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Background on fertility behavior from Becker: Development raises the “price” of children in 2 ways, by 

increasing the opportunity cost of parental (especially women’s) time, and by increasing the desired 

“quality” of children, i.e., the human capital requirement of each child. These price effects imply that 

children become more expensive in terms of the household’s resources as development proceeds. This 

in turn can explain why fertility may fall as development proceeds even though overall household 

income is rising and both the quantity and the quality of children are “normal goods.”  

   

TOPIC 1 Pak Sudarno chose a large family even though he believed it made him poor – a belief that 

would be consistent both with cross-country data and cross-sectional data within countries, which show 

a positive correlation between family size and poverty. But B&D point out that correlation does not 

imply causation. What evidence do they cite to bolster their argument that the correlation may not 

primarily be driven by causation from high fertility to poverty? 

 

TOPIC 2 Many countries take aggressive actions to reduce fertility, as if fertility were too high from an 

economy-wide perspective. If fertility is a choice, how can it be too high from a country-wide 

perspective? How about from a household perspective? How about from a female perspective within 

the household?  

 

TOPIC 3 B/D argue that high fertility rates largely reflect choices being made within families, and that 

the demand for old-age insurance by parents is a key driver. If this view is correct, what implications 

does it have for how fertility would respond to public health improvements that reduce the infant-

mortality rate? For how fertility would respond to introduction of an old-age social safety net? For how 

household would saving would respond to a coercive national policy to reduce the fertility rate?  

 
TOPIC 4 B&D put forward evidence of sharp discrimination against girl children. What is this evidence, 
and what economic factors do they point to in trying to explain it? 
 


