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Module: 

 Need of Studying Population in the Context of Development 

 

1. Introduction 

This module facilitates the student to understand about the need of studying population in the context 

of development. In the present context it is an urgent need to study about demography, economics, 

urbanisation, gender, religion, politics, food and nutrition, health and human rights.  The following 

learning objectives would be discussed in this module: 

 

 Population or Demographic Studies 

 Distinction between Population Studies and Demographic Studies 

 Development of Population Studies 

 Development of Demographic Studies in India 

 Population Studies and Other Disciplines 

 

 

2. Population or Demographic Studies 

Population Studies have become a prominent area of study because of the emergence of demographic 

problems such as high mortality - specifically high maternal and child mortality, child immunization, 

communicable and water-borne disease, high and fluctuating fertility, migration, child marriages, 

underweight and malnutrition, marriage - especially child marriages, urbanization and other 

developmental issues. 

 

 

Figure 1: Demographic Problems 

 

 
Source: Data from above 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disciplines like economics, sociology, psychology, anthropology, ecology, environment, human biology, 

law might not have been developed as a subject of study if there was no population, because, all these 

disciplines  emerged considering either groups of population or an individual as the central theme. 
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Therefore, population studies or demographic studies have to have a multidisciplinary approach. 

Disciplines like, Mathematics and Statistics are used in assessing the quantitative issues related to 

populations.  

 

3. Distinction between Population Studies and Demographic Studies 

In general, the focus of demographic studies is on the three components of population change called 

fertility, mortality and migration. Thus, the approach of demographic studies is narrow. On the other 

hand, population studies cover many aspects of population, such as urban growth, health and well-being 

of people. Thus, demographic studies are a part of population studies. However, this distinction is no 

longer considered and the terms population studies and the demographic studies are used without any 

distinction.  

 

4. Development of Population Studies 

It was in the middle of the seventh century that population studies emerged as a discipline or as an 

independent subject of study. Population studies primarily developed in England by economists. The 

concern of size, growth and characteristics of population has always been in the minds of thinkers and 

philosophers and economist of that time. Later, other economist and philosophers from Europe and USA 

also contributed to the development of population studies.  

 

The analytical foundation using empirical data of population studies was  first developed by John Graunt 

(1620-1672) in his paper entitled, 'Natural and Political Observations made upon the Bills of Mortality' 

published in London in 1662. He made only brief remarks on fertility and migration6. 

 

 

Figure 2: Natural and Political Observations Upon the Bills of Mortality 
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Source: Wikimedia. 2009. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Graunt_Observations.jpg Public 

Domain 

 

 

Sir William Petty (1623-1687) had worked with John Graunt. Petty's work on 'Political Arithmetic' had 

considerable influence on the development of population studies. Graunt, along with William Petty, 

developed early human statistical and census methods that later provided a framework for modern 

demography. He is credited with producing the first giving probabilities of survival to each age. Graunt is 

also considered as one of the first experts in epidemiology, since his famous book was concerned mostly 

with public health statistics. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Graunt dated August 23, 2017). The first 

Life Table had been published in London in his 1662 book. This book is usually considered as the 

founding text of both statistics and demography. But, it might have been written by John Graunt or by his 

friend William Petty1. 

 

That means, to start with, population studies started with the study of mortality. This was followed by the 

famous theory of population by Thomas Robert Malthus. Until then, many economists and philosophers 

have always thought of and supported only population size and growth because population also supplies 

army to protect state and labor to work in on land.  

 

Studies in fertility have been sporadic during the nineteenth century. There are many reasons for this. In 

general, the motivation to study fertility is not strong because birth rates are not very high in the 

contemporary period. Therefore, fertility has not been able to attract thinkers and philosophers to focus on 

it. In addition, the production of food supplies increased at a much higher rate than population because of 

agricultural development.  

 

The USA had its first census in 1790 and England and France in 1801. Thus, population data on a large 

country wide scale across the world are available for further study and analysis.  The declining birth rate 

became a worrisome matter in Briton and a committee was constituted to investigate reasons for the 

falling birth rates and for the fertility transition.  

 

Since the middle of the twentieth century or after the Second World War, the growth in population studies 

has been phenomenal. Many developing countries after the Second World War suddenly started to 

experience rapid mortality decline because of imported modern health facilities from developed countries 

towards the eradication of communicable diseases, mass immunization programs and the development of 

modern health facilities. The declining death rate and high birth rate has initiated rapid population growth 

in many Asian countries. The rapid population growth rates speeded up the population growth momentum 

- doubling population in decreasing intervals of time. This demographic scenario  created a need to 

control fertility and to initiate family planning programs. But, a strong and favorable attitude to high 

fertility in family oriented cultures became a big hurdle for the acceptance of family planning methods 

and to control fertility. Therefore, along with family planning programs, other supporting programs to 

change fertility attitudes and to increase adoption of family planning methods were initiated.  

 

5. Development of Demographic Studies in India 

In ancient India, there were very limited references available on population data. A detailed description of 

how to collect data on population, economy and agriculture census is available in the Kautilya's 

Arthashastra. Kautilya was Prime minister of Chandraguptha Maurya (323-300). The Ain-i-Akabari was 

compiled by Abul Fazal during the reign of Akbar, which contains comprehensive data on population, 

industry, wealth, and characteristics of population. Such attempts to collect population data were few and 

far between. This documented information is of only historical interest2  
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Under British rule, India had its first census conducted in 1872, since when India has been conducting 

census in 10-year intervals beginning from 1881. The Indian Census often collected demographic data on 

age, sex, and persons in household; economic data on occupation, industry urban (town and cities); and 

cultural data on religion, marriage, education, family type and the like. Thus, India has a population data 

base for a long period for the purpose of/has been used towards planning and implementing welfare 

programs. Considerable research has also been carried out using Indian census data. 

 

 

Figure 3: Census of India 2011 

 

 
 

Source: Wikimedia. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2011_census_of_India_sticker_2.JPG2011. 

CC-BY SA 2.5 

 

Apart from the census data, India has been periodically publishing Gazetteers containing information on 

health and vital rates, nutrition, early marriages, birth rates, relationship between marriage customs and 

birth rates, death rates, differentials in death rates, rural-urban residence, sex religion, causes of death 

health conditions, etc. These data have been complimented by survey data carried out by demographers 

and social scientists as well as supplemented by anthropological studies.  

 

6. Population growth trends in India 

Here, it may be worthwhile to briefly review the population growth trends in India. It has been 

documented that mortality in India is believed to have been started declining since 1921 because of 

borrowed modern medical techniques that were used to eradicate communicable diseases and towards 

child immunization. After India's independence, modern medical facilities were made freely available by 

the state and central Governments. Over the course of time, the accessibility to modern medical facilities 

has considerably improved. The existing modern medical facilities in the public sector have strongly been 

supported by the Private Sector.  As a result, mortality declined from 16 deaths per 1000 population in 
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1971-73 to 7 deaths per 1000 population in 2011. The infant mortality has also declined from 134 infant 

deaths per 1000 births in 1971-73 to 44 infant deaths per 1000 births in 2011 (Table 1).  

 

Fertility trends remained stable around 35 births per 1000 population until 1975. It started declining in 

1975 onwards from 35 births per 1000 population to 22 births per 1000 population in 2011 (Table 1).  

 

The first family welfare program was initiated by the central Government in 1952. Modern family 

planning methods were made available by the family welfare program at free of cost for all couples. Even 

then, it took almost 25 years for the family welfare program to change strong favorable attitudes from 

having large numbers of children towards having a small number of children. As a result, the percentage 

of couples who effectively protested against pregnancy increased from 16 per cent in 1976 to 54 per cent 

in 2015-16. These trends have impacted overall fertility levels.  

 

In the meantime, the Indian Government has passed the Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) Act of 

1972 making access to induced abortion can be done on certain medical reasons. The number of Material 

Requirements Planning (MRPs) has been increasing since 1972 and the number is more than 5 lakh for 

many years after the 1980s Table 2).  

 

It has been documented that the onset of fertility decline began in 1976 and has been continuously 

declining since then. It took a while for fertility to respond to the declining mortality. During this period 

of 1921 to the onset of fertility decline in 1975-76, population has grown rapidly.  

 

The population growth rates have been moderate during 1901- 1931, fluctuating between 5 to 11 per cent 

per 10-year period up until the present census period?. The negative growth rate in population during the 

decade 1911-21 wasbecause of the influenza epidemic in 1918, resulting in 50 to 100 million deaths 

(Table 3) 3 

 

The population increased slowly in the decades 1931-41 and 1941-51. From then on, it accelerated from 

1951 to 2001, increasing by more than 20 per cent  per decade. During the period of 50 years, the absolute 

population increased from 361,088 thousand in 1951 to 1028737 thousand in 2001, an increase of about 

667649 thousand or about 185 per cent. Thus, the population has been increasing despite fertility decline 

since 1976, and also mortality decline, due to the  high natural growth rate (birth rate - death rate). 

Population growth rates started declining moderately for the decades 1981-91 and 1991-2001, and 

substantially for the decade 2001-11. This was also the period where the natural growth rates were falling 

moderately during 1981-2001 and substantially during 2001-11.  

 

The rapid population growth rate was  expected by many policy makers, administrators and the academics 

way back in the 1950s. Accordingly, the family welfare program was  initiated in order to advise families 

regarding  the benefits of family planning and to supply free family planning methods. A strong 

Information Education and Communication IEC department was established to change fertility attitudes 

by using print media, electronic media, bill boards, folk and traditional entertainers, and person to person 

communication methods. Research activities in fertility and family welfare have increased by creating 

population research departments in established academic institutions and universities. Research and 

degree programs have been started since the late 1950s in specialized research institutions and 

universities. Recently, non-governmental institutions have also started to carry out demographic and 

health research.  

 

Table 1 Vital Rates in India, 3-year moving Average during 1971- 2007 and Annual 

Estimates during 2006-11 and NFHS 4 Estimates for 2015-16. 

 

Year Death Rate Infant Mortality Rate  Birth rate CPR 
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1971-73 15.9 134 36.3 13.2 

1972-74 15.7 133 35.3 14.2 

1973-75 15.3 133 34.8 15.3 

1974-76 15.0 132 34.4 16.3 

1975-77 15.2 133 34.2 18.9 

1976-78 14.5 129 33.3 20.9 

1977-79 13.9 126 33.1 22.8 

1978-80 13.1 120 33.3 22.8 

1979-81 12.7 115 33.8 22.3 

1980-82 12.3 110 33.8 23.5 

1981-83 12.1 107 33.8 24.7 

1982-84 12.1 105 33.8 25.9 

1983-85 12.1 102 33.6 29.0 

1984-86 11.8 99 33.2 32.1 

1985-87 11.3 96 32.6 34.9 

1986-88 11.0 95 32.1 37.5 

1987-89 10.7 93 31.5 39.9 

1988-90 10.3 88 30.8 41.9 

1989-91 9.9 84 30.1 43.3 

1990-92 9.9 80 29.6 44.1 

1991-93 9.7 78 29.1 43.6 

1992-94 9.5 76 28.8 43.5 

1993-95 9.2 74 28.5 45.4 

1994-96 9.1 73 28.1 45.8 

1995-97 9.0 72 27.7 46.5 

1996-98 9.0 72 27.1 45.4 

1997-99 8.8 71 26.6 45.4 

1998-00 8.7 70 26.1 44.0 

1999-01 8.5 68 25.7 46.2 

2000-02 8.3 66 25.4 45.6 

2001-03 8.2 63 25.1 45.7 

2002-04 7.9 60 24.6 47.1 

2003-05 7.7 59 24.2 47.2 

2004-06 7.5 58 23.8 46.6 

2005-07 7.5 57 23.5 46.7 

2006 7.5 57 23.5  

2007 7.4 55 23.1  

2008 7.4 53 22.8  

2009 7.3 50 22.5  

2010 7.2 47 22.1  

2011 7.1 44 21.8  

2015-16    53.5 

 

Source: RGI. (September 2009), SRS. Compendium of Special Bulletin on Maternal  

              Mortality in India: 2007-2009, (Vital Statistics Division: New Delhi);  

              http://www.censusindia.gov.in/vital_statistics/SRS_Report_2015/9.SRS%20 

              Statistical%20 Report-Detailed%20tables-2015.pdf dated August 23, 2017 

               http://rchiips.org/NFHS/pdf/NFHS4/India.pdf dated August 23, 2017). 
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Table 2 Number of Medical Termination Pregnancies (MTPs) during 1972 -2013 

Year India 

1972-73 44855 

1973-74 97711 

1974-75 214007 

1975-76 278870 

1976-77 241724 

1977-78 901691 

1978-79 250454 

1979-80 346327 

1980-81 357260 

1981-82 432588 

1982-83 500624 

1984-85 577931 

1985-86 582369 

1987-88 564903 

1989-90 564903 

1990-91 578431 

1991-92 631141 

1992-93 564268 

1993-94 469590 

1994-95 488153 

1995-96 319952 

1996-97 465705 

2000-01 725149 

2001-02 770714 

2002-03 744680 

2003-04 763817 

2004-05 725029 

2005-06 724685 

2006-07 682242 

2007-08 641786 

2008-09 651974 

2009-10 683736 

2010-11 620472 

2011-12 625442 

2012-13 636010 

 

Source:  Various Year Books published by the Department of Health and 

               Family Welfare, Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, New Delhi. 

https://www.google.co.in/search?source=hp&q=family+welfare+statistics+in+india+2013&oq=family+w

elfare+statistics+2013&gs_l=psy-

ab.1.1.0i22i30k1l3.615.10211.0.13584.33.29.0.0.0.0.468.4768.0j12j5j0j3.20.0....0...1.1.64.psy-

ab..13.19.4531.0..0j35i39k1j0i67k1.4CcBeCIBbx4 dated August 23, 2017. 

 

Table 3 Census Decadal Population Growth Rate during 1901 - 2011 

Census years Population Decadal Arithmetic Growth Rate (%) 

1901 238396327  

1911 252093390 5.75 
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1921 251321213 -0.31 

1931 278977238 11.00 

1941 318660580 14.22 

1951 361088090 13.31 

1961 439234771 21.64 

1971 548159652 24.80 

1981 683329097 24.66 

1991 846421039 23.87 

2001 1028737436 21.54 

2011 1210193422 17.64 

Source Census 2011 Provisional Population Total - INDIA,  

            http://www.iipsenvis.nic.in/Database/Population_4074.aspx dated August 23,  

            2017. 

Note  

 In working out “Decadal Growth” and ‘Percentage Decadal Growth’ for India 1941-51 and 1951-

61 the population of Tuensang district for 1951 (7,025) and the population of Tuensang (83,501) 

and Mon (5,774) districts for 1961 Census of Ngaland state have not been taken into account as 

the areas were censused for the first time in 1951 and the same are not comparable. 

 The 1981 Census could not be held owing to disturbed conditions prevalling in Assam. Hence the 

population figures for 1981 Census of Assam have been worked out by ‘interpolation’. 

 The 1991 Census could not be held owing to disturbed conditions prevailing in Jammu and 

Kashmir. Hence the population figures for 1991 Census of Jammu and Kashmir have been 

worked out by ‘interpolation’. 

 Includes estimated population of Paomata, Mao Maram and Pural sub-divisions of Senapati 

District of Manipur for 2001. 

 Includes estimated population of Paomata, Mao Maram and Pural sub-divisions of Senapati 

District of Manipur for 2011. 

 The percentage decadal growth shown in column 4 of Statement 2 indicates a decline from 24.80 

percent during the decade 1961-71 to 24.66 percent during this decade 1971-81, while the 

average annual exponential growth rate presented in column 7 of this statement shows an increase 

from 2.20 to 2.22. This is because the percent decadal variation has not been adjusted for the shift 

in reference date in 1971. The decadal variation for 1961-71 relates to 121 months while that 

1971-81 relates to 119 months . If we adjust for this difference, the percentage decadal growth 

works out of 24.59 percent for 1961-71 and 24.87 percent for the decade 1971-81. 

 

7. Population Studies and Other Disciplines 

Disciplines economics, sociology, psychology, anthropology, ecology, environment science, human 

biology, law and many more might not have been developed population groups and individual in the 

background. Therefore, population issues and problems and issues cannot be resolved without referencing 

other concerned disciplines. These issues and the relationship between population studies and other 

disciplines are briefly looked into below.  

 

7.1.Sociology: Demography is a science related with population. It studies different aspects of population 

like its size, density, effects of birth rates, death rates, migration, etc. The size of population affects the 

social, cultural, economic and moral aspects of the society.  

 

Most importantly, the three components of population growth, death rate, birth rate, and migration are 

affected  by social factors such as  social norms governing  women's status, female education, children's 

schooling, freedom of females to work outside home, fertility attitudes, adoption of family planning 

methods, female migration including ability to go to distant places alone, and other relevant matters. 
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Kingley Davis pointed out the following areas of study which require a combined knowledge of 

demography and sociology: fertility, population changes, structure of labor force, social organization, 

family with regard to demographic behavior, and internal and external migration. 

 

Similarly, others have regarded demography as one of the nine elements of sociological analysis such as 

social organization, socialization, social stratification, primary groups, associations, collective behavior, 

culture, ecology and population. 

 

Along with the above mentioned similarities between these two disciplines of demography and sociology, 

there are also some differences between the two. First, while topics such as marriage, migration, family 

and others are studied under both, sociology studies these as parts of a social institution and finds out its 

effects on social life. On the other hand, demography while studying these subjects takes into account 

their contribution to the structure of population and its size. 

 

Thus sociology studies social relationships while demography studies social relations related to 

population. Second, sociology is a social science of ‘what is’ and demography is a social science of ‘what 

ought to be’. Third, sociology describes social relations qualitatively, whereas demography is concerned 

with quantitative relations of demographic phenomena using various methods of measurement. 

 

7.2.Economics: Economics studies problems arising out of the economic activities of the individual and 

society, while demography is concerned with the structure of population and demographic factors related 

to that. 

 

Economics and demography are mutually related to each other. For example, Demography studies 

regional distribution of the population. The regional distribution of population deeply affects the 

economic activities and economic factors of the society. 

 

In this way, information gathered by  demographers proves useful to  economists. In the same way, 

economics also helps to provide useful information to demography. For determining the size of the 

population, demographers must know the size of production and consumption of goods and services, 

which come under the study of economics. 

 

Population growth in developed countries, which have  abundant capital and scarcity of labour has led to 

their high per capita Gross national product (GNP) But in an under-developed country, high population 

growth leads to declining productivity, low per capita income, mass unemployment, low rate of capital 

formation and low growth rate of the economy. As pointed out by Bowen, “Population growth, size and 

distribution cannot be discussed rationally except in the context of economic growth or change.” 

 

There are many fields, which are common to both the sciences, but there are still differences between the 

two. First, economics studies production as an economic activity of man, also keeping in view demand 

and supply. 

 

On the other hand, demography studies production to know its overall effect on the quality of the 

population. Second, demography studies birth rate to see its effects on the size of population, while 

economics studies birth rate to know its effect over labour market, price, production, consumption, 

demand and supply, etc. 

 

The scope of economics is very wide as compared with demography. In fact, demography is now a part of 

the study of economics. 
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7.3.Social Biology: Social biology is a branch of biology. It studies the biological activities of man, living 

as a member of the society. It studies the origin of living beings, the place of human beings, the origin of 

different species, reproduction, hereditary processes, etc. 

 

Demography, on the other hand, is the study of population-oriented activities like birth rate, death rate 

and quality of population. Besides, it also studies the size and structure of population, changes in 

population, and other matters 

 

Like the other social sciences, social biology has mutual relations with demography. For example, 

demography studies the reproducible aspects of population and for this, theories and principles of social 

biology are helpful to a large extent. 

 

Demography also helps social biology in its field of study. It studies the effect of differences in birth rates 

over the physical and mental qualities of the population. On the basis of this, the foundation of the science 

of reproduction was laid in England by Galton in social biology. Both the sciences are complementary in 

nature. 

 

As is the case with other social sciences, social biology also differs from demography. For example, 

marriage is the subject matter of both the sciences but demographers see the role of the age of marriage in 

the growth of population, while social biology finds out the effect of marriage, the relation between 

different castes on reproduction and their traits. 

 

Social biology is concerned with the study of the reproductive process of the human body while 

demography studies the reproducible aspects of human beings. Lastly, social biology is a natural science 

having uniform laws applicable to all human beings. But demography is a normative science in which we 

expect the birth rate, death rate, life expectancy, etc. to be high or low depending upon a country’s 

economic conditions. 

 

7.4.Geography: Geography studies the geographical features of the earth, such as climate of different 

parts, natural resources, people and their economic lives. Previously, we used to study physical and biotic 

features in geography, but now in the present era, the importance of human ecology has increased a lot. 

 

In other words, the importance of population studies has increased in its relation to the discipline of 

geography. In geography, we study the distribution of population, keeping in view the economic, social 

and cultural aspects of.... 

 

As pointed out by Ackerman, “Recent geographers have taken the cultural features of the earth, analyzed 

them generically and genetically in their space relations and established co-variant relations of cultural 

features with each other and with those of the physical and biotic environment. These distributional 

features are common to both demography and geography.” 

 

The population census is always carried out in a definite geographical area. In the population census, the 

study of differentials and similarities of demographical aspects of different geographical areas is made. 

Moreover, both geographers and demographers analyse data from the population census for their 

respective work. 

 

We also study population dynamics in geography, a sub-discipline which is called human geography, and 

which includes the “location and characteristics of population, spatial pattern in population distribution, 

and interrelationship between population and other elements of geographic environment.” Thus, 

demography provides essential feedback for the study of geography. 
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However, there is one basic difference between demography and geography. Physical geography is 

concerned with natural resources, climate, forests, rivers, etc. which cannot be controlled by man. On the 

other hand, demography is concerned with such variables as birth rate, death rate, migration rate, etc. 

which can be controlled by man. 

 

7.5.Human Ecology: There is a close relationship between demography and human ecology. Human 

ecology is mainly concerned with population and environment. It deals with the relations and 

interrelations between nature in general and human nature in particular. 

 

From the ecological point of view, people live and exploit, change and develop environmental resources. 

That is why Hutchinson and Dewey characterise human ecology as “nothing else but bio-demography.” 4 

 

There are a number of areas of study which show a close relationship between human ecology and 

demography. Human ecology studies many demographic problems such as fertility and mortality, and 

also uses demographic data and techniques. 

 

For instance, life tables are studied in both human ecology and demography. Human ecologists use 

demographic variables as dependent or independent variables in research. On the other hand, 

demographers use methods, principles and concepts of human ecology in formulating hypotheses. 

According to P. W. Frank, “Ecology provides specific theoretical statements about human population.”4 

 

Despite the interrelationship between human ecology and demography, there are a few differences 

between the two. Human ecology derives its conclusions about death rate, birth rate and immigration 

based on the study of species like ants, flies, rats, etc. which are not applicable to  human beings. Further, 

cultural and social institutions which form an important part of demography are outside the purview of 

human ecology. 5 

 

7.6.Mathematics and Statistics: Mathematics is used in calculating various measures of futility, 

mortality, migration, family planning adoption, health and immunization measures. In addition, 

mathematics is used in formulating various population models like the calculation of stable population, 

stationary population, fertility models, mortality models, migration models and marriage models. 

Mathematics is also used in calculating census and survey data. Statistics are used in data analysis and 

estimation of parameters. Statistics are use in evaluation of quality of census and survey data.  

 

Mathematical demography was  started with the actuarial science which estimates the average number of 

years a person is expected to live after certain age after going through a given age specific mortality 

schedule. This is also known as Life Tables, Mortality Tables or Actuarial Table. It has immense 

insurance application. The first life table using empirical data on births and death was constructed by 

Edmund Halley in 1963.2 

 

8.Conclusion 

Population in the context of Development studies about human populations and how societies develop 

and change over time. Studying in this area involves learning about the causes of population growth – 

birth rates, death rates and migration and the consequences of population growth. This area is also studies 

about the development of human societies, poverty, environmental issues and other global issues. 
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