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Reproductive Change in Sri Lanka:
Analysis of Intermediate Variables,

1982 and 1987

W. Indralal De Silva

Takemi Program in International Health
Harvard School of Public Health
Boston, Massachusetts 02115

ABSTRACT: This study examines the intermediate determinants of fertility in Sri Lanka by
making use of the data collected in the 1982 Sri Lanka Contraceptive Prevalence Survey and the
1987 Sri Lanka Demographic and Health Survey. The analysis shows that the most important
inhibitor of potential fertility is deliberate control. The marital structure of the population is also
an important fertility-inhibitor, but lactational infecundability is increasingly becoming an
unimportant contributor. The findings show the success of the family planning program in Sri
Lanka, which propelled fertility to a substantial lower level. Achievement of the replacement
level fertility by the turn of the century, set by the Sri Lankan government, would largely depend
on the efforts to increase the quality and quantity of contraceptive use and the duration of

breastfeeding.

Even though Sri Lanka is among
the least developed of the Third World
countries, it is characterized by a con-
tinued high level of socioeconomic de-
velopment, high literacy, low mortal-
ity, increasing status for women, and is
becoming a nonagrarian economy. Re-
lated to the socioeconomic and cultural
changes taking place, the country is ex-
periencing rapid fertility decline, Many
couples in Sri Lanka intend to have
very small families and have rapidly
adopted fertility regulation (De Silva,
1991).

The dramatic change in fertility in
Sri Lanka during the past three de-
cades has been well documented
(Department of Census and Statistics,
1988, Ministry of Health, 1992). The
total fertility rate (TFR) fell from 5.3
children per woman in 1953 to 2.6 chil-
dren per woman in 1985-87. Through-
out the 1960’s and 1970’s TFR decline
was moderate, but during 1980°s it

gathered momentum. The TFR of 1981
was as high as 3.4 children but declined
by 24 per cent, or almost one child, by
the period 1985-87. The rapidity that
has characterized the decline in fertility
makes Sti Lanka an unusually interest-
ing case for examining the determi-
nants of fertility among developing
countries (Gajanayake and Caldwell,
1989; De Silva, 1990a).

There have been numerous studies
on fertility in Sri Lanka, but still little
is known about the precise nature of
the determinants of the recent fertility
change. Studies of the determinants of
fertility levels and their changes often
seek to measure the impact of socio-
economic factors on fertility. Sub-
stantial insights can be gained if, in ad-
dition to the socioeconomic factors in-
fluencing fertility, the specific mecha-
nisms through which these factors
operate are identified (Gajanavake,
1983). For example, the level of edu-
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