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ABSTRACT 

In India, the caste system dominates marital choice. Couples who marry outside of their caste, 

therefore, buck a powerful cultural taboo. This thesis investigates the effect of agency of women 

in spouse selection for marriage on the educational attainment and post-marital fertility decisions. 

Using the Indian Human Development Survey-II (2011-12) data, we examine if the children in 

inter-caste households have different educational outcomes than children in traditional 

households.  The thesis accounts for a second important feature of marriage in India: the degree to 

which marriages are arranged.  Women who choose their spouse or marry outside of their caste 

are quite different than those who comply with the prevailing social norms because they would 

need to exercise a certain level of agency. The potential channels of this association between 

marriage type and educational outcomes include deviation from social norms, desire for upward 

mobility, intra-household decision about a parental investment, and autonomy of the mother in 

intra-household decisions – may contribute to the educational attainment of their children. One 

potential channel through which the impact of inter-caste households on education may operate 

differently is through family size. The thesis, thus, also explores the effect of couples in an inter-

caste marriage on the number of children the woman bears. 
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Introduction 

This thesis examines the impact of marriage type on children’s educational outcomes, 

specifically of whether the parent’s marriage is inter or intra-caste.  The broader focus is the impact 

of breaking social norms and female agency in selecting a spouse on their children. Within the 

education policy literature, many policy interventions address the supply side constraints of 

education provision, ranging from improvements in schooling due to school infrastructure (Duflo 

2001), to teacher performance (Mizala and Romaguera 2004) and absenteeism (Banerjee and 

Duflo 2006; Kremer et al. 2004) to the role of community involvement and information campaigns 

in improving performance (Lewis 2005; Svensson and Reinnika 2004; PROBE 1999). In the past 

few decades, parental and household characteristics’ contribution to educational outcomes have 

also become ubiquitous in the literature, thus addressing the demand side constraints as well 

(Astone and Maclanahan 1991; Sanchez 2011; Campbell and Verna 2007).   This thesis examines 

aspects from the social norms-based dimension of the demand-side determinants of education: the 

impact of the nature of spousal choices of parents, with special attention to women’s agency in 

spouse selection, on the educational outcomes of their children in India.  

Since marriage choices of parents come under the broader purview of family characteristics 

with greater emphasis on intra-household decision making, this paper studies factors that affect 

educational outcomes of children whose parents’ marriages can be divided into the aforementioned 

categories. Spousal choice is modeled (for data reasons) to reflect specifically the mother’s choice 

and whether it was her own choice or the parents’ choice leading to an inter-caste marriage. In 

particular, I use individual-level cross-section data from the nationally representative Indian 

Human Development Survey -II (2011-12) to identify if children with parents who are in an inter-

caste marriage fair better in terms of educational attainment than children with parents who are in 
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an intra-caste marriage. Secondly, the study tries to explore potential drivers (if any) of such 

disparity by looking into transmission of decision making-autonomy in the household if in fact the 

marriage was self-choice inter-caste marriage.  To do so, I propose using an OLS regression model 

as a starting point to assess the effect of nature of spousal choices of the mother during the marriage 

on the educational outcomes of their children, and the propensity score matching model to compare 

children in inter-caste households to their intra-caste counterparts, conditional on observable 

characteristics.  

The following sections are arranged as follows: Section II explains the nature of the 

prevalence of inter-caste marriages in India. Section III summarizes stylized facts on the 

relationship between family characteristics and educational outcomes in the Indian and some other 

contexts. Section IV lays out the conceptual framework, and the empirical model I subscribe to 

answer my hypothesis. Section V describes the dataset and provides descriptive statistics for two 

datasets: 1) The Eligible Women dataset, who have answered the two key questions in the IHDS-

II survey about the nature of their marriage, questions related to intra-household decisions and 

general autonomy of the women in the household, 2) The constructed child-level dataset, derived 

from Individual-level data from each household in the survey, wherein each child with a mother 

who has answered the marriage-related questions are matched. Section VI discusses the estimates 

after adopting the OLS and propensity score matching method. Section VII and VIII discuss 

possible limitations of interpreting these estimates, the method itself, and implications on social 

justice policy in India. 
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Background: Inter-caste Marriages in India 

In a patrilocal and a highly segmented society such as in India, endogamy or intra-caste 

marriage is still the most ubiquitous caste-based practice (Chauduri et al. 2018). Marriage customs 

in an Indian society have strict bounds on rules about who marries whom, dowry decisions, timing 

and performance of marriage rites and so on, along with universally applied punishments for 

people who make decisions outside the norm (Akerlof 1976), such as social ostracization. In the 

Indian context, the risk of inter-marrying rises substantially when couples are threatened with 

violence, often by their own family members and the village community. The 2011 Indian census 

estimates suggest that the rate of inter-caste marriages in India is as low 5.82%, substantiated by 

the other nationally representative surveys such as the National Sample Survey (NSS), and the 

National Family Health Survey (NHFS) rounds. However, this estimate is mostly descriptive due 

to the idiosyncratic nature of the question. 

Despite only a modest increase in inter-caste marriages in India in recent years, women 

have become more active agents in their spousal choices (Allendorf and Pandian 2016).  The 

impact of this agency is notable. They find that when women choose their own spouses, the share 

of marriages that are inter-caste jumps to more than 20 percent.  

The literature on the composition of marriage practices in India suggests that these mostly 

comprise of endogamous unions notwithstanding improvements in socio-economic conditions 

over the past few decades and any deviation from this practice can be attributed to the section of 

the population who are economically, educationally, culturally advanced and urban-oriented (Goli 

et al. 2013). The paper further goes on to suggest that improvements in women’s agency to choose 

her spouse outside of her socio-economic group can be attributed to increases in women’s 

education and economic status and emphasize that the study of mixed marriages are important 
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from point of view of changes in demographic (ex. education, earnings, etc.)  and health (ex. 

fertility, contraception use, etc.)  outcomes. In fact, a more educated husband’s mother increases 

the likelihood of the couple being in an inter-caste marriage (Chauduri et al. 2018). 

Desire for upward socio-economic mobility is one of the main causes of interest in inter-

caste marriages. Lower-caste families express a stronger interest in inter-caste marriage than 

families belonging to a higher caste and suggest that these findings should encourage future 

research that will contribute to exploring changing trends in cohabitation patterns, marriage, and 

education (Ahuja and Ostermann 2015).  

The idea of this thesis is that occurrence of inter-caste marriages has the potential to be a 

useful predictor of women’s agency. This variable can be a salient indicator of households making 

better educational decisions, and may lead to better socio-economic integration in the society. 

Educational decisions within the household are driven by family inputs, such as household wealth, 

caste, gender preference, division of intra-household decision making, and value on education. 

Research shows that a higher impact on children’s development and educational success is linked 

with parents’ degree of involvement in their children’s education (Fullan 2007). I hypothesize that 

parents in an inter-caste marriage value education differently compared to parents in an intra-caste 

marriage for one of the two reasons: Either 1) undertaking a decision to marry outside the caste is 

a transgression of social norms and perhaps allows them to make better decisions about their 

child’s education due to equitable distribution of decision-making power (in the form of women 

exercising their agency more overtly) in the household, or 2) decision to marry outside of caste is 

made solely for the purpose of "marrying up" from their initial economic status, thus suggesting 

that socio-economic mobility would lead to higher education mobility for the future generations. 

To address these drivers of association between spousal choice of mother and educational 
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outcomes of their children, I specifically look whether, at the time of marriage, the husband was 

chosen by the bride or her parents. 

Literature Review 

This review examines a vast literature on the role of the family characteristics in education, 

focusing on characteristics that are relevant for the context of this thesis. 

Family Size 

 The consensus in the literature is that children with more siblings get less education on 

average. Several studies explored the effect of sibling size and birth order on educational 

attainment using an instrumental variable approach, either employing the exogenous variation in 

multiple births, using twins at last birth, or sex-composition of the siblings as an instrument for the 

number of children. The research concluded that family size, in general, is negatively associated 

with educational attainment (Black et al. 2005, de Haan 2005), however, they couldn’t find a 

significant effect of the number of children on educational outcomes of the first-born child. Kugler 

and Kumar (2015) addressed the quantity-quality trade-off in education in the Indian context: using 

IV estimation method, they concluded that family size has a considerable negative impact on 

educational attainment for children, with the effect being larger for lower-caste families facing a 

liquidity crunch and families with less-educated mothers. 

Birth Order 

Birth order matters with younger children receiving more education than their older 

siblings, on average. Kumar (2016) estimated the birth order effect on educational outcomes of 

children in India and adopted the fixed-effects and IV approach to account for the endogeneity of 

family size (since higher birth order children live in larger households) and found that later-born 
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children attain higher education than earlier-born children. However, there is a possibility for these 

results to be affected if gender and willingness to invest in the education of a girl child is not 

considered. A recent study done in India also indicated the parents’ preference to invest in more 

prenatal inputs hoping their eldest offspring will be a son and subsequently spending less on the 

higher-order child thereafter (Jayachandran and Pande 2017). A Nepal based study while 

discussing effects of having younger sisters on the age of marriage and spousal attributes of older 

sisters found that having younger siblings decreases the probability of older siblings attending 

school by 6.5 percentage points using Nepal’s Sibling History Data (Vogl 2013). 

Role Models, Aspirations, and Perceptions 

Role models matter for girls’ aspirations and behavior.  A randomized natural experiment 

was conducted in 2006-07 in Birbhum district of West Bengal in India, where adolescents aged 

11-15 years and parents across 495 villages were surveyed. This experiment yielded that the 

presence of female role models in the village shrunk the gender gap in aspirations by 20 percent 

for parents and by 32 percent for adolescents (Beaman et al. 2012). Other work has explored the 

relationship between female heads of household and children’s schooling outcomes and have 

either found modest gains (Chudgar 2011) for widow-headed households in rural India or positive 

gains for children in households headed by married women in Bangladesh (Joshi 2004).  

Age at marriage also has considerable effects on women’s schooling outcomes (Delprato 

et al 2015). Maertens (2013) studied parents’ educational aspirations for their child in rural India 

found differential sensitivities to perceived returns for boys and girls. Furthermore, they examined 

how perceptions about the age of marriage constrained parents’ desire to allow continuation of 

their daughter’s education but not for sons. 
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Household Resources and Parental Investment in Children’s Education 

The literature on monetary investment in education provides another way of assessing the 

level of families’ engagement with their children’s education. One of the most famous examples 

being the provision of conditional cash transfers like PROGRESA in Mexico, wherein large 

monetary transfers were made to poor households to help improve school enrollment and 

attendance rates. Berry et al. (2019) identifies parents’ preferences to allocate investment inputs 

across children via an experiment in which they target the parents’ short-run returns to educational 

investment and find that parents care not only about maximizing household earnings but also try 

to equalize the distribution of inputs due to their inequality aversion preferences. However, 

household expenditure on education is significantly lower for girls than for boys in the Indian 

context (Azam and Kingdon 2013; Kaul 2017; Sahoo 2016). The level of family’s involvement in 

overseeing their children’s performance or homework is another factor indicative of the 

investments they are willing to make for their children’s education. 

Intergenerational Mobility and Education 

Intergenerational transmission of education within the family  is also an important indicator 

while looking at educational outcomes.  Solon (2018) discussed the effects of grandparent’s 

presence on grandchildren’s educational outcomes, suggesting that these influences are transferred 

via social interactions. Azam and Bhatt (2015) make father-son matches to evaluate the 

intergenerational transmission of educational attainment in India and found significant 

improvements in average educational attainment for children belonging to less-educated parents, 

and also observed convergence in educational attainment between forward-caste and historically 

disadvantaged castes . Where this research falls short is their inability to make father-daughter 

matches owing to the fact that girls within a household leave after they are married. However, 
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Choudhary and Singh (2017) study intergenerational mobility among young females, compared to 

their mothers using a different dataset from what Azam and Bhatt use and found that educational 

mobility among young females in India is 0.69, with the substantive effects seen for lower castes 

and for women in urban areas. However, their research falls short due to their inability to conduct 

a cohort-based analysis due to the limitations of their dataset. 

Marriage Choices – Formulation of the Research Question 

Absent from the literature is the consideration that marriage choice is a family 

characteristic that has the potential to dramatically affect educational outcomes of future 

generations. I try to explore the effects of women’s agency in spousal choice and the nature of the 

marriage itself on certain post-marital decisions.  This thesis fills in this gap by investigating the 

following theme, which to the best of my knowledge, is the first of its kind: how moving away 

from the norms by inter-marrying may facilitate better decision making on the part of the parents, 

especially in relation to mother’s autonomy in household-related decisions such as desire to have 

a particular number of children and the child’s education. 
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Empirical Approach 

Overview  

In this section I discuss the hypothesis and the empirical framework of this thesis. Using 

data from the IHDS-II, I explore the effect of a mother’s inter-caste marriage on the number of 

children alive and on her children’s educational outcome.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

1) Caste and Children’s outcomes. 

How does the caste of the spouse affect the educational attainment of children? I 

hypothesize that the educational attainment of children whose parents are in an inter-caste marriage 

will be higher than children whose parents are in an intra-caste marriage.  In addition, I further 

hypothesize that educational outcomes for children whose mother was in an ‘own-choice’ 

marriage, irrespective of the nature of the marriage, may be higher than the mother in an ‘arranged’ 

marriage. This prediction follows the role models literature (Beaman et al. 2012, Joshi 2004), 

wherein visibility of empowered women tend to improve gains in education for children in the 

household. However, to err on the side of caution, considering the possibility of social ostracization 

in cases of violating the norms of not marrying outside the community (Akerlof 1976) is also 

essential. Mothers in a self-choice marriage may have lesser resources and support from family to 

be able to educate their children, which is why examining this relationship is important. 

2) Agency in Marriage. 

Does women’s agency extend beyond educational decisions in the household? Literature 

suggests that women with more educated parents and relatively higher earnings in the household 

helps her secure greater bargaining power within the household (Singhal and Vernekar 2017, Luke 
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and Munshi 2011), however, women living with her in-laws are less likely to secure greater agency 

in the household. In addition, women making education decisions in the household are more likely 

to spend higher shares of education expenditures on the education of girls in the secondary school 

age group (Saleemi and Kofol 2020). Following the above literature, I want to explore how the 

nature of marriage, woman’s agency in spousal choice, in particular, determines the family size of 

the household. Thus, my hypothesis is women in inter-caste marriages or own-choice marriages 

are less likely to have higher-order children. 

Both the questions draw heavily from the demand-side literature on household decision 

making in education, and in particular two aspects.  The first is exploiting the association between 

spousal choices and subsequent decision-making power within Indian households. Banerji and 

Vanneman (2011) argue that over half the women in self-arranged marriages had the most say in 

at least one of the four household decisions.  Their finding is based on the questions asked in the 

IHDS-II survey and ordinal logistic model of female respondent’s decision-making power, and 

suggests that marriages, where the bride exercised some assertion of choice, may enable her to 

sustain more autonomy throughout the marriage. The second aspect is related to the quantity-

quality tradeoff with respect to decisions of parental investment in child’s education how for many 

years (Kugler and Kumar, 2017; Qian, 2009; Angrist et al., 2010) with special emphasis on gender 

discrimination when making such decisions (Kingdon 2002; Datta and Kingdon 2019; Kaul 2017). 

Empirical Model 

The model relies on two proxies for the depiction of independent variables in my analysis: 

1) inter-caste marriage, based on the question: ‘is the husband from the same caste as your natal 

family’ (Chaudhuri et al. 2018); and 2) did the wife engage in an “own-choice” marriage, based 

on the question: ‘Who chose the husband?” The basic specification is as follows: 



11 
 

𝑌𝑖ℎ =  ɑ +  𝜇𝑠 +   𝛿 (𝐼𝐶𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑎𝑔𝑒)𝑖ℎ  +  𝛽0(𝑂𝑤𝑛𝐶ℎ𝑜𝑖𝑐𝑒)𝑖ℎ  +  𝛽1(𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒)𝑖  +  ∑ 𝛽𝑗  𝑋𝑖ℎ
𝑗

𝐾

𝑗=1

+  휀𝑖ℎ 

𝑌𝑖 is the completed years of schooling for child i in household h, and the number of children alive 

for women i in household h. 𝛼 is a constant and both δ and 𝛽0 are our coefficient of interest on our 

continuous variable of completed schooling years. 𝑋𝑖h is a vector of our control variables, with 𝜇𝑠 

representing state fixed effects. From Appendix 1, we can see that there is a higher variation in the 

inter-caste marriage group for at least five states, which is why conducting a fixed-effects study 

can further bolster our prior if we observe states with a higher prevalence of inter-caste marriages 

experiencing higher education attainment levels. Our error term is represented by 휀𝑖ℎ.  

This paper expands the scope of the literature effects of family composition and women’s 

empowerment by incorporating the possibility that the households with inter-caste marriages may 

have a more egalitarian spread of household roles and guarantees a relatively higher level of 

autonomy to the mother into the umbrella of improved household outcomes by using educational 

attainment of their children as an outcome measure. Following the intra-household gender 

disparity in schooling choice paper by Sahoo (2017) and intra-household allocation of educational 

expenses by Kaul (2017), I estimate an OLS regression model that includes household fixed effects 

to identify the effect of inter-caste marriage on school attainment within households. If the effect 

of inter-caste marriage and own-choice marriage is significant, we expect δ and 𝛽0 to be positive 

and have a small p-value in our regressions. I have also made sure to cluster the standard errors by 

the mother’s ID to capture within household variation. 
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Propensity Score Matching estimation 

The main identification strategy involved exploiting two sources of variation across 

women: inter-caste and own-choice status. In this empirical analysis, however, the treatment status 

is inter-caste marriage and I add own-choice marriage as a control, thereby eliminating the 

variation across women in own-choice marriages when interpreting the inter-caste marriage 

estimate. We can therefore construct the matching counterfactual as follows: “the change in 

outcome for intra-caste children had the parents been in an inter-caste marriage”, and “the change 

in outcome for the intra-caste married women had she been in an inter-caste marriage.” We 

subscribe to the following parametric probit model to estimate propensity scores of the treatment 

status, conditional on all observable characteristics in the following way: 

𝑃(𝐼𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑒) =  Θ(𝑋𝛽) 

And match inter-caste child to an intra-caste child with the same propensity score �̃�𝑖. The 

identifying assumptions for propensity score matching framework are: 1) the conditional 

independence assumption, that is potential outcomes are independent of treatment status 

conditional on X covariates, and 2) region of common support (regions where the probability of 

treatment overlaps for both groups). To err on the side of caution, this approach determines a 

“treatment on the treated” relationship. This suggests that the method adopted aims to yield within 

sample estimates of the impact on educational outcomes for a typical child with a mother in an 

inter-caste marriage or own-choice marriage, and doesn’t make out-of-sample assertions.  

Another estimate we aim to focus on is the own-choice marriage covariate. The propensity 

score model only predicts inter-caste marriage of the women such that any impact that is estimated 

by own-choice variable is the same across the treatment and control groups. Thus, interpreting the 
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own-choice control helps us analyze how women’s agency affects intra-household decisions 

irrespective of the nature of the marriage. 

For my dependent variable, I will use the completed years of schooling from the IHDS-II 

data. This is the accepted practice in studies related to educational outcomes. A more robust 

measure would have been test scores of the child, however, the associated variable contained a 

large number of missing values, thereby underpowering my analysis. Figure 1 shows the 

distribution of completed years of schooling variable, which ranges between 0 to 16 years in the 

limited sample and the mean completed years of education being about nine about 9 years. 

Subsequently, figure 2 shows the distribution of completed years of education by inter-caste 

treatment group, where you can approximate completed schooling for both groups seems to lie 

between 9 and 10 years. These approximations nearly coincide with the expected years of 

schooling estimate of 10.7 years in the 2012 Human Development Report (UNDP 2012).  Figure 

3 depicts the number of children alive measured within the Eligible women dataset, which ranges 

from 0 to 13 children and the mean of the number of children the woman has is approximately 

two. 

The regressions control for child covariates, including birth order of the child, and gender, 

along with their mother’s and father’s education levels, and other useful dummies indicating 

women’s level of autonomy in the household. This comprises the decision-based questions 

answered by the eligible women on usual practices in the household and the community. The 

household-specific variables that are included are household head’s education level, the total 

number of female and male children in the household, household wealth, religion and caste 

dummies. School-level variables can also be included for example, distance from school, 

infrastructure facilities, provision of free books and uniforms, the possibility of school fee waivers, 
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public or private schooling, that may influence the household’s value on education. This is because 

Sahoo (2017) argues that the quality of education in government schools in the village can 

influence households’ demand for private schooling. However, I couldn’t include these school-

level variables because of a large number of missing values which may severely underpower my 

analysis. 

Data Description and Descriptive Statistics 

This thesis uses the data from the Indian Human Development Survey-II (IHDS-II) of 

2011-2012. IHDS-II (Desai and Vanneman, 2015) is jointly conducted by the researchers from 

National Council of Applied Economic Research (NCAER) and the University of Maryland. The 

first round of surveys was conducted during 2004-05 and is an open resource dataset that has been 

used by researchers from all over the world. The second round was conducted during 2011-12 and 

it utilizes the retrospective information provided for the educational attainment of the 

father/husband of the male/female head of the household to prepare a first-of-its kind nationally 

representative panel survey conducted in 384 districts, comprised of 42,152 households in 1,420 

villages and 1,042 urban neighborhoods across India. More than 215,000 individuals are recorded 

in the dataset, with information about their demographic outcomes such as educational outcomes, 

type of labor force participation, engagement with government-provided programs, types of assets 

the household has, health outcomes (but only insofar as weights measured at the time of the survey 

with a lot of missing values). With the exception of one state (Andaman and Nicobar Islands) and 

one union territory (Lakshadweep), both surveys covered all other regions of the country. 

The unit of analysis for my thesis is the child in the household. By virtue of having done 

two rounds of surveys, IHDS can be constituted as a panel study. However, for the purposes of my 
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analysis, I restrict the usage of only the second round of survey data collected which thus, I conduct 

my analysis only on cross-sectional data. 

The Eligible Woman dataset is a separate module within the IHDS-II survey. It consists of 

39,523 observations of ever-married women aged between 15-49 years of age, who have, in 

addition to the first two interviews where they cover health, education, fertility, family planning, 

gender dynamics in the household and retrospective reports of marriage, have also been asked 

decision-based, belief-based, community/network-based questions which can be really 

informative to one’s analysis. In households with more than one potential eligible woman, one was 

selected using a standard random number procedure in IHDS-I (Desai et al. 2009). This thesis for 

one, chooses the question – “ Is husband's family the same caste as your natal family? (MH7 

variable)” as its key independent variable to distinguish between parents who are in an inter-caste 

marriage versus parents who aren’t. While I could have chosen another question which indicated 

the same practice, but on a community level (and was recorded at the household level) – “Know 

anyone in your community: Inter-caste marriage (MP2A variable)”, it wouldn’t have given me the 

same information as the other variable does. A potential drawback of using MH7 variable is that 

it limits my sample to only those women who have been asked this question and excludes women 

who otherwise are in an inter-caste marriage (mainly women above 49 years of age) but haven’t 

been asked this question.  

From the individual level dataset, I have constructed child-level data and matched them to 

their respective mothers in the Eligible Women dataset using the mother’s ID from the individual 

roster. This exercise of limiting the sample excludes children whose mothers: 1) have not answered 

the question about the inter-caste marriage; 2) Children whose mothers don’t qualify as eligible 

women and weren’t matched because their information is not in the eligible women dataset, 3) 
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have missing information for key variables (ex. education years, age at marriage, who chose the 

husband, did they have any say in choosing the husband, current labor supply involvement, who 

takes major responsibility of taking care of the children at home); and 3) have remarried (assuming 

that the characteristics of remarriage differs significantly from the characteristics of the initial 

marriage).  

For the purposes of my analysis, I restrict my child sample between people aged between 

15 and 60 years of age. This is because parental investment would actually start to incur costs 

when their children are no longer young enough to get free education. There was a push for 

providing free and compulsory education for all kids up to 14 years of age. The Indian government 

launched Sarva Siksha Abhiyaan to achieve to the MDG  of universal elementary education for all 

by 2010, although this goal was envisioned in the 1986 passed National Policy on Education, and 

passed the Right to Education Act in 2009 which states that every child, 6-14 years, shall have the 

right to a free and compulsory education until the completion of elementary education. This 

actually led to reducing our child sample size from around 83,000 observations to 30,321 

observations. I end the sample at 60 years of age because, from the data, not much variation is 

observed across two groups of marriages thereafter. 

As the data doesn’t provide the original caste of the woman of the inter-caste marriage, I 

cannot directly observe the nature of the difference of caste between the wife and her husband. 

However, this thesis will consider the above variable a close proxy for the identification of inter-

caste parents (since it at least indicates that difference). At least 5% of the sample of women are 

in an inter-caste marriage and its occurrence is most prevalent in the Other Backward Classes 

(OBC) caste category.  
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As for the own-choice variable is concerned, I construct the own-choice dummy from the 

categorical variable, “Who chose the husband”, which had 4 categories, 1 if self-chosen; 2 if 

parents and women both involved; 3 if only parents arranged and 4 if other relatives were involved. 

I combine the first two categories into own-choice = 1 and the latter two categories as own-choice 

= 0 to introduce some variation. This is because only 3% of the sample consists of women who 

chose their own husband’s without any parental involvement. Following Banerji and Vanneman 

(2011) paper that discussed how marriages, where the bride exercised some assertion of choice 

may enable her to sustain more autonomy throughout the marriage, is why I decided to construct 

the own-choice variable in the aforementioned manner. This is a crucial variable to look at 

especially if I want to outline in my experimental design the transmission of women’s autonomy 

in the decision making within the household, which can be closely aligned to the female role model 

literature and its impact on educational outcomes (Joshi 2004; Chudgar 2011). Table 1 and Table 

2 presents an overview of various summary statistics of various dependent and independent 

variables in the child-level data and the women-level data respectively.  

Table 1 suggests that children with mothers in an inter-caste marriage have relatively 

higher completed schooling years, significant at 5% level, earn higher incomes, less likely to repeat 

school (though an insignificant difference),  live in households with higher adult education and 

more assets.  

Table 2 suggests that women in inter-caste marriages marry at a relatively older age; they 

have higher completed years of education, higher spouses’ level of education; higher parents’ 

education; higher mean for supervision over children’s homework and food shopping and observe 

wife-beating in the community less often. Surprisingly, table 6 suggests that family sizes are 
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relatively higher for women in inter-caste marriages, however, that difference is statistically 

insignificant. 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics by Treatment Group (Child-level Data) 

  (1) (2) t-test 

  Intracaste   Intercaste      p-value 

Variable Mean/SE Mean/SE (1)-(2) 

Age 19.727 20.390 0.000 

  [0.029] [0.130]  

Family size 6.041 6.194 0.026 

  [0.016] [0.073]  

Education: Completed Years 9.697 9.903 0.045 

  [0.024] [0.105]  

HQ Total income 1.50e+05 1.68e+05 0.006 

  [1541.821] [8066.920]  

Education: Ever repeated 0.200 0.195 0.704 

  [0.003] [0.012]  

Highest adult Education 9.355 10.237 0.000 

  [0.033] [0.141]  
Expenditure/ capita < povertyline (Tendulkar, 

2012) 0.157 0.104 0.000 

  [0.002] [0.009]  

Total household consumption expenditure 1.47e+05 1.76e+05 0.000 

  [931.897] [4141.411]  

own choice marriage 0.236 0.351 0.000 

  [0.003] [0.014]  
natal family economic status better than 

husband's 0.164 0.201 0.001 

  [0.003] [0.011]  
natal family economic status worse than 

husband's 0.087 0.070 0.047 

  [0.002] [0.007]  
Usual in community: Husband beats wife if natal 

family neglects 0.325 0.286 0.004 

  [0.003] [0.013]  

Total household assets (0-33) 16.799 17.176 0.038 

  [0.042] [0.170]  

Number of observations 21703 1236  
Notes: Final sample is constructed from the individual module of 2011-12 round of Indian Human Development Survey.  

The whole sample consists of 30,321 observations, while descriptive statistics estimates only allude to the observations  

which are actually used in our OLS and matching regressions. Only a sample of 22,939 observations are utilized in the  

analysis owing to missing values associated with the controls added to the model. 
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for the Eligible Women Sample 

  (1) (2) t-test 

  Intracaste Intercaste p-value 

Variable Mean/SE Mean/SE (1)-(2) 

Age (in years) 36.333 36.289 0.847 

  [0.051] [0.225]  
Family Size 5.450 5.541 0.111 

  [0.013] [0.059]  
Number of children alive 2.561 2.444 0.001 

 [0.008] [0.036]  

Currently use contraceptives 0.744 0.664 0.000 

  [0.002] [0.011]  
Years of education completed 5.170 5.405 0.039 

  [0.025] [0.116]  

Spouse education: Completed Years, never,<1=0 7.110 7.367 0.026 

  [0.026] [0.115]  
Age at marriage (in years) 17.883 18.674 0.000 

  [0.019] [0.092]  
Total household consumption expenditure 1.27e+05 1.42e+05 0.000 

  [652.396] [2985.946]  
own choice marriage 0.260 0.417 0.000 

  [0.002] [0.011]  
economic status of natal family better 0.163 0.202 0.000 

  [0.002] [0.009]  
economic status of natal family worse 0.094 0.085 0.190 

  [0.002] [0.006]  

Decides what to cook on a daily basis: Respondent 0.929 0.926 0.665 

  [0.001] [0.006]  
 

Who supervises children's homework: Respondent 0.477 0.534 0.000 

  [0.003] [0.013]  
Usual in community: Husband beats wife if natal 

family neglects expected dowry 0.327 0.302 0.025 

  [0.002] [0.010]  
Total household assets (0-33) 15.911 16.264 0.018 

 [0.034] [0.145]  

Number of Observations 37317 1974  
 Notes: Final sample is constructed from the Eligible Women module of 2011-12 round of Indian Human Development Survey, 

that consists of women between 15-49 years of age. The whole sample consists of 39,523, observations, and descriptive statistics 

estimates only allude the full sample data used in our OLS and matching regressions. Only 212 sample observations are dropped 

for which the inter-caste variable has missing observations.  
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Results  

Descriptive Results 

As expressed in the section above, Figure 1 represents the distribution of completed years 

of education for the full sample, with an individual completing on average, 9.15 years of education. 

Figure 2 represents distribution of completed years by treatment group, and where the relative 

mean difference in completed years of education between the inter-caste and intra-caste group is 

merely 0.07 years. This is a meaningful estimate, only insofar as the starting point within the two 

categories is concerned and now, we move on to expressing regression results in the next part. 

Regression Results 

1) Child-level Analysis 

The main results for the child-level data are reported in Tables 3-5 on the following pages, 

with each table corresponding to basic OLS results, results via matching method, and 

heterogeneous responses. Column 1 in Table 3 reports single variable OLS regression estimates of 

inter-caste marriage status of the mother in the household on the completed years of education of 

their child, grouped by households. This estimate shows a positive but statistically insignificant 

effect of inter-caste marriage on the educational outcomes of the children, in accordance with my 

prior. However, regressing completed education years on only inter-caste marriage has a potential 

omitted variable bias as there are a lot of intra-household factors and behavioral factors related to 

mother’s autonomy in the decision making correlated with education years present in the error 

term. One would expect that higher completed years of education are more often experienced in 

households with lower family size, geographic location of the household, fall wealthier 
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distribution, higher possession of assets, and we also see this pattern where women enjoy higher 

autonomy in the household or are seen as role models as expressed in the literature review.  

To account for this, we control for factors at the individual level such as whether the 

marriage was own-choice, total household consumption expenditure, family size, and other 

heterogeneous groups in Column 5. After running our full OLS model with essential controls, we 

see that there is still a smaller positive but statistically insignificant effect of inter-caste marriage 

of the mother on completed years of education of the children. The lowering of the coefficient 

confirms that omitted variable bias was occurring in the binary regression model. The coefficient 

on inter-caste marriage fluctuates around zero and mainly remains insignificant as more controls 

are added. These results are not driven by the reduction in sample size we observe from Columns 

2 through 4, but by virtue of the nature of the controls themselves. My expectation is that inter-

caste coefficient of 0.05 years additional years is insignificant because there are other factors that 

affect inter-caste marriage (Appendix 2) significantly, some of which have been included as 

controls in my model.  

Column 2 presents our estimation results reflecting the models described in the methods 

section. For the full sample, we find that the estimate on completed years of education is 

moderately positive for children with mothers in an own-choice marriage, and is statistically 

significant. This effect alludes to the explanation that agency of the mother is a contributing factor 

to decisions made within the household, including education- related decisions. To interpret the 

magnitude of the coefficient, given that inter-caste marriage is constant, children with mothers in 

an own-choice marriage complete 0.465 years more years of education, which is tantamount to 

only a 5 percent increase. As we add more controls, the own-choice estimate loses its high 

magnitude as well as its significance. There are two possible explanations for this. First, it is 
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manner in which I constructed the own-choice variable. I spliced the initial 4 categories into an 

own-choice indicator: if the husband choice involved mother’s agency alone or a joint decision of 

woman and parents, I characterized them as own-choice = 1. This was necessary because the 

variation in the sample where the agency of the woman was completely isolated was really low. 

Only 3.8 percent of the sample had mothers who chose their husbands on their own without 

parents’ involvement. Thus, the own choice variable in my analysis can be characterized as any 

semblance of choice the woman had in making marriage decisions. If we completely isolated a 

woman’s choice of husband, we would have not even achieved significance for the binary 

regression, because the sample size of the untreated group would have completely eroded any 

effect of the own-choice group.  

Second, because other controls such as mother supervising child’s homework, mother met 

husband before marriage, and mother believes that domestic violence is usual in community if 

dowry is unpaid are added as controls in my OLS regression model. These controls are in different 

ways, representing women’s agency in the household and are substitutes to other predictors of 

women’s agency like the own-choice marriage variable. Adding the aforementioned controls, in 

turn takes away some of the significance of the own-choice variable held in Column 5. 

Additionally, what may be affecting the own-choice variable’s significance is if the economic 

status of the mother’s family is better than her husband’s, and as established in the literature that 

hypergamy is a known practice among the brides, it may also allude to a woman’s higher agency 

within these households. When the ‘natal status better’ variable is also added as a control in the 

model, it subsumes some of the agency that is not as well represented in the own-choice variable, 

thus rendering its estimate having an insignificant effect. The family size estimate also follows our 

expectation that lower family sizes leaves more resources to be contributed towards education of 
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the children and thus, the estimate is moderately negative and statistically significant at 1% level. 

Hence, it doesn’t mean that the agency of the mother doesn’t matter when we look at the own-

choice estimate, but rather there are many controls in my model that represent the mother’s agency 

through different channels. To think about this in more detail, I carry out a basic probit regression 

with own-choice variable being the outcome and all the variables that I added as controls in the 

earlier analysis to this model (Appendix 2).  

Selection bias in the model may still be a contributor by virtue of how we limited our 

sample. Considering all children above 14 years age, who are not guaranteed free education after 

middle school, there may still be children who are still in school that are still contributing to the 

positive bias from the binary OLS regression. Additionally, only 5.12 percent of the sample have 

mothers who are in an inter-caste marriage. This means the distribution is so disparate, that there 

is a potential that the effect of children with mothers in an intra-caste marriage may be a null effect 

and it completely cloaks any effect the inter-caste group shows, and also makes the estimates 

statistically insignificant. To check for this, I ran a probit model which predicted the probability 

of a child with a mother in an inter-caste marriage. The results are indicated in Appendix 2 and 

suggest that own-choice marriages are more likely to be inter-caste marriages, keeping in line with 

the Allendorf and Pandian 2016 paper. I generate quintiles of these predicted probabilities and 

cross-tabulate the means years of education with these quintiles of predicted probabilities and 

actual treatment assignment of inter-caste marriage (Appendix 5) and we observe that mostly the 

differences between these groups is null, with some minor variance. 

To err on the side of caution and not compare apples to oranges, we need to compare 

children with mothers in an inter-caste marriage who look similar on some observable 

characteristics to children with mother’s in an intra-caste marriage and then compare the effect of 
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completed education years. Thus, I run a propensity score matching model which estimates the 

average treatment on the treated effect of inter-caste marriage treatment and all relevant controls 

on completed years of education. Propensity scores are an excellent instrument to check the 

balance and overlap of covariates contingent on treatment assignment. In comparison to the basic 

OLS regression estimates in Table 3, kernel matching method yields a significant estimate (5% 

level) and magnifies the effect of inter-caste on the completed schooling (treatment estimate is 

almost 6.5 times the OLS effect size) for the treated individuals, relative to the comparison group, 

conditional on propensity scores. Table 4 yields an ATT =. 317 which suggest that conditional on 

observed characteristics being constant, children with a mother in an inter-caste marriage have 

0.317 years increase in completed years of schooling, relative to children with mothers in an intra-

caste marriage. There’s an improvement of only 3.4 percent in completed years of schooling, the 

magnitude being small, positive and statistically significant. With Kernell matching, all treated are 

matched with a weighted average of all controls with the weights that are inversely proportional 

to the distance between the propensity score of treated and control observations. This produces 

better quality matches and in turn, improves bias.  However, it yielded a less precise estimate for 

the causal effect of interest, in comparison to standard errors in Table 3 of OLS regression. This is 

because of two reasons: one, the sample size of observations matched via this analysis is small, 

thus affecting the error variance term, and two, some information is lost on the treated observations 

that could not be matched (8.2 percent of the treated sample) and a lot of control observations also 

remain unused in Kernel matching. One caveat of this ‘selection-on-observables’ approach is that 

the propensity score can make groups comparable but only on the variables used to estimate the 

propensity score in the first place. It doesn’t imply that balancing is assured on unobserved 

covariates which are embedded within the error term. 
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Table 3: OLS Specification for Effect on Completed Years of Schooling 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

      

Intercaste marriage 0.0719 0.0280 -0.0355 0.0451 0.0499 

 (0.140) (0.140) (0.0900) (0.0946) (0.0945) 

own choice marriage  0.465*** 0.0533 0.0136 0.0464 

  (0.0660) (0.0432) (0.0477) (0.0489) 

natal family economic status 

better than husband's 

  0.150*** 0.122** 0.118** 

   (0.0491) (0.0546) (0.0547) 

natal family economic status 

worse than husband's 

  -0.0830 -0.0540 -0.0523 

   (0.0657) (0.0695) (0.0694) 

Female   0.336*** 0.227*** 0.229*** 

   (0.0352) (0.0383) (0.0384) 

Family size   -0.283*** -0.284*** -0.284*** 

   (0.0109) (0.0120) (0.0121) 

   (0.00461) (0.00502) (0.00503) 

Highest adult Education   0.361*** 0.317*** 0.317*** 

   (0.00552) (0.00585) (0.00585) 

      

Constant 9.512*** 9.404*** 5.577*** 6.458*** 6.382*** 

 (0.0292) (0.0333) (0.153) (0.165) (0.166) 

      

Observations 30,307 30,295 30,197 22,939 22,939 

R-squared 0.000 0.003 0.437 0.408 0.409 
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1). For complete view of the estimates for all controls, 

go to Appendix 3.  
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Table 4: Propensity Score Matching Estimate for Completed Years of Schooling when Treatment 

Is Inter-caste Marriage 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Schooling Completed (using nn 

matching) 

Schooling Completed (using 

kernel matching) 

   

ATT 0.383** 0.317** 

 (0.194) (0.142) 

   

Observations 22,966 22,966 
Standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1) 

 

 

Table 5: Robustness Checks across Different Groups Using PSM Kernel Method 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

VARIABLES FULL 

SAMPLE 

MALE FEMALE URBAN RURAL Below 

Poverty Line 

       

ATT  0.317** 0.399** -0.0188 0.276 0.181 -0.356 

 (0.142) (0.181) (0.174) (0.169) (0.196) (0.488) 

       

Observations 22,966 13,784 9,182 8,808 14,158 3,536 
Standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1) 

 

 

Table 6: Robustness Checks across Different Household Consumption Expenditure Quintiles 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES First 

Quintile 

Second 

Quintile 

Third 

Quintile 

Fourth 

Quintile 

Fifth 

Quintile 

      

ATT -0.783* -0.172 -0.476 0.177 0.297 

 (0.431) (0.343) (0.339) (0.242) (0.246) 

      

Observations 4,172 4,517 4,489 4,831 4,963 
Standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1) 

 

Robustness Checks 

One issue that could lead to bias in the OLS results is unobserved heterogeneity in children 

that is gender based.  In table 5, only the male subsample yielded high positive and a statistically 

significant estimate for completed years of schooling. However, for the female subsample, we 

observe a near null and statistically insignificant effect. This is more in line with the historical 
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evidence of patriarchy and preference for male-child – as they are seen as a future bread-earner of 

the family -  and in turn, receive more education than women, irrespective of type of marriage 

status of the parents. However, I would have expected that a mother’s relative higher agency within 

the household may contribute to higher completed years of education of children of both genders. 

In table 6, we observe the effect of inter-caste marriage on completed years of schooling for 

different household consumption expenditure quintiles. The only relevant effect size is observed 

for the least well-off households, the bottom quintile subsample. The ATT estimate on completed 

years of education is highly negative at statistically significant at 10% level. This doesn’t 

necessarily suggest that mother’s inter-caste marriage negatively impacts schooling years, in 

contrast to the basic OLS and matching estimates, but may be indicative of the result that this 8.5 

% decrease in completed years of schooling may be due to the resource crunch faced by households 

in the first quintile and they may have to make difficult trade-offs, for example the children 

attaining less education, for their sustenance.  

2) Eligible Women-level Analysis 

To drive home the women’s agency argument and how even before the education decisions 

for the children are undertaken, the fertility decisions are undertaken by the spouses. While inter-

caste marriage in and of itself can be an indicator of own-choice marriage, I will also look at the 

own-choice marriage variable on its own. This approach follows from Gupta et al. 2019 paper set 

in India, examining women’s participation in making marriage decisions and fertility preference 

using a binary logistic method.  They assert that 10 percent of the women choosing their own 

spouse in the sample are more likely to experience a balance in the number of children desired and 

actual number of children as compared to the women who didn’t choose their own spouse. The 

study also acknowledges its limitation of not being able to only explore women’s agency in spouse 
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selection through multiple marriage cohorts.  However, I subscribe to a simple OLS, and 

propensity score matching method as a robustness check to evaluate the effect of inter-caste on the 

number of children she bears. The level of women and her spouse’s education, age at marriage, 

caste, religion, place of residence and key decision-based questions were explanatory variables 

included in my analysis.  

This thesis conducts a basic OLS regression result of the impact of inter-caste marriage of 

the mother on the number of child births in Table 7. Column 1 presents the binary OLS regression 

of the effect of inter-caste marriage of mothers on the number of children she bears. Here, the 

effect size is not of as much importance as the direction and significance of the estimate. The 

estimate matches our prior expectation that if inter-caste marriage is an important indicator of 

women’s agency, then women are less likely to have higher order children.  Additionally, if we 

consider mother’s own-choice variable as an important predictor of women’s agency, independent 

of the type of marriage the women is in, we observe a significantly stronger negative impact of the 

mother’s own-choice in spouse selection on number of children the she bears in column 2 as 

compared to column 1. This effect size significantly declines in the presence of additional controls 

and other controls which are correlated with the own-choice variable, but still preserves its sign 

and significance.  

Robustness Checks 

By virtue of low variation in the inter-caste variable, with only 5.03% of the Eligible 

Women sample situated within the inter-caste marriage category, and due to insignificant results 

we obtained in our OLS regressions, I went a step further, to match the women in inter-caste 

marriage with their relevant intra-caste counterparts, conditional on observable characteristics 

using the propensity score matching method. This is because of our aim to achieve distributional 
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balance between the treatment and control group and not compare outcomes of the two populations 

that may be entirely different not just by virtue of difference in their sample size, but also 

observables such as wealth, level of education, age at marriage, self-choice or arranged marriage. 

I find the average treatment on the treated effect of inter-caste marriage and all relevant controls 

on the number of children the woman bears. This estimate is insignificant in both nearest neighbor 

and kernel matching and the effect size is too small (Appendix 6). However, the negative sign of 

the estimate is enough for us to extrapolate that inter-caste marriage has the potential to be a great 

predictor of women’s agency and the consequent outcomes.  

Furthermore, I decide to explore that if the nature of marriage is assumed to be trivial, how 

would the outcome of the number of children alive differ if the treatment group was the self-choice 

marriage variable. This variable is not only a strong predictor of inter-caste marriage itself 

(Appendix 2) but also, can be construed as an important indicator to represent women’s agency in 

the household. Table 8 carries out the exact same method but now, we match on observable 

characteristics important for fertility decisions when the treatment variable is own-choice 

marriage. In this case the effect size is small, negative, and significant. 
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Table 7: OLS Specification Effect on Number of Children Alive  

 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES Number of 

Children 

Number of 

Children 

Number of 

Children 

    

Inter-caste marriage -0.117*** -0.0569 -0.0339 

 (0.0363) (0.0360) (0.0347) 

own choice marriage  -0.379*** -0.0647*** 

  (0.0163) (0.0156) 

Total household consumption expenditure   7.80e-07*** 

   (8.19e-08) 

Age at marriage (in years)   -0.0774*** 

   (0.00232) 

Before marriage fixed: Had met husband   -0.242*** 

   (0.0157) 

Usual in community: Husband beats wife if natal 

family neglects expected dowry 

  -0.0107 

   (0.0156) 

Currently use contraceptives   0.539*** 

   (0.0194) 

Years of education completed   -0.0880*** 

   (0.00210) 

Spouse education: Completed Years, never,<1=0   -0.00967*** 

      (0.00209) 

Can visit health centre alone (permission needed or 

not) 

  0.224*** 

   (0.0164) 

Constant 2.561*** 2.659*** 3.896*** 

 (0.00770) (0.00911) (0.0602) 

    

Observations 39,277 39,277 33,948 

R-squared 0.000 0.012 0.254 
Note: Robust Standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1). For complete view of the estimates for all 

controls, go to Appendix 4. 

 

 

Table 8: Propensity Score Matching Estimate for Number of Children Alive when Treatment Is 

Own-choice Marriage 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Number of Children 

(nn matching) 

Number of Children 

(kernel matching) 

   

ATT -0.0564** -0.0367* 

 (0.0259) (0.0220) 

   

Observations 34,236 33,948 
Robust Standard errors in parentheses (*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1) 
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The average treatment on the treated estimate of -.0367 (table 8) via kernel matching 

estimation method suggests that conditional on observables, children with a mother in an own-

choice marriage is less likely to have higher order children, relative to children with mothers not 

in an own-choice marriage. There’s a decline of only 0.75% in the number of children the women 

bear. This magnitude may not suggest a great impact, but the sign and the significance matches 

with prior expectation and existing literature (Gupta et al. 2019, Ibarra-Nava et al. 2020).  

Future work 

As discussed in our empirical model section, in order to gather more meaningful estimates 

from across-state variation and eliminate omitted variable bias, it would be preferable to include 

state fixed effects. Fixed effects can be useful despite the lack of time dimension within my dataset. 

This is because state dummies may have a potential to capture any unobserved time-invariant 

within-state effects. Thus, in the future, these additional controls could be added for a more 

comprehensive analysis.  

Additionally, as a robustness check, creating a women’s autonomy index which consists of 

all the decision-based questions that represent women’s agency can be incredibly useful for this 

analysis as well. A principle component analysis approach could be adopted to find how each 

variable independently explains the variation in the sample and a score can be generated. This 

score will be more useful as a control rather than adding separate women’s agency controls, 

however the only caveat will be the interpretability and external validity of the evaluated estimate. 
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Limitations and Inferential Challenges 

One of the main challenges in establishing a link between marriage decisions of the mother 

and her children’s educational outcomes is unobserved heterogeneity in preferences that explains 

both marriage and children’s outcomes.  For example, women who value education highly are also 

more likely to marry outside of their caste and to be involved in their children’s education. 

Controlling for indicators that represent parental involvement, however, was not a solution since 

the variable was more of a substitute and not alternatives to proxies of women’s agency. As our 

model is endogenous there is always a risk that the effect we are capturing as the effect of an 

observed variables, is in fact due some unobserved factor. The ideal solution to this would have 

been to find an effective treatment group which not only captures women’s agency within the 

household in a more structured way, which is what I tried to accomplish when I used the inter-

caste variable as the treatment group, but unfortunately that was not possible with this data in the 

simple OLS model. If there was actual data on what was the difference in the castes of the mother 

and the father, my analysis may have been more informative. 

In addition, this paper also looked at the women-level analysis to measure how number of 

children borne by a woman and the predicted probability of her contraception use. This was done 

in order to explore how women’s agency within the household affects other post-marital decisions 

which are more likely to take place prior to making educational decisions for their children. While 

there is overwhelming evidence already suggesting that partner characteristics and knowing 

husband before marriage drive fertility decisions (Kumari et al. 2019, Ibarra-Nava et al. 2020), 

this paper makes a unique attempt to address the extent women’s agency transmitting into intra-

household decisions by virtue of the nature of the inter-caste treatment variable, construction of 

own-choice variable. To reiterate, the problem with this analysis is also the construction of ‘own-
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choice marriage’ variable. Since this variable considers both ‘woman’s only’ and ‘woman and 

parent’s’ decision as own-choice, one of the biggest caveats thus, is that the method cannot 

completely isolate the impact the women’s agency in partner choice has on subsequent post-marital 

intra-household decisions.  

This analysis is also flawed because of such a low variation in not only inter-caste 

marriages in India but also, own-choice marriage. In the eligible women sample, both types of 

aforementioned marriages occur for only 5 percent of the sample. This is because of the sticky 

marriage customs wherein endogamy or intra-caste marriage is still the most ubiquitous caste-

based practice (Chauduri et. al 2018), despite improvements in women ability to make their own 

spousal choices (Allendorf and Pandian 2016). With such a low variation in the sample, it was 

difficult to pick up any significant effect size, especially in our OLS regression exercise to 

extrapolate how the type of marriage affects fertility and education decisions. Rather, this paper 

makes a robust attempt to assert that irrespective of the type of marriage, women’s ability to choose 

her own spouse has a moderately relevant (because effect sizes we observe are small) but highly 

significant impact. Lastly, since I didn’t resort to using survey weights in my regression analysis, 

the external validity of the results may also be in question.  

Another limitation is the reductive nature of the treatment variable because the caste system 

is more granular and has sub-categories within it as well. So, at the time of the survey, when the 

woman is being asked this question, she has more knowledge of the sub-castes than the enumerator 

does and simply considers marrying into a different sub-caste as an inter-caste marriage. If that is 

the case, it suggests that our analysis may have yielded an overestimated effect of inter-caste 

marriage.  
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Policy Implications 

In India, evidence shows women’s agency is curtailed when she cohabitates with her in-

laws (Vernekar and Singhal 2017). My analysis supports prior literature that claims households 

with more empowered women tend to have fewer children and lower child mortality rates (Gupta 

et al. 2019), better education for their children (Joshi 2004, Chudgar 2011), particularly the girl 

child (Beaman et. al. 2012).  

If inter-caste marriage is a proxy for women’s agency, her children’s outcomes could be a 

testament to the impact.  Evaluation children’s completed schooling by caste will be essential to 

determine differential effects (Luke and Munshi 2011, Azam and Bhatt 2017). My thesis question 

can be further explored upon if we have more robust data collection mechanisms where differences 

in castes of spouses are actually recorded and in turn, help evaluate an impact on historically 

disadvantaged caste groups. 

In 2013 the central and state governments provided Rs 2.5 lakh (roughly $3600) to every 

inter-caste marriage involving a Scheduled Caste/Dalit under the  'Dr. Ambedkar Scheme for 

Social Integration through Inter Caste Marriage' (India Today 2018). The vision was to help 

couples who run the risk of being ostracized by the community as they engage in this marriage. 

Karnataka, a southwestern state in India saw a three-fold increase in inter-caste marriages in five 

years between 2014 and 2019 (New Indian Express 2020). The boost in household wealth has a 

potential to encourage the couple to make sound decisions about the number of children they desire 

and their education, however, the one-time nature of monetary incentive may also lead to an 

increase in the number of fake marriages reported. The Western state of Maharashtra also worked 

on a policy involving extension of benefits of affirmative action in education and jobs to children 

born out of inter-caste marriages, as a measure to increase its prevalence. The state government 
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drafted a proposal in 2016 promising a deposit of Rs 2 lakh (roughly $2850) in the inter-caste 

parent’s account after their child is born, which they are allowed to use supporting higher education 

of their child. While this proposal was never acted upon, however, just by virtue of how different 

states are engaging in the discourse of supporting children born to inter-caste married couples is 

also one of the reasons why this research question is important.  

Arguments for women’s agency based on the perceived retrenchment of intra-caste 

marriages may not be valid given the current composition of deeply entrenched caste networks, 

but they have a potential to gain relevance with time when inter-caste marriages will actually be 

seen as woman exercising her agency to break away from social norms and not just a means of 

upward social and economic mobility for the woman.  

While it is always useful to learn more about the impact of events outside the norm such 

as inter-caste marriages, this analysis and others like it will have little impact unless the actual goal 

of practice is clarified. Do inter-caste couples exercise more equitable decision-making in the 

household? Do women in inter-caste marriage actually experience greater autonomy when it 

comes to making post-marital decisions? If the inter-caste marriage is intended to ensure women’s 

agency, then they a clearly defined own-choice variable or a women’s autonomy index will be 

useful to carry out that analysis, in addition to what this thesis attempts to fulfill. 
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Conclusion 

Women’s empowerment is an important predictor of household outcomes in developing 

countries (Kumari et al. 2019, Ibarra-Nava et al. 2020). The presence of women role models in the 

household or community has been shown to impact education attainment positively, especially for 

girls (Beaman et al. 2012, Joshi 2004).  The rigidity of social norms with respect to marriage, 

however, limits choice and renders evaluation difficult. This is because there is little variation in 

the data when everyone makes the same choice.  This paper explores the effect of women’s agency 

(presented as when she is in an inter-caste marriage or own-choice marriage) on future learning 

outcomes and finds a positive effect on educational attainment for students with mothers in inter-

caste or own-choice marriages. In addition, we also see an expected negative impact on number of 

children the woman bears when she is in an own-choice marriage, however, there is no significant 

impact of inter-caste marriage of the woman on the number of children she bears. These effects 

are also significant in the case of children who benefit from parental investment decisions such as 

Indian sons.  

My research indicates that children in the inter-caste households have a potential to be 

better educated if family norms weren’t so rigid, because these households have provide an avenue 

for the women to exercise her agency. This paper also contributes to the growing body of evidence 

which suggests that women’s choice in pre-marital decisions will have a positive impact on post-

marital decisions and outcomes such as desire for number of children and improve educational 

performance of children in a developing country context. 

Agency in spousal choice is a powerful predictor of post-marital outcomes, and is 

instrumental in reducing gender inequality.  Based on my findings, women’s agency in spousal 

choice appears to be instrumental in improving fertility decisions and education of children and 
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perhaps decrease the gender gap in education attainment, irrespective of whether the marriage is 

inter-caste or not. However, I conjecture that women’s agency is more visible when she is in an 

inter-caste marriage, though exploring that relation is beyond the scope of this paper. Further 

investigation is required to understand whether pre-marital agency that the women possess is 

transmitted post-marriage, and whether policies that aim for participation of women outside the 

household would impact their freedoms in decision-making post-marriage. Policymakers, 

therefore, should seriously consider how various policies such as the ‘Dr. Ambedkar Scheme for 

Social Integration through Inter Caste Marriage’, and targeted policies that aim to empower 

women, and increase their agency in household decision-making will help improve the school 

performance of children in different households. Not only will this contribute to economic 

development but also help reduce inequality within the caste-system itself.  
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Appendix: Figures and Supplemental Tables 

 

Figure 1: Total Distribution of Completed Years of Education 

 

         Figure 2: Distribution of Completed Years of Education by Inter-caste Marriage 
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  Figure 3: Distribution of Number of Children Alive by Inter-caste Marriage 

 

 

Figure 4: Distribution of Own-choice and Inter-caste Marriage in Eligible Women Sample 
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Table A.1: Inter-caste Marriage Variation by State 

State code 

EQ26 18.7 Husband’s family same caste as your 

natal family 

  No 0 Yes 1 Total 

Jammu & Kashmir 01 228 435 663 

 34.39 65.61 100.00 

Himachal Pradesh 02 28 1410 1438 

 1.95 98.05 100.00 

Punjab 03 44 1628 1672 

 2.63 97.37 100.00 

Chandigarh 04 1 61 62 

 1.61 98.39 100.00 

Uttarakhand 05 25 409 434 

 5.76 94.24 100.00 

Haryana 06 121 1649 1770 

 6.84 93.16 100.00 

Delhi 07 33 732 765 

 4.31 95.69 100.00 

Rajasthan 08 113 2431 2544 

 4.44 95.56 100.00 

Uttar Pradesh 09 92 3596 3688 

 2.49 97.51 100.00 

Bihar 10 146 1354 1500 

 9.73 90.27 100.00 

Sikkim 11 39 64 103 

 37.86 62.14 100.00 

Arunachal Pradesh 12 6 132 138 

 4.35 95.65 100.00 

Nagaland 13 5 43 48 

 10.42 89.58 100.00 

Manipur 14 5 76 81 

 6.17 93.83 100.00 

Mizoram 15 1 10 11 

 9.09 90.91 100.00 

Tripura 16 26 187 213 

 12.21 87.79 100.00 

Meghalaya 17 21 36 57 

 36.84 63.16 100.00 

Assam 18 51 841 892 

 5.72 94.28 100.00 

West Bengal 19 145 2238 2383 

 6.08 93.92 100.00 

Jharkhand 20 74 705 779 

    

Orissa 21 83 1959 2042 

 4.06 95.94 100.00 
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Table A.1 (Cont.)    

State code 

EQ26 18.7 Husband's family same caste as your 

natal family 

  No 0 Yes 1 Total 

Chhattisgarh 22 24 1183 1207 

 1.99 98.01 100.00 

Madhya Pradesh 23 25 2816 2841 

 0.88 99.12 100.00 

Gujarat 24 217 1515 1732 

 12.53 87.47 100.00 

Daman & Diu 25 6 42 48 

 12.50 87.50 100.00 

Dadra+Nagar Haveli 26 1 57 58 

 1.72 98.28 100.00 

Maharashtra 27 103 3205 3308 

 3.11 96.89 100.00 

Andhra Pradesh 28 70 1835 1905 

 3.67 96.33 100.00 

Karnataka 29 72 3466 3538 

 2.04 97.96 100.00 

Goa 30 1 157 158 

 0.63 99.37 100.00 

Kerala 32 88 1341 1429 

 6.16 93.84 100.00 

Tamil Nadu 33 77 1629 1706 

 4.51 95.49 100.00 

Pondicherry 34 5 93 98 

 5.10 94.90 100.00 

Total 1976 37335 39311 

 5.03 94.97 100.00 

 

First row has frequencies and second row has row percentages 
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Table A.2: Predicted Probabilities Inter-caste Marriage (ICM) and Own-Choice Variable 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Predicted 

Probability of icm 

Predicted Probability of 

own-choice 

   

own choice marriage 0.309*** -  

 (0.0507)  

natal family economic status better than husband's 0.147** -0.0806* 

 (0.0614) (0.0420) 

natal family economic status worse than husband's -0.0313 -0.115** 

 (0.0827) (0.0552) 

Years of education completed -0.0302*** 0.00790 

 (0.00809) (0.00518) 

Caste & religion = 2, Forward caste 2 -0.0748 0.255*** 

 (0.115) (0.0752) 

Caste & religion = 3, OBC 3 -0.0860 0.159** 

 (0.110) (0.0735) 

Caste & religion = 4, Dalit 4 -0.0159 0.103 

 (0.117) (0.0782) 

Caste & religion = 5, Adivasi 5 0.0284 0.348*** 

 (0.136) (0.0910) 

Caste & religion = 6, Muslim 6 0.475*** 0.246*** 

 (0.114) (0.0824) 

Caste & religion = 7, Christian, Sikh, Jain 7 -0.166 0.0991 

 (0.165) (0.108) 

Total household consumption expenditure 5.21e-07*** -3.62e-07*** 

 (1.32e-07) (1.33e-07) 

EQ8 4.2a Know anyone in your community: 

Intercaste marriage 

0.361*** 0.206*** 

 (0.0492) (0.0342) 

Mother education -0.00468 0.0271*** 

 (0.0117) (0.00713) 

Father education -0.00308 -0.0181*** 

 (0.00745) (0.00485) 

N brothers -0.00868 -0.0182 

 (0.0167) (0.0114) 

N sisters -0.00872 -0.00178 

 (0.0159) (0.0100) 

Age at marriage (in years) 0.0251*** 0.0183*** 

 (0.00838) (0.00493) 

How long knew husband before marriage -0.0503**  

 (0.0231)  

Spouse education: Completed Years, never,<1=0 0.0116* -0.00678 

 (0.00655) (0.00482) 

Before marriage fixed: Had met husband 

 

0.0135 0.675*** 
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Table A.2 (Cont.)  

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Predicted 

Probability of icm 

Predicted Probability of 

own-choice 

 (0.0653) (0.0370) 

Who supervises children's homework: Respondent 0.120** 0.207*** 

 (0.0522) (0.0334) 

Usual in community: Husband beats wife if natal 

family neglects 

-0.0915* -0.115*** 

 (0.0502) (0.0326) 

Highest adult Education  0.0113** 

  (0.00441) 

Constant -2.268*** -1.436*** 

 (0.196) (0.118) 

   

Observations 19,894 19,901 
Robust Standard errors in parentheses 

 *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A.3: Simple OLS Specification Effect on Completed Years of Schooling (Full Table) 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

      

Intercaste marriage 0.0719 0.0280 -0.0355 0.0451 0.0499 

 (0.140) (0.140) (0.0900) (0.0946) (0.0945) 

own choice marriage  0.465*** 0.0533 0.0136 0.0464 

  (0.0660) (0.0432) (0.0477) (0.0489) 

natal family economic status 

better than husband's 

  0.150*** 0.122** 0.118** 

   (0.0491) (0.0546) (0.0547) 

natal family economic status 

worse than husband's 

  -0.0830 -0.0540 -0.0523 

   (0.0657) (0.0695) (0.0694) 

Female   0.336*** 0.227*** 0.229*** 

   (0.0352) (0.0383) (0.0384) 

Family size   -0.283*** -0.284*** -0.284*** 

   (0.0109) (0.0120) (0.0121) 

Total household consumption 

expenditure 

  4.77e-

07*** 

4.04e-07** 4.11e-07*** 

   (1.45e-07) (1.58e-07) (1.57e-07) 

Expenditure/ capita < 

povertyline (Tendulkar, 2012) 

  -0.272*** -0.322*** -0.328*** 

   (0.0658) (0.0729) (0.0729) 

Caste & religion = 2, Forward 

caste 2 

  0.197** 0.246*** 0.237*** 

   (0.0850) (0.0852) (0.0851) 

Caste & religion = 3, OBC 3   0.151* 0.231*** 0.215*** 

   (0.0824) (0.0816) (0.0817) 

Caste & religion = 5, Adivasi 5   -0.114 -0.0817 -0.0714 

   (0.106) (0.112) (0.112) 

Caste & religion = 6, Muslim 6   -0.712*** -0.629*** -0.649*** 

   (0.0972) (0.0999) (0.100) 

Caste & religion = 7, Christian, 

Sikh, Jain 7 

  -0.107 0.0783 0.0800 

   (0.120) (0.124) (0.124) 

Mother’s age at marriage (in 

years) 

  0.00806 -0.00291 -0.000622 

   (0.00612) (0.00676) (0.00683) 

Urban residence    -0.306*** -0.274*** -0.274*** 

   (0.0438) (0.0485) (0.0485) 

Total household assets (0-33)   0.123*** 0.119*** 0.120*** 

   (0.00461) (0.00502) (0.00503) 

Highest adult Education   0.361*** 0.317*** 0.317*** 

   (0.00552) (0.00585) (0.00585) 

Before marriage fixed: Had met 

husband 

    -0.108** 

     (0.0515) 
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Table A.3 (Cont.)      

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Completed 

Schooling 

Who supervises children's 

homework: Respondent 

    -0.0276 

     (0.0431) 

Usual in community: Husband 

beats wife if natal family 

neglects expected dowry 

    0.137*** 

     (0.0451) 

Constant 9.512*** 9.404*** 5.577*** 6.458*** 6.382*** 

 (0.0292) (0.0333) (0.153) (0.165) (0.166) 

      

Observations 30,307 30,295 30,197 22,939 22,939 

R-squared 0.000 0.003 0.437 0.408 0.409 
Robust Standard errors in parentheses 

 *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A.4:  Simple OLS Specification Effect on Number of Children Alive of Eligible Women  

Sample (Full Table) 

 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES Number of 

Children 

Number of 

Children 

Number of 

Children 

    

Inter-caste marriage -0.117*** -0.0569 -0.0339 

 (0.0363) (0.0360) (0.0347) 

own choice marriage  -0.379*** -0.0647*** 

  (0.0163) (0.0156) 

economic status of natal family better   0.0274 

   (0.0197) 

economic status of natal family worse   -0.0819*** 

   (0.0246) 

Total household consumption 

expenditure 

  7.80e-07*** 

   (8.19e-08) 

Age at marriage (in years)   -0.0774*** 

   (0.00232) 

Before marriage fixed: Had met 

husband 

  -0.242*** 

   (0.0157) 

Usual in community: Husband beats 

wife if natal family neglects expected 

dowry 

  -0.0107 

   (0.0156) 

Urban residence from census 2011   -0.0113 

   (0.0163) 

Currently use contraceptives   0.539*** 

   (0.0194) 

Years of education completed   -0.0880*** 

   (0.00210) 

Spouse education: Completed Years, 

never,<1=0 

  -0.00967*** 

   (0.00209) 

Total household assets (0-33)   0.00411** 

   (0.00178) 

Can visit health centre alone 

(permission needed or not) 

  0.224*** 

   (0.0164) 

Your general health = 2, Good 2   0.0464*** 

   (0.0169) 

Your general health = 3, OK 3   0.125*** 

   (0.0236) 

Your general health = 4, Poor 4   0.341*** 

   (0.0351) 
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Table A.4 (Cont.) 

 

 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES Number of 

Children 

Number of 

Children 

Number of 

Children 

Your general health = 5, Very poor 5 

 

  0.208 

 

   (0.138) 

Caste & religion = 2, Forward caste 2   -0.195*** 

   (0.0306) 

Caste & religion = 3, Other Backward 

Castes (OBC) 3 

  -0.160*** 

   (0.0301) 

Caste & religion = 4, Dalit 4   -0.116*** 

   (0.0326) 

Caste & religion = 5, Adivasi 5   -0.0724* 

   (0.0407) 

Caste & religion = 6, Muslim 6   0.470*** 

   (0.0389) 

Caste & religion = 7, Christian, Sikh, 

Jain 7 

  -0.0750* 

   (0.0415) 

Constant 2.561*** 2.659*** 3.896*** 

 (0.00770) (0.00911) (0.0602) 

    

Observations 39,277 39,277 33,948 

R-squared 0.000 0.012 0.254 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table A.5: Completed Mean Years Education by Marriage Type 

  (1) (2)   (3) 

Probability of 

intercaste marriage Intracaste marriage Intercaste marriage  

Mean 

Difference 

1st  quintile 9.6 10.4  0.8 

2nd quintile 9.1 9.2  0.1 

3rd quintile 9.6 9.6  0 

4th quintile 9.4 8.9  -0.5 

5th quintile 10.1 9.8   -0.3 

 

 

Table A.6: Propensity Score Matching Method for Estimation of Number of Children Alive  

when Treatment Is Inter-caste Marriage Variable 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Number of Children 

(nn matching) 

Number of Children 

(kernel matching) 

   

ATT -0.0983 -0.0635 

 (0.0670) (0.0455) 

   

Observations 34,236 33,948 
Robust Standard errors in parentheses 

 *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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