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POPULATION GROWTH: IMPLICATIONS FOR ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

by E. K. Hawkins* 

Introduction 

The interest of the World Bank Group in population growth fol-
lows naturally from its role in promoting the economic and social develop­
ment of its member countries. It has expressed this interest more forcibly 
in recent years as it has become apparent that more and more of the poorer 
member countries of the Bank are experiencing rates of growth of population 
which are not only uniquely high by historical standards, but also a heavy 
burden to these countries. In expressing this concern, a number of argu­
ments have been deployed linking population growth to the development processo 
These arguments are by no means original, dating back as they do to the 
earlier postwar years when demographers and economists combined their analyses 
and applied them to the developing countries. The arguments appear to be 
logically correct and they can, in principle, be quantified. In essence they 
rest on the proposition that high rates of growth in population reduce the 
rate of growth of the output of goods and services, and still more the rate 
of growth of that output measured on a per capita basiso The result is that 
the emergence of the poorer countries from poverty is unnecessarily prolonged 
by the increase in the number of people who must share the national income. 

It might be thought that these propositions would be generally 
acceptable and could be expressed in a way that is not controversial. This 
has not been the case, however, and one of the purposes of this paper is to 
explore the reasons for this and tr.y to understand the nature of the objec­
tions that have been made against these arguments. This can only be done 
by setting the problem against a wider intellectual background. It is not 
surprising that controversy has been aroused by the use of such arguments 
by an international organization pledged to the promotion of economic devel­
opment. Historically the relationship between economic questions and popu­
lation questions has always been stormy and controversial, the more so when 
economists have gone beyond analysis to the prescription of policy. 

Naturally in pursuing their arguments economists tend to give less 
weight to those aspects of human welfare which lie outside their professional 
competence. Population growth is ultimately the result of human relation­
ships between men, women, children, families and society, and these relation £· 
ships clearly depend on many social and cultural factors. TI1ere is always 
bound to be intellectual resistance, therefore, to arguments which maintain 
that the decisions determining the level of human fertility should be greatly 
influenced by economic considerations. 

* Population Studies Division, Economics Department, World Bank. 
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It should be made clear, therefore, that in discussing the 
relationships between population grow.th and economic and social develop­
ment there is no intention of belittling the role of social factors; 
rather the intention is to stress the continuous interrelationships that 
exist between economic and social developmento Priority is given in the 
discussion to economic development only because that is the special inter­
est of the i'Jorld Bank Group and secondly, because it is economic develop­
ment, as defined below, which makes possible social development. Economic 
development provides the means, in the form of greater wealth, whereby 
society can change and take on those aspects subsumed under the broad 
description of · "modernization". By this is meant the whole process by 
which societies develop from traditional stable ways into growing commu­
nities characterized by rising income per head and a vastly increased range 
of opportunities available to the individual member of the society. 

Population and Development Objectives 

For the purposes of discussion, economic development will be 
defined initially 1n terms of rising incomes per head of the population. 
This useful average is widely used as an indicator of an improvement in 
economic welfare, because it takes account of both production and popula­
tion change. Developing economies have historically experienced rising 
populations, and the output of goods and services must clearly rise faster 
than the population for economic welfare to improve. At a later stage we 
shall introduce other possible development objectives. Rising GNP per 
capita, however, offers not only a simple general test as to whether devel­
opment is taking place, but it is also a measure which meets with wide 
acceptance. 

The economic arguments for a smaller rate of population growth 
have been developed in the last two decades on the basis of an analysis of 
the links between demographic change and general economic development. As 
with many other intellectual insights the essence may be presented fairly 
simply; it is possible to increase the income per head of the present popu­
lation by restricting the number of people added to that population. In 
any growing population a broad structure emerges over time in terms of the 
number of males and females in particular age groups. An acceleration in 
the rate of growth causes the structure of the population to change so that 
the relative importance of younger people in the total increases. If higher 
rates of growth of population persist, as a result of high fertility accom­
panied by reduced and falling mortality, the effect on the average age of 
the population li.lll be quite marked. The relatively high rates of growth 
of population now being experienced in developing countries stem from this 
situation. They a~e the result of success in controlling the causes of 
mortality, especia~ly in the control of diseases which previously caused 
high rates of infant mortality. 

Considerable resources are required to feed, clothe, house, educa·~·.e 

and prepare human beings for adulthood. It therefore follows that high fer~ 
tility leading to ver,r large additions to the population each year imposes 
a burden on society, if these additional members of society are to be prop­
erly equipped to fulfill their promise as human beings. The output of g.~(.· df:: 
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and services available each year has to be shared amongst various end-useso 
The distinction most commonly made, however, is between those purposes 
which add to the current consumption of society and those which add to the 
capital stock. Economic development depends largely on the amour1t and 
quality of capital available and improvement in the quality of the human 
resources in terms of the knowledge, skills and technology they command. 
Gro~~h resources can be applied to improving and adding to the capital 
stock and in improving the health and education of each child if the demands 
made on current output for the support, training and educat1on of a larger 
number of children can be reduced. If the population is growing rapidly 
the choices will be difficult; the support of children may have to be 
neglected in order to divert resources to investment. The choices are 
easier if the net additions to the population are small in relation to the 
total. 

The possibilities that exist for improving incomes per head if 
the rate of growth of population can be reduced are permissive rather than 
mandatory. It does not follow automatically that total income vdll rise 
continually as the rate of growth of population decelerates; it can be 
demonstrated, however, that it will be possible to apply the output of goods 
and services in such a way as to have a higher rate of growth of GDP per 
capita with a lower rate of growth of population. 

Since one cannot carr,y out controlled experiments in economics 
the demonstration of these arguments must be on the basis of logic and 
historical experience. Although the inability to link cause and effect 
unequivocally is no different in this part of economics from many other 
parts of the subject, it does give rise to problems of persuasion. It is 
not possible to demonstrate readily to a skeptical minister of finance that 
output per head will grow faster if the rate of growth of population were 
to be slower. In addition, the course of population change is relatively 
slow although proceeding with cumulative effect over time. In two or three 
generations there vdll be many other changes at work, both social and eco­
nomic, which make it impossible to isolate one set of forces at work. 
Rigorous scientific demonstration of these propositions, therefore, is im­
possible. 

A failure to convince through intellectual argument does not mean 
that a case is wrong; with a subject as charged with emotion as is popu­
lation it may take more than logical argument to bring about the recognition 
that there are substantial disadvantages arising simply from a growth in 
numbers. For the greater part of history, when the human population did not 
increase or did so only slowly, men had no reason to measure changes in their 
numbers accurately, or to analyze the causes of those changes. The measure­
ment of demographic change developed only when population growth became a 
marked feature accompanying other aspects of the social and economic changes 
that set the societies of Western Europe and North America upon the path of 
modernization and produced the industrialized, mainly urban economies of 
today, with high standards of living. For the developed economies rising 
population have always been associated with rising incomes per head, so that 
for most people brought up in such an environment it appears slightly para­
doxical to argue that a growing population may have a harmful effect upon 
L~dividual welfare. 
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Objections to the Argument 

In reviewing the objections which have been made to the economic 
argument for a slower rate of growth of population, it is useful to dis­
tinguish between a number of different trends of thought. There are, first 
of all, those who deny the validity of the arguments used, either on the 
grounds that they are incorrect in logic or because they are not relevant 
to the real world. A second group of objectors include those who argue 
that other aspects of population are more significant than rates of growth; 
such people wish to concentrate instead on the pattern of population density 
and the relationship of population to natural resource endowment. A third 
group consists of those who have substantial religious, politic~l and social 
reasons which lead them to reject the conclusions of the arguments, rather 
than to question the logic. 

It is also useful to distinguish between the constituencies to 
which the arguments are addressed. Generally speaking, the first and most 
important level of persuasion is aimed at those in authority in developing 
countries who will have some influence over the determination of policy. 
This should also include those who lead in cultural and religious fields; 
they are often more influential over public opinion than politicians and 
administrators. Unless this key group can be persuaded of the truth and 
significance of a relationship between population growth and development 
prospects, there is little hope that the mass of the people themselves can 
be educated in these matters. 

These key officials and leaders are important not only because 
their conversion will open a route to the possible persuasion of the mass 
of people, but also because this is the group who need to follow through 
their convictions with appropriate official action. We must, therefore, 
distinguish between two kinds of objections: There are those who reject 
the arguments and their conclusions, and those who while accepting these 
arguments and conclusions are skeptical about the possibility of using 
public policies and actions to influence the individual family decision. 

The problem must always be viewed from two levels, that of per­
suading the power structure in a countr,y that there is a link between 
population growth and that countr,yts economic development, and the need to 
persuade the individual family that the choices they will make about family 
size have a bearing on their own welfareo 

The Economic Argument and its Opponents 

The objections of those who reject the economic arguments are 
difficult to discuss in a summar,y way. They tend to have a common theme, 
however, which is to cast doubt upon the direction of the relationship 
proposed between population growth and development. Clearly there is always 
a two way interaction and one viewpoint holds that the more correct hypoth-· 
esis is to regard population growth as a stimulant to economic growth, ratl:.e~: 

than as a brake on the grounds that it makes possible the benefits of econ­
omies of scale attainable with larger populations. It is also argued that 

. : population growth gives the necessary incentives to make the changes cal1ed 
for in social and economic organizat~on if economic progress is to be possi~le., 



- 5 -

It is not denieC'. that such effects are possible; the issue is rather 
Hhether they are always or even typically present. Population growth may 
make it easier to reap the advantages of a scale of operations not avail-
able below a certain absolute level of population. Similarly, it may also 
facilitate changes in organization. An increase in numbers, however, will 
not of itself contribute the other factors vital to development, especially 
the improvements in the quantity and quality of capital and labor. Higher 
per capita incomes are more important than more numbers of people in the 
development process. The market for manufactures, for example, depends on 
rising incomes per capita and demand is highly income elastic. In any 
actual situation one is bound to ask what are the costs as well as the 
benefits of population growth. 1~ere it is held that the gro1~h of popu­
lation may have beneficial results, it must also be demonstrated that such 
benefits are not cancelled out by costs imposed as a result of population 
gro1vth. 

The second kind of objections entered against the economic argu­
ments are those made in an attempt to show that the logic is defective. 
In other words, the arguments are disputed in terms of the analysis itself •. 
Those who take this position are mostly economists and the fact that they 
are not fully agreed amongst themselves should not be taken to indicate that 
the arguments (on which policy prescriptions are to be based) are not well 
founded. The discussion reflects the results of the greater interest taken 
by economists in the subject of population in the last five years. A topic 
which was (in recent years) of interest only to a few writers has attracted 
more attention now that it has moved into the sphere of policy and action. 
Out of this vdder discussion, which is still under way, much better estab­
lished hypotheses vdll emerge and the whole economic case for population 
control ·will be more firmly established. In the meantime the debate con­
tinues, often with a certain amount of heat. 

The issues under discussion can be better understood if the main 
outlines of the arguments linking population growth to economic development 
are briefly summarized. They have been built up along two lines of thought. 
The first has been couched in a cost/benefit form, organized around the cal­
culation of the net savings to the economy that follow when fertility falls 
as births are "avertedrr ~ The second line of thought lvas not, at first, 
placed in a cost/benefit framework; instead it folloued a macro-economic 
approach to trace the implications of lower fertility upon the main economic 
variables, and the ultimate effect upon the total output of goods and services 
and GDP per head. 

The former approach has been presented in terms of the costs and 
benefits to society of preventing an additional birth. It proceeds by cal­
culating the total demands on goods and services that would be made by one 
individual throughout his lifetime and compares that total with his pro­
spective contribution to production. The difference, positive or negative, 
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is then regarded as some measure of the "net uorth11 of that person to the 
economy. Except under certain rather special assumptions!/ this proves 
to be negative so that it will always be to the economic benefit of society 
(defined in this way) if an additional birth does not take place. 

These results have been found unconvincing and paradoxical by 
some economists, and the normal reaction, when faced vdth what seem to be 
apparently paradoxical conclusions, is to look either for hidden assumptions, 
or for deficiencies in the logic of the argument. Several critical exami­
nations of the methodology, however, have not so far succeeded in providing 
a refutation of the arguments. It does appear to follow quite generally 
that if a birth is prevented that would otherwise have taken place, the rest 
of society will: (a) at least be no worse off than they otherwise would be; 
(b) vdll have at least the same total output to dispose of on a per capita 
basis during the period when the child would othe~dse be reared, and (c) 
in all but the most unusual circumstances, output per head will be no lower 
during the period vrhen the unborn person would have been in the labor force o 
There is a ver.y strong presumption that both output and output per capita 
will be higher in the longer run as a result of favorable changes that can 
follow this marginal reduction in fertility. 

It is worth reflecting for a moment upon one type of reaction to 
these arguments. Some people find it strange to be discussing the value 
of human lives in monetary terms, especially in the context of possible 
policy action to influence fertility decisionse They find that the analysis 
is set in what is, even for economists, an unusually austere logical frame­
'tvork reminiscent of the period when economics 1vas described as 11 the dismal 
science". 

These reactions are usually based on an incomplete understanding 
of the purposes for which the argu~ents are to be used. The cost-benefit 
calculations are required for the allocations of resources in the most 
effective way, so that it is necessar.y to work out rates of return, or 
cost/benefit ratios, in the process of choosing between expenditure alter­
natives. Hence most interest in cost/benefit methodology in practice has 
been in its application to expenditures on programs which may have a direct 
impact on population grovrth, of which family planning programs are the most 
important example. 

!/ These are: (a) the possibility of increasing returns to scale in 
ten to fifteen years time, when the "birth averted" would be entering 
the labor force, and (b) a prospective labor shortage which would 
raise real wages sharply over the s~ne period. 



- 7 -

The ~v-eighing of costs against potential benefits takes place all 
the time with respect to family decisions about fertility, presumably every 
time that conscious control is exercised over the number of children in the 
family or in their spacing in time. This is assuming that the means of 
choice are available to parents. A ver,y powerful argument in favor of 
making the means of choice as widely available as possible is to enable 
parents to exercise this choice and to take account of the costs and benefits 
as they see them. The methodology under discussion sets out systematically 
those factors of interest to society which can be quantified; it is of in­
terest to know that it demonstrates that there is likely to be a net benefit 
to society from a birth averted, but the method cannot take into account the 
intangible factors that, on balance, lead parents to decide upon a positive 
number of children, rather than to have none at all. It is necessar,y to 
mention this obvious point because it is occasionally forgotten when the 
above arguments are criticized on the grounds of a reductio ad absurdum that 
they logically support the conclusion that all births should be prevented. 

This first approach to providing a satisfactory intellectual base 
to the measurement of the economic benefits that will follow from a reduction 
in the rate of grov~h of population is couched in marginal terms. Obviously 
the prevention of a single birth in a large population will have a miniscule 
absolute effect upon incomes per capita. Practical interest centers upon 
changes in fertility which make a dent in the rate of growth large enough 
to have a significant effect upon economic development. In principle this 
only requires the arguments to be extended to a larger number of births. 
Once this point is reached, however, there are advantages in using the 
second approach developed through the macro-economic route u-;hich looks at 
all the aggregates in the economy and does not talk about marginal changes 
that would follow from the existence of one more, or one less, individual. 
This second approach demonstrates that it is, in principle, possible to have 
higher incomes per head solely as a result of a reduction in fertility. The 
argument proceeds by analogy, comparing identical situations with and without 
reductions in fertility. 

These macro-economic arguments lJere originally developed for per­
suasive purposes and the experience has been that they are more successful 
in this role than the marginal methodology in cost/benefit terms. However, 
the macro-economic arguments are now being adapted for cost/benefit calcu­
lations, an application which offers many advantages. The most important 
is the way in which population changes can be integrated with the other 
major elements of economic development so that their combined influences 
upon incomes per head can be measured. The interrelationships between such 
key magnitudes as savings (both public and private), the amount and effi­
ciency of investment, exports, linports and foreign capital flows can all be 
explicitly linked to assumed policy mixes and the trade-offs estimated 
between population changes and other variables. 

Cost/benefit calculations in this wider framework of analysis also 
yield relatively high rates of return from expenditures bearing directly on 
fertility. Again there have been problems of credibility; reductio ad 
absurdum arguments have been used to the effect that if the rates of return 
from expenditures affecting population growth are so high, why then do not 
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governments allocate all t heir investment expenditures to family planning 
and similar programs? It does not take much thought to appreciate that 
this is itself an absurd position to take.!/ 

In summar,y, therefore, it can be said that the technical dis­
cussions now proceeding on the best way to demonstrate the relationship 
between population growth and economic growth are likely to improve and 
refine ideas already of some standing. Out of them will come a greater 
understanding of the nature of the problem and an improved methodology 
to handle it within an integrated framework of economic and demographic 
analysis. 

Other Objections 

There is one other objection that is grounded in an economic 
argumente It remains the most common opinion raised against the existence 
of a population problem defined in terms of rates of growth. It is often 
employed to discount the urgency of the problem. This is the belief that 
population questions can be discussed in terms of the availability of land 
and other natural resources, so that population density can be used as a 
measure of the existence of a population problem. This is a viewpoint that 
is strongly expressed in those few countries left in the world which have 
areas that are thinly populated and where the settlement of additional people 
on the land may still be possible, provided that the associated investments 
can be made to make such settlement possible. 

The real issue at stake in such countries is not whether there 
are such resources which can still be used for production, but whether the 
expenditures required to put them into production are the most profitable 
uses of scarce capital. The countries which still have such unused land 
available - principally in Latin America and Africa - also have high rates 
of growth of population. For them the settlement of people on new land may 
appear to be an escape valve for the rising pressure of population result­
ing from the high rates of growth. However, there would still be a very 
high yield to the economy, in terms of per capita income, if the rate of 
growth of population could be lowered. 

Secondly there is the question as to whether settlement on new 
lands offers a sufficient safety valve for population pressure, bearing 
in mind that land, by itself, is of no productive value (other than for 
purely subsistence purposes) vdthout associated investments in transport, 
communications and commercial services. Experience in both Africa and 
Latin America suggests that the high rates of growth of population cannot 
be accommodated in this way, either because the investment requirements 

!( Cost/benefit calculations take account of the scale of expenditures 
proposed and the results will be sensitive to this factor. Secondly, 
a program of action, such as a family planning program, need only be 
expanded as far as is necessary to achieve the objectives required. 
It makes no sense, therefore, to talk in terms of the possibility of 
governments allocating all their investment expenditures to one such 
program. 
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are so large that they cannot be met, or the people who might become 
settlers do not wish to take on that role. Instead, the growth in num­
bers accumulate in the already settled areas. The alarming increase in 
population of the slum areas of the big cities is one indication that 
the "empty lands" thesis cannot be an effective rebuttal to the argument 
identifying the population grot1th rate as the key variable, rather than 
population density. 

Finally, mention must be made of the continued importance of 
religious and political objections, either to the results of the analysis 
of the problem in terms of rates of growth, or to any attempt at policy 
prescription. Certainly the balance has changed in recent years so that 
it is now political objections which are more important in practice. The 
idea that the advocacy of population control is somehow in conflict with 
national ideals and objectives springs from a feeling that equates popu­
lation size with an enlargement of the power of the state. They are also 
frequent~ associated with non-rational arguments centering on race, in­
volving the fear that the advocacy of policies aiming at reducing fertility 
is really inspired by a desire to alter the racial balance in a particular 
way. Unfortunately these ideas are often influential amongst politicians 
and leaders of public opinion in countries where there is much to be gained 
by anticipating the effects of population pressure. This requires not only 
an appreciation of the links between population growth and development at 
the technical level, but it also requires an act of the imagination on the 
part of national leaders to project forward the slow unfolding of these 
consequenceso Fundamental to the whole problem under consideration is the 
influence of time. One is left with the paradox that those most easily 
persuaded are gover~~ents who are already aware of the consequences of 
past changes in the population variables, whilst those who most need to be 
warned to take action are countries which have yet to experience the full 
impact of high rates of growth of population. 

This point comes out clearly from the 1rJorld Bank's own experience 
in the few years since it first undertook to discuss the interrelationships 
between population growth and development in the context of its own dialogue 
with member countries. The countries most responsive to this initiative 
have been those who had already recognized the existence of a population 
problem and lJho, in most cases, have already adopted policies aimed at in­
fluencing population grmv-th. They are mainly the larger countries in Asia 
and some of the smaller island economies that feel the impact of population 
pressure in a vivid way. On the other hand, it has not been so easy to 
discuss these questions with the countries of Latin America and Africa who) 
in many cases, have higher rates of growth of population than the Asian 
countries. The reasons are often complex - a mixture of political, religiouaj 
and cultural influences which make it difficult for governments and officials 
to accept the arguments outlined above. 
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Public and Private Objectives 

Persuasion of the national leadership is only the first step 
which might lead to action bearing on rates of grovJth of population. It 
is a vital step, because it makes possible the next level of persuasion -
that aimed at individual families, whose collective decisions determine 
fertility. All too little attention has been paid by the social sciences 
to the determinants of these family choices in developing countries. 
Economists are beginning to be interested in studies of the family as an 
economic unit, but until there is a better understanding of the determinants 
of family choices, public actions aimed at influencing fertility will be 
expedient in nature, rather than lrell based on a knowledge of the factors 
that are important to family decisions. 

vJhat can be said, hm.vever, regardless of the cultural, social or 
economic background, is that there is no necessar,y reason why the sum total 
of individual family decisions on family size should result in a level of 
fertility that is consistent with rapid economic development. Individual 
families are most unlikely to take account of the generalized relationships 
between population change and the growth of national income that might be 
persuasive with national leaders. 

This possibility of a divergence bettveen the objectives of families 
and the objectives of society as a whole is one that occurs in other fields 
and which has received attention from economists before. The possible im­
portance of such divergences between social and private benefits can be 
illustrated by the remark of one of the Indian farmers who, having benefited 
from the increase in output resulting from the use of the nevr breeds of vlheat ~ 
commented that he felt that he could now afford to abandon family planning 
and have more children. 

This example can be used to illustrate the role played by objec­
tives in decisions of this kind; there is a clear implication that, in this 
case, the dominant influence is total family income which has increased in 
such a way as to permit it being shared bet11een a larger number of members 
of the family. Presumably the resultant prospective income per family 
member is considered adequate within the frame of reference of that family 
unit. It could easily be demonstrated that income per head would be much 
higher if family size were to be limited, but this possibility must, in 
this case, be outweighed by other objectives. Decisions on family size are 
made within a given social context and they assume certain possibilities -
in this case, that the farmers' world will be such as to permit the "target11 

number of children (allowing for the possibility of some children not sur­
viving to adulthood) to be raised, educated and equipped for adult life. 
On many of these matters the family may be ver,y ill-informed, so that they 
act on the basis of incomplete and inaccurate information. 1rlhile this may 
be a common condition in illiterate, peasant societies, it is also possible 
that families may act on the basis of information that is correct and rele­
vant to them as an individual unit, but which may turn out to be totally 
wrong if all families act in that way. Thus if all the farmers who benefit 
from the "green revolution" attempt to realize its benefits in the form of 
larger families, the net effect l·rill be that nobody may gain in terms of 
incomes per head, even if total incomes rise. 
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The Importance of Other Development Objectives 

The task of persuading the individual family to reduce its fer­
tility may well be harder than that of converting officials and governments 
to work for lower rates of population gro1~h. Both tasks may be eased, 
however, if a vdder range of development objectives is taken into account. 
Much of the discussion about economic development proceeds on the basis of 
a single criterion - that improvements in economic welfare can be measured 
by changes in G~W per capita. This is consistent with a wide variety of 
possibilities, hm-vever, especially as to the form in which different ele­
ments of society share in this increase in welfareo 

GNP per capita is an index of relative wealth or poverty that is 
of value for certain purposes, but it needs to be supplemented by attention 
to other objectives that are also influences upon fertility. Perhaps the 
main difficulty with GNP per capita as a criterion is that it is so general 
as to be uncontroversial. A more explicit discussion of tvider development 
objectives reinforces the general economic arguments in favor of lower rates 
of population growth. 

There is less likely to be agreement on these wider objectives, 
because they are less general and introduce more controversial issues. Two 
of the most relevant concern the distribution of incomes and wealth and 
opportunities for employment. It is not possible to put together an ade­
quate quantitative picture of the distributions of income and wealth in the 
poorer, developing part of the world. 1·Jhat evidence there is indicates 
that they are probably more unequal than in the richer parts of the world. 
There is a close link between rapid population growth and the distribution 
of incomes and wealth which operates both at a world and a national level. 
Richer countries, and the richer groups within a countr,y, tend to have 
lower fertility, with the result that they tend to grow at a slower rate. 
This, in itself, makes the distribution of income and "'vealth more unequal, 
per capita, at ever,r level of aggregation. This feature is alluded to 
whenever the gap between the developed and the developing countries is 
discussed. Two thirds of the worldts population now live in the poorer 
countries; by the year 2000 this proportion vdll have risen to three-quarterso 

The differential population grovrth bet1r;reen rich and poor applies 
also within national boundaries. The better off in all communities, regard­
less of culture, religion or race, find a means to limit their fertility, 
just as they also enjoy low mortality because they can command good medical 
services and live in better environments. The poor tend to have higher 
fertility and mortality,but there has been a steady improvement in the death 
rate, even in the poorest countries and in the poorer parts of the popula­
tion. The resultant more rapid gro-vrth in numbers of the poor is no1v re­
flected in the more ugly phenomena of developing countries - landless peasants, 
urban squatters, persistent unemployment and the increasing polarization of 
society between rich and poor. 

The relative increase in the numbers of the poor is accompanied by 
a purely economic consequence which exacerbates the inequalities of income 
and wealtho Rapid rates of growth of population, with limited natural 
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resources and the o1vnership of capital in private hands, results in a 
shift in the distribution of the national income, so that the share of 
landowners and capitalists rises at the expense of the share of labor. 
If the 01inership of land and capital is at all concentrated amongst the 
population this tendency will 'tvorsen the inequalities of income and 
wealth. 

It follows that if a more equal distribution of incomes and 
wealth is acceptable as a development objective this, in itself, provides 
support for the public provision of family planning services and other 
measures aimed at reducing fertility amongst the poorer part of the popu­
lation. The family planning program 'tJhich is nationally financed out of 
public revenues provides a subsidized service which is similar, in prin­
ciple, to other public activities which seek to bring benefits to one 
group, with the costs shared by others who may not make use of the service. 
Since fertility normally declines first amongst the better off in the 
community, such a subsidized service is attempting to bring the freedom 
to choose a smaller family size to those vJho may not have either the means 
or the opportunity to buy such services in the market place. At the same 
time, it tends to raise incomes per family member directly, to the extent 
that fertility falls. 

The ability to choose the size of family and thus restrict the 
number of dependents is important to key groups and individuals in devel­
oping countries who are ambitious to escape from poverty. A large number 
of children 1vill impose a burden of support on such people that may divert 
energy and talent from other activities beneficial to economic development. 
Freedom to choose in this sphere gives an individual a sense of conscious 
control over a key area of his life. 

The successful way in which the means for family planning can be 
provided commercially has occasionally led to the suggestion that it is 
not necessary to provide subsidized family planning services if private 
channels could be encouraged to serve a wider public. Certainly there is 
a need to encourage the unsubsidized dissemination of both ideas and methods 
in appropriate circumstances, but the case for a subsidized public program 
turns again on the time factor - it can, in principle, have a 1vider effect 
more quickly, Moreover, in practice each approach can go forward simulta­
neously and r einforce the other. 

A second possible additional obj ective of development, other than 
an increase in incomes per capita, is the provision of employment oppor­
tunities. The link bet-vmen employment and population is fairly obvious; 
the former has always been of concern to those working for development, but 
it has begun to claim much more attention since it became clearer that even 
relatively successful rates of economic gro"t-Jth 'tvere not generating suffi­
cient employment opportunities to absorb all those seeking employment. It 
is no coincidence that the problem emerges now; the accelerating rate at 
which people are now entering the labor force in the developing world re­
flects, with a ten to fifteen year lag, the acceleration in population grm-1th 
rates that occurred in the early 19)0ts, mainly as a result of an improve­
ment in infant mortality. 
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This contempora~ example should, in itself, be the vehicle by 
which the link between social and economic development and population 
growth becomes better understood. B.y themselves, however, official poli­
cies which aim to reduce fertility in the present do nothing to allieviate 
the existing unemployment problemo ~fuat they can do is to reduce the 
burden of poverty in the families of the unemployed, and make the longer­
term solution to the problem much easiero 

Another development objective supplementar,y to, and made possible 
by r1s1ng per capita incomes is that of improving the quantity and quality 
of the public services. This covers a wide range of activities, including 
better administration, more attention to law and order, better educational 
facilities at all levels and improved health and social services. There 
has been considerable discussion about the possible interrelationships 
between changes in these factors and trends in fertility. Much of this 
discussion is based on the plausibility of certain links, rather than on 
established empirical relationships tt Pending more uork to quantify some 
of these relationships the presumption is ve~ strong that there are self­
reinforcing lillics between falling fertility and improved health and edu­
cation services. 

Special attention has been given to the likelihood that fertility 
will fall if the health of mothers and children can be significantly im­
proved; reductions in infant mortality provide assurances that children 
have better chances of survival, reducing the number of conceptions needed 
to obtain a family of the desired size and composition. The health and 
life expectancy of mothers can also be markedly improved if they have access 
to the means by which they can regulate fertility and space their births. 
It is interesting to note that many people not easily persuaded of the 
general economic arguments for lo't-Jer rates of population growth are more 
impressed by these benefits to the health of mothers and children. (In 
cases where it can be quantified, the economic value of healthier children 
and mothers may well be sufficient, in itself, to cover the costs of pro­
viding a family planning program.) There are also distributional aspects 
to take into account uhere such services are provided. free, or at a sub­
sidized rate. This is another aspect of the use of such programs as a 
vehicle for ensuring that benefits accrue to those who could not otherwise 
obtain them by their O'tm private actions. 

The links between education and fertility trends are also close, 
although difficult to quantify. On the one hand the desire to increase the 
quality of family life by the provision of more and better education is 
frequently a pouerful incentive to the limitation of family size, always 
provided that educational opportunities are within the reach of the families 
concerned. At the same time, the ability of the state to provide education 
services of any quality depends partly upon the number of children who must 
be servedo One of the most easily demonstrated consequence of a reduction 
in the growth rate of population is that it vdll, in principle, free re­
sources which can be/used to improve education facilities for a smaller 
number of childreno!. 

See paper prepared by Gavin Jones - "Population Grovrth: Implications 
for investment in education: case -studies." 
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Education plays a part in a more fundamental sense, however, in 
the dynamics of population change; knowledge of the ways in which fertility 
can be limited and family size reduced must be widely diffused throughout 
the community. This is the easier to achieve the more literate and edu­
cated the population. The techniques of persuasion through the medium of 
modern communications do not depend upon literacy for their effectiveness, 
but they are likely to be more successful with a higher level of literacy 
amongst the population. The more sophisticated arguments linking popula­
tion growth, development prospects and the quality of the environment will 
certainly not be accessible to non-literate people and it may yet prove to 
be difficult to convey them even to the more educated populations of 
Western Europe and the United States. The spread of education, therefore, 
carries with it the opportunity and the need to disseminate the case for 
population control. 

The wider availability of better public services bearing on the 
health and welfare of the individual is one of the fruits of economic 
development. An increase in the output of goods and services makes pos­
sible a whole range of new possibilities that are subsumed under the 
heading of the modernization of society. Once such changes get under way 
they transform the traditional ways of life and the results are bound to 
affect fertility. A reduction in the rate of growth of population will 
follow and it will have a reinforcing effect upon the wider diffusion of 
social changes~ Demographic transition and economic and social develop­
ment are so clearly intertwined that there is little controversy about 
such conclusionso Controversy arises at the point at which the sugges­
tion is made that a decline in fertility (or an acceleration in the rate 
of decline) can be brought about, or reinforced by suitable public action. 

What can be said with some conviction, however, is that the case 
for such public initiative is strengthened considerably when the range of 
development objectives is widened. All the above subsidiar.y objectives -
a more equal distribution of incomes and wealth, better employment possi­
bilities, improved health services, higher quality education and other 
improvements in the standard of public services - they can all be achieved 
more easily with a lower rate of growth of population. All of them are 
linked with the freedom to choose the size of family, and the diffusion of 
that freedom throughout all classes of society is itself an objective of 
some importance. 

Conclusions 

We began by defining economic development in terms of a single 
objective - an increase in the output of goods and services per head of 
the population. This single, summary measure can take account of the two 
dimensions that impinge on individual welfare; the output of goods and 
services increases, and the individual's share depends upon the total 
numbers in the population. The arguments for a reduced rate of growth of 
population were then summarized as related to this single valued objective c 
The proposition that it is preferable to have a higher income per head is 
likely to command wide support. Economic development, in this sense, is a 
necessar,y condition for social development. 



- 15 -

Certain other development objectives (also in the nature of 
value judgments) were then considered. One was the proposition that the 
gains from economic development should be distributed through society in 
a fair and equal fashion. Another was that development should include 
the provision of sufficient opportunities to employ the additional numbers 
entering the labor force. Other possible objectives would be the provision 
of public goods and services considered especially important - better 
health facilities, more education, better housing, etc. 

The arguments relating population growth to these multiple ob­
jectives all have in common the theme that it will be easier to achieve 
any given improvement in the quality of life if the rate of growth of 
population is falling rather than rising. The introduction of such mul­
tiple objectives does not necessarily make it easier to persuade people 
to accept the idea that positive action should be taken to induce a fall 
in fertility, or to hasten a decline already under wayQ There are now 
more possible reasons for disagreement, because of the scope for different 
attitudes about the value of the objectives. 

There are many reasons why it will not be possible to obtain 
. unanimity on the desirability of action to promote a decline in fertility. 

However, at least the issue is clear. It is not whether a decline in 
fertility will, or will not accompany the modernization of the economy; 
historically this has always happened in all successful cases of develop­
ment. The controversy is rather about the relevance of the arguments that 
indicate that the whole process of economic and social development might 
be speeded up if fertility were to be reduced by public policy and action. 

Perhaps the basic feature, therefore, which lies behind the 
continuing controversy is a lack of understanding of the factors which 
determine fertility decisions in various social and cultural backgrounds. 
If this is so, this conclusion indicates where some of the thrust of 
future activity should be placed; it should be directed towards greater 
knowledge of the determinants of the decisions about family size. It 
might then be possible to devise better means of persuasion which would 
initiate and encourage a decline in fertility within the framework of 
voluntar.1 choice, which must always be a basic assumption in this field. 

As understanding increases, so we can hope that the amount of 
controversy surrounding the discussion of the links between population 
growth and economic and social development vdll diminish. At stake here 
is the welfare of the many millions throughout the world who are not 
participating in the process of economic and social development because 
of a rising tide of humanity. 1~ether we like the idea or not, it is going 
to be necessary for the human race to choose between the quality of life 
and the numbers who share that life on this planet. In the last resort this 
is not a moral or philosophical judgment, it is a conclusion which follows 
ineluctably from the fact that the earth is of a given size and has limited 
resources. 

March, 1970 



ECONO~ITSTS AND POPULATION STUDIES 

by 

E. K. Hawkins* 

"vJe begin with growth of population, for it is people 
who produce economic growth and consume its yield." 

(s. Kuznets) Jj 

Introduction 

Some economists have always been interested in population and 
especially in relationships that may exist between population and economic 
development. The subject is again of topical interest because we are wit­
nessing a resurgence of interest in population questions, a movement that 
began in the mid-1960ts and is still gathering momentum. However, the 
number of economists concerned with the subject as a specialty is still 
ve~ small, compared with those interested in other topics, and their in­
volvement in the matter has been accompanied by considerable controversy. 
If it were possible to attract more of them into the field it is possible 
that some of the controversies could be settled; at the least, it would 
be possible to clarify more of the issues. 

The chief reason for the renewed interest in population questions 
has been the increasing recognition of the implications that high rates of 
population growth may have for the developing countries, coupled with the 
possibility that public action, (especially in the form of national family 
planning programs), may be able to influence these growth rates. The sig­
nificance of this feature is linked to one of the chief reasons for the 
long standing interest of economists in population - the desire to go beyond 
an understanding of the subject and be able to make policy prescriptions. 

However, it is a sobering reflection that what seems most fre­
quently to bring down the wrath of both fellow economists and interested 
laymen on the heads of the population economist are the policy prescriptions 
in 'tvhich they indulge. I have the impression that such reactions are more 
violent in the population field than in other areas of economics, despite 
the fact that economists are notorious for the violence of .their controversy. 

!/ s. Kuznets -Modern Economic Growth, (New Haven), 1966, p. 34. 

* Chief, Population Studies Division, Economics Department, World Bank. 

I am indebted to Messrs. P.D. Henderson and T. King for their comments 
on an earlier draft of this paper. 
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There are both historical and psychological reasons for this 
feature; the historical aspects I will defer, for the moment, but the 
psychological reasons should be recognized at the beginning of any dis­
cussion of the economics of population. We are here dealing with basic 
human processes of births and deaths; intimate human relationships are 
involved and the whole subject is intertwined with religious values having 
their roots deep in history, or even in prehistory. vJhen we enter this 
area of discussion we carry with us the legacy of all those who have 
helped to form our particular social and cultural background. Every man 
is his own expert on questions of population. 

t~at this means is that we have, as economists, to be even more 
careful than usual to avoid becoming the victims of implicit value judge­
ments in this field. Further, we carmot ignore the evidence provided by 
other specialists concerned with population matters - those in the medical 
sciences, ga~etics, demography and the other social sciences; this is a 
subject, par excellence, Where an interdisciplinar,y approach is required. 
What, in these circumstances, is the special contribution of the economist? 
Or, to put the question in a slightly different wey, what should we expect 
economists to know about population matters? It is chiefly to this ques­
tion that this paper is addressed. 

It is, of course, entire~ possible that there is a simple answer 
to the question why few economists work in this field. The subject may be 
either not important enough, or not interesting enough to engage the talents 
of more than a few members of the professiono These possibilities are 
mentioned at the beginning so as to make it clear that there is no intention 
to try and argue that a topic is more illportant than it really is. Econo­
mists should apply their own rules to their o-vm subject - where talent is 
scarce it should be allocated between topics in the most productive way. 
If population matters do not require much attention from the economist, let 
us pass on to more important matters. 

Population and Economic Growth 

The starting point for an economic interest in population seems 
fairly clear - it springs from our desire to understand the origins and 
processes of economic growth. Economic histoljf bears this out and it fol­
lows also from the history of economic thought. It is also the starting 
point for a development institution, such as the lrJorld Bank, which exists 
to promote the economic development of its member countries and needs to 
understand the processes of growth before it can consciously intervene in 
them. 

To support the above assertion I will refer to one of the leading 
authorities on the interpretation of the historical record, Professor Simon 
Kuznets. In one of his recent volumes summarising many of his studies he 
begins his discussion of the nature of economic growth in the following way: 
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"1.Ve identify the economic growth of nations as a sus­
tained increase in per capita or per worker product, 
most often accompanied by an increase in population 
and usually by sweeping structural changes." y 

Modern economic growth, that is developnent associated with structural 
change and the modernization of society, has alw~s been paralleled by 
population increase. Kuznets goes on to discuss the paradox inherent 
in this correlation; if, for economic purposes, we look at income or 
product per capita as an indicator of welfare one would expect countries 
to fare better by such a criterion, the lower the rate of growth of popu­
lation and the higher the rate of growth of output, yet we know of no 
case of modernization and development accompanied by a stable, or a fall­
ing population, Kuznets suggests that it is better to view the economic 
growth of the last two hundred years, which is the main focus of his 
studies, as a particular case, a case which may not be applicable to the 
future and which certainly did not apply in preindustrial eras. This 
leads to a broader definition of economic growth:-

"To be applicable to a number of economic epochs, economic 
growth might perhaps be defined as a sustained increase 
in population attained without a perceptible lowering of 
per capita product, i.e. in combination with either 
stability or rise in per capita product." y 

This leaves open the question whether a particular rate of population 
growth (or any rate of growth) is desirable and compatible with economic 
development. 

The general line of argument developed in the last decade asserts 
that more rapid economic growth can be achieved (measured in tenns of in­
comes per capita) if the rate of population growth can be reduced. There 
is nothing mandatory or automatic about the way in which this might come 
about; essentiallY what is argued is that a lower rate of population growth 
will per.mit a higher proportion of total resources to be used for purposes 
which promote growth in per capita incomes, rather than be used to provide 
the increment in population with the same level of per capita income. Fol­
lolidng the -definition of Professor A. Sauvy, investment for this latter 
purpose, i.e. to provide a growing population with the necessary capital 
stock, is usually called "demographic investment". Jl 

y s. Kuznets, Op. Cit., page 1. 

v Se Kuznets, Op. Cit., page 20. 

J/ A. Sauvy - General Theo~ of Population, (Paris) 1966, pp.l79-180. 
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Whether the resources no longer required for demographic invest­
ments are actually used for expenditures that will promote growth in per 
capita incomes depends upon the whole galaX,Y of' factors deter.mining devel­
opment in a country. The basic assertion is that it will be easier for 
these factors to operate~ if population growth rates are lower; beyond 
that it is necessar,y to spell out the hypothetical possibilities, in terms 
of' increased savings and investments, more productive use of the capital 
stock and better organization of the econo~. These, it should be stressed 
once again, are all possibilities to be exploited - not the inevitable 
consequences of' lower rates of growth of population. 

These arguments are in essence the basis for the World Bank's 
own position; however, they must be handled with some care, just because 
they might appear to conflict with the facts of' history. 'Ihey depend 
crucially upon a ceteris paribus assumption - that the rate of growth of 
population can be reduced without the benefits of such a reduction being 
outweighed by adverse effects upon the other elements which influence 
economic growth. The historical record does seem to shov1 that there are 
links between gro1-rth and fertility decline (the main mechanism for the 
reduction in the rate of growth of population). 'Ihe novelty of' the newer 
arguments is that they provide support for attempts to reverse the apparent 
order of historical causality and reduce fertility as a means of promoting 
a rise in income per capitao Much of the contemporar,y discussion between 
economists on questions of population and development, therefore, is con­
cerned with the possibility and validity of such a prescription. There 
are those who hold that even if it is valid it is purely academic, because 
there are no sure policy instruments with which to influence fertility. 
There are also those Who hold that, even if the policy instruments are at 
hand, it is a waste of time to try and use them unless the historical 
conditions are favorable to such a decline. Once those conditions are 
established (and they are all desirable on other grounds) fertility will 
decline without policy intervention. 

When put in the above terms we come close to the key issue that 
seems to have engaged all economists who have ever discussed the relation­
ship between population and economic development:- is population change 
to be treated as an endogenous or as an exogenous factor? The classical 
economists, following Malthus and Ricardo, regarded it as being determined 
within the economic system, so that the size and rate of growth of popu­
lation was thought of as depending upon economic factors. Once the fall 
in fertility and the consequent decline in the rate of growth of population 
became widespread and apparent in ~vestern Europe and North America, there 
was a tendency to take the opposite view and regard population movements as 
being large~ exogenous in character, influenced, but not determined by 
economic factors. If it becomes possible to manipulate population change 
by policy instruments, the latter viewpoint would be strengthened. 
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The Mal thus ian Theme 

The contemporar,y arguments linking population growth and general 
economic development prospects which have been referred to above focus on 
short- and medium-term dynamic effects. They share ·a dynamic form with 
the older classical approach that originated with T .R. Mal thus, but other­
wise they have little in common with Malthusian arguments. However, one 
origin of the current resurgence of interest in population questions is ·a 
revival of a Malthusian pessimism about longer run population prospects. 
Apart from the intrinsic value of his ideas, this revival makes it worth 
while to _look again at the influence of the man who provided the best 
known bridge between economists and population studies. Despite the dif­
ficulties inherent in his writings on population it is true that any dis­
cussion of population problems leads back, sooner or later, to his state­
ment of the principles involved. 

This further cycle of Malthusian pessimism follows from the 
continuing decline in mortality in the developing world, not yet accom­
panied by an equal fall in f'ertili ty. In sane of the larger, poorer 
countries it is doubtful if fertility has fallen at all; it may even have 
risen. In others, the decline lags far behind the fall in mortality, so 
that, in either case, rates of population growth are high. The statistical 
evidence is deplorably bad in many cases, but there is general agreement 
that we are faced with a unique situation probably with no parallel in 
previous world history, where for very large areas of the world the rates 
of growth of population exceed 2 percent per annum and, in some cases, 
even exceed 3 percent per annum. The Malthusian pessimism that afflicts 
many people in the face of such a situation is reinforced by the fears 
engendered lmen such population growth is placed in an ecological context. 
The widespread current interest in ecology (largely in the developed coun­
tries) is not simply a particular intellectual fad; it reflects increased 
knowledge of the interrelationships among resource endowments, together 
idth a humbling suspicion that we lack a full understanding of the sig­
nificance of these relationships. 

To follow through as to why this appears to be a Malthusian 
situation it is necessary to return to his doctrines. This is not an 
easy thing to do, because Mal thus did not always make his points with 
perfect clarity, while many people have commented and reviewed what he 
wrote. However, if one seeks the intellectual link between his thinking 
and present day population problems, it can perhaps be found in his point 
of' departure in seeking a "natural law11 of population: 

"•••• the first steps must be an endeavour to ascertain 
the natural law of' population, or the rate at which 
mankind would increase under the fewest lmown obstacles," ]/ 

Y T.R. Mal thus - "On population", (1823) Encyclopedia Britannica, 
Supplement, 1924. 
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There are ~~y difficulties in interpreting the concept of a 
"natural law" in a human situation in which there are always social and 
cultural factors to be oonsidered~1/ For present purposes, however, 
these difficulties are not relevant, because the crucial question, or 
set of questions, raised by Malthus was not about the maximum rate of 
growth of population, but were concerned with the reasons why human popu­
lations ~ not grow at the highest possible rate. 

Human populations would always grow rapidly, he argued, unless 
they were prevented by the well known positive and preventive checks. 
The positive checks lvere those that cut short the life of humans by in­
creasing mortality, while the preventive checks were those that operated 
to reduce fertility. Malthus further categorized the latter into vice, 
mise~ and moral restraint, with the first two comprising the positive 
checks and moral restraint (meaning abstinence from marriage, with a 
strict celibacy in the period before marriage) acting as the preventive 
check. These categories have not proved to be ver.y useful with the pas­
sage of time; a better division is between those checks to population 
growth that are within human control and those that are not. 

At the time when Malthus was writing the extent to which mortality 
was under human control was very limited; fertility was, in principle, more 
controllable but the methods available were either age-old primitive methods 
of birth control and abortion, or late marriage and moral restraint. Malthus 
believed that if the preventive checks did not operate through holding down · 
fertility, the positive checks would work very swiftly to increase mortality. 
One suspects that, in the early nineteenth centur.y mortality was such that 
a rapid rate of growth of population was ruled out, except where the resource 
base was particularly favorable and immigration was possible (as in North 
America). 

The pessimism of Malthus was based, therefore, on the limited 
r.::1n!~a of possibilities for exercising control over fertility; he ruled out 
a~"t:tficial birth control as a "vice", l~ .. ving only moral restraint. Mor­
tality, meanwhile, was high enough to keep the rate of growth of the popu­
lation in line with the resources of the economy. It was the ultimate 
check, but with no control over fertility at low standards of living, 
economic progress and prosperity never got the opportunity to get ahead of 
population growth and raise the general standard of living. In the words 
of the economic historian, H.La Beales, "The Malthusian theory rests, at 
bottom, on the view that poverty and indigence are the inescapable lot of 
man, his natural inheritanceo" 

Y There is some evidence in the Essay on the Princi les of Population 
that Malthus regarded a rate of growt.~ of 2. percent, doubling 
ever.y 25 years), as a feasible natural rate of grol~h, although 
this rate would still be "short of the utmost power of population11 • 

(Essay, Chapter II.) 
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If we move forward and look at the position in the second half 
of the twentieth centur,y we now see that pessimism about population stems, 
ironic~ enough, from a situation in which the ~mlthusian diagnosis 
appears to be more applicable than it was at the time at which he wrote. 
TtJe do now have several countries and regions of the world in which the 
population is growing at rates lihich must approach a 11na.tural rate", -and 
which are capable of doubling the total population ever,y two decades. 
These high rates of growth result from dramatic declines in mortality 
achieved by human action related to, but large~ independent of the 
general standard of living. This mortality decline has worked in two 
dimensions; it has kept more people alive and it has tended to keep them 
alive for longer life spans. In the meantime fertility has come under 
better and more humane forms of control, but these possibilities have not 
been acted upon to the extent that is necessar,r to reduce the general 
level of fertility. Indeed, ironically, the same improvements in medicine 
and health facilities which have reduced mortality have also been partly 
responsible for raising live birth rates to levels that would have been 
considered impossible in the time of Malthus. The general fear of the 
pessimists now, therefore, is that it will only be through an inhumane 
reversal of the trend of mortality that the rate of growth of population 
will slow do1m. 

Behind that general fear of the ultimate consequences of popu­
lation growth unchecked by a decline in fertility lies the other basic 
assumption of Vuuthusian doctrine - that there are (or will be) diminishing 
returns to scarce resources, especially exhaustible, natural resources. 
If that does not apply, then apart from the strains that a rapidly growing 
population places upon the economic and social framework of society (which 
can be considerable), there is no need for ultimate pessimism. 

It was this key assumption of the inevitability of diminishing 
ret:;.rns to exhaustible resources that seemed to be least borne out by 
subsequent economic histor,y in the nineteenth and the first half of the 
twentieth century. Technological advances in modernized economies appeared 
to prove that Malthus had been hopelessly wrong. The point remains, how­
ever, that Mal thus did stress that the "population problem" is, in the ­
longer run, a problem of the relationship between people and resources. 
We now know that it is a much more complicated question than was thought, 
because of our new understanding of the ecological interrelationships. We 
can also now see that it is not simplY a question of numbers of people and 
their relationship with the environment, but also of the quality of life 
that is possible with a. given size of population. Tile present day division 
between optimists and pessimists about population questions turns on the 
attitude towards technical progress and whether it is felt that continued 
technological advance will be able to counteract the imbalance that is 
emerging between exhaustible resources in the world and gro~_ng populations. 

To sum up this ver.y brief review of Malthusian doctrine and its 
possible application to present day conditions, it has been argued that we 
are faced with a · situation that Malthus feared, but which did not materi­
alize in his day. ~~e now have countries with very high rates of growth 
of population, where it is not unrealistic to talk about population as 
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"exploding11 • These rates of growth did not materialize in the time of 
• Malthus because the positive checks maintained high death rates. The 

present day Malthusian fears the return of such checks to population 
gro1ith unless a decline in fertility occurs soon, either spontaneously 
or as a result of policy measures. Economists who are interested in 
population questions, therefore, are bo\Uld to be concerned, as was Malthus, 
with the links that may exist between socio-economic conditions and the 
level of fertility and mortality. 

The Economic Analysis of Population 

Most economic analyses involving population involve either an 
hypothesis about the links between economic magnitudes and demographic 
variables, or they purport to explain the movements of demographic vari­
ables as the objective of the economic analysis. At least, this is the 
case with fertility and mortality; l-1hen one comes to movements of popu­
lation, or the study of migration, the approach of the economist cannot be 
clearly summarized, possibly because the phenomenon itself is much more 
difficult to define, compared with n events" as straightforward as births 
and deaths. 

It has so far proved difficult to provide satisfactor,y general 
explanations of the links between economic variables and mortality, 
fertility and migration. This is one reason for the greater volume of 
controversy when economists turn to population studies, especially when 
they tr,y to reach policy conclusions. To discuss population policy, by 
which is meant overt public action to influence the rate of growth of 
population, without general agreement as to what determines fertility and 
mortality, can be a dangerous business. The violence of controversy in 
the population field historically can probably be traced to this feature. 
Certainly the abusive and ideological overtones that have become attached 
to the word "~1al thusian" stemmed largely from the policy conclusions that 
were dratm -from his writings, both by him and by his fellow classical 
ecommists. Since the revived interest in population matters also arises 
partly from a desire to reach conclusions about population policies, it 
is not surprising that the discussions are still aurrounded by controversy. 
Haturally enough, the controversy surrounds questions about fertility, 
rather than mortality:- it is easy to reach a concensus as to the desir­
ability of reducing the incidence of death. 

Perhaps the clearest case in which the importance of the hypotheses 
about the links between fertility, mortality, and the economic variables can 
be seen is that of the macro-economic analysis that has incorporated demo­
graphic changes. For example, various attempts have been made at the con­
struction of economic-demographic models which would incorporate the inter­
actions between demograph.i.c and economic change. The demographic part of 
the model works out the implications of changes in the key variables of 
births, deaths and the age structures as the population grows through time, 
while the economic part includes the usual macro-economic variables, such 
as incomes, saving, investment, etc. The two halves of the s.ystem are then 
linked by appropriate assumptions about the influence of the variables of 
one part of the system upon the other. The movement of the economy, and of 
the population, can then be simulated through time, as each reacts upon the 
other. 
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Those •-tho are familiar with model construction (and with simu­
lation models, in particular) will appreciate that there are maQY dif­
ficulties in the construction and handling of such models. They do 
represent a clear case, however, in which the economists can make a 
contribution to population studies in their own field. Much of the 
present economic literature about population and economic development 
owes much to the first of such models, constructed by an economist and 
danographer in 1958. Y 

The construction and manipulation of such models are ideal~ 
suited to the large computers which were not available in the late 1950ts 
and it seems clear that one can hope for further development of such 
models as the use of such computers becomes more widespread. There are 
alrea~ a number of other examples which have been constructed to reflect 
the circumstances of particular countries. Nevertheless, the building of 
such models is an expensive and time consuming business and they rapidly 
become unmanageable the more refinements are introduced in an attempt to 
replicate the reality of any particular country. Unfortunately these 
difficulties arise at a relatively low level of disaggregation, so that 
the existing models, in order to remain manageable, tend to be constructed 
at a very general level that undoubted~ limits the insights that can be 
obtained from them. To take one exantple, the incorporation of a sectoral 
breakdown is highly desirable, involving at least a separate public sector 
and a distinction between the agricultural sector and the rest of the 
economy. ~·Jhen this is done the results obtained are very different from -
those obtained with more general models without such a sectoral breakdol~. 
However, the models that result from such disaggregation are ver,y complex 
and strain even the facilities of the larger computers. 

Despite its inherent difficulties the stuqy of economic-demographic 
relationships should be pursued further by economists, because it deals 
direct~ with the basic issue involved in the analysis of population and 
economic development. This issue is the dynamic nature of the relationships 
the iterations between the demographic and economic variables occur as a­
process through time and they· carmot be understood in a static framework. 
The results obtained, however, depend -upon the assumptions built into the 
models, both economic and demographic. It should be stressed, once again, 
that we do not yet have any firm empirical basis for the key demographic 
assumptions linking births and deaths to the economic variables. For the 
t1me being, these economic-demographic simulation models are only spelling 
out the implications o£ various hypotheses - the.y are not able to say ~­
thing about the actual operation of any particular economy. 

!/ A.J. Coale and E.M. Hoover, Population Growth and Economic 
Developnent in Low Income Countries. (Priiiceton), 1958. 
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The second area in which economists can make a contribution -
and where the.y have been most eager to do so - concerns cost-benefit 
analysis. It is not proposed to go into this topic in detail, because 
you have received a copy of a recent Harking Paper prepared in the 
Economics Department of the Bank which discusses it at length.!/ The 
intention is rather to point to the broader implications of this dis­
cussion as applied to population questions. We are here dealing with 
questions of policy, in a tr:elfare setting - the issue is whether it is 
possible to s~ something about tl1e measurable effects of proposed actions 
upon demographic variables and compare the prospective results with the 
costs of ac~eving themo . An objective must first be specified, such 
as a reduction in mortality or fertility; in the case of migration, it is 
also possible to discuss the costs and benefits of population movements 
that are not planned, but which take place for autonomous reasons. 

l\1ost of the attention of economists has been focussed upon the 
cost and benefits of programs that aim to reduce fertility direct~ by 
the provision of fami~ planning facilitieso At first sight it is strange 
that more attention has not been given to the costs and benefits of death 
control; the widespread fall in mortality throughout the developing world 
can be much more direct.~ linked to public health measures of various kinds, 
than can the few examples of falling fertility be li..'lked to the results of 
organized fami~ planning programs. In addition it is easier to get general 
agreement that reductions in mortality are desirable in themselves and 
should be active~ sought after as matters of public policy than it has been 
to get similar agreement about programs to control fertility. Indeed, the 
latter proposition is still a matter for heated debate. There is no reaqy 
ansv1er as to why economists chose to concentrate more on the more difficult 
task of analyzing the costs and benefits of fertility control, other than 
the ir.stitutional and historical explanation that the practical possibility 
of lm·r cost, large-scale fami~ planning programs which became apparent 
after 1965 encouraged a concentration upon this topic. 

vJh.at still seans to be lacking, however, is -an agreed welfare 
framework in t-lhich to place all such partial analyses. The need for such 
a framelvork goes far beyond the need to deal \dth family planning programs -
it would apply to all policies that influence or affect the level of 
fertility and mortality. Since these effects are often secondar,y to the 
main purpose of other policies, they are not usually taken into account. 
1~en public policy promotes the extension of educational facilities, for 
example, the action will be justified on its own merits, rather than upon ­
the likely by-product effect such programs might have upon the birth rate. 
This is notwithstanding the almost certain possibility that if such "joint 
product" effects were properly taken account of, the rate of return from 
such educational expenditures might rise sharp~, compared with benefits 
that would flow from the educational effects taken by themselves. 

T. King, The Measurement of the Economic Benefits from Family -Planni 
Projects and Programs. Economics Department 1-J'orking Paper No. 71 
IBRD, March, 1970. 
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A basic welfare rationale is needed for the cost-benefit evalu­
ation of direct measures to reduce fertility and the rate of growth of 
population, if an economic criterion is to enter into their justification. 
The need does not arise where such measures are sponsored because of other 
criteria, such as the notion that it is a basic human right that all should 
have access to the knowledge and means by 1~ich families can determine the 
ntnnber of children they wish to have. If, however, it is argued that a 
lower birth rate will reduce the rate of growth of population and that 
this is desirable in order to improve general economic conditions, it is 
necessary to have some idea as to who will gain, over -what period of time 
and ho'tv the gains will be distributed through society. It is then neces­
sary to have an explicit welfare objective function to give weights-to the 
gains and losses within society and their distribution through time. 

This is not a simple task because the population affected, 'td th 
and without the change proposed, will be dif£erent in both size and com­
position. Obviously even a stable population will change its individual 
composition over time as births, deaths and inward and outward movements 
occur, so that the beneficiaries of contrived economic change and devel­
opment will never be the same group of people living at the time that 
the actions to initiate such changes were taken. In the case of population 
policies, however, the principal aim of such actions is to ensure that the 
population ~dll be different in -size (and, inevitably also in composition) 
from what it would othe!"tdse be. Does it make a difference when this is 
the case, rather than when it is something achieved as a by-product, or 
secondar,y effect? 

It is doubtful i£ economists, as such, have much to contribute 
to a discussion about welfare functions in terms of the size and compo­
sition of htnnan populations; as long as the length of human life is both 
finite and uncertain one cannot be sure of the continued existence of any 
one single member of the population over even a short run period; one can 
be sur~, however, of the continued existence of the total population in­
volved. It is probably better to discuss 1vhether such a population is 
better off, or not, in terms of some economic criterion such as incomes 
per capita, which will incorporate the influence of population size. This 
limitation of interest to economic criteria can be justi£ied on the grounds 
that, in the last resort, public action cannot deter.mine the population 
size and its rate of growth, but can only influence the actions of individual 
couples whose collective decisions do determine these magnitudes. These 
individual decisions v-rill clearly never be made on the basis of economic 
factors alone and it is for this reason that it is of doubtful value to tr.y 
to establiSh an objective welfare function incorporating population size 
and its rate of gro"tvth. t\hat can be done is for the economist to analyze 
the economic implications of cl1anges in these parameters. SUch a focus or 
interest has the additional advantage that it is equally applicable to 
both short- and longer-run situations, and can be used to indicate the 
differing effects that will follow from population changes over different 
time periods. 1/ 

1/ It is hoped that the above arguments will also allo'tv us to avoid lengthy 
discussions as to whether the economist should take account, in cost­
benefit analysis, of the welfare "losses" of those who are not bom -
this seems to be more a topic for theology than for economics. 
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Finally, I would like to turn to one other area of great topicaJ. 
interest in current population studies and ask what contribution the 
economist can make to its development. nus area is that concerned with 
the establishment and operation of family planning programs. These pro­
grams, tmch can be publicly or privately operated, aim to provide infor­
mation, equipment and services to parents who wish to practice family 
planninge Insofar as medical facilities are involved they have many of 
the characteristics of other public health programs; in other respects, 
especially where information and motivational objectives·are concerned 
the.y can differ sharply from traditional health services. Most of the 
interest focussed on such programs has been directed to the analysis of 
the effects of the programs, especially the likely effects upon the 
demographic variables, particularly fertility. 

This turns out to be a ·complex and difficult question, requiring 
rather detailed demographic data. Hot-Tever, it is not an economic problem, 
but rather one for demographers, sociologists and, possibly, systems 
analysts. S:Unilarly, the equally fascinating questions that arise about 
the effectiveness of such programs in reaching their objectives relate 
more to the field of management studies; here we get closer to economic 
issues, however, because these questions involve the -allocation of re­
sources within the program to achieve different endso 

It is suggested that one economic aspect of these programs which 
has not received sufficient attention is the manner in which the.y Should be 
viewed from the point of view of public finance. The provision of free, 
or subsidized, family planning services by the public sector involves ques­
tions such as the distribution of the resultant tax burden in relation to 
the distribution of the benefits, criteria for the pricing of services 
(including the question whether the price should be zero, or not) and the 
application of cost-benefit techniques to aid in decisions about the 
scale of operations of the programo As presently operated in several 
developing countries it is likely that public family planning programs 
have an element of income redistribution built into them; they are based 
upon the provision of services to the poorer classes of society and financed 
largely out of tax revenues. The successful use of such services neces­
sarily raises incomes per family member above what they would othertdse 
have been with a larger family size. 

One interesting feature of all such programs so far has been 
their relatively small cost, by comparison ldth the rest of public sector 
expenditures. It is too early to assume that tr.ds 'tdll al1-1ays be so, but 
the evidence of the more successful programs encourages one to think that 
even a ver,r large national progrmn will not represent more than l to ·2 
percent of GNP, or more than 5 percent of a national budget. If this 
proves to be generally the case, perhaps one need not -pay much attention 
to the direct public finance effects of such programs. However, this would 
still leave open the question whether family planning programs should not 
be viewed in a complementary relationship to other public expend.i tures; -
sometimes direct~, as with other medical services, but also indirectly. 
A family planning program that was successful in reducing fertility would 
have an impact on virtually all other government programs where the level 
of services depended in any way upon the size and structure of the popu­
lation. 
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These, and many other questions arise once family planning pro­
grams are viewed as avenues for public expenditures and competitors for 
limited public funds with other programs~ Those who were most influential 
in the development of family planning programs in the last five years were 
not economists - the.y were mai~ sociologists, but they happened, fortu­
nately, to be particularly interested in designing programs so that their 
progress could be properly, and continuously evaluatedo This requires the 
collection of the right data and making sure that the information is con­
stantly available to the management of the program. These are features 
which are noticeably lacking from many, older and more tradi tiona.l public 
expenditure programs. In these respects the newcomer may have much to 
teach those alreaqy in the field. 

Conclusions 

This paper has been largely concerned with discussing the con­
tribution that economists might make to the study of population questions. 
The discussion has been limited to those topics - the macro-analysis of 
economic growth, costs/benefit applications and the economic aspects of 
national family planning programs, which are linked to fertility and mor­
tality. The third major topic of population studies - migration - has 
received only cursor,y mention. This is not because it is not important, 
rather the reverse. Its significance calls for a more extended treatment 
than is possible in a paper of this length. 

The topics discussed are those which are of current interest and 
the subject of continuing controversy~ It was pointed out that one im­
portant aspect has been surprisingly neglected, which is the analysis of 
the costs and benefits of measures which influence mortality. All of these 
areas are concerned with short- or medium-run effects. It is important 
that these aspects be studied, because this is the time period within which 
public policies are decided. It was also pointed out that the major con­
cern about population questions arises from the long run relationship 
between people and limited resources. 

As is so often the case in economics the essence of the problem 
is the passage of time and its treatment in analysis. Perhaps this is one 
of the more important contributions that economists can make - to apply our 
methods of dealing with time to this topic. The full consequences of changes 
in fertility and mortality emerge only in the longer run; however, the deter­
minants of such changes (and the opportunities for influencing them by policy) 
are short-run phenomenon. The task of the economist, therefore, is to 
straddle the short and long run, not getting lost in the prophecies of doom, 
but setting out the economic-demographic relationships operating in the short 
and medium run that may save us from the Malthusian nightmaree. 

September, 1970 
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