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INDIA’S POPULATION DATA AND A TALE OF TWO
PROJECTIONS
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A new study, published in the highly regarded journal, The Lancet, and prepared by the Seattle-
based Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME), has shaken up the world of population
policy. It argues that while India is destined to be the largest country in the world, its population
will peak by mid-century. And as the 21st century closes, its ultimate population will be far
smaller than anyone could have anticipated, about 1.09 billion instead of approximately 1.35
billion today. It could even be as low as 724 million.

Readers who follow COVID-19 projections will remember that in March 2020, the IHME
projected U.S. deaths from COVID-19 to be around 81,000 by August. Deaths in the U.S. today
are more than twice that number. The underlying assumptions for the initial model were not
borne out. The IHME population projections are also subject to underlying assumptions that
deserve careful scrutiny. They predict that by the year 2100, on average, Indian women will
have 1.29 children. Since each woman must have two children to replace herself and her
husband, this will result in a sharp population decline. Contrast this predicted fertility rate of 1.29
for India with the projected cohort fertility of 1.53 for the United States and 1.78 for France in the
same model. It is difficult to believe that Indian parents could be less committed to childbearing
than American or French parents.

Data | Is India facing population explosion as the Prime Minister claimed?

Until 2050, the IHME projections are almost identical to widely-used United Nations projections.
The UN (https://bit.ly/2PGYALh) projects that India’s population will be 1.64 billion by 2050, the
IHME projects 1.61 billion by 2048. It is only in the second half of the century that the two
projections diverge with the UN predicting a population of 1.45 billion by 2100, and the IHME,
1.09 billion.

Part of this divergence may come from IHME model’s excessive reliance on data regarding
current contraceptive use in the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) and potential for
increasing contraceptive use. Research at the National Council of Applied Economic Research
(NCAER) National Data Innovation Centre by Santanu Pramanik and colleagues shows that
contraceptive use in the NFHS is poorly estimated, and as a result, unmet need for
contraception may be lower than that estimated by the IHME model, generating implausibly low
fertility projections for 2100.

Regardless of whether we subscribe to the UN’s projections, or the IHME projections, India’s
demographic future contains a peaking and subsequently declining population driven by a sharp
reduction in fertility. In the 1950s, India’s Total fertility rate (TFR) was nearly six children per
woman; today it is 2.2. Ironically, the massive push for family planning coupled with forced
sterilisation during the Emergency barely led to a 17% decline in TFR from 5.9 in 1960 to 4.9 in
1980. However, between 1992 and 2015, it had fallen by 35% from 3.4 to 2.2.

Comment | Youth can be a clear advantage for India

What happened to accelerate fertility decline to a level where 18 States and Union Territories
have a TFR below 2, the replacement level? One might attribute it to the success of the family
planning programme but family planning has long lost its primacy in the Indian policy discourse.

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30677-2/fulltext
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Between 1975 and 1994, family planning workers had targets they were expected to meet
regarding sterilisations, condom distribution and intrauterine device (IUD) insertion. Often these
targets led to explicit or implicit coercion. Following the Cairo conference on Population and
Development in 1994, these targets were abandoned.

If carrots have been dropped, the stick of policies designed to punish people with large families
has been largely ineffective. Punitive policies include denial of maternity leave for third and
subsequent births, limiting benefits of maternity schemes and ineligibility to contest in local body
elections for individuals with large families. However, as Nirmala Buch, former Chief Secretary of
Madhya Pradesh, wrote, these policies were mostly ignored in practice.

Also read | India to be most populous by 2027: UN

If public policies to encourage the small family norm or to provide contraception have been
lackadaisical, what led couples to abandon the ideal of large families? It seems highly probable
that the socioeconomic transformation of India since the 1990s has played an important role.
Over this period, agriculture became an increasingly smaller part of the Indian economy, school
and college enrolment grew sharply and individuals lucky enough to find a job in government,
multinationals or software services companies reaped tremendous financial benefits. Not
surprisingly, parents began to rethink their family-building strategies. Where farmers used to see
more workers when they saw their children, the new aspirational parents see enrolment in
coaching classes as a ticket to success.

The literature on fertility decline in western countries attributes the decline in fertility to retreat
from the family; Indian parents seem to demonstrate increased rather than decreased
commitment to family by reducing the number of children and investing more in each child. My
research with demographer Alaka Basu at Cornell University compares families of different size
at the same income level and finds that small and large families do not differ in their leisure
activities, women’s participation in the workforce or how many material goods they purchase.
However, smaller families invest more money in their children by sending them to private
schools and coaching classes. It is not aspirations for self but that for children that seems to
drive fertility decline.

Comment | A demographic window of opportunity: on population and policy

Ironically, even in the face of this sharp fertility decline among all segments of Indian society, the
public discourse is still rooted in the language of the 1970s and on supposedly high fertility rate,
particularly in some areas such as Uttar Pradesh and Bihar or among some groups such as
women with low levels of education or Muslims. This periodically results in politicians proposing
remedies that would force these ostensibly ignorant or uncaring parents to have fewer children.

Also read | India’s population grew at 1.2 % average annual rate between 2010 and 2019: UN
report

Demographic data suggest that the aspirational revolution is already under way. What we need
to hasten the fertility decline is to ensure that the health and family welfare system is up to this
challenge and provides contraception and sexual and reproductive health services that allow
individuals to have only as many children as they want.

Sonalde Desai is Professor of Sociology at the University of Maryland and Professor and Centre
Director, NCAER National Data Innovation Centre. The views expressed are personal
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Start your 14 days free trial. Sign Up

Find mobile-friendly version of articles from the day's newspaper in one easy-to-read list.

Move smoothly between articles as our pages load instantly.

Enjoy reading as many articles as you wish without any limitations.

A one-stop-shop for seeing the latest updates, and managing your preferences.

A select list of articles that match your interests and tastes.

We brief you on the latest and most important developments, three times a day.

*Our Digital Subscription plans do not currently include the e-paper ,crossword, iPhone, iPad
mobile applications and print. Our plans enhance your reading experience.

Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath

Please enter a valid email address.

Subscribe to The Hindu now and get unlimited access.
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Start your 14 days free trial Sign Up

You can support quality journalism by turning off ad blocker or purchase a subscription for
unlimited access to The Hindu.

Sign up for a 30 day free trial.
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