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In his seminal work, Becker (1960) uses an analogy of consumer durables to suggest that 

there is a tradeoff between quantity and quality of children. Simply stated, he argues that 

economic theory suggests income and number of children are positively associated with each 

other so that at higher income levels, there is a demand for more children. Simultaneously, 

though higher income levels are also associated with better “quality” children. However, “better” 

quality children require higher levels of investment, monetary or otherwise; so that quality of 

children must be traded off for quantity of children, with the net result that higher levels of 

income is associated with fewer but higher quality children. But while Becker’s framework 

provides much of the cornerstone for the analysis of the association between levels of income 

and fertility outcomes, it has its limitations. Sociologists contend that its theoretical framework 

does not capture the social dimensions of the dynamics of human reproduction (Blake 1968) 

while econometric analysis using instrumental variables does not provide consistent evidence in 

support of the hypothesis (see Schultz 2007). Still others have argued that the quantity- quality 

tradeoff is not universal but holds in specific situations/ contexts (Raut 1985). Overall these 

critiques can be summarized as suggesting that (1) Lower quantity does not automatically lead to 

higher quality; and (2) Higher income does not automatically lead to higher quality demands. 

What then explains the income-quantity relationship? To answer this question, we recast 

the study of the income- fertility relationship in a social mobility framework. We argue that 

income is one of the objective dimensions of mobility and high income is a proxy for social 

mobility and our contention is that (1) richer families belong to a social class where parents are 



expected to invest in child quality and in this class the social cost of low quality children is very 

high and (2) income fertility relationship varies by external conditions. If external conditions 

allow for achievement of higher quality, parents will curtail fertility, not otherwise. Drawing 

from the seminal work of Susan Greenhalgh on “fertility as mobility” in late nineteenth century 

traditional Chinese society (1989) and modifying Coale’s three necessary and sufficient 

conditions for demographic transition (1975); we suggest that if the following three (external) 

conditions are met, the association between income levels and fertility outcomes is considerably 

weakened: 

- Mobility must be within the calculus of rational choice. 

- Mobility should be desirable. 

- Means to achieve mobility must be available. 

Using data from the nationally representative India Human Development Survey (IHDS, 

2005), which is a large nationally representative survey of around 41, 000 households and 

215,000 individuals, we examine to what extent this alternative framework helps us understand 

the association between income levels and fertility outcomes in the Indian context. Specifically, 

our research questions and the associated hypotheses are as follows: 

R1: What is the association between income levels and fertility outcomes in India?  

 We expect that in the absence of any controls, income- fertility relationship is as 

predicted by Becker (1960), viz. income is negatively associated with fertility levels (H1). 

R2: To what extent is the association between income and fertility outcomes in the Indian 

context due to the association between income and two markers of social status and instruments 

of social mobility viz., educational attainment and occupational status? 



 High levels of education and high status occupations are markers of social status as well 

as instruments of social mobility in India. We hypothesize that the relationship between income 

and fertility is at least partly due to the link between income and social mobility and hence, the 

size of the income coefficient will be smaller with the addition of factors associated with 

mobility such as education and occupational status (H2). 

R3: To what extent the institutional context of mobility modifies the mobility-fertility 

relationship through their influence on the prospects of attaining social mobility? 

Our third hypothesis deals with the institutional context of mobility- as defined by the 

amount of educational investment (Hypothesis 3a), availability of educational and employment 

opportunities (Hypothesis 3b)- and the ways in which it shapes mobility aspirations.  We 

hypothesize that the overall context of educational expenditure indicates the willingness to invest 

in children’s education 1) partly because public school systems are so inadequate that private 

education and private tuitions are required and 2) partly because extra educational investment is 

perceived to be necessary (either in the form of private schooling or private tuitions) to gain a 

competitive edge in India’s growing but highly competitive economy (Hypothesis 3a). The latter 

in turn relates to mobility aspirations of parents for their children. We have already noted that 

high status occupations are a marker of social status/ mobility and education plays an 

instrumental role in accessing occupations higher up the hierarchy. We contend that even when 

households do not themselves incur a large expenditure on education, the fact that they reside in 

a context where there is on average a high expenditure on education is likely to influence their 

perceptions about the value and need for education investment, including the potential social 

mobility benefits from investing in the education of their children. Couples residing in such areas 



are likely to be conscious of the need to invest in “quality” as opposed to “quantity” of children 

and therefore, will have lower desired and actual fertility.  

Following similar lines of reasoning, availability of education and employment 

opportunities influences the mobility aspirations of all in a community (Hypothesis 3b). Such an 

institutional context creates a climate where even those couples who are not at the upper end of 

the income scale perceive a chance of mobility for their children that come with access to 

education opportunities and availability of employment opportunities and hence, find a rationale 

for investing in the quality vis-à-vis quantity of children. In other words, in areas with access to 

education and employment opportunities, the association between fertility outcomes and levels 

of income is further weakened. Table 1 below summarizes our hypothesis in terms of the 

direction and strength of the association between income and fertility outcomes. 

 The series of tables from 2 through 5 indicate preliminary support for our hypotheses. 

Table 2 (corresponding to H1) indicates a steady but small decrease in average ideal number of 

children with increases in income. With regard to living number of children, the average number 

of children remains roughly the same at around 2.5 across income quintiles though the standard 

deviation is higher for living than desired number of children at more than 1 child for each of the 

quintiles. In the case of desired number of children, it is less than 1 child for each of the income 

quintiles in the range 0.7- 0.8. Table 3 and 4 indicate that there is a decrease in fertility levels 

with increases in (men’s) years of education and increases in their occupational status
1
. Likewise 

we find that fertility levels are overall lowest in states with on average high expenditure levels on 

education (corresponding to Hypothesis 3, specifically Hypothesis 3a). In the paper we examine 

                                                           
1
 We focus on men’s years of education and occupation because in the Indian context women’s 

participation in the labor force is limited (Desai and Das 2004) though we control for women’s years of 

age and education levels in a regression framework. 



these associations further within a regression framework, controlling for caste background, 

women’s years of age and education and location. 
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Table 1: Expected direction and strength of income coefficient with fertility outcomes  

under alternate hypotheses 

 

 

Hypothesis I 

(No 

controls) 

Hypothesis II  

(in presence of 

education and  

occupation controls) 

Hypothesis III  

(in presence of control for 

institutional  

context of education and employment 

opportunities) 

Direction -ve -ve -ve 

Strength N/A -- -- 

 

 

Table 2: Mean ideal number of children and number of children by income quintiles, IHDS 

(2005) 

 

Average number of  

ideal children 

Average number of  

living children 

Income <0 2.51 2.59 

Lowest Quintile 2.55 2.51 

2nd Quintile 2.54 2.54 

3rd Quintlie 2.49 2.51 

4th Quintile 2.37 2.42 

Highest Quintile 2.22 2.54 

http://www.econ.yale.edu/~pschultz/cdp954.pdf


Table 3: Average number of ideal children and number of living children by (men's)  

education background, IHDS (2005).  

   

 

Average number of  

ideal children 

Average number of  

living children 

Illiterate 2.66 2.75 

Primary education 2.505 2.62 

Upper primary  

education 2.42 2.44 

Secondary education 2.304 2.28 

Senior secondary 

education 2.27 2.19 

College education 2.11 1.96 
 

Table 4: Average number of ideal children and number of living children by occupation 

groups, IHDS (2005).  

 

Average number of  

ideal children 

Average number of  

living children 

Professionals 2.15 2.10 

Businessmen 2.36 2.46 

Farmers 2.53 2.57 

Laborers 2.56 2.54 

Others 2.29 2.35 

 

 

Table 5: Average number of ideal children and number of living children by states  

categorized in terms of expenditure on education, IHDS (2005) 

 

 

Average number of  

ideal children 

Average number of  

living children 

High expenditure states 2.36 2.35 

Medium expenditure states 2.18 2.25 

Low expenditure states 2.25 2.61 

 


