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Objectives : South Korea has experienced unprecedented
ups and downs in the sex ratio at birth (SRB), which has
been a unique phenomenon in the last two decades.
However, little is known about socioeconomic factors that
influence the SRB. Employing the diffusion theory by Rogers,
this study was undertaken to examine the trends in social
variations in the SRB from 1981 to 2004 in Korea. 

Methods : The data was taken from Vital Birth Statistics
for the period from 1981-2004. We computed the annual
male proportion of live births according to the parental
education (university, middle/high school, primary) and
occupat ion (non-manual ,  manual ,  others) .  Logist ic
regression analysis was employed to estimate the odds
ratios of male birth according to social position for the
equidistant three time periods (1981-1984, 1991-1994, and
2001-2004). 

Results : An increased SRB was detected among parents
with higher social position before the mid 1980s. Since

then, however, a greater SRB was found for the less
educated and manual jobholders. The inverse social
gradient for the SRB was most prominent in early 1990s,
but the gap has narrowed since the late 1990s. The
mother s socioeconomic position could be a sensitive
indicator of the social variations in the sex ratio at birth. 

Conclusions : Changes in the relationship of parental
social position with the SRB were detected during the
1980-2004 in Korea. This Korean experience may well be
explained by diffusion theory, suggesting there have been
socioeconomic differences in the adoption and spread of
sex-detection technology. 
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Figure 1. Trends in mother s age standardized
(standardized to 2000 Korean Census female
population aged 20-49yr) sex ratio at birth
according to parental socioeconomic position:
three-yr moving average, 1981-2004.
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Table 1. Number of live births and the male proportion by parental socioeconomic position, from 1981-
1984, 1991-1994, and 2001-2004, Birth Vital Statistics, Korea

1981-1984

no. %

Proport-
ion of 
male-
births

no. %

Proport-
ion of 
male-
births

no. %

Proport-
ion of 
male-
births

no.

1991-1994 2001-2004 Total

222,063 
2,024,278 

798,704 
3,045,045 

490,000 
1,908,668 

646,180 
3,044,848 

63,995 
322,251 

2,658,586 
3,044,832 

1,265,327 
1,652,451 

118,163 
3,035,931 

7.3 
66.5 
26.2 

100.0 

16.1 
62.7 
21.2 

100.0 

2.1 
10.6 
87.3 

100.0 

41.7 
54.4 
3.9 

100.0 

0.522 
0.518 
0.516 
0.518 

0.520 
0.517 
0.517 
0.518 

0.520 
0.515 
0.518 
0.518 

0.518 
0.518 
0.516 
0.518 

649,143 
2,088,557 

73,114 
2,810,814 

1,069,052 
1,658,601 

78,830 
2,806,483 

208,040 
110,994 

2,487,937 
2,806,971 

1,318,118 
1,385,299 

98,122 
2,801,539 

23.1 
74.3 
2.6 

100.0 

38.1 
59.1 
2.8 

100.0 

7.4 
4.0 

88.6 
100.0 

47.0 
49.4 
3.5 

100.0 

0.528 
0.534 
0.544 
0.533 

0.530 
0.535 
0.542 
0.533 

0.524 
0.541 
0.534 
0.533 

0.531 
0.536 
0.527 
0.533 

923,850 
1,048,916 

10,617 
1,983,383 

1,074,933 
886,955 
16,618 

1,978,506 

271,218 
64,981 

1,624,473 
1,960,672 

1,082,989 
665,828 
114,825 

1,642,795 

46.6 
52.9 
0.5 

100.0 

54.3 
44.8 
0.9 

100.0 

13.8 
3.3 

82.9 
100.0 

58.1 
35.7 
6.2 

100.0 

0.519 
0.523 
0.521 
0.521 

0.521 
0.522 
0.522 
0.521 

0.516 
0.526 
0.522 
0.521 

0.520 
0.524 
0.516 
0.521 

1,795,056 
5,161,751 

882,435 
6,370,944 

2,633,985 
4,454,224 

741,628 
7,829,837 

543,253 
468,403 

6,770,996 
7,782,652 

3,666,434 
2,807,419 

282,971 
6,756,824 

Mother s Education
Tertiary
Secondary
Primary 
Total

Father s Education
Tertiary
Secondary
Primary 
Total

Mother s Occupation
Non-Manual
Manual
Housewife
Total

Father s Occupation
Non-Manual
Manual
Others
Total

Table 2. Trends in mother s age adjusted odds ratio (95% confidence interval) of male births from
mothers aged 20-49 according to parental socioeconomic position: Results from 1981-1984, 1991-
1994, and 2001-2004, Birth Vital Statistics, Korea

1981-1984 1991-1994 2001-2004

Mother s Education
Tertiary
Secondary
Primary 

Father s Education
Tertiary
Secondary
Primary 

Mother s Occupation
Non-Manual (ref)
vs. Manual
vs. Housewife

Father s Occupation
Non-Manual (ref)
vs. Manual
vs. Others

1.00
0.986 (0.977 - 0.994) 
0.977 (0.968 - 0.986) 

1.00
0.989 (0.983 - 0.995) 
0.985 (0.977 - 0.992) 

1.00
0.981 (0.964 - 0.997) 
0.997 (0.981 - 1.012) 

1.00
0.998 (0.993 - 1.003) 
0.992 (0.980 - 1.004) 

1.00
1.039 (1.033 - 1.045) 
1.039 (1.023 - 1.055) 

1.00
1.029 (1.024 - 1.034) 
1.033 (1.018 - 1.048) 

1.00
1.069 (1.054 - 1.085) 
1.055 (1.045 - 1.064) 

1.00
1.019 (1.015 - 1.024) 
0.994 (0.981 - 1.007) 

1.00
1.014 (1.009 - 1.020) 
1.002 (0.964 - 1.041) 

1.00
1.005 (0.999 - 1.010) 
0.997 (0.967 - 1.028) 

1.00
1.019 (1.002 - 1.037) 
1.016 (1.008 - 1.024) 

1.00
1.011 (1.005 - 1.017) 
0.985 (0.973 - 0.997) 
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Table 3. Trends in mother s age adjusted odds ratio (95% confidence interval) of male births from
mothers aged 20-49 according to parental socioeconomic position in Gyeongsang Province. Results
from 1981-1984, 1991-1994, and 2001-2004, Birth Vital Statistics, Korea

1981-1984 1991-1994 2001-2004

Mother s Education
Tertiary
Secondary
Primary 

Father s Education
Tertiary
Secondary
Primary 

Mother s Occupation
Non-manual (ref)
vs. Manual
vs. Housewife

Father s Occupation
Non-manual (ref)
vs. Manual
vs. Others

1.00
0.993 (0.976-1.011)
0.981 (0.963-0.999)

1.00
1.000 (0.988-1.012)
0.993 (0.978-1.007)

1.00
0.995 (0.962-1.030)
1.012 (0.980-1.044)

1.00
1.007 (0.998-1.015)
1.001 (0.978-1.024)

1.00
1.073 (1.061-1.085)
1.088 (1.054-1.122)

1.00
1.049 (1.039-1.059)
1.067 (1.035-1.099)

1.00
1.123 (1.091-1.156)
1.090 (1.070-1.110)

1.00
1.023 (1.013-1.032)
0.967 (0.941-0.993)

1.00
1.022 (1.011-1.033)
1.015 (0.938-1.098)

1.00
1.004 (0.993-1.015)
1.008 (0.944-1.077)

1.00
1.034 (0.999-1.070)
1.027 (1.010-1.045)

1.00
1.009 (0.997-1.021)
0.987 (0.964-1.011)
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