
SEX RATIO AT BIRTH
in South East Asia with a focus on Viet Nam:
An annotated bibliography designed to guide further policy research

Ha Noi, October 2010



3Sex Ratio at Birth in South East Asia with a Focus on Viet Nam

Foreword 

Ever since the data analysis of the Population Change Survey in 2006 confirmed an 
unnaturally high number of boys born for every 100 girls born in Viet Nam, the issue 
of the Sex Ratio at Birth (SRB) has received increased attention from demographers, 
policymakers and from the media. The SRB, defined by the number of boys born per 
hundred girls is an indicator of the sex composition of those born into a population. 
Under normal circumstances, this ratio oscillates between 104 - 106/100. Yet in Viet 
Nam, the ratio has increased from this biological normal range to an alarming value of 
110.5 boys per hundred girls in 2009. 

A number of quantitative analyses have provided a detailed picture of the trend and 
evolution of this demographic indicator. In particular, the report on the Recent Change 
in the Sex Ratio at Birth in Viet Nam: A Review of Evidence, provides a comprehensive 
picture of an imbalanced Sex Ratio at Birth in Viet Nam, based on the quantitative 
analysis of the Population Change Survey data of recent years. 

However, no document has so far collected, summarized and synthesized what is already 
known, in order to assess the gaps in current qualitative knowledge on this important 
demographic trend. This document is therefore, the first annotated bibliography of 
the Sex Ratio at Birth in Viet Nam and other selected Asian countries. It is a summary 
of a careful selection of articles from the Asian region and Viet Nam, which intends 
to stimulate further research and creative thinking of how the imbalanced Sex Ratio 
at Birth can be effectively addressed in Viet Nam. In particular, through the analysis 
of the gaps in evidence and understanding on Sex Ratio at Birth, this bibliography 
identifies qualitative research questions required to fill the current lack of knowledge 
on the social and cultural factors underlying the imbalanced Sex Ratio at Birth in Viet 
Nam. 

This document should also be considered a “living document”, which will be updated 
periodically, in order to reflect additional information and evidence on the Sex 
Ratio at Birth in Viet Nam as it becomes available over time. More specifically, we 
envisage updating this bibliography in 2015, as Viet Nam embarks on drafting its 
next Socio-Economic Development Plan and other policy and planning frameworks. 
Through this approach, it will inform future research, policy responses and programme 
interventions. 

UNFPA would like to sincerely thank Ms Elizabeth Krijgh and Ms Khuat Thu Hong for 
their contribution to this report. UNFPA would like to introduce this valuable document 
to policymakers, managers, professionals, researchers and others who are concerned 
about Gender Equality, Population, and Reproductive Health in Viet Nam. 

Bruce Campbell 

Representative of the United Nations Population Fund

UNFPA, the United Nations Population Fund, is an international development agency that promotes 
the right of every woman, man and child to enjoy a life of health and equal opportunity. UNFPA 
supports countries in using population data for policies and programmes to reduce poverty and 
to ensure that every pregnancy is wanted, every birth is safe, every young person is free of 
HIV/AIDS, and every girl and woman is treated with dignity and respect.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the author, and do not necessarily represent 
those of the UNFPA, the United Nations or any of its affiliated organizations.
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The overall purpose of this 
document is to abstract and 
summarize a selection of 
articles from the Asian 
region and Viet Nam in 
relation to changing 
trends in Sex Ratio 
at Birth (SRB).

This is the first an-
notated bibliography 
on the topic of the 
changing SRB in Viet 
Nam and a selected few 
other Asian countries. 
Whereas the topic of Child 
Sex Ratio and Sex Ratio at 
Birth has received a lot of attention 
over the past decade by demographers, 
researchers and government officials, 
and a variety of documents and research 
papers have been written and used to 
shed light on the alarming trends of ris-
ing Sex Ratio at Birth rates in various re-
gions, an overview of these writings has 
not yet before been gathered into one 
document. The current bibliography is a 
first attempt to produce a dynamic docu-
ment that will assist researchers, policy-
makers and development partners in 
identifying what is already known and 
in addressing the needs resulting from 
current negative SRB trends that have 
been identified in Viet Nam. The docu-
ment intends to provide increased ac-
cess to the data and lessons learned that 
have been generated in Viet Nam and 
the Asian region on this topic. No claim 
is made by any means that the bibliogra-
phy is exhaustive. In fact, while search-
ing for relevant materials, it became 
obvious that the amount of existing lit-
erature is sparse, less integrated and in 
most cases less detailed than hoped for. 
Particularly, while excellent quantitative 
data have been produced and analyzed 
for Viet Nam recently, there is a large hi-
atus in terms of qualitative data that al-
low in-depth insight in underlying factors 
of SRB trends. The bibliography at hand 
is thus very much a “work in progress” 

which intends to be thought 
provoking with regard to 

further research and to 
incorporate additional 
relevant information 
as it becomes avail-
able. As part of the 
summary, a number 
of gaps in current 
knowledge will be 
identified. Based on 
this analysis, recom-

mendations for further 
qualitative research, in-

cluding initial suggestions 
for appropriate research 

methods, will be made.  

Our hope is that this bibliography will be 
considered a useful tool when commonly 
addressing directions for policy and 
action related to SRB.

Definition of relevant terms.

Sex Ratio at Birth: Statistical indicator 
computed as: The number of boys being 
born per one hundred girls. A normal 
SRB ratio lies between 104-106 boys for 
every 100 girls and remains quite stable 
over time.

Child Sex Ratio: Statistical indicator 
computed as the proportion of girls to 
boys aged 0-6 in a population. (Note 
that this indicator reflects mortality that 
takes place after birth).

The documents identified and presented 
to date are, for the most part, research 
papers. Other documents included are 
government publications, peer review 
articles, journalistic papers and several 
socio-economic publications.

Besides aiming to update the annotated 
bibliography on a regular basis in order 
to stay up to date with concurrent 
experiences within the region and Viet 
Nam, the current overview and summary 
of issues provides a good base for the 
next stage of an Sex Ratio at Birth 

Section One: Overview and Purpose 
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strategy for Viet Nam: Work with a small, 
technical group to prioritize and refine the 
specific questions will take the proposed 
research questions to a next level of 
clarity, after which a robust qualitative 
research proposal may be developed. This 
proposal should include a clear sampling 
frame, research instruments and an 
interview training guide. Following the 
design stage, the instruments need to 

be field-tested and interviewers trained 
prior to the launch of the study. A careful 
design and implementation of the study 
is anticipated to take place over the 
course of several months, after which 
the gathered data will be analyzed and 
shared with stakeholders. The expected 
outcome of the proposed research will be 
more detailed and target-specific policy 
recommendations and action plans. 

Figure 1: Strategy for ongoing research as a basis for the national Sex Ratio 
at Birth Response

Utilize research  to 
inform policy choices 
designed to support 

a national SRB 
response in Viet Nam

Bibliography 
situation 
analysis

Refine research
question(s)

Determination 
of study design 

and tools

Research 
implementation

Analyse results 
and consult with 

stakeholders

Policy 
recommendations 
and action plans

Review impact 
of policy 

interventions

A careful selection of SRB 
documents were identified 
in relation to their 
ability to shed light on 
factors underlying the 
significant changes in 
ratios that have been 
identified over the past 
15 years in Asia. A 
total of 37 documents 
were then classified 
according to those 
that addressed regional 
SRB issues, in particular 
in China, India and South 
Korea, as well as the majority 
of available literature on Viet 
Nam. In these categories, 11 documents 
were reviewed that covered the region, 
and 26 documents that covered Viet 
Nam. Except for 6 policy documents 
and one project document, the majority 
of  documents were research articles or 
reports which can be classified according 
to research methodology adopted, 
whether quantitative (17 documents) 
or qualitative (11 documents), or a 
combination of the two (2 documents). 
Where information was available, the 
research methods were described as a 
basis for identifying the most appropriate 
way to address gaps in our current 

knowledge. And finally, each 
document was analyzed 

to identify if it contained 
direct implications on 
policy, indirect, or no 
discussion on policy 
at all. To date no 
documents have 
been found which 
specifically discuss 
i n t e r v e n t i o n s 

addressing SRB in 
Viet Nam. Research 

following this review 
is intended to support 

efforts to identify any 
particular policy interventions 

that might be adapted and/or 
replicated for the context of Viet Nam.

The following table presents an overview 
of the articles that have been annotated, 
and includes the first author’s name, 
the year of publication, the geographic 
region of the study, including sub-
national catchment areas, whether the 
study was quantitative or qualitative in 
nature, as well as the sample size. The 
table also presents the research methods 
employed, and a short assessment as 
to whether or not there were policy or 
programming implications.

Section Two: Summary of Documents 
Reviewed
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