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Abstract 
Choosing the sex of an unborn child is not a new practice. Since ancient times, 
couples have attempted to conceive a child of their preferred sex using various 
traditional methods such as food consumption, sexual positions and many more. 
The advent of modern medical technologies such as sperm sorting, prenatal 
diagnosis, preimplantation genetic diagnosis and possibly genetic engineering 
have now increased the likelihood of parents fulfilling their dream of having a 
child of the desired sex. This practice is, nonetheless, not left without ethical 
scrutiny, where several criticisms have been advocated against the custom. 
Despite the potential ethical impediments, sex selection is arguably one of the 
possible mechanisms that may improve family economics and welfare. This is 
achievable by allowing sex selection for family balancing, which in turn protects 
couples from having more children than they actually desire. This will 
consequently stabilise if not improve family economics by avoiding unnecessary 
financial burden from having to support a large family. Additionally, sex selection 
is also important in cultural settings where sons are depended upon for financial 
support. This is the main thesis of this paper where the benefit of sex selection 
to improve the economic welfare of families is promoted. It is concluded that a 
blanket prohibition on the use of modern methods of sex selection is unjustified 
as the rationale behind sex selection should be assessed on a case-to-case 
basis depending on the needs of each family. 

 
Keywords: Sex Selection, Family Balancing, Family Economics, Family 
Welfare 
 

1.0 Introduction 
Before the advent of modern medical technologies for sex 

selection, couples would resort to various traditional methods with the 
hope of conceiving a child of their preferred sex. These ancient ways 
were believed to be able to realise this hope by, among others, 
consuming specific food, practising certain positions during sexual 
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intercourse and even tying the left testicle (Liao, 2005). While attempts 
at sex selection through traditional and natural ways may not seem 
controversial and is generally permissible, the position is contrary when 
modern technologies are employed. Liao (2005) cynically comments, “It 
seems to me though that if someone wants to eat more bananas so that 
she would be more likely to have a male offspring, there would generally 
be little objection against her doing so.”  

As shall be seen later, there are several grounds underlying the 
criticisms raised against using modern techniques to select the sex of 
offspring for non-medical or social reasons. Nevertheless, the ethical 
minefield of sex selection for social reasons must be weighed against the 
potential advantages that the practice may offer to family economics. 
This proposition represents the main thesis of this paper where it is 
argued that sex selection for family balancing may be useful to stabilise, 
if not improve family economy and welfare. In this course, this paper 
begins with identifying the various traditional and modern methods of sex 
selection. This is followed by a critical analysis of the general criticisms 
raised against sex selection and how these concerns can be obviated by 
permitting sex selection for family balancing. Finally, the argument in 
favour of permitting sex selection on the grounds of preserving family 
economics and well-being is presented. 

 
2.0 Motivations and Methods 

According to the Ethics Committee of the American Society for 
Reproductive Medicine (ASRM, 1999): 

 “Among the most prominent of motivations historically has 
been simple desire to bear and raise children of the 
culturally preferred gender, to ensure economic 
usefulness of offspring within the family, to achieve gender 
balance among children in a given family, and to determine 
a gendered birth order.” 

Above all, the notion of reproductive autonomy remains the 
central basis for parents to argue for their rights to select the sex of their 
children. Using autonomy, parents believes that they are entitled to 
design their family according to their desired structure (Natipodhi, 2014). 
Additionally, religious and cultural reasons also prompt parents to resort 
to sex selection techniques in order to produce a child of their desired 
sex. For example, the prevailing patriarchal culture in India and China 
that places more value on the male contributes to the rising demand for 
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sex selection methods in those countries (Downing, 2005). To realise the 
parental dream of conceiving a child of their chosen sex, several modern 
technologies are now available. Bumgarner (2007) categorises these 
techniques into 2 components: prenatal procedures and preimplantation 
procedures. The former is categorised as such as the methods are 
employed after embryos are conceived and implanted into the woman’s 
uterus. The latter, on the other hand, involves procedures that occur 
before fertilisation and implantation of embryos into the uterus. For ease 
of reference, this categorisation is adopted here in describing the 
available sex selection methods. 

 
2.1 Prenatal Procedures 

The sex of fertilised embryos can be confirmed using 
amniocentesis and Chorionic Villus Sampling (CVS) normally performed 
in the first and second trimester of pregnancy. Amniocentesis is a 
technique that requires the withdrawal of a small amount of amniotic fluid 
from the sac surrounding the foetus for analysis. This is done by inserting 
a small needle into the uterus using ultrasound guidance (WebMD, 7 
June 2017). This method is useful to prevent the passing of inherited sex-
linked diseases by identifying the sex of the foetus and this purpose can 
be extended for non-medical reasons (Fletcher, 1980). CVS is another 
prenatal procedure performed in the first trimester that requires the 
withdrawal of a small tissue sample from the placenta known as the 
Chorionic Vill. This sample contains genetic information regarding the 
foetus including its sex (What to Expect, 16 March 2017). Amniocentesis 
and CVS both pose ethical difficulties as termination of pregnancy is 
anticipated should the analysis outcomes turn out to be unfavourable 
(Roberts, 2002).  
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2.2 Preimplantation Procedures 
At present, two preimplantation procedures have been made 

available, namely, sperm sorting and Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis 
(PGD). Another potential technique on the horizon is gene therapy which 
is currently in progress. Sperm sorting has been around for over 30 years 
and its efficacy has been constantly improved (Gender Select, n.d). 
Sperm sorting using flow cytometry enables the collection of semen 
samples containing sperm that bear the required sex chromosome 
(Lieman & Breborowicz, 2014). Using the sperm sorting method: 

“The sperm cells are separated from the seminal fluid, the 
sperm are concentrated into healthy and motile sperm, 
abnormal sperm is filtered out, and finally the separation of 
the X and Y-sperm concentrates the sample to the desired 
gender. The remaining sample is more likely to result in a 
successful pregnancy and will increase the odds of the 
desired gender group. This technique is widely used and 
is a standard process in IVF and IUI procedures. After the 
sperm is sorted, the sample will be inseminated into the 
woman which is an in office technique. The most well-
known method of sperm sorting is the Ericsson Method” 
(Gender Select, n.d). 

Another technique widely used for sex selection is PGD. PGD 
starts with in Vitro Fertilisation (IVF) where embryos fertilised are then 
screened to determine its genetic identity such as sex. Selected embryos 
are then implanted into the woman’s uterus (Taylor, 2008). Mainly 
employed to select against embryos with genetic diseases, chromosomal 
abnormalities and sex-linked diseases, the use of PGD has been 
extended to selecting the sex of children for social reasons (Haniwarda, 
2018). Due to the possible adverse outcomes to women, children and 
society, the use of PGD for social sex selection is prohibited by law in 
many countries such as United Kingdom, Australia and Italy (Haniwarda, 
2018). On the contrary, several countries such as United States of 
America and Jordan adopt a more flexible approach to PGD for social 
sex selection by allowing the practice for family balancing (ASRM, 2001; 
Williamson, 2014), an argument which is explored later in this paper. 

Another potential technique currently under research is gene 
therapy or more commonly known as genetic engineering. Liao explains 
the science behind genetic engineering as follows: 
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“Genetic engineering involves putting the desired “new” 
gene into a little virus-line organism, which is then allowed 
to get into the target cell and insert the new gene into the 
cell along with the “old” genes. There are two kinds of 
genetic engineering: somatic and germline, Somatic 
engineering targets the genes in specific organs and 
tissues of the body of a single existing person without 
affecting genes in their eggs or sperm. Germline 
engineering targets the genes in eggs, sperm or very early 
embryos. A way of using genetic engineering for sex 
selection is then to put the “gendered” genes of the desired 
sex in a virus-like organism and use germline engineering 
to alter the sex of an embryo.” (Liao, 2014).  

Though still considered as an experimental procedure, the 
breakthrough of Crispr/C9 technique has increased the hope of making 
gene therapy or genetic engineering a reality (Gallagher, 2015). This 
technique offers a promising cure to serious genetic conditions (Zakri, 30 
July 2018) and its use to ‘engineer’ the sex of embryos is awaited with 
anxiety. 
 
3.0 The Repercussions of Sex Selection 

The various sex selection methods identified above raise a whole 
spectrum of ethical concerns that calls for its prohibition. Nonetheless, 
these criticisms must be carefully evaluated and weighed against the 
potential benefits that sex selection may bring to the family.   

 
3.1 Distorted Sex Ratio 

Sex selection has been argued as one of the contributors to a 
disrupted sex ratio in a society (Dahl, 2007). There is a wide presumption 
that if sex selection methods are approved, many would opt to have sons 
such as is the situation in China and India and consequently, the number 
of women will diminish (Zulkifli, 2006). When sex ratio is distorted, 
several unwanted implications may occur to men, women and society, so 
the argument goes (Hvistendahl, 2011). For example, when there is a 
higher proportion of men, women’s independence and autonomy might 
be jeopardised and women may be subject to men’s dominance 
(Guttentag & Secord 1986). The reduction of the number of women in a 
society may also affect marriage opportunities for men, which could then 
lead to prostitution, homosexuality and violence (Etzioni, 1986; Vines, 
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1993). Hudson & Boer (2004) explain the possibility of increased violence 
in a society with a higher number of men: 

“…young adult men with no stake in society-of the lowest 
socioeconomic classes and with little chance of forming 
families of their own – are much more prone to attempt to 
improve their situation through violent and criminal 
behaviour in a strategy of coalitional aggression with other 
bare branches.”   

Although an unbalanced sex ratio arising from preference for sons 
has been documented in China and India (Wei et.al, 2009), it cannot be 
assumed that the same will occur in other countries should sex selection 
be permitted. As succinctly put by the Ethics Committee of the American 
Society of Reproductive Medicine (ASRM, 1999): 

“…potential bad consequences such as imbalance in a 
society’s sex ratio, seem too uncertain in their prediction to 
be determinative of the issues of sex selection. Even if, for 
example, the current rise in sex selection of offspring in a 
few countries suggests a correlation between the 
availability of sex selection methods and the concrete 
expression of son-preference, there can be no easy 
transfer of data to other societies.” 

The preference for children of a particular sex, normally sons, that 
exists in some societies may not be shared by others. For example, 
Haniwarda (2012a) concludes that based on several empirical studies in 
Malaysia, it is observed that preference for sons is only exhibited by some 
sections of the Chinese community, while the Malays and Indians do not 
have any specific preference for sons. Similarly, several western and 
developed societies’ surveys indicate that “there is little evidence to 
suggest that there is a sex preference in industrialized countries. Instead, 
families that have a preference want to have children of both sexes” 
(Kalfoglou et.al, 2013; Dahl, 2005). In any circumstances, Kalfoglou et. 
al. (2013) rightly contends that concerns over a possible distorted sex 
ratio and its consequences may not pose any threat if sex selection is 
used for family balancing or “equalling out the number of children born of 
each sex.” Thus, sex selection for family balancing may not only reduce 
the concerns over a distorted sex ratio, but as will be argued later, is also 
beneficial in strengthening the economic position of a family. 
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3.2 Harm to the Child 

Sex selection has been argued as a threat to children’s 
psychological welfare (Wong & Gillet 2015). This concern stems from the 
notion that parents should love any child born to them unconditionally 
(The President’s Council on Bioethics, 2002; King, 2003). Taylor-Sands 
(2018) succinctly states: 

“For many, non-medical sex selection represents a step 
too far in selective reproduction, one that takes us beyond 
therapeutic goals and challenges established notions 
about parental acceptance and love.”    

Parental love has always been perceived to be ‘unconditional’ 
where parents are expected to love their child regardless of any 
characteristics that the child may have including sex (Stankovic, 2005). 
In this regard: 

“Children are not made but begotten. By this we mean that 
children are the issue of our love, not the product of our 
wills. A man and a woman do not produce or choose a 
particular child, as they might buy a particular brand of 
soap; rather they stand in relation to their child as 
recipients of gifts.” (President’s Council on Bioethics, 
2002).  
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King (2003) believes that allowing sex selection of children 
inadvertently turns reproduction into “just another consumer experience” 
where children are viewed as a consumer object, chosen and designed 
by parents. This situation is claimed to be morally wrong because, 
“children should be accepted and loved unconditionally” (British Medical 
Association Ethics Department, 2004). Nonetheless, the belief that sex 
selection endangers parental love towards their children is rebuttable. 
Haniwarda (2012b) for instance, maintains that: 

“Unconditional parental love need not mean that parents 
should merely accept any child they engender, and should 
not take steps to select any particular trait that they prefer 
in a child. What matters is the unconditional acceptance 
shown by parents to the child after he/she is born 
regardless of his/her characteristics such as sex.” 

On the contrary, rather than harming the child, sex selection has 
proven to be beneficial to the child in circumstances where the family 
wishes to have a child of specified sex. A child of the desired sex is likely 
to be more loved and appreciated by his/her parents especially when the 
preference is guided by a true desire to preserve the family’s well-being 
(Haniwarda, 2018). This is exemplified by the Mastertons family of the 
United Kingdom who lost their only daughter in a fire. The birth of a 
daughter in this bereaved family would have undoubtedly been 
welcomed with love and happiness that they child would certainly benefit 
from (BBC News, 4 October 2010). Similarly, it was reported that a 
Chinese couple in Malaysia resorted to sperm sorting to replace their only 
son who died in an accident and the birth of a son has brought 
tremendous joy to the family (Utusan Malaysia, 21 April 2001). The child 
whose sex was pre-selected before birth will feel “…wanted and welcome 
in the families they are born into” (Hill et.al, 2002) and will be spared from 
the risks of being another disappointment to their parents for not being 
the ‘right’ sex (Williamson, 1983). As Warren (1985) rightly speculates, 
“A girl who knows that her parents wanted a boy instead of her may 
believe that nothing she does will ever please them; and she may be 
right.” Hence, the criticism that sex selection harms the child born proves 
to be hypothetical. On the contrary, sex selection is demonstrably 
advantageous to the soon to born child who will be more loved and more 
likely to enjoy a happy childhood (Rhodes, 2001). 
  
3.3 A Sexist Act 
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Another criticism against sex selection that must be addressed is 
the claim that such a practice is sexist and discriminates against women 
(Dandorp et. al., 2013). Sex selection has previously been characterised 
as the “original sexist sin” (Powledge, 1983). This proposition results from 
the belief that by choosing one sex over the other, one is impliedly 
reinforcing the belief that the chosen sex is more superior (President’s 
Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and 
Biomedical and Behavioural Research, 1983). It is also feared that sex 
selection increases the risk of gender discrimination in communities with 
a known preference for children of a particular sex (Budiyanti et.al, 2017).  

Against these speculations, it is argued that sex selection which 
is  motivated by cultural, religious and social requirements should not be 
deemed as a sexist act or a form of sexual discrimination.  As 
demonstrated below, the prevailing sex selection practices for conceiving 
male children in several cultures such as in China and India proves to be 
beneficial to the family economic state due to the role of sons as 
breadwinners in those cultures. Hence, in cultural settings where having 
sons seems to be more economical, sex selection should not be viewed 
as a sexist act (Young, 1991; Dickens, 2002). Furthermore: 

“It may even be the case that couples prefer to have sons 
because they want to spare their daughters the plight of 
having to live in a sexist society. Of course, the fact that 
such choices may reinforce sexist structures and 
institutions is a relevant consideration where the possible 
social consequences of sex selection are concerned. 
However, this does not mean that those choices are sexist 
themselves” (Wert & Dondorp, 2010). 

It is also difficult to defend the claim of sexism when sex selection 
is undertaken by a couple to balance the gender composition in their 
family. Sex selection in these circumstances is often inspired by the 
aspiration to experience a different rearing experience. This request for 
sex selection for family balancing is not ethically problematic as 
according to Robertson (2004): 

“Such preferences are not so irrational that they should fall 
without the canopy of freedom usually accorded to 
individuals over reproductive decisions. If we accept that 
people have a large degree of freedom over their personal 
and reproductive lives, they should have the freedom to 
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take steps to have children of different genders in their 
family.”  

Sex selection for family balancing, therefore, may escape the cry 
of sexism and discrimination and according to the analysis below, such 
practice may be perceived as a useful means to preserve family 
economic welfare.  
 
4.0 How Sex Selection May Improve Family Economic Welfare  

Thus far, it has been demonstrated that allowing sex selection for 
family balancing where a couple already have a few children of the same 
sex, has not only defeated its criticisms but indeed is beneficial to the 
unborn child. In the following, the argument for sex selection for the 
purpose of family balancing is expanded to include its potential benefits 
to maintain and protect family welfare. This is due to cultural, religious 
and social requirements that exist in some societies that make it crucial 
for a family to have a son for the family’s financial welfare and stability. 

 
4.1 Providing Financial and Social Support 

First, in some Muslim societies such as those in Jordan, there is 
pressure to have at least one son in the family in order to maintain the 
family’s financial stability. This position can be associated with the Islamic 
law of inheritance that requires a male heir to “preserve the wealth within 
the family” (Kilani, 2004). The Islamic law of inheritance favours males 
as they are burdened with the responsibility to financially support their 
family (Kilani & Haj Hassan 2002). Therefore, it appears that the 
presence of a male heir is useful in securing the financial position of a 
family (Haniwarda, 2009). Additionally, Islam also places the 
responsibility of caring for parents on sons even after they are married 
as compared to daughters. When a woman is married, her primary 
responsibility lies with her husband, although she still retains some 
responsibility towards her parents (Mohd. Yusof, 6 February 2018).  

The need to have a son for economic reasons is also documented 
in China and India. In China for example, sons are heavily relied upon to 
maintain and support their parents, particularly when their parents are no 
longer able to work. Sons are needed to perform heavy labour work that 
daughters are not able to fulfil (Chan et.al., 2002; Burgess & Zhuang 
2002). Similarly, in India, sons are often “synonymous with economic and 
social benefits” (Malpani, 1998). Sons are important for the Indian family 
as they are depended upon by their parents to financial support 
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(Bumgarner, 2007). In traditional Indian society, sons are perceived as 
the main breadwinner of the family, and they are expected to financially 
support and take care of their parents (Abhinand, 5 November 2016). 
Thus, it is arguable that permitting sex selection is essential in providing 
financial and social support for parents in their old age, particularly in 
societies where this culture is still deeply embedded and valued.  

 
4.2 Achieving Desired Family Size 

Even in societies without specific religious, cultural and social 
circumstances that warrant the birth of a child of a particular sex, 
selecting the sex of a child is also favourable to the family financial state 
and well-being. Parents normally yearn to have a family consisting of 
both male and female children and it has, therefore, been argued that 
sex selection should be permitted to create a gender balanced family 
(Deeney, 2013). An empirical study conducted in the United States 
revealed that some participants expressed their opinion that prohibiting 
sex selection would unjustly impose financial burdens on the family as 
they would have to keep on trying their luck until they successfully 
conceive a child of their desired sex (McGowan & Sharp, 2013). A 
participant emphasised on the impact of sex selection to the family 
economy: 

“I always wanted a son and I don’t see us getting to the 
point where we have four or five children and keep 
trying…I think we’re both realistic enough to know that the 
financial pressure, we probably can’t do that…At this point 
we’re going to explore every avenue to increase the 
likelihood of having that boy sooner rather than by chance 
later. (Couple 8, father of two girls) (McGowan & Sharp, 
2013).  

Parents who are ‘forced’ into having a family that is larger than 
they actually intended may encounter financial hardships and strains 
which eventually cause adverse consequences on the family (Pohlman, 
1967). As such, sex selection protects the child’s and family’s welfare by 
avoiding the birth of multiple children beyond the couple’s expectations 
and means (Rhodes, 2001). Having the appropriate number of children 
according to the family’s means helps to safeguard and strengthen the 
family economy and resources (Kilani & Haj Hassan, 2002). As Kilani & 
Haj Hassan (2002) succinctly comment: 
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“By fulfilling the couple’s desire, family harmony is 
maintained and sufficient attention is given to the children 
without any risk of neglect as a result of the economic 
hardship that would occur if the couple was forced to have 
a large family to achieve their goal of the desired gender”  

5.0 Conclusion 
The availability of modern medical techniques to select the sex of 

offspring has always been welcomed with pessimistic response and 
scepticism. Sex selection has been labelled as an ethical minefield with 
numerous criticisms propounded against the practice. Nonetheless, the 
‘hidden’ benefit of sex selection to the child and family should not be 
undermined. This paper has, therefore, undertaken the challenge of 
promoting the advantage of sex selection as a tool to protect and 
maintain family economy and welfare. This is arguable in situations 
where social, cultural and religious needs to have a child of particular sex 
exist, especially sons, due to economic reasons. Also, sex selection may 
protect the family economy by avoiding the long term financial burden of 
having to support a large family beyond the couple’s financial means, 
simply because they wish to have a son or a daughter. In advocating this 
proposition, the disapproval expressed against sex selection has first 
been analysed and refuted. In the end, it is concluded that a blanket 
prohibition on sex selection based on the concerns raised on the possible 
harm to the child, women and society are unfounded. As an alternative, 
it is suggested that sex selection may be tolerable in societies and 
circumstances where having a child of a particular sex demonstrates to 
be an asset to strengthen the family’s economic position and well-being. 
Kalfoglou et. al. (2013) rightly recapitulate that, “In a pluralistic society 
that values reproductive freedom, couples ought to be able to decide for 
themselves whether or not it is ethically permissible, under their specific 
circumstances, to use a technology to attempt to choose the sex of their 
children.” 
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