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Extended Abstract

39% of Pakistani women of child-bearing age are reported to get married before reaching
the age of 18 (PDHS 2017-18). Though lower than 50% reported in 1990 (PDHS 1990-91),
this incidence of early marriage still remains high by world average. The practice of early-
age marriage, also called child marriage, in part results from a higher perceived value of the
young bride. In traditional societies, younger women are believed to be more fertile,
sexually inexperienced and easy to 'control'. For parents, early marriage of daughters
implies lower spending on education, less effort chaperoning the girl in order to protect
virginity and guard ‘family honour’, and smaller dowry requirement (Allendorf et al., 2017;
Caldwell, 2005).

Early marriage has important consequences for the health and well-being of the mother and
the child. Women who marry early produce more children than who marry later (Maitra,
2004; Nasrullah et al., 2014; Raj et al., 2009). They are younger at the time of first birth and
give subsequent births at shorter intervals (Jensen and Thornton, 2003; Koski et al., 2017;
Raj, 2010). Early marriage is associated with greater risk of still birth and miscarriages
(Kamal and Hassan, 2015). There is increasing evidence for adverse health outcomes
among children born to women who married at an early age, including higher risk of
premature birth, neo-natal, infant or child mortality (Adhikari, 2003; Garcia-Hombrados,
2017; Raj et al,, 2010) as well as negative effects on child weight, height and general health
(Chari et al., 2017; Palloni, 2017; Wachs, 2008). Women with early marriages show higher
psychological distress, whereas women with late marriages tend to adjust better (Shaud &
Asad, 2018). Early marriage can also limit women’s economic empowerment and education
outcomes of their children (Sekhri and Debnath, 2014; Yount et al., 2018).

A related area of investigation pertains to the influence of female early marriage in
sustaining prevailing gender bias in general, and gender-specific reproductive outcomes in
particular. Asadullah and Wahhaj (2019) find that early marriage increases agreement with
statements supportive of traditional gender roles and gender bias in the allocation of
resources. They hypothesize four potential pathways through which female early marriage
in developing countries can affect women'’s beliefs and attitudes towards traditional gender
norms:

1) less schooling and exposure to a school curriculum presenting alternative views; 2)
fewer social networks; 3) lower likelihood of matching with more progressive men and 4)
earlier experience of marital responsibilities.

The gender perspectives of early-married women get shaped by their degree of
empowerment in important issues such as contraceptive use and reproductive choices
(Larsson & Stanfors, 2014; Upadhyay & Karasek, 2012).

In this study, we employ pooled data from four Pakistan Demographic and Health Surveys
(PDHS) to examine whether, and to what extent, does the incidence of early marriage shape
the married women's perspectives on gender preference associated with reproduction. We
investigate how early-age marriage influences both the reported or revealed son preference



of the mother (observed in excessive births of boys) as well as the stated or desired
preference that the interviewed women state. From a medical point of view, the likelihood
of bearing sons does not depend on the age a woman marries. Any significant variation in
the number of sons she bears should reflect differential fertility stopping patterns
ultimately resulting from differences in the socioeconomic profile of early and late-
marrying womens3.

To our knowledge, this is the first study that addresses this subject. We employ a number of
econometric techniques (Probit, OLS, Cox Hazard Model, IV Probit, and matching) and a
large set of model specifications for our analysis. We find significant evidence supporting a
role of early marriage in perpetuating disproportionate preference for boys in Pakistan.
Women who married before turning 18 not only state a greater desire for boys but are also
more likely to end reproduction after obtaining the desired number of boys, regardless of
whether or not they have completed their fertility. This son-preferring behaviour is
stronger at higher birth order but does not seem to result in differential spacing patterns.
We also find evidence for reported son preference among early-married men. Our findings
are robust to the use of alternative definitions and empirical procedures. The findings of
this study underscore the role played by early marriage in altering the gender-specific
attitudes prevalent in the society, and highlight existing gender inequality traps.
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