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Influence of Older Generation’s Fertility Behaviours on 
Daughter’s Desired Family Size in Bihar, India 

 
Abhishek Kumar, Valeria Bordone, Raya Muttarak1 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 
It is well documented that parents are of great importance in shaping preferences and 
behaviours of young adults. A wide array of studies, mainly on Western developed 
countries has shown such an intergenerational transmission with respect to fertility 
preferences (Axinn et al. 1994; Bühler and Philipov 2005) and number of children ever 
born (Murphy and Knudsen 2002; Murphy and Wang 2001). Continuities in parent-child 
fertility have implications for population size and structure since people born into large 
families are themselves more likely to make an above-average contribution to succeeding 
generations. According to the principle of linked lives (Elder 1977; 1994), parental 
behaviours during the children’s life course significantly influences both desires and 
behaviours of children in adulthood. Empirical evidence has confirmed that individuals 
learn and incorporate the preferences and behaviours of relevant others in order to make 
the own decisions. Likewise, research on less developed countries has shown that living in 
an extended family is associated with higher fertility (Easterlin 1978), but so far very little 
is known about intergenerational transmission of fertility preferences in such contexts (see 
Murphy 2013 for a review of the rare studies on intergenerational transmission of fertility 
in non-Western countries). 
 

This paper contributes to this line of research by studying the influence of mother’s 
and mother-in-law’s fertility behaviour on young women’s fertility preferences in rural 
Bihar, a north-eastern state of India, using primary data collected in 2011. According to the 
socialisation of value’s perspective (Preston 1976), ideals and preferences on childbearing 
in the parent generation are important determinants of their children’s fertility. However, in 
Indian society, especially in the north where the practice of patrilineal descent and 
patrilocal residence is widespread, commonly young married women move to live with 
their husband’s family and are absorbed into their husband’s lineage (Jejeebhoy and Sathar 
2001). In such context, men hold a central position in the family while older women (i.e. 
mother-in-law of the young bride) wield the main authority over household affairs (Das 
Gupta et al. 2003). This leaves a young bride little autonomy over her family life which in 
turn translates into a likely different intergenerational transmission of fertility from that of 
Western societies. This study hence aims to shed light on intergenerational transmission 
mechanisms in rural areas of north-eastern India, where fertility remains well above the 
replacement rate, contraception use is not widespread, and young women are rather 
confined in the secluded environment of their husband’s family. From now on the women 
under study are referred to as Index Woman (IW). 

 
                                                 
1 All authors contributed equally to the paper except for data collection which was carried out by Abhishek 
Kumar. 
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