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IT seems somewhat curious that India, where family planning has attracted so
much official attention, has remained relatively unaffected by the recent up-

surge of the theory of household behaviour in economic research. The main
focus of this theory is on the complex character of the forces behind observed
demographic variables like fertility and migration. The theory postulates a joint
decision mechanism on the part of the family that determines these variables.
The success of this research in several countries and the increasing reliance of
population policy on economic measures suggest a promising potential for such
analysis in India. An important contribution in this direction is made in a recent
paper by Rosenweig and Evenson, 1977 [4] demonstrating the strength of the
theory by using the 1961 census data to show how family decisions in rural
India on fertility, schooling and labour force participation of children are jointly
determined by economic factors. This rigorous econometric analysis uses a
complicated estimation procedure. However, many questions remain unans-
wered. It should be possible to consider these on the basis of the limited in-
formation available from the Indian Censuses. The present paper examines
some of the more simple questions concerning economic factors affecting ferti-
lity in India. Its basic objective is to test how far such economic models are
statistically applicable to assess the role of economic factors in explaining varia-
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tions in fertility. It seeks to examine the possible effects on fertility of three
sets of factors : (o) Social/Demographic, (b) Educational, and (c)Female Employ-
ment patterns.

In Section-II an economic interpretation of the three sets of variables is
presented; in Section-Ill the methodology, data and variables are discussed.
Section-IV discusses the results, and these are compared with the results of some
other studies, and Section-V summarises the conclusions.

II

It is hypothesized here that parents' desired number of children is determi-
ned, among other economic and non-economic factors, by the following :

(i) Social-Demographic : Nature of family-joint or unitary; Female Migration;
(ii) Educational Level: Literacy and educational standard of males and fe-
males; and (iii) Female Employment : Agricultural labour and cultivator,
mining and manufacturing, household industry.

Nature of Family. The costs associated with children—both direct and oppor-
tunity costs—as perceived by parents are likely to differ according to whether
the family is extended joint or unitary. The direct costs of raising children in
an extended joint family are shared by different earners in the sense that they
are generally met from a common pool. This implies an element of externality
for the parents. Moreover, the children being taken care of generally in the
family, the opportunity costs of parents, especially for the mother, are reduced
in a joint family. This is likely to act as an incentive for parents to have
children. A positive association between joint family and fertility is therefore
postulated.

On the other hand, the expected benefits from children especially as old age
insurance, may be lower in a joint family. Besides, beyond a point a joint
family might face problems of accommodation with in the house, particularly
in urban areas; this might lead to increases in family costs. This would mean
a negative association between joint family and fertility. The observed associa-
tion would thus be indeterminate, either positive or negative, depending upon
the relative strength of the two sets of factors.

Female Migration. It is often suggested that the behaviour of the migrant
may be different from that of the resident population. It is not unlikely that a
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migrant female would have a pattern of decision-making about the number of
children that is different from that of a non-migrant mother. Such differences
may be the result of factors that are specific to regions and are rather stable
over time. The specific nature of the association between migrant characteris-
tics of the female population and fertility would depend upon the relative per-
ceptions of costs and returns on the part of the parents. It may be expected,
however, that an additional child would cost more to a migrant than to a resi-
dent female, while the perceived returns, accruing in the same final place of
residence, would be the same for both.

Education. Education has been used in economic models of fertility as a
proxy for a number of things [Mukhopadhyay (2)]. By and large, economists
view education as a measure of the value of time in market and non-market
activities. Since children normally use more of mother's time, it has been
hypothesised that the perceived cost of time forgone for children would be much
higher for the mother than for the father. And so, the effect of education on
the demand for Children may be postulated to be higher for the female than for
the male. Past studies have supported the hypothesis that female education is
often strongly and negatively associated with fertility, while this association is
rather weak and often positive for male [Schultz (5)]. It may also be hypo-
thesised that the relationship between education and fertility is non-linear posi-
tive at low levels of education but negative at higher levels because of the chan-
ging magnitudes of income and substitution effects at different levels.

Female Employment Pattern. Participation in the labour force makes it pos-
sible to convert the potential value of time into actual income received. How-
ever, not all occupations are the same with regard to the mother's time away
from child rearing activities. It may be suggested that occupations like manu-
facturing should cost the mother more time than activities like household indus-
try. Association between fertility and household industry employment for the
female would thus be either negligible or positive, whereas that between ferti-
lity and factory employment should be negative.

The economic interpretation of the model of fertility given in this paper, if
proven acceptable, should provide a valuable element in the formulation of
economic-cum-population policy for the country. Conventionally, economic
development policy is formulated assuming the population factor as exogenous,
while population policy is often formulated in partial isolation of economic
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is hard to identify the consequences on fertility of the migrant characteristics
of the female population without examining the specific nature of their migra-
tion.

Education variables are here treated in two ways, first, only the percentage
of literate male and female without level of education (Equations 1-4) and then
primary and matriculate and above for both sexes (Equations 5-8), with a view
to testing the possible non-linearity in the effect of levels of education. The
replacement of overall literacy by levels of education does introduce some
improvement in the specification of the equation. The explanatory power of
most of the equations shows an increase, and the statistical significance of more
coefficients records improvement. The results are consistent with the view that
there is a non-linearity in the effect of educational levels. More coefficients
arc significant for female than for male education and, what is perhaps most
interesting, the sign of the coefficient for female matriculate and above is nega-
tive throughout. This suggests the possibility of a good pay off for educational
investment for women beyond the primary level.

With regard to female employment pattern, female employment is by and
large, strongly related with fertility. There is, however, an asymmetry in the
relationship when different occupations are considered separately. Both agri-
cultural labour-cultivator and mining-manufacturing occupations show nega-
tive relationship with fertility, whereas household industry seems to be posi-
tively associated with it. Household industry—mostly an extension of house-
hold activity carried out commonly under the same roof, is hardly conflicting
with child bearing and rearing.

It is instructive broadly to compare the results of the present study with
those of some other studies. Table 2 shows the sign of the coefficients of
similar explanatory variables used in two other relevant studies of Taiwan and
India. Although the methods of estimation vary, this table shows that the
explanatory power of these models is not higher than that of the present study.
Whereas the sign of the cofficient for percentage of agricultural populating for
Taiwan is by and large positive, the Indian study shows a negative sign for
this coefficient—consistent with our coefficient for female employment in agri-
culture. With regard to education also these two studies generally reveal a
negative sign for female education, which is consistent with the findings of the
present exercise.
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To summarise, the study seems to underline the relevance of a micro-econo-
mic approach to the analysis of fertility in India. The results support the hypo-
theses that economic considerations play a role in the determination of the
desired number of children. The policy significance of such analysis cannot be
easily dismissed for the economic-demographic development of the country.
The economic mechanism of the joint family system which seems to be in favour
of a larger number of children per family, is gradually losing force with urba-
nization and the problem of housing. Education, not unexpectedly the key
variable in the determination of fertility, turns out to be much more powerful
for mothers at higher levels of education. Simple literacy movement for the
nation should not perhaps overlook this point. Similarly, pure overall growth
of employment of female labour without respect for the nature of employment
may not bring about reduction in fertility as often expected in simplistic aggre-
gative analysis. It may be noted that there may be perhaps an element of
trade off between the twin objectives of increased employment and reduced
fertility, if too much reliance is placed upon household industries without
bringing about any technological change in them.

However, we would emphasize that ours is only a preliminary exploration
and is subject to several limitations, including the following :

(1) The model should include more variables than have been considered
here. Examples are : child labour, some measure of income/wealth,
family planning facilities, etc,

(2) The model used here is a single equation, static model.

(3) The study is limited to West Bengal; it should be extended to all over
India —with appropriate stratifications.

(4) The analysis relates to district level population; it should be conducted
at micro levels —like the household or family. In this regard, the NSS
household schedules should provide a valuable source of such data.
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