A BOY FOR YOU AND A GIRL FOR ME: DO MEN WANT SONS AND
WOMEN WANT DAUGHTERS?
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Survey data show that more than 60 per cent of Australian couples yet to have a first child say that the child’s
sex does not matter. Of the minority who do express a preference most would prefer a son, though men more so
than women. Where couples have one child and want another, most still say that the sex of the next child does
not matter, though parents who already have a daughter are more likely to want a son than are those who
already have a son to want a daughter. Where couples have two children and want a third, parents who have
two children of the same sex are more likely to want a child of the opposite sex than are those who already have
one son and one daughter.

INTRODUCTION
Since the late twentieth century, there has
been a plethora of research showing that
parents in Western industrialised countries
want at least one child of each sex. This
preference is expressed in the increased propensity of parents to have another child if
their existing children are all boys or all girls,
rather than a mix. For example, Australian
mothers with two sons or two daughters are
around 25 per cent more likely to have a
third child than are mothers with a son and
a daughter.1
One problem with this research is the
weak theoretical basis for the preference for
‘one of each’ in developed countries.2
Explanations of parental gender preference
in developing countries focus on economic
utility to explain son preference, and
women’s dominance in care duties to
explain the importance of having at least
one daughter. However, these are not
convincing arguments in developed
countries where children are an undoubted
net financial impost on parents, and where
it is less likely that parents now expect
daughters to take on primary caring duties.
Explanations for the parental preference
for ‘one of each’ have changed little since
the 1950s, despite the extraordinary shifts
in gender roles and social institutions from
that time. In terms of understanding the
value that sons and daughters provide, some

research suggests that sons may provide
particular benefits to fathers, and daughters
to mothers. In aggregate this could explain
the manifest preference for one child of each
sex, since in heterosexual couples, men
would prefer sons and women would want
daughters.3 However, in assessing research
on sex-specific parental preferences for sons
and daughters, Hank notes that: ‘although
it is frequently proposed that fathers have a
pronounced desire for sons, the empirical
evidence of sex-specific parental
preferences is not always clear’.4
The current paper adds to this research
by investigating whether Australian mothers
and fathers, and prospective mothers and
fathers, express preferences for sons or
daughters. Using a nationally representative
survey, we compare responses of men and
women to determine whether they differ in
their stated desire for boys or girls. We also
compare mothers’ and fathers’ stated
preference for the sex of their next child by
the sex of their existing children. This is a
better method than examining behavioural
data for determining whether men and
women want children of a particular sex.
This is because in observing whether parents
progress to another birth based on the sex
of their existing children, it is difficult to
disentangle men’s and women’s preferences
since children are generally born to a couple
rather than to individuals.
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The remainder of the paper is
structured as follows. The next section
discusses previous literature on the desire
for sons and daughters and outlines four
questions to be addressed in this research.
The data and method are then described
and the three questions posed are then
addressed.
STATED DESIRE FOR SONS AND
DAUGHTERS
Most research investigating gender preference has been conducted using parity
progression analysis, that is, the propensity of parents to have another child given
the sex composition of their existing children. Arnold and others5 assert that parents
‘revise up’ their family size in order to
achieve families with a particular sex composition. Countries in which parents are
more likely to have another child if all their
existing children are female—rather than
male or of both sexes—are said to exhibit
a son preference. This is true of many traditional societies. In many developed
countries, a preference for a mixed-sex
composition is inferred because parents are
equally likely to progress to a third birth if
their first two children are both boys or
both girls, but have a greater propensity to
stop at two if they have a son and a daughter. For example, in the 1970s Young6
found that Australian parents with samesex children had a greater probability of
having an additional child and also expected to have a larger family as compared to
parents who had a mixed-sex composition.
Hank and Kohler7 compared seventeen
European countries and found that preference for mixed-sex compositions
dominated although some countries did
show evidence of an emerging daughter
preference. Research from the United
States of America also finds a parental preference for a mixed-sex family.8
A study published in 1960 argues that
sons and daughters provide different social
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connections; fathers do particular things
with sons, such as various sporting
activities, while mothers can share
feminine interests with their daughters.9
More recent research also suggests that
sons are important for fathers. Many
studies find that in intact families fathers
spend more time with sons than they spend
with daughters.10 Other studies report a
decreased likelihood of divorce for parents
with sons,11 which is attributed to greater
involvement and attachment from fathers.
However these conclusions have not been
consistently reached in other research.12
There are few studies that directly
examine stated sex preference. Of studies
which do examine stated sex preferences,
many focus on the desired sex of a firstborn
child. Typically, these studies find a
significant preference for sons as first
children, and this preference is stronger for
men than for women. 13 However, a
weakness of many of these studies is that
they are based on student samples; most
of the participants would not be in the
childbearing stage of their life course.
Studies examining stated sex preferences
of women pregnant with their first child
find that daughters are preferred over sons,
but most women state no preference.14
In Germany, Dahl et al. conducted one
of the few representative surveys which
asks questions about preferred sex of
firstborn child as well as the preferred sex
composition of a complete family.15 They,
like Statham et al.,16 find that most people
(58 per cent) state that they do not care
about the sex of their children, but more
people prefer a son as a firstborn than a
daughter.17
Aside from the research of Dahl et al.,
we have found little evidence of
representative-survey research which asks
people directly what they would like the
sex composition of their family to be. Nor
can we find much evidence of research
which asks men and women the preferred

sex of their next child. Yet this type of data
would allow analysis of three questions
about parental sex preference, outlined
below.
1. Are respondents who are pregnant or
whose partner is pregnant for the first
time more likely to state a desired sex
of their next child than those who are
not pregnant, and, if so, are they more
likely to state that they would like their
child to be a daughter than those not
pregnant?
2. Does the propensity to nominate a
preferred sex of child vary by parity
(number of children) and by sex of
existing children?
3. Are men more likely to state a desire
for sons than for daughters as
compared with women (and vice
versa)?
DATA AND METHOD
To answer these questions about stated
preferences for sex of children, we use data
from the Wave 5 collection of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in
Australia (HILDA) survey (information on
the Wave 5 data collection conducted in
2005 is available from MIAESR).18 In
2005, questions on fertility intentions and
desired sex of children were asked for the
first time as part of a fertility module. The
fertility module was asked of all females
aged 18 to 44 years and partnered males
aged 18 to 54 years if their female partner
was less than 45 years. Respondents (both
females and males) aged less than 18 years
who lived independently of their parents
were also asked this module of questions.
Respondents who were sterilized or where
there were health difficulties in achieving
pregnancy were excluded from the fertility module. This results in a weighted
sample of 5,238 persons (2,874 males and
2,364 females). Of this sample, 3,354 respondents indicated that they intend to
have a(nother) child in the future. The

question about preferred sex of children
in HILDA takes the following form:
‘Would you prefer your [first/next] child
to be a boy or a girl?’
Response options: 1 ‘Boy’, 2 ‘Girl’, 3
‘Doesn’t matter’
We take the following analytical approach
to investigate our questions on parents’
stated sex preference of children. For those
respondents who state that they want
a[nother] child, we examine stated sex
preference to investigate statements of
women and men firstly by pregnancy status, and then by parity and sex composition
of existing children.
VARIATION IN STATED SEX
PREFERENCES OF CHILDLESS
MEN AND WOMEN BY
PREGNANCY STATUS
Previous research has found that women
who are pregnant with their first child are
more likely than non-pregnant women to
state that they would prefer a girl.19 We use
HILDA to examine this proposition for
Australia. The number of women who
were pregnant with their first child and the
number of men with no children whose
partner was pregnant at the time of survey
totals 105 people (Table 1).
Table 1 shows no significant difference
in the pattern of reporting of preferred sex
of first child by whether the respondent or
respondent’s partner is pregnant or not. For
both groups just over 60 per cent of
respondents state that it ‘doesn’t matter’
what the sex of their first child will be. Men
were more likely to state that they would
prefer to have a boy as a first child (35 per
cent) than to have a girl (five per cent).
Women were also more likely to state that
they wanted a boy (23 per cent) than a girl
(16 per cent), but there is a statistically
significant difference in the reporting
patterns of men and women. Men are much
more likely to state a desire for a son than
a daughter as compared to women.
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THE EFFECT OF THE NUMBER
AND SEX OF CHILDREN ON
STATED SEX PREFERENCES
The previous results indicate that most parents-to-be do not mind what the sex of their
first child is, although a sizeable proportion (over one in three men and one fifth
of women) indicate that they would like
their first child to be a boy. We now examine stated sex preference for parents with
one or two children who intend to have
more children in the future. Figure 1 shows
the pattern of response of males and females who have one child and state that
they want another child (n=209) by the sex
of that child. The pattern shows differential responses of males and females. For
males, around 65 per cent say that sex of
the next child ‘doesn’t matter’, but this response differs by whether their first child
is a son or a daughter. For men who have a
son, 74 per cent say that the sex of their
next child does not matter, while 18 per
cent state that they would like a daughter
next. In comparison, 55 per cent of men
who have a daughter say that the sex of
their next child does not matter, with 37

per cent stating that they would prefer their
next child to be a boy. These results can be
interpreted as a desire by many fathers for
sons.
The opposite pattern of response is
found for females, but the difference
between stated desire for a boy or girl is
not quite as strong as it was found to be
for males. Women are almost equally likely
to state that the sex of their second child
does not matter whether they have a son
(65 per cent) or a daughter (71 per cent).
Around 30 per cent of women who have a
son state that they would like their next
child to be a girl and almost 20 per cent of
women who have a daughter state that they
would like their next child to be a son. This
suggests that women are more likely to
state a preference for a daughter, but the
difference between women’s stated sex
preferences are not as great as men’s.
Overall, most parents of one child say
that the sex of their next child does not
matter. However, there is evidence that
many parents want to ‘balance’ their
families by adding a child of the opposite
sex. Further, there are distinct differences

Table 1: Percentage distribution of preferred sex of first child by sex of respondent
and pregnancy status of female respondent or male respondent’s partner
Sex and pregnancy status of respondent/respondent’s partner
Male
Female

Preferred sex
of first child

Male
Female
Doesn’t matter
Total
Number

Partner
pregnant

Partner
not pregnant

Total*

Pregnant

Not pregnant

Total*

32.1

35.0

34.9

20.4

22.9

22.8

7.1

5.4

5.5

14.3

15.9

15.9

60.7

59.6

59.7

65.3

61.2

61.4

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

56

1,355

1,411

49

1,036

1,085

Source: HILDA 2005
* p<0.0001. Statistically significant difference in the distribution of stated preferred sex of first child for males and
females.
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in the responses of men and women, with
men more likely to want a son when they
have a daughter than to want a daughter
when they have a son, and vice-versa for
women. For parents who have two children
and intend to have a third (n=513) we again
see evidence of a substantial percentage
of parents wanting to balance their family
(Figure 2). In fact, many more parents state
that they desire a child of a particular sex
than is evident at the smaller family sizes,
and sex of existing children is an important
factor in stated sex preferences. Figure 2
shows that parents who have a son and a
daughter, and who want more children, are
most likely to state that the sex of the next
child ‘doesn’t matter’. Over 90 per cent of
men and 70 per cent of women who have
a son and a daughter state that the sex of
the next child does not matter.

However, in families with two children
of the same sex who want more children,
the percentage of parents who state a
preferred sex is larger than for respondents
with no children (Table 1) and parents with
one child (Figure 1). Almost 70 per cent
of women and over 50 per cent of men who
have two sons say that they would like a
daughter for their next child. A smaller, but
substantial percentage of parents with two
daughters say that they would like a son
next (over 40 per cent of both mothers and
fathers express a desire for a son). These
findings for parents of two children support
our previous research that parents with two
children of one sex are more likely to have
another child than are parents with a son
and a daughter, in order to try for a child
of the missing sex.20 Thus, we would
expect sex preferences for the next child

Figure 1: Percentage of respondents with one child stating preferred sex of their next child
by sex of respondent and sex of existing child
per cent

Girl

Boy

Doesn’t matter

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Male R,
one son

Female R,
one son

Total,
one son

Male R,
one daughter

Female R,
one daughter

Total,
one daughter

Source: HILDA 2005
* p<0.0001; n=209 weighted
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to be much stronger for parents of two boys
or two girls who intend to have another
child.

children that a person already has
influences their propensity to state a
preferred sex of their next child. A sizeable
percentage (40 per cent) of people with no
children state a preferred sex for their first
child while fewer (35 per cent) state a
preferred sex when they have one child and
intend to have a second. A readiness to state
a preferred sex of child is most likely to be
demonstrated by people who have two
children and intend to have a third. Parents
who have a son and a daughter are least
likely (over 80 per cent) to state a preferred
sex of next child. It simply does not matter
to most of these parents. However, parents
who have two sons or two daughters are
the most likely to state a preferred sex of
their next child, with parents most likely
to nominate a child of the opposite sex to
the two children they already have.

DISCUSSION
In this paper we have illuminated three dimensions of parental sex preferences in
Australia. Firstly, stated sex preference
does not differ by whether a respondent,
or a respondent’s partner, is pregnant or
not. While research from other developed
countries has found that women who are
pregnant are more likely to state that they
would prefer a daughter than a son, we do
not find this pattern of response. Respondents are equally likely to state a sex
preference whether they are expecting or
not, with around 40 per cent stating a preferred sex for their first child.21
Secondly, the number and sex of

Figure 2: Percentage of respondents with two children stating preferred sex of their next
child by sex of respondent and sex of existing children
per cent

Boy

Girl

Doesn’t matter

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Male R,
two sons

Male R,
two daughters

Male R,
mixed

Source: HILDA 2005
* p<0.0001; n=513 weighted
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Female R,
two sons

Female R,
two daughters

Female R,
mixed

Thirdly, while a strong preference for
one child of each sex is exhibited, on the
whole women are more likely to express a
desire for a daughter and men are more
likely to say that they want a son. For
example, of those parents with one child
who expect to have another, 31 per cent of
mothers but only 18 per cent of fathers with
a son want a daughter next, while 37 per
cent of fathers but only 19 per cent of
mothers with a daughter want a son next
(Figure 2). A sizeable proportion of both
male and female prospective parents
express a desire for a first-born son,
however this preference is significantly
stronger for men than it is for women
(Table 1). The overwhelming conclusion
is that parents want a child of each sex in
order to balance their family,22 but that
many also have a marked preference for

at least one child of their own sex. This
suggests that many men perceive benefits
from having a son, and women from
having a daughter, that are not present with
a child of the opposite sex.
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