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Egypt 
FamIly Size and Gender EqUIty m Chddrearmg 

I IntroductIOn 

Dispanties eXIst between the way gIrlS and boys are rmsed m Egypt GIfls encounter many 
dIscnmmatory practlces as they grow up - many m chIldreanng practIces Because they rank 
lower than boys m famIly hIerarchIes, they receIve less food, less medIcal care, and are 
overburdened by household chores and the care of younger chIldren and elderly famIly members 
They are also subject to mamage at an early age (UNICEF, 1990, Lane, 1991) 

Smaller famIly SIzes may, however, lead to more eqmtable chIldreanng practIces, It IS 
hypothesIzed, when famihes have a smaller number of chIldren, parents may be more attentlve to 
the survIval and well-bemg of theIr chIldren Therefore, gIrlS may be more hIghly valued and less 
subject to dIscnmmatIOn 

ThIS study was conducted wIth the support of the NatIOnal PopulatIOn CouncIl's Research 
Management Umt and techmcal aSSIstance from the Women's StudIes Project (WSP) at FamIly 
Health InternatIOnal (FHI) Focus group dISCUSSIOns held and surveys admimstered to determme 
whether the hypothesIzed dIfferences m childrearmg occurred between large famIlIes (four or 
more chIldren) and small famIlIes (three or fewer chIldren) 

II Study Goals and Objectives 

The pnmary goal of thIS study was to explore dIfferences and simIlaritles between large and 
small famIlIes III relatIOn to theIr styles III reanng male and female chIldren, controllmg for 
mother's level of educatIOn 

SpeCIfic ObjectIves were to 

1 IdentIfy domaIlls where dIscnmmatIOn between gIrlS and boys IS eVIdent III relatIOn to health 
and health seekmg behaVIOrs educatIOn and sOCialIzatIOn, 

2 Explore the relatIOnshIp between famIly SIze and dIscnmmatIOn between boys and gIrlS, and, 
3 Explore the relatIOnshIp between SOCIal and reproductlve charactenstics of women of 

reproductlve age and dIscnmIllatIOn towards females III chIldrearmg practIces 



III Study Design 

A OperatIOnal DefimtlOns 

The followmg operatIOnal defimtIOns apply to thIS study 

• Large famIly a famIly WIth four or more chIldren 
• Small famIly a farmly WIth three or fewer chIldren 
• ChIldrearmg gender eqUity sImIlar approaches are used m rearmg chIldren of both 

genders as reported m responses to study questIOns 
• Gender gap dIscnmmatIOn agamst gIrlS m chIldrearmg practlces mdicated by responses 

to study questIOns 
• More educated respondents who have completed at least a secondary educatIOn 
• Less educated respondents who have completed less than a secondary educatIOn 

B The Study PopulatIOn 

SIx-hundred and forty-four women compnsed the study's sample of convemence Respondents 
were recruIted from among clIents of health facilItles m Alexandna the Mmistry of Health and 
PopulatIon clImcs (MOHP), the Health Insurance OrgamzatIOn (HIO) clImcs, the EgyptIan 
FamIly Plannmg ASSOCiatIOn (EFPA) clImc and the CuratIve OrganIzatIOn Women were 
recruIted from dIfferent orgamzatIOns to ensure a Wider range of SOCIOeconomIC status 

Among the 644 women, 292 (45 percent) were more educated, and 352 (55 percent) were less 
educated Large and small famIlIes were present m both educatIOn groups SelectIOn cntena for 
study partICIpants mcluded 1) bemg of reproductlve age, 2) havmg at least two chIldren and 
havmg at least one chIld of each gender and 3) membershIp m a large famIly not havmg only one 
daughter or one son 

The mean age of women m the sample was 36 5 years, and more than 90 percent were currently 
mamed FIfty-one percent of the respondents' husbands were more educated and 49 percent were 
less educated SIxty percent of the respondents dId not work outSIde the home, 38 percent 
worked for cash, and 2 percent worked but not for remuneratIOn FIfteen percent were claSSIfied 
as upper SOCIOeconomIC status, 46 percent were mIddle-class and 40 percent were lower-class 
The mean age at mamage was 21 6 years 

C Data CollectIOn and AnalYSIS 

Women were mterviewed usmg a structured mterview gUIde deSIgned for thIS study EarlIer 
exploratory focus group dISCUSSIOns were held to aSSIst researchers m the development of thIS 
mterview gUIde QuestIOns were asked on tOpICS related to the mdependent and dependent 
vanables descnbed below 

Independent vanables 
• SOCIoeconomIc status educatIOn, employment 
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• FamIly SIze and compositlOn gravIdIty and panty, number and gender oflIvmg chIldren 

Dependent varzables 
• Preferred gender mIX of chIldren m famIly 
• ContraceptIve use, hIStory and current 
• BIrth mtervals related to gender of chIldren born 
• Number and gender of chIldren before first contraceptIve use 
• Preferred age of marnage for sons and daughters 
• Breastfeedmg practIces 
• Health care practIces 

-- Timmg of seekmg medIcal care 
-- VaccmatlOns 
-- Usual source of medIcal care 
-- Treatment of dIarrhea 

• ChIldren's educatlOn 
• CelebratlOn of bIrths, bIrthdays and toys gIven 
• ParticipatlOn of chIldren m household chores 
• Female gemtal mutIlatlOn (FGM) 
• ResponSIbIlIty of brothers for SIsters 

Data were collected for each of the variables for each chIld m the famIly, and cross-tabulatlOns 
were done by chIldren's sex to determme whether there was gender eqUIty or a gender gap m 
each famIly for each varIable ThIS overall dependent variable was then compared for small and 
large famIlIes 

IV Research Fmdmgs 

A Contraceptive BehaVIOr 

EIght percent of the respondents had never used contraceptlOn SIxty-one percent had used 
mtrautenne deVIces (IUDs), 24 percent had used the pIll, and 1 percent had used mJectables 
One-fifth of the sample was not usmg contraceptlOn at the tlme of the mtervIew, and 61 percent 
were usmg IUDs, 7 percent were usmg the pIll, and 6 percent were usmg mJectables Less
educated women were less lIkely to be usmg contraceptlOn at the tlme of the mterview and were 
less lIkely to be workmg for cash than more-educated women 

Not surpnsmgly, women m small famIlIes were more lIkely to have started usmg a contraceptIve 
after the first or second chIld than were women WIth larger famIlIes Withm each famIly SIze 
category, more-educated women were more lIkely to have started contraceptlOn earlIer than less
educated women 
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B Sex Preferences 

Most women III all groups saId they preferred a balanced mIX of boys and gIrlS (72 percent of 
small-famlly/educated, 78 percent oflarge-famlly/educated, 71 percent of small-famlly/iess
educated and 78 percent oflarge-famlly/iess-educated) The proportIOn of women who preferred 
to have chIldren of both sexes - but more boys - exceeded the proportIOn of women who wanted 
both but wanted more gIrlS WhIle some women saId they wanted all boys III a famIly, none saId 
they had wanted all gIrlS 

SIxty-one percent of women wIth less educatIOn wIth large famIlIes started usmg contraceptIOn 
only after havmg chIldren of both sexes compared to 26 percent of women WIth less educatIOn 
WIth small famIlIes ThIS dIfference was less pronounced among more-educated women, 32 
percent of the more-educated women WIth small famIlIes started contraceptIOn after havmg 
chIldren of both sexes compared to 39 percent of educated women WIth large famIlIes 

Sex oflIvmg chIldren mfluenced the type of contraceptIOn used Women who had borne boys or 
both boys and guls were more lIkely to be usmg modem contraceptIve methods than women who 
had borne only gIrlS As expected, the mterval between first and second bIrths was greater for 
women WIth small famIlIes compared to women WIth larger famIlIes and thIS dIfference was 
greater for women WIth less educatIOn The bIrth mterval for all women was shorter after the 
bIrth of a first gIrl than a first boy 

C Preferred Age at Marflage 

In general, women preferred daughters to marry between ages 20 and 25 and sons to marry 
between 25 and 30 Less-educated women WIth large famIlIes reported earlIer preferred age at 
marrIage for theIr daughters than women WIth more educatIOn 

D Feedmg Practices 

Overall, more-educated women were less lIkely to breastfeed theIr chIldren, and women WIth 
large famIlIes were less lIkely to breastfeed theIr babIes than women WIth small famIlIes 
Seventy-nme percent of educatedismall-famlly women breastfed compared to 70 percent of the 
educatediiarge-famlly women EIghty-three 83 percent ofless-educated/small-famlly women 
breastfed compared to 80 percent of less-educatedllarge- famIly women 

Researchers observed no dIfferences m whether boys or gIrlS were more lIkely to be breastfed 
They dId find, however, that the average duratIOn of breastfeedmg was longer for boys than for 
gIrlS among all famIlIes The proportIOn of mothers who stopped breastfeedmg because they got 
pregnant used a contraceptIve or wanted to start work was greater when the baby was a gIrl 
IrrespectIve of mothers' educatIOn or famIly SIze 

When asked about feedmg older chIldren, women m all groups reported that b0ys typIcally 
receIved a greater share of mIlk, eggs and chIcken than gIrlS The gender gap \\ as greater among 
large famIlIes than small ones regardless of mothers' educatIOn 
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Twenty percent of educated women wIth small famIlIes offered boys younger than SIX years 
more mIlk, whIle only 8 percent offered daughters more mIlk On the other hand, a thIrd of the 
educated women wIth large famIlIes offered boys more mIlk and only 7 percent offered theIr 
daughters more mIlk ThIs gender gap between large and small famIlIes contmued as chIldren 
grew older, wIth boys gettmg more eggs and chIcken as well 

Table 1 Contraceptive Use by Family Type and PrevIOus FertIlIty 

-
More Educated Less Educated. -- Totlll 
Small famIly Large famIly Small famIly Large famIly 
(N=161) (N=115) (N=163) (N=153) (N=592) 

Number of 
chtldren 
before use 
0-2 93 82 95 52 80 
3+ 7 18 5 48 20 

Sex of 
chIldren 
before use 
Boys only 34 29 39 21 31 
GIrls only 32 33 34 18 29 
Both 32 38 26 61 39 
None 2 0 1 0 1 

Average 
birth 
Interval 
After one 
boy 337 309 357 261 330 
After one 
gIrl 31 1 254 41 3 278 335 

E Health Care 

WIth regard to health care, there were some dIfferences between health care for boys and gIrlS 
Among less-educated mothers WIth small famIlIes, 48 percent Said that they usually took sons to 
a prIvate physIcIan for medIcal care, compared 39 percent who usually took gIrlS to a prIvate 
physIcIan A wIder gap eXIsted for less-educated women WIth large famIlIes 42 percent reported 
takmg boys to a prIvate provIder, compared to 32 percent takmg gIrlS to prIvate provIders 
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Thls gap narrowed among chIldren enrolled m schools covered by Health Insurance Nearly one
thlrd of the less-educated women wlth large famlhes reported the usual source of health care for 
both boys and gIrlS was the Health Insurance chmc 

Less-educated women wlth larger famlhes were more hkely to report that a daughter WIth a fever 
had not been taken to the doctor (9 percent versus 5 percent overall) The average numbers of 
doctors' VlSltS was smaller for glrlS than boys among thls group (1 6 for boys versus 0 9 for glrlS 
p < 0 05) Husbands of women wlth less educatlOn were less hkely to accompany theIr chIldren 
on doctor's VlSltS, regardless of famIly SIze 

F EducatIOn 

All of the chIldren of the educated women were enrolled m school, 91 percent oflow-hterate 
respondents' chIldren m small famlhes were enrolled, and 72 percent oflow-lIterate respondents' 
chIldren m large famllIes were enrolled In these small famlhes, 5 percent had both boys and glrlS 
not enrolled, 3 percent had boys only not enrolled, and 1 percent had glrlS only not enrolled 
SIxteen percent of the large famIlles reported boys and glrlS not enrolled, 5 percent boys not 
enrolled and 7 percent gIrls not enrolled ChIldren were kept home because school was too 
expenslve, they had faIled school, or they were needed at home or at work 

G CelebratIOn of Births and Birthdays 

The proportlOn offamlhes who dld not celebrate the sebou (the blrth feast) for daughters was 
greater than the proportlOn that dld not celebrate for sons Also non-celebratlOn of bIrthdays was 
more hkely m large educated famihes (31 percent) than m small, educated famlhes (26 percent) 
and more hkely m the large, less-educated famIlIes (90 percent) compared to the small, less
educated famlhes (64 percent) 

Small famihes and hlgher educatlOn were posItlvely related to buymg new clothes for chIldren 
for the feast Nmety-two percent of small, educated famllIes bought new clothes for all theIr 
chIldren, compared to 83 percent of the large, educated famihes ThIS compared to 76 percent of 
small, less-educated famlhes and 64 percent of the large, less-educated famlhes 

ChIldren m large famlhes, regardless of gender or mother's educatlOn, were less lIkely to receIve 
toys as presents than chlldren m small famllIes GlrlS tYPIcally were gIven dolls and household 
toys, and boys receIved toy cars and toy guns 
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Table 2 Selected Chiidrearmg PractIces by FamIly CharacterIstIcs 

More Educated Less Educated Total 

PractIce Small family Large famlly Small famIly Large famlly 
(N=174) (N=118) (N=175) (N=175) (N=644) 

% of boys breastjed 
21+mos 35 26 34 32 32 
% of girls breastjed 
21+mos 27 24 31 29 28 
Mean duratIOn of 
breastjeedmg 

Boys 144 160 158 162 156 
GIrls 136 155 150 159 149 

Mean VISits to 
doctor m last 6 
mos 

Boys 1 8 1 1 1 5 1 6 1 5 
GIrls 1 5 1 1 1 5 09 1 2 

Sex of children 
who had afever 
and did not see a 
doctor 

None 93 90 90 83 89 
Both 0 1 5 2 2 
Boys only 4 4 2 5 4 
GIrls only 3 5 4 9 5 

Children not 
enrolled m school 

None 100 100 91 72 90 
Both 0 0 5 16 6 
Boys only 0 0 3 5 2 
GIrlS only 0 0 1 7 2 

Female 
circumcISIOn of 
first daughter 

Done 14 42 38 76 43 
Intended 10 9 28 II 15 
Not mtended 70 46 31 II 39 
Uncertam 6 3 3 2 3 

H Household Chores 

GIrlS m small, educated famIlIes had fewer household chores than gIrlS m large, less-educated 
familtes GIrlS generally performed mdoor tasks such as cookmg, cleanmg up after meals 
washmg dIshes, cleanmg house, washmg and Ironmg clothes, and canng for younger and elderly 
famIly members Boys typIcally performed chores outSIde the house, lIke shoppmg for household 
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Items In large, low-literate famIlies, gIrlS were mvolved m household chores even dunng the 
time they should be m school 

I Female CircumCISIOn 

The practIce of female CircumCISlOn was more prevalent among larger famIlies and famIlIes WIth 
less maternal educatlOn 24 percent of small, educated famIlies had or WIll have theIr daughters 
CIrcumCIsed, as WIll 52 percent of large, educated famIlIes, 66 percent of small, less-educated 
famIlies, and 87 percent of large low-literate famIlies Among those who have or plan to have 
theIr daughters CIrcumCIsed, the reasons for domg so mcluded traditlOn (53 percent), relIglOn (20 
percent), decreasmg daughters' sexual deSIre ( 13 percent), and hygIene ( 11 percent) Women 
who were opposed to havmg theIr daughters CIrcumCIsed felt that way because they "dId not 
believe In It" (49 percent) or were afraid of complIcatlOns (29 percent) 

Regardless of famIly SIze, CIrCUmCISlOn was more lIkely to be performed by a phYSICIan among 
educated famIlIes (72 percent m both small and large famIlIes) or by a nurse, mIdWIfe or daya m 
low-lIterate famIlIes (54 percent of small famIlIes and 64 percent of large famIlIes) ConSIstent 
WIth thIS, female CircumCISlOn was more lIkely to be performed at home among famIlIes of less
educated mothers 

J Status of Brother 

Less than one-thIrd of women m the educated famIlIes belIeved that brothers had the nght to 
pUnIsh SIsters If they mIsbehaved Among less-educated women, however 71 percent of those m 
large famIlIes and 60 percent of those In small famIlIes supported thIS concept 

Less-educated women were more lIkely to believe that SIsters should serve theIr brothers, WIth 87 
percent In large famIlies and 70 percent of women In small famIlies statmg that thIS was true 
Less-educated women were more lIkely to agree WIth the statement, "Boys are more readIly 
touched by the evIl eye than gIrlS" Less-educated women also were more lIkely than educated 
women to agree that "Work IS very Important to females," and more likely to agree If they were 
m large famIlies 

V ConclUSIOns 

Clearly, mothers' educatlOnal level IS associated WIth chIldreanng practIces related to gender 
Greater educatlOn IS related to more eqUItable treatment of gIrlS Greater educatlOn probably 
promotes more eqUItable attItudes, though mothers' educatlOn may also have resulted from a 
more liberal upbnngmg FamIly SIze also IS related to eqUItable treatment of gIrlS, WIth more 
eqUIty m smaller famIlIes There may be several factors contnbutmg to thIS Large famIly SIze 
may be associated WIth more traditlOnal values, whIch mclude clearly defined gender roles 
Larger famIlIes also may mean scarcer resources for chIldren, so that when chOIces have to be 
made about resources boys may be gIven the larger portlOn The fact that, for most outcomes 
measured there are two mam effects - famIly SIze and mothers' educatlOn - mdicates that 
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resource Issues and attItudes about gender roles both playa part In the treatment of gIrlS and 
boys When dISCrImInatIOn occurs these data show that It usually IS gIrlS who suffer 

Table 3 Percentages of Respondents Agreemg wIth Each Statement 

More Educated - Less Educated- Total 
Small Large Small Large 

STATEMENT famIly famIly famIly famIly 
(N=174) (N=118) (N=177) (N=175) (N=644) 

Boys are more readily toucbed 32 32 47 54 42 
by tbe evIl eye 
Girls are helpless 37 23 54 66 47 
Girls are obedient and easy to 79 84 83 85 83 
deal wltb 
Girls have lImited requests 40 37 50 54 46 
Boys can go out and return 52 44 67 71 60 
borne late but not girls 
The brother has a right to 32 31 60 71 50 
pUnIsh hiS sister 
Tbe sister must serve ber 55 41 70 87 65 
brother 
Work IS very Important for 28 16 42 50 36 
females 
Tbe boy needs better 34 19 26 34 29 
nourIsbment tban tbe girl 
If the girl does not succeed lD 31 24 51 64 44 
edncatJon, ber husband Will 
support the famIly 
The girl tolerates Illness more 25 14 24 35 25 
tban the boy 

From these data, the case can be made that larger famIlIes mean fewer resources for chIldren In 
general and for gIrlS In partIcular ChIldren In bIg famIlIes are less lIkely to get new clothes for 
the bIrthday feast, celebrate bIrthdays or get toys as presents The mother's educatIOnal level 
predIcts school attendance but among less-educated mothers, chIldren In large famIlIes were less 
lIkely to be enrolled In school 

Many of the findIngs In thIS study were consIstent WIth other research In Egypt, IncreasIng 
confidence In the valIdIty of the results For example, Nawar et al reported that women who 
endorsed older ages at marnage for theIr daughters were more educated, workIng for cash and 
middle- or upper-class Other studIes, too have shown that boys are more lIkely to be taken to 
prIvate health care provIders than gIrlS (EI-Zanaty, 1993, Hoodfar, 1986, EI-Mougi et aI, 1991, 
Langsten and HIll, 1991) 

The ImplIcatIOns of these findIngs for polIcy rely on values placed on eqUIty for gIrlS and boys 
ProvIdIng the means for controllIng fertIlIty wIll help ensure that gIrlS get more eqUItable 
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treatment because there wIll be less need to dIsproportIOnately dIvIde resources In addItIOn to 
reducmg the need to make resource chOIces, promotmg eqUItable treatment of gIrls IS necessary 
for the general well-bemg of women m Egypt 

VI Study Details 

ThIS study was conducted by Dr Seham Ragheb and Dr Wafaa GUlrgis of the Faculty of 
Nursmg at Alexandna Umversity The study was supported by the Women's StudIes Project at 
FamIly Health InternatIOnal and by the Research Management Umt at the NatIonal PopulatIOn 
CouncIl m Calro The WSP was funded through a CooperatIve Agreement to the U S Agency for 
InternatIOnal Development Dr CynthIa Wazak ofFHI served as techmcal momtor for thIS study 
and Dr Lalla Kafafi and the staff of FHI' S Calro office prOVIded techmcal aSSIstance 
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