chinese national survey showing that smaller family sizes tended to be preferred by
younger women, women from urban areas, and women with higher educational
attainment (Ding and Hesketh 2006; see also Cai 2010).

In terms of the stated “ideal” sex ratio of children in the household, we observed a
steady decline in stated son preference over time, from a high of 1.33 in the early
1950s maternal cohort to a low of 0.91 for the late 1970s cohort. This stands in con-
trast to recent research, using a nationally representative sample, which found a high
level of son preference in China related to a range of individual, family, and commu-
nity determinants (Murphy, Tao, and Lu 2011). In our dataset, moreover, Han and
minority mothers are statistically indistinguishable in terms of desired total number of
children (2.0 for Han and 2.2 for minorities) and desired sex ratio (1.03 for Han and
1.06 for minorities). There is some controversy in the academic literature regarding the
validity and reliability of investigating “ideal” family size and composition, since
research participants may tend to give a response that closely mirrors their actual
completed family size and composition (Sobotka and Beaujouan 2014). Our results
should therefore be interpreted with such critiques in mind. Stated ideals may not be
useful for predicting actual fertility trends, but they do reveal important insights about
societal norms, what is generally considered desirable, and why (Philipov and
Bernardi 2011).

Examining the qualitative data on desired family size and composition, we found
that fewer than one quarter of our study participants (23.3%) explicitly expressed a
preference for sons in their interview comments. Continuity of the patriarchal and
patrilineal family line tended to be a common concern for this group. For example,
one Han participant said, “One boy is best. In our village, households without a son,
all wish they had one. Who doesn’t like sons? They can carry on the family name.”
Some participants also underscored the importance of inter-generational financial ties,
and emphasized the fact that sons were more commonly expected to care for their
aging parents. A Han respondent noted that, “Rural people don’t have social security
or retirement plans. When we’re older and can’t work, we have to rely on our sons.”

By contrast, a small portion of the sample (7.2%) expressed an explicit preference
for daughters. These participants tended to invoke cultural and behavioral reasons
why daughters were ideal. For example, one ethnic Yi participant said, “Girls listen to
their parents, but boys make their parents worry. When I was young, I didn’t listen to
my parents. I often made my family angry. One girl is great. My daughter is very
thoughtful, and she’s a good student.”

The most commonly stated preference in our sample by a wide margin (69.4%) was
for a balanced number of male and female children in the household, most often
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expressed as one son and one daughter. Qualitative interview results indicate a strong
social norm toward the two-child family, what Greenhalgh (1994) has termed the
“optimal two.” Many families, regardless of ethnicity, expressed the desire for one boy
and one girl, citing the different and complementary “advantages” (haochu) of sons
and daughters and noting that this family structure maintained “balance” (pingheng)
and “harmony” (hexie). As one Han survey respondent said, “A daughter is respectful
of her parents, and a son can carry on the family name.” Another Han participant
from the late-1950s cohort put it more artfully: “A son is the pillar of the family. Girls
are respectful to their parents, and they’re sensible.” Similarly, one Yi respondent from
the late-1970s cohort noted that “boys and girls are equal; there’s no discrimination.”

Many study participants framed their gender preferences by way of thinking about
the future, suggesting that sons and daughters both had potentially important roles
to play in the maintenance of family life. As one ethnic Lahu respondent said, “I have
two sons, and both are outside the village. They rarely come home. It would be better
if I had a daughter by my side.” Current literature on the Chinese family has consist-
ently noted that filial piety, respect for elders, and caring for the long-term economic
and emotional needs of family members—all responsibilities that were once the pur-
view of sons—are increasingly taken on by daughters (Yan 2003; Shi 2017). As a con-
sequence, the long-held stereotype of the married-out daughter as “spilled water”—a
family liability, rather than an asset—no longer holds true (Zhang 2007), and maintain-
ing ties with married daughters has become “an increasingly important investment
strategy for old age” among China’s rural population (Yan 2003, 180). Moreover, evi-
dence suggests that this new arrangement is reciprocal; daughters and their natal
family members rely on each other for economic, social and emotional support
throughout their lives (Zhang 2007).

Discussion and conclusions

Using qualitative and quantitative survey findings from rural households in China’s
Yunnan Province, we have examined fertility trends, sex ratios, and sex preferences
over time and between Han and minority households. Our results show a general
downward trend in fertility over time in the study communities, from maternal cohorts
born during the 1940s to those born during the 1970s, and a gradual disappearance
of third- and higher-order births. The sex ratio of children in these families has
become more equal over time, from a high of more than 1.25 for the 1940s maternal
cohort to 1.17 for the late-1970s maternal cohort. These findings mirror nationwide
trends attributable to family-planning policies enforcing low fertility, rising educational
attainment for girls, increasing economic opportunities and a subsequent rise in child-
rearing costs, and changing cultural norms about the relative value of sons and
daughters (Loh and Remick 2015; Greenhalgh 2013; Ling 2017; Murphy, Tao, and
Lu 2011).

By examining parity progression ratios, we found that the probability of second
and third births is strongly sex-dependent for both Han and minority mothers; regard-
less of ethnicity, women whose previous children were female showed a higher likeli-
hood of having more children. This constitutes evidence for son preference among
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both Han and minority households. This finding reflects the persistence of son prefer-
ence in rural areas throughout China and elsewhere in Asia, where the societal expect-
ation is that sons will provide more farm labor, inherit property, take on the
responsibility of ancestral rituals, and provide security for their aging parents (Murphy,
Tao, and Lu 2011; Das Gupta et al. 2003).

By contrast, during brief qualitative interviews, most households explicitly rejected
the idea of son preference, stating that both sons and daughters had important and
complementary roles to play in the family. We are thus faced with the problem of
explaining the mismatch in our data between actual fertility trends and stated prefer-
ences. There are a number of reasons for why a majority of study participants might
express the ideal of having both sons and daughters. First, gender equality has been a
major policy goal of the Chinese Communist Party since the Mao era and is enshrined
in several major legal statutes, including the Marriage Law of the PRC, which was
implemented in 1950 and updated and amended significantly in 1980 and 2001
(CNPC 2001). This foundational law, along with several more modest policy reforms,
raised the nationwide marriageable age, mandated consent by both parties to any
marriage, and eased restrictions on divorce. Furthermore, the Law of Succession of the
PRC, passed in 1985 and revised in 2003, explicitly states that “males and females are
equal in their right to inheritance,” overturning centuries of precedent for male-domi-
nated inheritance of family property (NPC 2003). These legal and policy reforms have
weakened some of the institutional incentives for favoring sons.

Secondly, China’s political leaders have taken notice of the social problems posed
by a chronic sex-ratio imbalance. Rural households, particularly those facing economic
hardship, must make decisions about how to allocate limited resources among their
children; when the perceived return on investment for male children is higher, the
incentive for sons persists. Moreover, girls whose parents do not formally register
them at birth will face lifelong challenges in gaining access to education, healthcare
and other basic social services (Ling 2017; Goodburn 2014). China’s “missing girls”
have also left tens of millions of men unmarried, a group colloquially known as “bare
branches” (Jin et al. 2013). In response, China’s central government has initiated a
“Care for Girls” social campaign (guan’ai n€uhai xingdong) overseen by the National
Population and Family Planning Commission (Greenhalgh 2013). This campaign, which
ran on a trial basis in selected regions beginning in the early 2000s, has been in effect
nationwide since 2006. It echoes the Chinese Communist Party’s consistent attempts
to stamp out patriarchal oppression and other practices deemed “feudal” or otherwise
antithetical to socialism. The campaign operates in a wide variety of ways, from com-
munity outreach and education to online information dissemination. As a result, nearly
all Chinese citizens are aware of the state’s attempts to promote gender equality, and
citizens, both urban and rural, likely feel social pressure to conform to this view, at
least rhetorically.

Thirdly, and most subtly, far from being static and unchanging, the family is an
“adaptive institution” (Jankowiak and Moore 2017, 2), which means that cultural norms
regarding gender roles are subject to shift in accordance with new economic realities.
China has transitioned over the past two generations from a predominantly agricul-
tural country to an export-oriented manufacturing and service-sector powerhouse. As
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China’s labor force becomes increasingly mobile in order to meet the demands of this
new economy, more rural women routinely migrate to cities and towns, sending
remittances back to their rural families (Yan 2003; Zhang 2007). As a result, societal
ideas about gender roles and filial piety are in flux. Filial piety, considered a core fea-
ture of the Chinese family since the time of Confucius, involves an expectation to
respect and obey one’s parents, to support them in old age, and, increasingly, an
emotional commitment to one’s parents’ well-being (Jankowiak and Moore 2017). In a
recent anthropological analysis of family dynamics among rural-urban migrants in
China, Ling (2017) suggests that sons are commonly viewed as “precious” because of
their importance within the patrilineal system, while daughters are often seen as more
“reliable,” “obedient,” and even “mature.” In a groundbreaking new book entitled
Choosing Daughters, Lihong Shi (2017) suggests that intimate emotional bonds
between parents and their daughters are on the rise and that family intimacy and filial
piety, far from being static and unchanging concepts, are actually being redefined in
the current age as more rural households pursue new ideals of happiness, modernity,
and material well-being (see also Kim and Fong 2014).

Looking to the future, several new policy initiatives may have substantial effects on
the size and structure of China’s population. Fearing an increasingly inverted age pyra-
mid and the consequent strain on social services, the National People’s Congress
approved an amendment to the Population and Family Planning Law in 2016, allowing
all married couples to have a second child in order to move toward more “balanced
population growth” (Xinhua 2015; CNPC 2015). The long-term effects of this policy
shift remain unclear; however, if the lessons from other East Asian countries, including
Japan and South Korea, are any indication, China’s fertility will remain low for the fore-
seeable future, driven largely by economic development and the rising cost of child-
rearing (Zheng et al. 2009; Ling 2017). Moreover, a new Chinese National Bureau of
Statistics report concludes that some immediate effects of the new two-child policy
are emerging in the national population sample data. Total births actually decreased
from 2016 to 2017, and second births now account for more than half of all births as
the nation’s population matures and there are fewer women of child-bearing age (NBS
2017). The uptick in second births may also be due to uncertainty over how long the
new policies will continue; couples who desire to have a second child may be doing
so quickly while the policy window remains open. Understanding how these regula-
tory, economic and cultural changes result in different demographic outcomes for Han
and minority families will be an important future research agenda.

Notes

1. New regulations in place as of 2016 allow all married couples to have a second child.
However, the data for this study were collected and analyzed before the new policy went
into effect. Moreover, it remains unclear how the new policy will affect long-term
demographic trends in China, as discussed briefly in the conclusion.

2. As noted in the “Research Methods and Study Locations” section, we aggregated nine
different minority nationalities (N¼ 201) in order to have a large enough sample to
compare against Han households (N¼ 400). The risk of this approach is that it masks
potentially meaningful differences between minority groups in the sample. This problem is
perhaps most acute for groups such as the Lahu, whose kinship patterns and gender
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relations were historically quite distinct from the Han. We conducted several descriptive
analyses to see whether some of the fertility patterns for Lahu households in our sample
were markedly different from Han households and from the total sample. They were not:
for Lahu households, the total fertility rate (TFR) was 2.09 and the male-female sex ratio of
children was 1.21. Both of these figures are generally in line with the other groups in the
sample, as we report in Tables 4 and 5.
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