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Abstract

Policy measures that seek to address son preference through restrictions on the tools
of sex-selective abortions, without addressing the underlying causes, have been found to
generate negative welfare consequences for unwanted surviving girls. Unlike these top-
down supply-side measures, demand-side measures that focus on increasing the demand
for girls by shifting social norms of son preference can mitigate these adverse welfare
consequences. We study the impact of an intervention aimed at reducing discrimination
against girls, which has both supply-side and demand-side elements. The intervention,
implemented in India between 2015-18 included a mass media campaign designed to
increase the perception of the value of a female child, while also tightening the policing
of illegal sex-selective abortions. We exploit variation in the timing of exposure to
the programme across Indian districts as well as quasi-exogenous variation in the sex
of the firstborn child to identify the impact of the programme and find that it led to
an increased proportion of female births as well as a reduction in the gender gap in
mortality in intensively treated families. The main mechanism that explains our results
is a relative increase in health investments in daughters, such as breastfeeding and
vaccinations.

JEL-Classification: 118;112;J13;J16; O1
Keywords: missing women, son preference, infant mortality, health investments, media intervention

1 Ashoka University, Sonepat, Rai, Haryana 131029, India. aparajita.dasgupta@ashoka.edu.in

2Ashoka University, Sonepat, Rai, Haryana 131029, India. anisha.sharma@ashoka.edu.in
We would like to acknowledge funding from Centre for Social and Behaviour Change (CSBC), Ashoka
University for supporting this project. We would like to thank S. Anukriti, Sonia Bhalotra, Monica Das Gupta
and Arindam Nandi for their excellent comments and suggestions on an earlier working paper version of
this paper. We thank Sonal Agarwal, Gby Atee, Roopal Jain, Anzony Quispe and Kavya Singh for excellent
research assistance.
Some results were previously circulated/cited as part of a longer working paper “Can Legal Bans on Sex
Detection Technology Reduce Gender Discrimination? (2021)”



1 Introduction

A key policy challenge in many patriarchal societies with a strong social norm of son
preference is how to tackle the problem of “missing women”, as exemplified by a male-
biased sex ratio (Sen, 1992)). Many governments around the world, including in China,
India, South Korea, Taiwan and Vietnam, have responded to this challenge with top-down
measures such as bans on all abortions, bans on sex-selective abortions, and restrictions
on the use of ultrasound and other foetal sex-screening technologies. These supply-side
measures seek to limit access to the tools of prenatal sex selection without necessarily
affecting the demand for prenatal sex-selection: as such, while they may lead to a more
balanced sex ratio, in the absence of changes to underlying social norms, they may also
displace prenatal discrimination to postnatal margins (Goodkind, 1996). Families that
cannot practice prenatal sex selection may begin to discriminate against unwanted girls,
either directly or indirectly, leading to worsening gender gaps in health and educational
outcomes (Dasgupta and Sharma, 2021, 2022} Rastogi and Sharma, 2022). In contrast,
demand-side measures seek to shift the demand for male and female children by changing
underlying social norms, particularly around son preference. Such policies have previously
taken the form of mass media campaigns that inform, educate and advocate for more
progressive gender norms, and shift perceptions about the economic and social value of
daughters. Could such policies mitigate the adverse welfare consequences of increased
female births by increasing investments in surviving daughters?

In this paper, we examine the impact of a policy intervention with both supply-side
and demand-side elements on the probability of female births as well as child mortality
and health outcomes. The supply-side elements seek to restrict access to sex-selective
abortions while the demand-side elements comprise a mass media campaign that promotes
the value of daughters and encourages families to invest in their health and education.
A policy with both supply-side and demand-side elements would lead to an increase in
female births, but the impact on the gender gap in health outcomes would be theoretically
ambiguous. If the supply-side measures dominate, we would expect to see an increase in
female births with worsening health outcomes for “unwanted” daughters relative to sons.
In particular, the increased births of unwanted girls can lead to reduced investments in their
human capital and well-being, worsening their health outcomes. This could take place on
account of open discrimination against girls, compared to boys. It could also result from
families resorting to the use of fertility stopping rules where they keep having children until
they achieve a desired number of sons. In this case, girls are disproportionately born into

larger families, where they face increased competition for sibling resources, leading to a



widening gender gap in health outcomes across the entire population. However, demand-
side measures could mitigate these adverse consequences by directly increasing the demand
for girls, which results in both increased female births as well as increased human capital
investments in now desired daughters. If demand-side measures dominate, the negative
impact on the gender gap in health outcomes could be reversed entirely if families increase
health investments in their daughters.

We estimate the impact of a mass media campaign launched in India — the Beti Bachao
Beti Padhao (Save Girls, Educate Girls) programme — aimed at increasing levels of gender
sensitisation, promoting the perception that girls are as valuable as boys, creating incen-
tives for female education and reducing gender discrimination. This campaign was rolled
out along with several supply-side interventions strengthening the implementation of the
existing legal restrictions on sex screening and sex-selective abortions. The rollout of the
campaign was staggered across districts: during the first phase, 100 districts were cov-
ered, during the second phase, an additional 160 districts were introduced, and finally the
campaign was extended to all 639 districts in the entire country in the third phase.

We exploit intertemporal and spatial variation in the rollout of the programme, as well
as quasi-exogenous variation in the sex of the firstborn child, to identify the impact of the
programme on the probability of female births and on the gender gap in health outcomes
among families that are most intensively affected by the treatment. Previous research has
found that Indian families have strong eldest son preference (Jayachandran and Pande|,[2017):
while prenatal sex selection is not common at the first birth order, families with firstborn
females are significantly more likely to resort to sex-selective abortions at higher birth orders
than families with firstborn males (Anukriti et al., [2021). Families with firstborn females
thus constitute a group of families which are intensively affected by the programme, since
it is these families who largely engage in prenatal sex selection. Using the quasi-exogenous
variation in the sex of the firstborn child, we estimate a triple difference estimator that
estimates the impact of the intervention on the gender gap in health outcomes in firstborn
female families treated by the programme, compared with firstborn male families treated
by the programme.

Strikingly, we find that the programme led simultaneously to an increase in the proportion
of female births and a decrease in the gender gap in mortality in intensively treated families.
This relative decrease in mortality for girls was driven by increasing investments in female
children, such as increased breastfeeding and vaccinations of both pregnant women and their
daughters. Fertility continued to increase in firstborn female families treated by the ban,
suggesting that families did resort to the fertility stopping rule to achieve a desired number

of sons once sex-selective abortions were increasingly restricted. However, the increased



competition of sibling resources did not disadvantage female children in particular, as
families were also more likely to invest in their daughters, compared to their sons. Our
approach is robust to potential bias emerging from non-random placement of the programme
across districts, and we find no evidence of pre-existing trends that could be driving our
results.

We provide the first estimates of the treatment effects of a mass media campaign on
the gender gap in mortality and health investments, allowing us to comment on the relative
efficacy of a supply-side policy — the ban on access to sex-selective abortions — compared
to a policy that incorporates demand-side interventions seeking to shift the underlying level
of son preference. There is a growing body of literature that points to the potential for
demand-side interventions to change hardwired social preferences and norms (DellaVigna,
Stefano and La Ferrara, Eliana, 2015). In the context of gender norms, Jensen and Oster
(2009) and La Ferrara et al.| (2012) find that access to cable television reduces fertility
in India and Brazil, respectively. In the Indian context, the authors find a decline in son
preference as well. Exposure to educational entertainment has been found to shift attitudes
towards domestic violence in Nigeria (Banerjee et al., 2019). Dhar et al.| (2018)) find that a
school-based intervention that engaged adolescents in classroom discussions about gender
equality in Haryana, India, made children’s attitudes more supportive of gender equality.
Levy et al. (2020) review the public health literature and identify two programmes with
media components that were successful in changing attitudes about gender norms as well
as increased use of contraception. However, ours is the only study of a programme, to our
knowledge, that has shifted investments in health as well as mortality outcomes. While
our analysis is limited to the short-to-medium run since we only observe data on children
between 1 and 5 years after the implementation of this programme, our results are promising
and suggest the importance of demand-side elements, such as media-based efforts, in shifting
social norms through gender sensitisation efforts. This has important insights for policy
design for countries struggling to reduce pervasive and deep-rooted gender discrimination
and to address the problem of missing women.

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. Section [2] presents the background on
the media intervention campaign, as well as theoretical motivation on the likely impact of
the policy on gender bias; Section [3| describes the data and presents descriptive statistics;
Section [ presents the empirical strategy; Section [5] presents the results along as well as a

discussion of potential mechanisms; and Section @ concludes the discussion.



2 Background to the programme

The context for this study is India, where sex-ratios have long been male-biased. Census
data from 2011 put the sex ratio at 943 females per 1000 males, with considerable variation
across states from 877 females per 1000 males in Haryana to 1084 females per 1000 males
in Kerala. A major cause of the male-biased sex ratio has been the widespread use of
ultrasound technology since the 1980s (Bhalotra and Cochrane, 2010), which is used to
determine the sex of the foetus, followed by the selective abortion of female foetuses. The
national and state governments responded to the increasingly skewed sex ratio at birth by
banning sex-selective abortions and placing restrictions on access to ultrasounds through a
series of legislations passed between 1989 and 2002.

These bans were found to be effective in increasing female births (Nandi and Deolalikar
2015), but they have also led to worsening gender gaps in human capital outcomes due
to relatively reduced investments in girls compared to boys. Lower investments were the
outcome of outright discrimination, as in the case of lower educational investments in
unwanted daughters leading to widening gender gaps in educational outcomes (Rastogi
and Sharma, 2022)). They also resulted from indirect discrimination such as increasing
family size as families, in the absence of access to abortion, begin to rely on the fertility
stopping rule to achieve a desired number of sons (Dasgupta and Sharma, 2021)). Girls were
disproportionately born into larger families after the bans on abortions were enacted, and
faced increased sibling competition for resources.

In 2015, a mass media campaign called the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao (BBBP) pro-
gramme, or the “Save daughters, educate daughters” programme, was launched in some
districts in India to improve the male-biased sex ratio and reduce gender inequality. More
specifically, the programmes’s goals were to: improve the sex ratio in selected districts by
2 percentage points every year, reduce the gender differential in under-5 mortality rates
from 7 percentage points to 1.5 percentage points, improve female nutrition by reducing
the number of anaemic and underweight girls, and increase the enrollment of girls in sec-
ondary education to 82 percent (Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2019)[T] The
mass communication campaign involved spreading awareness and disseminating informa-
tion through radio jingles in Hindi and regional languages, televised messages, community
engagement through mobile exhibition vans, social media and field publicity using hand-
outs, brochures, text messages on mobile phones in English, Hindi and regional languages.
Some other measures in the context of health included improvements in the prenatal and

postnatal care of mothers, and the provision of counselling to ensure the equitable care

1Document retrieved from https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/Guideline_5.pdf


https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/Guideline_5.pdf

of female infants, as well as the training of front-line health workers to make them more
sensitive to these concerns. [

Ensuring the effective implementation of the ban on sex detection and sex-selective
abortions was also a part of the BBBP programme. Local officials were made to monitor
the sex ratio at birth and register all births through the Civil Registration System. All
pregnancies were to be registered along with the provision of antenatal care (ANC) and
postnatal services. All genetic laboratories and clinics conducting any preconception and
prenatal diagnostic counselling or tests were to be registered and a database of complaints
about violations of the ban was to be maintained. Sting operations were conducted to
unearth the illegal practice of sex selection (Ministry of Women and Child Development,
2019).

As it focused on both a more stringent implementation of the ban on prenatal sex
selection as well as encouraging changes in social norms through advocacy and media
campaigns, the programme has both supply-side and demand-side elements to address
gender discrimination. This provides a unique setting to examine the efficacy of legal bans
when coupled with demand-side interventions that can change the underlying son preference
that drives gender discrimination. While the supply-side elements of the programme would
be anticipated to lead to more female births, the demand-side elements of the programme
could mitigate the adverse effects of discrimination against “unwanted” girls, either by
directly increasing investments in girls, or, indirectly, by reducing fertility as families are
encouraged to be satisfied with the birth of a daughter and not to persist in trying for a
desired number of sons.

The programme was initially launched in 100 districts in 2015 (Phase 1), and was
expanded to 61 additional districts in 2016 (Phase 2). It was expanded to the remaining
468 districts in the rest of the country in 2018 (Phase 3). Pilot districts were selected on
the basis of their child sex-ratios (CSR or ratio of female to male children aged between O
and 6 years) according to the 2011 Census[| By 2018, the entire country was covered by
the programme. The budgetary allocation of funds from 2015-2018 was in excess of Rs 11
billion (Gol, 2019). In a short period of time the BBBP programme has become very well

2State governments and district-level officials were also asked to improve data collection of birth reg-
istrations and the district-level sex ratio at birth through the existing network of health workers and local
government structures. On the educational front, measures include universal enrollment of females in school
and construction of toilets specifically for the use of females, as well as the integration of gender-related
awareness in the educational curriculum, and gender-sensitisation training of police and judicial personnel.

3For the first phase, 100 districts were selected from all states in the following way: 87 districts from
23 states which had a CSR below the national average of 918, eight from eight states with a CSR above the
national average of 918 but showing a declining trend, and five from five states with a CSR above the national
average, showing an improving trend https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/Guideline_5.pdf.
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known: a recent survey of 14 states finds nearly 88 per cent of respondents were aware of
the programme (Sinha et al., 2020).

So far there has been very limited research on the impact of the programme. |Gupta et al.
(2018)) examine the short-run impacts of the program in Haryana but they are only able to
compare outcomes from before and after the implementation of the programme. They find
a significant improvement in the sex ratio at birth in favour of females when analysing data
from 2005-2016 for the state of Haryana. We use the staggered timing in the roll out of
the program across districts to estimate if the relative mortality and health investments for
girls improve in districts exposed to the programme, compared to girls in untreated districts.
Additionally, we exploit the quasi-exogenous assignment of the gender of the firstborn child
to estimate the impact of the programme on the gender gap in relatively intensively treated
families — those with firstborn females — compared to less intensively treated families. To
our knowledge, these are the first causal estimates of the impact of the programme on child

health outcomes.

3 Data

To examine the impacts of the BBBP programme, we pool retrospective birth data from
two rounds of the National Family Health Survey (NFHS), a national household survey,
conducted in 2015-16 and 2019-2020. For fertility outcomes, we use pooled data from ret-
rospective birth histories of all women aged between 15-49 years to construct a dataset of all
births that take place in a ten year period between 2011-2020. This dataset includes over 3.2
million mother-year observations on almost 450,000 unique women. For child health and
mortality outcomes, we organise the data at the level of the child and our data includes ap-
proximately 640,00 child observations. In addition, we consider anthropometric outcomes
of approximately 390,000 children as well as health investments such as vaccinations of
200,000-300,000 children.

The data also includes a rich set of mother and household characteristics including
mother’s age, mother’s age at childbirth, whether the mother has completed primary educa-
tion, total children ever born to the mother, religion, caste, whether the household is located
in an urban area, household wealth index and total number of members in the household.

We present the sample variation in the exposure to the BBBP programme by the birth
year of the child in[Table T} In[Table 2] we present the summary statistics of the key outcome
and control variables in the sample by exposure to the programme. Finally, we also show
the distribution of the sample across the two rounds of the NFHS in




4 Empirical Strategy

4.1 Impact on female births

We first examine the impact of the BBBP programme on the proportion of female births.
The dataset we use is a full fertility history of approximately 446,000 mothers through the
period 2011-2020. The observations are defined at the mother-birthyear level, and include
all births to all mothers during this ten year period. Women who had no births during this

period are excluded from the analysis. We estimate the following equation:

Yomay = Po+ BiFirstbornFemale,, + 5> (Treat x FirstbornFemale),, 4,

+ nXpm+0ay + Ap + €pmay (1)

where Y4y 18, as of any given year y, the current proportion of female births out of all births
for a mother m from district d, and at parity b. Treat, takes the value one for all years after
the programme has been implemented in that district and zero otherwise. Firstborn Female,,
is defined at the mother level, taking the value one if mother m has a firstborn female child
and zero otherwise. We include birth order fixed effects (1) and district-year fixed effects
(0ay). Further, the estimation includes X,,, a vector of socioeconomic and demographic
characteristics comprising mother’s age, whether the mother completed primary education,
mother’s religion, mother’s caste, whether the house is located in an urban area, number of
members in the household, household wealth index, and sex composition of adults in the
household. We also include a survey indicator for whether the mother was surveyed in the
fifth round of the NFHS. Standard errors are clustered by district.

The main coefficient of interest, 8, estimates the change in the proportion of female
children out of all children for a mother that we observe in any given year after exposure
to the BBBP programme, in firstborn female families compared to firstborn male families.
The results of this estimation are presented in Our first finding is that mothers in
treated districts were more likely to have female children at birth orders of greater than one
(column 4), while there is no significant effect on the probability of a female being born
as the firstborn child (column 3). This supports the existing evidence that sex-selective
abortions primarily take place at a birth order of higher than one and not for the firstborn
child, and so, restricting access to sex-selective abortions leads to an increase in female
births at higher birth orders. We find that this effect is driven by increases in the proportion
of female births among firstborn female families, both in a sample of children born at all

birth orders and those born at birth orders of greater than 1 (columns 2 and 5). In both



samples, the estimated increase in the proportion of female births is significantly different
from zero at the 1% level.

We also consider the proportion of female children ever born to a woman as of the year
of her most recent birth (columns 6 and 7). Here, we compare the proportion of female
children born to women whose most recent birth was after exposure to the programme to
women whose most recent birth was before exposure to the programme. In these regressions
we control not for parity fixed effects but for the total number of children born to a woman.
Again, we find an increase in the proportion of female children born into treated firstborn
female families compared to firstborn male families, which is significant at the 1% level.

In an alternative specification, we use a binary variable for whether child i born to
mother m in year y is female as the dependent variable in the above specification. The
coefficient of interest on the interaction term between Treat and FirstbornFemale now
captures the increased probability that a birth in a given year is female in treated firstborn
female families relative to treated firstborn male families. The results are presented in
columns 8 and 9 of As above, we find that the probability of a birth being female
relatively increases among firstborn female families by 1.6 percentage points after exposure
to treatment compared to firstborn male families. This difference is also significant at the
1% level.

All our results on female births provide evidence that exposure to treatment had the
greatest impact among families that were more likely to favour sons for subsequent births
— those families which had a firstborn female child. These families would have been more
likely to resort to sex-selective abortions in the absence of the programme. However,
exposure to the programme reduces their access to illegal ultrasounds and abortions, while
also potentially shifting the social norms that drive their preferences for the birth of sons,
leading to lower demand for sons. In section [5.3| we discuss the comparative importance of

supply-side and demand-side incentives in increasing female births.

4.2 Impact on the gender gap in mortality

Having established that the programme did lead to a rise in female births, particularly among
firstborn female families, we next test whether the programme led to a relative change in the
gender gap in mortality and health investments in intensively treated families. As discussed
previously, increased births of unwanted daughters could lead to increased direct or indirect
discrimination against them, particularly if families discriminate against unwanted girls or
if girls are disproportionately born into larger families as their parents look to have more

sons. On the other hand, the media intervention could shift social norms and lead to reduced



discrimination against girls. We use the full fertility history of all surveyed women in the
fourth and fifth rounds of the NFHS described above to create a child-level dataset on over
660,000 births that took place between 2011 and 2020. We have already shown in the
previous section that the programme had no effect on the sex of the firstborn child, so we
are able to leverage quasi-exogenous variation in the sex of the firstborn child to identify

the effect on the gender gap in health outcomes. We estimate the following triple difference

specification:
Yibmary = o+ B1(Treat X FirstbornFemale x Female);smary
+ B2(Treat X FirstbornFemale),,;, + 53 (Treat x Female);pnary
+ B4(FirstbornFemale x Female);pmary + BsFemale;pmary
+ PeFirstbornFemale + 17X, + 04y + T + Pb + €ibmary )

where Yjpmary captures a range of mortality and health investment outcomes for child i of
birth order b born to mother m in district d in month ¢ and year y. Treat,, takes the
value one if the child is born after the programme was implemented in the district and zero
otherwise. Female;pyq.y takes the value one if the child’s sex is female and zero otherwise.
Firstborn Female,, is defined at the mother level, taking the value one if mother m of
child 7 has a firstborn female child and zero otherwise. We include the triple interaction of
these three variables as well as all pairwise interactions between them. We include district-
birth year fixed effects (J4y), birth month fixed effects (7;), and birth order fixed effects
(op). Further, the estimation includes X,,,, a vector of socioeconomic and demographic
characteristics comprising mother’s age at birth, mother’s age at the time of the survey,
whether the mother completed primary education, mother’s weight for height, mother’s
religion, mother’s caste, whether the house is located in an urban area, number of members
in the household, household wealth index and sex composition of adults in the household.
We also include a survey indicator for whether the mother was surveyed in the fifth round
of the NFHS. Standard errors are clustered at the district level.

[1, the coeflicient on the interaction of triple interaction term between Treat, Firstborn
Female and Female, is our coefficient of interest and captures whether the gender gap in
health outcomes of children born into firstborn female families are differentially affected
by the programme compared to the gender gap in health outcomes of children born into
firstborn male families. Since the Treat variable varies both over time and across districts,
this coefficient is identified through four sources of variation: spatial and intertemporal

variation in exposure to treatment, quasi-exogenous variation in the sex of the firstborn



child, and the sex of the child. In addition to including district-year fixed effects, we
additionally allow district and year fixed effects to vary by firstborn female family and by
whether the child is female, allowing for a very flexible specification that can control for a
number of confounding variables.

As discussed earlier, districts were selected for the programme based on their pre-
programme child sex ratio as calculated from 2011 Census data. We control for this
variation through the use of district-year fixed effects which capture level differences in the
districts assigned to different treatment phases.

We use two measures of child mortality: neonatal mortality (if a child died before
completing 1 month) and infant mortality (if the child died before completing 1 year). We
are not able to consider under-five mortality (if a child died before completing 5 years)
because most children have not been fully exposed to five years of the programme. In
addition to mortality, we also consider health outcomes, including (i) indicators for health
investments that could affect mortality and other health outcomes such as ante-natal care
(ANC) visits, whether a mother has received tetanus shots while pregnant and breastfeeding
duration, and ii) the vaccine status of the children for a number of important vaccines
typically received up to six weeks after birth, including hepatitis B, DPT, pentavalent, polio,
and rotavirus vaccines.A detailed note on variable definitions can be found inlsubsection 1.1l

5 Results

5.1 Impact of the BBBP programme on child mortality and health

investments

The results of the impact of the BBBP intervention on mortality are presented in
The estimated coefficient on the triple interaction term between Treat, Firstborn Female
and Female is negative and significantly different from zero at the 5% level in the case of
neonatal mortality. The coefficient is also negative and also of a very similar size for infant
mortality, though this is not significantly different from zero. This indicates that the gender
gap in child mortality, particularly at the neonatal level, declined in families that were most
intensively treated by the programme.

We disaggregate these results by the sex of the child to show the estimated coefficients
on Treat and FirstbornFemale for the entire sample, and for boys and girls separately
(Table A2). Exposure to the treatment does not affect the relative mortality among children
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in firstborn female families relative to firstborn male families. However, these results mask
movements in opposite directions for boys and girls. Girls in firstborn female families
see a decline in their mortality, relative to firstborn male families, and this difference is
statistically significant. On the other hand, the coefficient on the double interaction term
is positive for boys, even though it is insignificantly different from zero. This provides
evidence that our main results are being driven by relative declines in female mortality,
compared to male mortality, in intensively treated families.

This is a striking set of results, particularly when compared to the estimated impact of
supply-side measures such as restrictions on abortion, which we discuss in more detail in
Section [l The key distinction between the BBBP programme and abortion restrictions is
the prominent mass media campaign that was aimed at shifting social norms around the
perceived desirability of daughters. As a result, treated families are both more likely to
have more daughters and more likely to treat them better as well.

We next present results on the gender gap in health investments in children made by
families in[Table 5|and[Table 6| We first consider the impact of the programme on prenatal

investments such as antenatal visits by a care-worker and number of tetanus shots a mother

received while she was pregnant. We also consider several postnatal investments such
as months of breastfeeding and whether a child received a routine vaccination within six
weeks after birth. Among antenatal investments, we would expect to see a narrowing of the
gender gap in investments in intensively treated families either because families are now
unable to identify the sex of the foetus (a supply-side mechanism), or because their desire
to investment in girls who may be born is now higher (a demand-side mechanism). Among
prenatal investments, we find that mothers of girls are 6.7 percentage points more likely to
receive a tetanus shot while pregnant than mothers of boys, when comparing the gender
gap among treated firstborn female and treated firstborn male families. This difference is
statistically significant at the 1% level. There is, however, no difference in the number of
antenatal visits received by a government healthcare worker during pregnancy.

Among postnatal investments, we find a significant narrowing of the gender gap across
a range of outcomes. We focus on months of breastfeeding as well as vaccine status
for vaccines due within six weeks after birth. We find that the gender gap in months of
breastfeeding narrows by 1.48 months, a result significant at the 1% level. This change
is substantial, representing 10% of the average number of months for which a child is
breastfed. We also find significant declines in the gender gap in vaccine status for DPT,
pentavalent, and polio vaccines, and a marginally significant decline in the gender gap in
the uptake of the hepatitis B vaccine. In all four of these vaccines, there are significant gaps

in uptake by gender across the sample, with boys being more likely to receive the vaccine
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on average. As a result of the programme, girls are now 1.5-3.2 percentage points more
likely to receive the shot than boys in intensively treated families living in treated districts.
We focus on vaccines due at the six week mark since the uptake of these vaccines is driven
by health-seeking behaviour by parents, unlike vaccines given at birth in any institutional
facility, such as BCG and hepatitis and polio vaccines administered at birth.

Could these improved outcomes for girls be driven by improved government services
targeted specifically at girls under the BBBP programme rather than on account of changes
in parental behaviour? The BBBP programme does include a number of health-related
interventions targeted at the prenatal and postnatal health of both mother and baby but
there is no reason these interventions should be targeted differently at children in firstborn
female compared to children in firstborn male families. Moreover, we do not observe any
differences in the number of ANC visits received by a mother while she is pregnant.

In sum, in stark contrast to results that find a worsening of female child mortality health
outcomes as a result of supply-side measures such as bans on prenatal sex-selection, a
policy with demand-side elements is able to mitigate and outright reverse some of these
adverse consequences. We observe lower relative mortality outcomes for girls, potentially
driven by increased parental investments such as in breastfeeding and in vaccinations. These
indicate significant benefits from a policy that is aimed at increasing gender equity through

interventions aimed at shifting social norms.

5.2 Pre-intervention trends and results by phase

Though our results are robust to the inclusion of a wide range of fixed effects that control
for potentially confounding changes over the same period, we may still be concerned that
our results are being driven by pre-programme trends. We test for the presence of pre-
intervention trends by restricting our analysis to children born before their districts were
exposed to the programme. We interact the variables FirstbornFemale and Female with
an indicator for each of five years preceding treatment and regress our mortality outcomes
on these interactions and the full set of control variables from the main estimation equation.
The results of this estimation are in All the coefficients on the lagged interaction
terms are insignificantly different from 0O, providing some assurance that our estimates are
not biased.

We also estimate the impact of the programme separately for districts that are part of
the same phase. Since our main estimating strategy relies on the staggered implementation
of a policy measure, our results may be biased because of heterogeneous treatment effects

across districts that received the treatment at different points in time (Goodman-Bacon,
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2021; Borusyak et al., 2021; Sun and Abraham, 2021} |Callaway and Sant’Annal, 2021} |de
Chaisemartin and D’ Haultfeeuillel |2020). To verify robustness, we estimate the mortality
results separately by each of the three phases; that is, we estimate the impact of treatment
on the gender gap in mortality among firstborn female families relative to firstborn male
families separately for Phase 1, Phase 2 and Phase 3 districts. In doing so, we eliminate any
spatial variation arising from differential timing of the treatment across districts and rely
only on variation over time and by sex of the firstborn child. These results are presented
in We find that coefficients are very similar across all the three phases and
across the entire sample, though they are now significantly different from O only for the
largest sample of Phase 3 districts. Due to the demanding nature of our specification, our
coefficients are imprecisely measured for the two smaller samples of Phase 1 and Phase 2
districts. However, the stability of the size of the coeflicients suggests that heterogeneous

treatment effects across districts treated earlier and later are not driving the main results.

5.3 Impact on fertility and son preference

One mechanism that drives differential impacts on gender is through fertility. Prior research
has found that in response to increasing and decreasing access to the tools of prenatal sex
selection, families decrease and increase their use of the fertility stopping rule, respectively,
in order to achieve their desired number of sons. With wider access to ultrasound, fertility
declined as parents were able to reach their desired number of sons in fewer births (Anukriti
et al., [2021). On the other hand, as prenatal sex selection and access to ultrasound was
banned, fertility increased as parents kept on having children until they had a desired number
of sons (Dasgupta and Sharmal, 2021). In both cases, the change in fertility was concentrated
in firstborn female families, which were intensively affected by changes in access to prenatal
sex selection. Changes in sibling size could disproportionately affect girls, since they are
born into either larger or smaller families, with potential effects on their access to parental
resources. Changing fertility can also affect boys who are now more likely to be born at
higher birth orders and may be particularly vulnerable to the adverse health effects of the
increase in birth order.

To investigate the effects of BBBP programme on fertility, we use a similar estimation
framework as equation (I). Specifically, we test if fertility increases relatively more in
firstborn female families as compared to firstborn male families after the implementation of
the policy. We use a mother-year level dataset with approximately 3.2 million mother-year

observations on all mothers who had at least one child during the period 2011-20. Mothers
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enter the panel in 2011 or, if they are below the age of 11 years in 2011, once they turn 11.
We run the following estimation:

Yinay = Po+ piTreat,q, + GoFirstbornFemale,, 4, +

+ B3(Treat x FirstbornFemale),qy + B4 Ximay + 0ay + €may 3)

where Y4y 18 an indicator for whether mother m in district d gives birth in year y. We
include district-birth year fixed effects (64,) and a set of controls X,,,4, that include mother’s
age, whether the mother completed primary education, mother’s religion, mother’s caste,
whether the house is located in an urban area, number of members in the household,
household wealth index, and sex composition of adults in the household. We also include
a survey indicator for whether the mother was surveyed in the fifth round of the NFHS.
Standard errors are clustered by district. The main coefficient of interest is 53, the coefficient
on the interaction between an indicator for a firstborn female family and the treatment
indicator.

The results are presented in We find that fertility increased among women
after exposure to the programme: women were 0.4 percentage points more likely to give
birth after exposure to the programme (Column 1). These effects are concentrated among
firstborn female families, where a child is 0.5 percentage points more likely to be born in
any given year after exposure to the programme compared to firstborn male families. This
estimate is significant at the 1% level. In other words, the programme leads to an increase
in the likelihood of female births, as well as an increase in the probability of any birth. This
suggests that firstborn female families are continuing to use the fertility stopping rule to
achieve a desired numbers of sons.

We next look directly at whether the programme shifted stated son preference. Surveyed
women report their ideal number of sons and daughters, and ideal number of children. We
divide the ideal number of sons by the ideal number of total children to construct an ideal
fraction of sons variable, which we use as a measure of son preference. Since the ideal
number of sons and children is reported only once by every surveyed woman at the time she
is surveyed, we do not have any spatial variation in exposure to the programme; most women
in the fourth round are surveyed just as the programme was launched and all women in the
fifth round are surveyed after their district has received the programme. However, we can
estimate trends in son preference between the fourth and fifth rounds of the NFHS, as well
as how these trends vary in firstborn female families compared to firstborn male families.
These results are presented in We find no evidence of any significant difference

in son preference across survey rounds, even when we restrict our analysis to those women
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who had a child within a year of being surveyed. This confirms that son preference itself
has not been changed by the programme, and places in context our finding that fertility
continues to increase among intensively treated families as they attempt to achieve a desired
number of sons.

This suggests that the media intervention may not have been entirely successful in
shifting social norms of son preference. However, the adverse welfare consequences of a
pure supply-side measure such as a ban on sex-selective abortions are mitigated. We observe
an increase in all births, and in female births, among intensively treated families. However,
we do not observe a worsening in health outcomes of girls relative to boys among the
same families. Presumably, any negative effects from the increased competition for sibling
resources that are disproportionately faced by girls are cancelled out or even reversed by the

benefits from increased care and investments in female child health.

6 Discussion

In this paper, we have examined the impact of a large-scale intervention to tackle the gender
discrimination emerging from son preference that focuses both on supply-side measures
that reduce access to sex-selective abortions, as well as a mass media intervention that
seeks to shift social norms and increase the demand for girls. First, we find that the policy
does lead to an increase in female births, particularly in firstborn female families which are
relatively intensively treated by the programme. Second, we find that despite the rise in
births, there is no quantity-quality tradeoff between increased births and worsened health
outcomes for girls. Families do not discriminate against unwanted daughters, and, in fact,
reallocate spending towards their daughters to narrow the gender gap in mortality. The main
mechanisms leading to decreased mortality of girls is increased parental investments in early
health outcomes, including lengthened breastfeeding and increased take-up of vaccinations.
Finally, we show that stated son preference does not change and fertility does rise in firstborn
female families exposed to the treatment. In short, while the programme has been successful
in shifting perceptions about the value of daughters and the need to invest in their health, it
has not yet successfully shifted the norm of son preference.

Even so, these results are a striking contrast to the impact of supply-side restrictions
on access to prenatal sex selection. In a related paper, we find that bans on sex-selective
abortions led to a 25% increase in neonatal mortality among all children born in firstborn
female families, driven by a sharp increase in fertility. Moreover, the bans on ultrasound and

prenatal sex selection were associated with a rise in gender inequality in health outcomes
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(Dasgupta and Sharma, [2021). The contrast in impacts of a ban on sex-selection and the
BBBP programme emphasises the importance of demand-side elements to policies that
seek to eliminate gender discrimination, rather than simply focus on top-down approaches
that address some tools of discrimination without addressing the underlying causes.

In fact, our results on the gender gap in mortality have more in common with previous
results on the increased access to the tools of prenatal sex selection. In their study of the
reverse process of increased access to ultrasound, Anukriti et al.[(2021) find that the gender
gap in mortality outcomes among firstborn female families decreases by 1.5 percentage
points after wider access to ultrasound. Our finding is in the same direction, though smaller
than theirs: we find a decline of 0.7 percentage points in the gender gap in mortality
outcomes among firstborn female families. Crucially, however, the BBBP programme is
accompanied by rising female births, while the gains in the post-ultrasound era come at the

cost of a large number of missing women.
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1 Appendix

1.1 Variable definitions

1. Indicators for health investments

(a)

(b)

()

(d)

Antenatal Care (ANC) is the number of antenatal visits a pregnant woman had
while her child was in utero. This data is collected for all children born to a
surveyed woman upto five years before the survey. The value of these visits
was topcoded at 20 visits, while the the children whose mothers did not go for
antenatal care were coded as 0. According to WHO recommendations, there
should be a minimum of eight antenatal visits to decrease perinatal mortality

and improve women’s experience of care.

Tetanus injections (TET) reports how many tetanus toxicoid vaccinations were
given to a pregnant woman while her child was in utero. This data is collected
for all children born to a surveyed woman upto five years before the survey.
According to WHO recommendations, in case the mother is not previously
vaccinated or in the case of unknown vaccination status of mother, she should
be given two doses of tetanus toxicoid vaccination one month apart, with the

second dose given at least two weeks before the delivery.

Duration breastfed reports the number of months for which a child was breastfed.
This data is collected for all children born to a surveyed woman up to five years
before the survey and includes the cases where (a) the child’s mother was still
breastfeeding at the time of interview and (b) the child had been breastfed until
his/her death. According to WHO guidelines, children should be exclusively
breastfed for the first 6 months of life, after which breastfeeding should continue

with complementary feeding up to 2 years of age or beyond.

Vaccination indicators for Hepatitis B, DPT, Pentavalent, Polio, and Rotavirus
report whether the child received the first shot for each of these vaccines usually
administered within the first six weeks of birth. For Hepatitis B, this excludes

the shot received at birth, if any.
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