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Chapter 5. Context

5.1. Introduction

Probably all social and behavioural scientists would agree about the decisive role of the social
context in almost any field of human behaviour. Despite this general agreement, the
interpretation of context and the application of the concept displays an uncomfortable
diversity. Individual-oriented and quantitative disciplines, such as micro-economics,
demography and many psychological branches, seem to be particularly ill at ease with the more
elusive working of contextual entities. If they are addressed at all, they enter traditional
analysis in the form of the standard battery of indicators such as urbanisation and literacy
levels, region, ethnicity and religion, but usually without a specification of their exact meaning
in the concrete situation or of the nature of the mechanisms involved in their impact on
demographic behaviour (cf. Freedman 1987, Greenhalgh 1995b, Hammel 1990). Efforts to
grasp the role of context, however, require a more imaginative situational analysis with more
concern for socio-cultural specificity and interaction of different facets of the social fabric.
Furthermore, a representation of the macrolevel background should bear meaning to the
microlevel. Conceptually, because of integrative purposes with the individual level within the
larger explanatory framework, and substantially, because context must involve recognisable
qualities to individual agents in order to influence their considerations (cf. Mason 1989, p. 6,
Weiguo 1992, p. 61). The issue of linkage between macro and micro level refers to the
creation of theoretical concepts that possess the opportunity for translation or conversion of
variables at the system level into variables characterising the individual level (Gerstein 1987, p.
86, Alexander 1987, p. 290). The concept of social institution offers these various
requirements; it provides the opportunity to specify the richness of social environments, their
historical emergence and their relevance for individual behaviour.

The following sections will phrase the social context in terms that fit into an integrated
explanatory framework for fertility. In this respect the interpretation falls back again on the
meta-theoretical concept of information. A context perceived as an environment of structured
information allows the conceptual and causal relation between context on the one hand and
individual choice and cognition on the other. This connection between structure and agency
has been defined above as one of the crucial analytical elements in the basic conceptual
framework, besides the theoretical perspectives on context and individual behaviour (Section
2.3.2). An institutional approach provides a promising interpretation of ‘context as
information’ and has shown to be able to incorporate cognitive and learning-theoretical links to
choice and individual behaviour.

Section 5.2 introduces the concept of institutions. It is divided into a section that assesses the
relevance of the concept for the representation of the social context (5.2.1) and a section that
further interprets social institutions as complexes of rules (5.2.2). Section 5.3 addresses the
emergence, the reproduction and the dynamics of institutions. Section 5.4 unfolds the different
aspects of institutional structuring of the social environment. The relation between choice and
context is the subject of the summarising Section 5.5. The last section (5.6) addresses a
number of theoretical and methodological implications of the perspectives on choice and
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context as elaborated in the present and the previous chapter.

5.2. Context, institutions and rules

5.2.1. Context in an institutional perspective

In various social disciplines, institutional approaches (begin to) occupy a prominent position
and their analogous development displays the features of the emergence of a new paradigm in
the social sciences. In sociology the concept of institutions has for a long time been considered
as being of central importance; Durkheim even defined sociology as “the science of
institutions, their genesis and their functioning” (Durkheim and Lukes 1982). In micro-
economics, institutional approaches present a serious challenge to the standard neo-classical
tradition (Langlois 1986a, Nelson and Winter 1982, North 1994, O’Driscoll and Rizzo 1985).
Demography has had some tradition with regard to institutional perspectives, but increasingly
contains a new institutional pocket within its disciplinary scope that is importantly fuelled by
anthropological demographers. Although the demographic subfield is rather heterogeneous,
institutional approaches seem to be gaining a firmer foothold, importantly through advocates
such as Greenhalgh (1988, 1990, 1995a) and McNicoll (1980, 1994).

The concept of institutions used in this study is designed to analyse the structure and meaning
of the entire social environment of individual actors. The attribution of the institution concept
is not reserved only for such contextual entities as universities, organisations and firms, which
are generally )also in common language) perceived as institutions. Such entities constitute
microcosms in which individual choice and behaviour is structured in a particular way, often
within a well-defined space (cf. McNicoll 1980, H.A. Simon 1957). Although such entities
)and restrictive variants, such as prisons and homes for the elderly)  qualify as institutions, this
study’s conceptualisation is more encompassive. It also refers to more abstract social
constructs such as democracy, religion, policy and gender systems or bodies of knowledge
(science, ethnophysiological knowledge systems). The institutions that fabricate the social
context are interpreted in terms of coherent sets of rules referring to, for instance, the aim of
such institutions and of the activities employed within the institutional frame, to the rights and
duties of the various participants and their relations vis-à-vis one another, or to the shared
knowledge and the interpretation of information. Thus, an institutional perspective of Roman
Catholicism would highlight the rules with regard to existential matters and considerations of
right and wrong, with regard to people’s conduct towards each other and towards God, or
with regard to the investment of power and authority in the hands of the clergy. Religion in
general can be interpreted as an institution that situates man in a larger cosmology and conveys
a moral frame of reference. But more down-to-earth institutions like business enterprises and
prisons can also be analysed on the basis of a rule approach, although they will often acquire
meaning if embedded in and relying on more general rule systems, like labour law, labour
unions, property rights, penal law and enforcement authority (cf. D’Andrade 1984, Burns and
Flam 1987). The illuminating application of the concepts of institutions and social rules in
various disciplines illustrates the relevance of the institutional approach for the analysis of
widely diverging elements of the social context: nations, markets, kinship systems, civic law,
traffic regulations, transport systems, castes, health and education systems, conversational



113

networks, local interest groups, family planning policies, et cetera. Many of the tangible
characteristics of people’s environment )schools, contraceptive supply, health facilities, a
community’s average level of education, railways and bus connections) can more or less
directly be associated with such social institutions if they are perceived as the consequences of
institutional rules.

A general characteristic of social institutions is that they may be seen as referring to the socially
constructed solutions to recurrent problems of individual action and interaction (cf. Eisenstadt
1968). The function that institutions represent to individual agents is that they serve as
behavioural guides: they define specific situations and behavioural outcomes, they reduce
uncertainty and the knowledge and cognitive skills required for successful action, and they
avoid continual renegotiation, conflicts and unnecessary transaction costs (Ben-Porath 1982,
Burns and Flam 1987, Langlois 1986a, North 1994). At the macro level institutions contribute
to social organisation and the maintenance and reproduction of social systems.
In the perspective of the repeated application of agreed solutions to recurrent social problems,
institutions represent the constituents and the very essence of social structure (Langlois 1986a,
Schotter 1981). The regularity or repetition of behaviour in recurrent situations is a crucial
characteristic. Collins, for instance, interprets social structure as

“people’s repeated behaviour in particular places, using particular physical objects, and
communicating by using many of the same symbolic expressions repeatedly with certain
other people” (Collins 1981, p. 994-995).

Collins emphasises the repetition of concrete actions as the determining factor of social
structure, and not the set of meanings people carry in their heads. Of course, he is right in
assuming that structures and institutions cease to exist without the appropriate physical acts
and, as D’Andrade states, the adherence to and implementation of rules is an essential feature
of social institutions (D’Andrade 1984, p. 91). But repetitive behaviour will not occur without
people’s shared recognition of specific situations, their common interpretation of participants’
rights and duties and their shared meanings of objects, symbols, behaviours and events in these
situations (D’Andrade 1984, Denzau and North 1994, Langlois 1986c, cf. Handwerker,
1986a). In this perspective social institutions refer not only to recurrent behaviours, but
importantly also to the underlying structures of social knowledge: the rules or sets of rules that
are mirrored in people’s cognitive frameworks and, consequently, in their behaviour
(D’Andrade 1995, Denzau and North 1994, Mason 1989 cf. Giddens 1984). The
acknowledgement of the role of actual implementation induced Bandura to extend the
interactionist structure-agency relationship to a ‘triadic reciprocality’ in which environment,
cognition and behaviour operate interactively as determinants of each other (Bandura 1986, p.
23; cf. Abeles 1990, p. 91). This cognitive-institutional perspective provides the opportunities
to identify the mechanisms involved in the dialectic relation between context and behaviour,
and to assess the rich and versatile character of the factors conditioning people’s social
environment.
Rather than limiting the connotation of social institutions to the common normative
interpretation, this perspective is customised to address other ramifications as well, such as the
equally important contribution to making sense of the world and oneself. In the line of
interpretive sociological (e.g. Alexander 1987, Burns and Flam 1987, Giddens 1984) and
cognitive anthropological (e.g. Archer 1996, D’Andrade 1995) traditions, this study recognises
and emphasises institutionalised meaning-giving, besides the behaviour-guiding interpretation
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of social institutions. Although the analysis of the social environment emphasises the rule
perspective, in addition to the mere knowledge and internalisation of rules, the adherence to
and implementation of these rules is considered an essential feature as well (cf. D’Andrade
1984, Lockwood 1995).

5.2.2. Institutions and rules: meaning-giving and behaviour-guiding

In a cognitive perspective, the social environment of institutions can be interpreted in terms of
shared rules. Social institutions constitute sets of relatively coherent rules that construct reality
and provide behavioural guidance. These rules are applied to interpret and define situations,
events, participants and their roles, relations and behaviours in recurrent social encounters:

“[T]he rule systems governing transactions among agents in a defined sphere specify to a
greater or lesser extent who participates (and who is excluded), who does what, when,
where and how, and in relation to whom” (Burns and Flam 1987, p. 8).

In a cognitive-institutional interpretation of the social environment, the rule concept conceives
of the mechanism how context becomes a meaningful background to the individual decision-
maker. The conceptualisation of rules is a key element in fields of microsociology like that of
Berger and Luckmann (1967), Blumer (1969), Giddens (1984), Goffman and Garfinkel, and in
particular in the ‘rule system theory’ of Burns and Flam (1987). More recent perspectives in
anthropology acknowledge the ‘agency’ of participants in social structure and culture and are
based on comparable cognitive grounds (e.g. Archer 1996, D’Andrade 1984, cf. Hammel
1990). Institutional economics also emphasises the structures of social knowledge that embed
individual human behaviour (e.g. Arrow 1994, Nelson and Winter 1982, North 1994,
O’Driscoll and Rizzo 1985). Despite some divergent attention, remarkable similarities can be
observed in these various theoretical approaches to the role of the social context. There is a
common ground in the recognition that knowledge of and adherence to rules are differentially
distributed across status positions and thus reflect and create social structure. As such, rules,
and the related concept of institutions, are significant contributions to bridging the agent-
structure gap in social theory (Abeles 1990, Burns and Flam 1987). The role of cognition in
the construction, organisation and application of rules clearly relates to )even rests on)
cognitive and learning psychology and is of crucial importance to a theory of behaviour in
terms of decision making.

The information social rules convey can be different in nature. Accordingly, several authors
distinguish types and aspects of rules. Hargreaves, for instance, classifies four different kinds of
rules: probabilistic, implemental, normative and interpretive rules (Hargreaves 1980, p. 218).
Others distinguish similar and additional types or functions of information and rules (e.g. Burns
and Flam 1987, D’Andrade 1984, Giddens 1984). Most scholars involved in rule theory would
acknowledge that such distinctions between rules are analytical features. Functions and
classifications of rules may not be mutually exclusive, and situations may be overdetermined in
the sense that more than one rule or rule function are operative and can in various degrees
back up each other (Burns and Flam 1987, D’Andrade 1984, Hargreaves 1980).
Probabilistic )or ‘private’) rules seem best to correspond to habitual behaviour: rules produced
by the regularity of person-bound actions. Often ad hoc behaviour that is repeated over and
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again will become institutionalised among people if the reciprocal expectancies become
recognised and valued (Hargreaves 1980, p. 219, Burns and Flam 1987, p. 12). In themselves
such rules are too idiosyncratic to contribute to the explanation of social patterns of behaviour
unless they also acquire a normative connotation. Usually such personal systems remain private
systems of rules and do not fulfil the contextual functions of social institutions.
Implemental or technical rules refer to the technical or procedural routines that must be applied
to perform effectively. For instance, to win a boat race, a crew requires the essential skills and
competence to adhere to an identical style and rhythm. In order to maintain an adequate
production of breastmilk, mothers need to acquire the appropriate techniques and patterns of
breastfeeding. Huffman explains the relatively high insufficiency of milk production among
Western mothers, by arguing that in Western societies, with their emphasis on privacy, women
lack the opportunities to acquire sufficient information and skill from models in their
environment (Huffman 1984).
Normative rules symbolise the gist of classical sociology as they represent behaviour that is
influenced )some would say determined) by the reinforcement of external forces. Also in many
institutional perspectives they embody the typical meaning of the rule concept. Hargreaves’
normative rules are identified by others in terms of ‘directive’, ‘prescriptive’ or ‘regulative’
rules (Burns and Flam 1987, D’Andrade 1984, Giddens 1984). By and large they correspond
to notions like social norms, conventions, codes of conduct. These kinds of rules can be
loosely and barely consciously specified (as, for instance with many moral rules), or associated
with formal institutions and explicitly defined (such as for public law and traffic regulations).
They tend to provide prescriptive guidance for behaviour in combination with a variety of
possible sanctions. External reinforcements range from coercive power of the state, institutions
or groups, to the sanctioning power of public opinion and the social coercion and persuasion of
involved others. Rules that are internalised to the person equally represent an ‘ought to’ quality
and reflect personal standards on moral issues like fairness, justice and good and bad. As these
internalised moral codes are established while acting in a social environment, they tend to bear
the features of that context and are often supported by corresponding external sanctions. Apart
from these social repercussions, sanctions are in this case, however, also )and importantly)
provided by the feeling of discomfort if behaviour does not match personal ethics (D’Andrade
1984, p. 98, Frank 1992).
The last type of rule Hargreaves mentions is the interpretive rule, elsewhere referred to as
‘descriptive’, ‘representational’ or ‘constitutive’ rules. These involve the subjective information
about definitions and classifications of actions, participants and situations as well as
information about the relations between actors, objects and events and the conditions under
which these are valid. Such rules specify “who participates (and who is excluded), who does
what, when, where and how, and in relation to whom” (Burns and Flam 1987, p. 13) and
assert that “X counts as Y in the context C” (D’Andrade 1984, p. 91; cf. Handwerker 1986a,
p. 11). For instance, interpretive rules in an economic system could

“consist[s] in the shared understanding that there are people called employers and people
called workers; that employers pay workers and direct them within a particular ... sphere
of activities” (Langlois 1986b, p. 17).

Similarly, virtually every aspect of marriage and fertility is associated with rules of this kind.
The position of a married woman could be defined as belonging to her own family or to her
family-in-law, according to the ruling marriage and kinship system. Gender rules and other
socio-cultural rules could differently emphasise her identity as the mother of her children, a
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partner in marriage or a participant on the labour market. Other interpretive rules may provide
the basis to viewing children as ‘acts of God’ and spiritual approval (Caldwell and Caldwell
1987) or primarily as consequences of individual will and responsibility. Although the objects
created by these interpretive rules are mere abstractions, these abstractions can be visualised by
symbols, such as wedding rings, particular clothing, prescribed haircuts, paper money, et
cetera. The crucial role of these interpretive rules and accompanying tokens is the context-
bound construction and understanding of the world, the meaning of particular situations and
one’s own place in it. Consequently, such rules express the value and functional meaning of
events, assets and behaviours, and are therefore closely associated with agents’ goal structures.
The strong representation of such interpretive rules in cultural institutions, emphasises the
prominent role of culture for individual decision making (cf. Abeles 1990, Hull 1983,
Lindenberg 1989).

From the point of view of social theory, normative and interpretive rules are the most
consequential in describing and explaining patterns of behaviour in different social contexts. In
order to emphasise these two particular types of rules and their implications for individual
behaviour, they will be explicitly addressed respectively as behaviour-guiding and meaning-
giving rules. Social institutions are largely made up of these types of rules, in a more or less
coherently organised way and often accompanied by rule-enforcing mechanisms. These rules
(and correspondingly institutions) consist of social knowledge: information that is inter-
subjectively shared within groups, collectivities and societies, and which is socially acquired by
successive participants in a process of cumulative learning (Arrow 1994, Berger and
Luckmann 1967, Burns and Flam 1987, North 1994, Sowell 1980, Schotter 1981). These
coherent rule sets, which pertain to macrolevel entities, are reflected through social learning
processes in the internal cognitive schemes of individuals, who apply them to understand and
construct reality and set a course for behaviour. In principle it is possible to analyse institutions
as isolated social constructs and address cognitive schemes distinctively through introspection.
However, in the practical situation of decision making, the cognition of multiple )possibly
conflicting) rules, additional influences of personal experience and the impact of bounded
rationality may produce considerations and behaviours that structurally deviate from these
directive constructs.

In fertility studies, the work of the Caldwells contains noteworthy elaborations of cultural
institutions, such as religion, patriarchy, the family and marriage systems. On the basis of
qualitative research methods, they decompose the cultural information context into the
expectations about and the meanings and values of fertility-relevant events, statuses and
relations, such as childbirth, marriage, menarche, husband-wife relations, intergenerational
relations, et cetera (e.g. Caldwell and Caldwell 1987, Caldwell et. al. 1983). The complex of
these behaviour-guiding and meaning-giving rules provide the interpretive background of
perceptions, motivation structures, styles of decision making and perceived control with regard
to fertility-related behaviour. Work of a slightly different nature, but just as captivating, is
presented by Greenhalgh (e.g. Greenhalgh 1988, 1995a) and Lesthaeghe (e.g. Lesthaeghe
1983, 1989d, Lesthaeghe and Wilson 1986).

5.3. Individual agency and the life of institutions
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In a cognitive perspective, a central role is assigned to the relation between the agency of
individual actors and the life or evolution of institutions. The social context is not interpreted
as a static and law-like force, but as a dynamic social construct, whose impact on behaviour
)although profoundly conditioning) is still, at least in principle, negotiable. Context and agents
relate to each other interactively since individuals, as social agents, are not only the ones who
implement institutional rules, they are also perceived as the carriers, the formu-lators and the
transformers of rules and rule systems (e.g. Archer 1996, Burns and Flam 1987, D’Andrade
1995, Giddens 1984). In such an interactional perspective, a description of the institutional
environment and the processes underlying its emergence, reproduction, transformation and
impact on individual behaviour is cast in terms of acquiring the knowledge of social rules, rule
making, rule interpretation and rule implementation (cf. Arrow 1994, Berger and Luckmann
1966, Burns and Flam 1987, North 1994). This, in turn, establishes a close conceptual link to
the cognitive schemes and social learning that constitute the personal considerations in the
process of decision making.
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5.3.1. Emergence of social institutions

The reason for the emergence of social institutions is situated in the encounter of recurrent
problems in social life over historical time. If people repeatedly try to find solutions to
problems of interpretation and expectation, dependencies and coordination, social exchange,
and the distribution of rights and responsibilities, there is a tendency to develop rules and
institutional complexes of rules to secure once negotiated solutions in a more permanent form.
Thus, the access to and control over resources, the socialisation of children, household and
income-earning tasks, defence, relations with the spiritual world, control over sexuality and
inheritance, are typical problems of all societies whose solutions have become institutionalised
in the course of history. Some of the rules have become formalised, for instance in official
legislation, while others remained less formal and explicit.
The idea that institutions and particularly normative or behaviour-guiding rules represent
solutions to certain social problems, does not necessarily imply that they are also socially the
most efficient or even fair solutions (Langlois 1986b, p. 21, McNicoll 1992, p. 18, North 1994,
p. 360). Not least, because it is more than likely that those who wield the most power during
the inception and development of institutional forms are the ones who are best able to
represent their interests in negotiating the solutions and, consequently, the rules and
institutions (Langlois 1986b, p. 16). Moreover, since institutions are inherently anchored in the
past and dependent on their evolution through time, their relevance under current
circumstances is not always indisputable. The perspective of social institutions as evolutionary
constructs emphasises that if one seeks a logic of institutional forms, attention should be
focused on the historical circumstances in which they emerged and on their subsequent path-
dependent development (Burns and Flam 1987, Langlois 1986b, McNicoll 1994, North 1994,
Nelson and Winter 1982). Although such an evolutionary institutional perspective is by
definition a dynamic interpretation, prevailing rules do not necessarily reflect solutions to the
most recently felt problems; nor will they always reflect new categories of participants in the
field. Combinations of existing control mechanisms, vested interests, engaged routinisation and
possible disruptive effects of institutional change tend to create a lag between prevailing
institutional rules and the new circumstances, influences and perspectives emerging from social
change (Burns and Flam 1987, p. 28).

5.3.2. Maintenance of social institutions

The acknowledgement that single rules and institutionally integrated rule complexes are
continuously subjected to antagonistic influences of challenging and conserving forces signifies
the dynamic character of the institutional environment. Knowledge of social rules )whether
explicitly and publicly expressed or not) is a requirement for the adherence and implementation
of these rules. However, neither this knowledge of rules by itself, nor even the social
agreement that some rules exist, is a sufficient condition. In this respect, the outspoken reliance
on social norms in structural-functional explanations of human behaviour is a central point for
criticism. The concept of social norm in such approaches is usually advanced as a deus ex
machina for theoretical problems of understanding, but it is often merely a description of the
normal state of affairs tautologically masquerading as explanation (Collins 1993a, p. 64,
Lockwood 1995, p. 4, cf. Filipp and Olbrich 1986, p. 362). The point is that structural-
functional approaches tend to fail to distinguish between norms and actual behaviour. And this
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distinction is vital given the ethnographic record of varying degrees of hypocrisy and individual
deviance from normative rules. In addition to the existence of norms about what is normal and
proper, the questions remain what produces these expectations, why are they often not obeyed,
what breaks them down and how do they influence behaviour? These questions relate to the
interaction between social structure and agency and can only be answered by adopting a micro-
approach (cf. Lockwood 1995).

If social rules are acknowledged, their implementation requires, in addition, a functional value
to the agents which be either inherent in rule adherence itself or produced by external sanctions
(Bandura 1986, p. 68, Burns and Flam 1987, p. 21, 65, D’Andrade 1984, p. 97, Schotter 1981,
p. 11). Rules comprise an inherent functional value if there are intrinsic incentives to the
process of implementation or to its outcome. In general, compliance with social rules provides
its own rewards either directly or indirectly. Indirectly, because observed adherence by others
may have some suggestive power and because internalisation of rules renders positive
associations with their adherence. Furthermore, rule compliance may enable people to
coordinate and interact more effectively with one another, and may reduce uncertainty in social
situations and avoid the psychological costs of developing alternative strategies and
interpretations (Burns and Flam 1987, p. 65). Direct rewards may be provided if the
implementation of rules return certain pay-offs that are deliberately sought after, or,
conversely, if implementation avoids loss. If the intrinsic value of social rules is insufficient to
guarantee an adequate level of adherence, and if other participants or the collectivity at large
depend on rule compliance, various regulative mechanisms of social control may be applied to
enforce appropriate behaviour (and even appropriate thought and interpretation). Such
mechanisms range from mild persuasion and the effects of public opinion to private social
coercion and organisational sanctions, and ultimately to coercive state power or divine
sanctioning (cf. Burns and Flam 1987, p. 20).
The different mechanisms that induce rule-following behaviour )either imposed by external
authorities or by the intrinsic value of the rules and self-policed) contribute to adherence and
institutionally ‘correct’ implementation by eligible actors. In turn, the repetition of these
individual behaviours contributes to the maintenance and reproduction of social institutions by
posing observable models for behaviour.

5.3.3. Institutional change

In opposition to the conserving forces, other mechanisms operate in the continuous process of
institutional change. Deliberate and strategic reform of social rules is usually only granted to
individuals and groups with considerable power, authority or prestige (such as the military,
priests, landowners, presidents, peole like Khomeiny or Ghandhi). To most others, institutions
and rules tend to be more external and ‘objective’. Nevertheless, and notwithstanding the
different control mechanisms, empirical studies are full of deviant behaviour and violations of
social rules. This underscores the notion that rules should not be interpreted as absolute
behavioural constraints and definitions, but as social constructs that arise from the interaction
between people and from their individual cognitive activity. The degree of freedom to deviate
from prevailing rules depends partly on the combination of available options and the perceived
severity and probability of social sanctioning (cf. Mason 1989, p. 4). Even in situations of very
stringent control people may find escapes and dare to take the risks of disobedience, such as
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the case of women in North India, who may secretly use a visit to their natal village to arrange
for an abortion or contraception behind the back of their husbands and in-laws (Jeffry et al.,
1988a).
Often, however, the room to manoeuvre available to individuals is the effect of more subtle
mechanisms which may be seen as closely related to the interpretation of institutions as
cognitive entities and to the assumption of human’s capacity for meaningful reflection. In some
instances, people are aware of the normative rules which should be adhered to in certain
situations, but they are unable to determine whether the circumstances that confronted them in
fact constitute such a particular situation (Burns and Flam 1987, p. 42 ff.). A similar problem
arises when people may know that a certain event (or fact, asset or behaviour) is valued in a
certain way (meaning-giving), but they may be uncertain about whether an event is really the
event to be valued in that way (cf. D’Andrade 1984, p. 96). For example, in general people
value murder negatively, but they may be unsure whether to classify the act of euthanasia or
induced abortion as murder. In other instances again, a variety of alternative rules may bear
relevance to a particular situation. Unless these rules and institutions are completely integrated,
agents may be able to use the appearing discrepancies to select those rules which most comply
with their individual interests (Burns and Flam 1987, p. ix, Hammel 1990, p. 463, Lockwood
1995, p. 9). In fact, a certain degree of inconsistency between rules existing in societies is
standard rather than exceptional. Thus, heterogenous and Western societies are characterised
by the presence of many alternative and competing rule regimes and by the option to adhere to
rules from different institutional backgrounds in different life domains (cf. Lesthaeghe 1992,
Ryder 1983; see also Bongaarts and Watkins 1996, p. 661). Lastly, people may simply have
enough power or sufficient independence to negotiate or ignore existing rules and act in
accordance with their own private interest.

The notion that individuals are knowledgeable agents who actively use, interpret and
implement social rules highlights a major mechanism which transforms, or even dissolves,
existing institutions and creates new social problems as well as the need for new institutio-
nalised solutions (cf. Burns and Flam 1987, Greenhalgh 1995b, Mason 1989). This kind of
social change is not always planned and deliberate, but the effect of aggregate individual
cognitive and behavioural activity, with sometimes intended and sometimes unintended
consequences. These, in turn, transform the material and institutional conditions of their
behaviour. Such feedback mechanisms and related changes in bases of institutional control,
provide successive cohorts and generations (cf. Lesthaeghe 1992, Mannheim 1952, Ryder
1965), and even people during their life course with different perspectives on their social
environment. As the institutionally-rich studies of, for instance, Caldwell, Greenhalgh and
Lesthaeghe show, an analysis of social institutions and their meaning-giving and behaviour-
guiding rules proves a fertile ground for the explanation and understanding of demographic
change. Lesthaeghe’s central thesis regarding secularisation and individualisation in West-
European cultural and demographic change, is in fact exemplary for a historical transformation
and substitution of meaning-giving rule complexes. It suggests that, whereas previously
religious doctrines provided the cosmology which people seem to need to render their world
intelligible, in modern Western societies the individual has moved to the centre of this
cosmology. Although perhaps initially fierce contests were required to wrestle personal
responsibility and control from the institutional context, in many aspects of life )including the
domain of fertility) individual freedom of choice has become an institutionalised rule (cf.
Hargreaves Heap 1992, p. 23, Hayes 1994, p. 6).
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5.4. Institutional structure

Institutional approaches recognise the intricate fabric of society and social organisation, and
the specific environmental influences for different groups and in different circumstances. Their
strength for redrawing the relevant social context for categories of people in particular
historical conditions, is based on this acknowledgement of the structure of and the
differentiation within the institutional environment. More in particular, an institutional
approach can disentangle the compound influence of context on individual behaviour by
interpreting the social environment as a multi-level structure and institutions as entities with
several dimensions and varying relevance for different life domains. Lastly, institutions can be
distinguished on the basis of their formalisation and the extent to which their design is
intended.

5.4.1. The institutional environment as a multi-levelled structure

The perception of the social environment as an assemblage of institutions heaps together a
large number of social constructs which not only diverge in their substance, but also in their
encompassiveness Some institutions (for example local economies, interest groups, networks)
are relevant only to very specific groups, while others (the cash economy, science, the
international political system) have a global impact. The effect of institutional backgrounds on
individual decision making will depend, among other things, on the ‘distance’ between the
individual agent and the relevant institution, a perspective which implies a multi-level analysis
of context. Conceptually, institutions may be seen to be operative at micro, meso and
macrocontextual levels or, more concretely, at the local (community), regional, national and
international level (Greenhalgh 1990, 1995b, cf. Watkins 1989). In such a hierarchical
structure, higher-level institutions have an impact on individual decision making, but they tend
to do so through the successive filters of lower-level institutions.
Thus, overarching institutions like religion or a national family planning programme may be
differently negotiated in a rural farming community and the neighbouring fishing community,
because of the differences in the local economies (cf. Niehof 1985). Aims of the international
community with regard to women’s rights (as, for instance, formulated in the ICPD
Programme of Action) can be effectuated by supportive legislation at state level and women’s
organisations at lower levels, but may also be impeded by adverse family and gender systems
or local labour market opportunities. On the other hand, the role of lower-level institutions
tends also to be modified by more encompassive or competing institutions. As Retherford and
Palmore state, it is helpful in the case of birth control diffusion )but equally in other
considerations relevant to reproductive decision making) to conceptualise information flows
hierarchically: for instance at the level of local interpersonal networks, at the level of family
planning and related services within a country, and at the level of international agencies or
private organisations operating at the international level (Retherford and Palmore 1983, p.
296). Similarly, Bongaarts and Watkins (1996) suggest the need for indicators and
methodologies to comprehend the content of social interaction and of the local, national and
global channels through which it flows.
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Due to the sustained conjuncture of various institutions in specific social settings, the meaning
of individual institutions may change in the course of time, which is why, for instance
Catholicism in contemporary Ireland has become different from that in Mexico or Sri Lanka
(cf. Handwerker 1986a, p. 11). This, in turn, emphasises the path-dependency of social
institutions and the requirement of incorporating a time perspective in contextual analysis
(Greenhalgh 1995b, Langlois 1986b, McNicoll 1994, Nelson and Winter 1982, North 1994).
On these points, an institutional approach to fertility and fertility change provides a more
accurate account than transition theory, which is conceptually the major alternative context-
incorporating edifice in demography. Such an institutional approach is much more responsive
to the richness and differences of environmental influences on reproductive behaviour in
specific situations and it allows a relevant perspective on the interaction between the multiple
contextual levels that embed individual choice. Furthermore, it is far better equipped to
understand the specific timing of change in levels and patterns of fertility; not merely in the
unilinear downward fashion proposed by transition theory, but also with regard to reversals
and fertility increase. Also, an institutional approach finds the understanding of fertility at least
partly in the historical evolution of the specific amalgam of institutions and views this social
context as an evolving process at every point in time, rather than only during a transition phase
(Greenhalgh 1995b, McNicoll 1994).

5.4.2. Institutions and communities: some common ground

To some extent, local communities exhibit institutional characteristics. A long-established
social interaction and group consciousness among the community members may generate
common goals and reciprocal relations: villages can function as defence units or constitute
cooperative agricultural production systems. Slum dwellers sometimes manage to form
pressure groups to represent their interests in local urban politics. Although villages,
neighbourhoods and slums are not usually considered as institutions, studies on institutional
backgrounds of fertility regularly pay attention to communities in the sense of social entities
representing common goals and shared knowledge, norms and values. For example, both
Potter’s contribution to the U.S. National Academy of Science volume on determinants of
fertility (Potter 1983) and the 1983 World Fertility Survey seminar on collection and analysis
of community data (Casterline 1985a) explicitly classify institutions and communities as having
a similar standing. Both pertain to social organisation and to the local context of individual
behaviour. Caldwell et al., even explicitly employ the term institution for urban society in
contrast to the village community (Caldwell et al., 1982b). This involves, for instance, the
difference in rules about interaction with, dependency on and social control by members in the
direct environment as well as the information about the variety of behaviours and lifestyles that
are encountered in different settings.
Community effects relate to the commonalities of exposure to a local environment that are
shared by members of territorially defined groupings (McNicoll 1985). Bilsborrow (1985)
distinguishes two types of community aspects: contextual and global. Contextual aspects refer
to the collective characteristics and behaviours of the community members, such as level of
education, mean age at marriage, percentage of women in paid labour, average number of
children, et cetera. Global community aspects do not have a measurable counterpart at the
individual level, but include amenities like health clinics, schools, electricity, paved roads, et
cetera. There is, however, a clear connection with the institutional organisation as, at least
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partly, community aspects echo social institutions. For example, schools and clinics are the
materialisation in space and time of, respectively, the larger educational and health systems.
Moreover, the members of communities are the bearers and implementers of the knowledge
that is embodied in, for instance, the family complex and religion or that is discharged by family
planning programmes. Thus, the actual patterns of behaviour of community members can be
interpreted in terms of effects of the number of locally relevant social institutions. In this
respect, Lesthaeghe rightly points out that community variables should be understood as
representing more than just the utilities and amenities that are included in the WFS community
module. They should also address issues of local organisation, their historical roots, and older
and contemporary functions of village organisations and urban neighbourhood networks
(Lesthaeghe 1989c, p. 483).
The various groups and individuals in this local environment are potentially significant role
models or sources of information. Thus, an educated woman in a non-educated environment
may behave differently )have more children or marry earlier) than a woman with the same level
of education in a highly educated environment (Jain and Nag 1985, F. van de Walle 1985, cf.
Lesthaeghe et al., 1989, pp. 164-165). In this respect, the degrees of isolation and
homogeneity of local communities can be notable factors in the explanation of fertility
behaviour (Casterline 1985b, Retherford and Palmore 1983). The mechanisms of behavioural
modelling and transfer of information in communities are explicated in two conceptual
approaches that are relevant for the study of fertility. One pertains to the acknowledgement of
social networks as a social medium of knowledge about contraception and as an underpinning
for the relative lack of theoretical fundament for the notion of diffusion (e.g. Barker and Rich
1992, Beckman 1983, Caldwell et al., 1987a, Entwisle et al., 1996, Freedman 1987, Hammel
1990, Khan 1987, Limanonda 1993, Niehof 1992, Rogers 1973). The other pertains to a more
profound theoretical anchoring by social learning theory which attributes a central place to the
observation of models and the verbalisation of messages in the explanation of behaviour
formation (Rosenthal and Zimmerman 1978, Bandura 1977b, 1986, cf. Montgomery and
Casterline 1996).

5.4.3. Dimensions of institutional forms

Institutions can be classified in terms of the specific spheres they represent. The institution of
the market clearly covers economic fields; the family as an institution relates to social aspects
of life. In the literature, usually four broad types of institutions are distinguished: social,
economic, cultural and political. Social institutions may been seen as particularly referring to
relations between (categories of) people, their dependencies and mutual expectations;
economic institutions may be associated with exchange of goods and services and with the
distribution of wealth; cultural institutions can be related to the ideas and meanings by which
individuals order material and social experience and assign value to their elements; and political
institutions pertain to relations of power and the access to resources.
Although institutions may have particular relevance to a single domain, in general they
incorporate several. In real life social, economic, cultural and political aspects are inherently
bound up within institutional forms. Patriarchy, for instance, concerns the social relations
between men and women and the normative expectations of gender-specific behaviour; but
more specifically, it also involves political rules about the distribution of power within families
and it represents a complex of cultural meanings and values as related to, among other things,
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marriage or being a wife or husband, a son or daughter. Similarly, the role of religion, being a
major meaning-giving )cultural) system, cannot be appreciated if its social and political
implications are not fully acknowledged. Therefore, a dogmatic classification of institutions
under one single heading does injustice to the possible scope of their impact on behaviour. It
reproduces, in Greenhalgh’s terms, the ‘functionalist myth’ that societal or contextual entities
can be neatly categorised into social, economic, cultural and political divisions (Greenhalgh
1995b, p. 9).
A more realistic description of institutions would consist of a conceptualisation that involves
different dimensions, related to social, economic, cultural and political life spheres. In this
perspective, the term social institution is used in an inclusive sense: in this particular
combination ‘social’ does not refer to its narrow meaning )as differentiated from cultural,
economic and political) but to the notion that institutions are socially constructed in the
continuous process of reciprocal representation of routinised actions by categories of actors
(Berger and Luckmann 1967, p. 72). The emphasis put on the interlocking social, cultural,
economic and political dimensions of institutions has the consequence that the interpretation of
context does not systematically distinguish between the parallel concepts of social structure
and culture (cf. Archer 1996, D’Andrade 1984).

5.4.4. Institutional impact on life domains

The relevance of institutional entities is not uniformly distributed over people’s lives. It may
vary over the life course, and it certainly does across spheres of activity or life domains (cf.
Burns and Flam 1987, p. 15). The Indian caste system is a prominent example of an
institutional complex that has saturated a large number of life domains. Although over time it
managed to incorporate many incoming influences, the penetration of Indian society by new
and powerful institutions, such as the international market, capitalist entrepreneurship and
democracy, tend to weaken the rules associated with the caste system in certain areas of life.
Whereas caste rules remain important in certain life domains )for instance, marriage) they have
lost much significance in the field of work  ) at least in the modern sectors of the economy.
Here, rules focusing on acquired skills and achievement have become viable alternatives to
those regarding ascribed status. Similarly, Belgian survey material indicates the coexistence of
alternative rules in the population of Turkish women in Belgium with regard to such domains
as marriage, family formation, contraceptive use, gender relations, women’s labour market
participation and children’s attitudes (Lesthaeghe 1992). Lesthaeghe’s analysis suggests that
the shift towards Western rules is not a synchronised evolution, but occurs at a different pace
in the various life domains.
The point made here, is that social institutions are not equally important in all life domains and,
moreover, that their relevance may change ) in historical time and over the life course.
Therefore, in social research the specific subject under study will importantly determine which
institutions require further analysis, but analysis should also include additional institutions that
indirectly, via other life domains, influence the behaviour under study. Although this selection
is largely, and almost by definition, a matter of ad-hoc consideration, McNicoll states that with
regard to reproductive behaviour, any such listing would have to include the family (because of
their control over the establishment of new households, the gender roles they perpetuate and
their old-age security functions), local community structures (as the locus for social networks
and sanctions on fertility behaviour), public administrative arrangements (which is
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comprehended to include legislation and official family planning and health programmes), the
stratification system and the mobility paths it accommodates and the labour market (McNicoll
1994, p. 11; see also Davis and Blake 1956). There is also a strong argument for the
incorporation of the education system )given the generally observed impact of education on
fertility) and the gender system. Although the gender system is closely associated with family
arrangements, it deserves a separate status because reproduction is, as Greenhalgh asserts, a
‘deeply gendered process’, socially, economically, culturally, politically and physiologically and
because gender is of vast relevance to almost all other life aspects as well (Greenhalgh 1995b,
p. 14, 24). Lastly and generally, the literature on diffusion of innovations suggests to pay
distinct attention to institutions and networks )from the local to the global level) since these
comprise the channels of communication and social interaction through which information is
transmitted across countries, regions, communities and people (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996,
Entwisle et al., 1996, Hammel 1990, Montgomery and Casterline 1996, Retherford and
Palmore 1983).
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5.4.5. Formal and informal institutions and social engineering

Apart from the interpretation of institutions in terms of their scope, substance and relevant life
domains, there is an additional perspective )concerned with a particular aspect of their shape)
that may highlight institutions’ role and working in social life. It may be important to
distinguish between formal institutions (such as public health systems, school systems, family
planning programmes, legislation, media, pressure groups) and informal institutions (such as
family, marriage and gender systems, religion, communities). Formal institutions can be
distinguished in the sense that, more than non-formal institutions, they have been intentionally
designed and not organically emerged. They involve explicit goals, procedures and means
(including efforts to influence individual behaviour), which are recognised as such by the
participants. Non-formal institutions are usually more abstract and stem more from unplanned
and unintended regularities of behaviour in the course of time (cf. Langlois 1986b, p. 19). Such
institutions correspond with the more classical interpretation of social institutions, such as that
by Hayek, who asserts that they “emerge by human action, not by human design” (Hayek
1973).
A distinction between formal and informal institutions is also more or less reflected in
Schotter’s (1986) interpretation, and other classifications, like those differentiating ‘organic’
and ‘pragmatic’ institutions (Menger 1963) or ‘internal’ and ‘external’ institutions (Lachmann
1971) seem to rest on the same dimensions. In the particular field of fertility, a distinction
similar to that between formal and informal institutional entities is made by McNicoll (1994).
In the same vein Simmons et al., differentiate family planning programmes from the larger
social structure and argue that they might be treated differently as they are deliberately
constructed public efforts to affect fertility (R. Simmons et al., 1983, p. 458). What unifies
these two types of institutions is that they can both be understood and analysed in terms of
rules. Such formalised or informal rules and their enforcement principles make up the
informational content and structure of the social environment (Burns and Flam 1987,
D’Andrade 1984, Langlois 1986b, Nelson and Winter 1982).
Even if a characterisation of institutions in terms of a formal-informal distinction is possible,
over time informal institutions can be observed to obtain a formal status, or institutions to
possess both formal and informal characteristics. The organisation of the Roman Catholic
church is an obvious example of a formal institution built up around an informal religious-
cultural body of ideas which gives meaning to various aspects of life. Conversely, formal
institutions may have unintended but very important secondary consequences (Davis and Blake
1956, p. 198). In this respect, it must be emphasised that informational content of formal
institutions consists not only of the factual instructions as delivered by, for instance, schools,
health clinics, family planning programmes or media, but also of information transferred by
more subtle messages that are converted into meanings and possibly internalised as behavioural
rules. Caldwell (1976), for instance, points in this respect at educational systems based on
European standards: apart from the formal educational curriculum, they implicitly connote and
imprint typically Western family relations between spouses and between parents and children.
According to his wealth flows theory, this has a major impact on the demand for children. In a
similar vein, the messages conveyed by Information, Education and Communication (IEC)
activities in family planning programmes, may involve much more than the contents of the
formal IEC design. Bruce (1990), for instance, dis-tinguishes practical from affective aspects in
client-staff communication and mentions in this respect the role of gender discrepancies.
These kinds of appraisals indicate the need to acknowledge comprehensive content of social
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interactions and the need to apply the appropriate methodology that could supply a better
understanding of the nature of social interaction in particular local contexts (Bongaarts and
Watkins 1996, p. 675). The representation of a formal institution can never be phrased only in
terms of organisational and logistic aspects such as budgets, targets, staffing patterns or output
measures. In addition, it must also assess the role of such institutions more broadly by what
they actually mean for people, regardless of what they are intended to mean. In this respect,
new evaluative frameworks to assess the quality of care of family planning programmes and
their interactions with actual or potential clients cover some of these meanings. They address
such issues as gender relations, the style of messages disseminated to the people, and the
cultural distance between allopathic and ethnophysiological understanding of health and
reproduction (cf. Bruce 1990, Hull 1986, MacCormack, 1988, R. Simmons et al., 1983, R.
Simmons et al., 1986, Limanonda 1993, Warwick, 1988).

The practical relevance of the formal-informal distinction is that formal institutions offer
relatively good opportunities for designing rules and social engineering or, more generally,
targeting relevant information. They can actively be employed as tools in the efforts to
generate behavioural change, whereas informal institutions are less susceptible to the directives
of change agents. As institutions are principally understood as information sources, aspects of
information transfer are essential elements of institutional analysis. The informational content,
intended or not, is one such aspect. Communication models )such as the general scheme
developed by McGuire (1985), and the model of family planning communication strategies by
Rogers (1973)) point at other aspects, like information sources, channels of communication,
information receivers, effects of information transfer and feedback information. Such models
are particularly relevant for the analysis and the design of formal institutions.

5.5. Choice in context

The notion of context occupies a major place in the theoretical approach of this study. The
context of macrolevel characteristics is viewed as the major conditioning background of the
presence and change of social phenomena, an understanding which is shared by many branches
of social science. As explicated in Chapter 2, the causal influence is not direct but incorporates
the lower level processes of individual behaviour. A gainful combination of macro and micro
levels, however, cannot rely on isolated interpretations but requires an integrated
conceptualisation. It implies that the analysis of context must be cast in terms appropriate to
situating individual behaviour. A cognitive-institutional approach provides ample opportunities
in this respect as it allows an interpretation of context and choice on the same dimension of
information. Moreover, these interpretations of choice and context demonstrate an intimate
relation with social learning concepts, which state the cognitive mechanisms by which the
context influences and structures individual choice. This integrative quality allows the
formulation of a multi-level framework which does not merely acknowledge choice and
context, but choice in context.

The contextual information, consisting of meaning-giving and behaviour-guiding rules, is
organised in a structure of social institutions. As a result of a history of interweaving, mutual
reinforcement, challenge, and change, these institutions form a complex constellation that is
unique in time and place. Their informational contents may incorporate social, cultural,
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political and economic dimensions, their scope may range from the local community to the
international arena, and they may bear relevance to life in general or only to certain limited life
domains.
The cognitive-institutional perspective is based on the interactionist notion that this
environment is not a given, but a social construct (cf. Berger and Luckmann 1967, Bourdieu
and Nice 1977, Giddens 1984). People are influenced by an institutionally structured
environment, but at the same time they are the producers and carriers of social institutions. In
this perspective, the idea of human beings as passive followers of cultural rules and social
norms is replaced by one of active agents who )within the limits of their own capacities and the
often powerful constraints of the social environment) construct, manipulate and rationalise
their social reality. As indicated by social learning theory, people’s observation of others and
verbalisation by others are the principal sources of learning about social behaviour. This also
indicates that institutions consist not only of internal representations, but that they are firmly
anchored in the repeated, structured behaviours. Given these information sources, people
extract, interpret and select social rules and order them in relation to one another and in
combination with the rules that are based on personal experience. Subsequently, people
implement certain rules or deviate from them, thereby reproducing or transforming the social
context. These rule interpretations and implementations often involve external sanctioning, but
also the effects of ambiguity and conflict between alternative rules, personality aspects and
available resources and constraints.

Modern social learning theory in the line of Bandura (1986) provides a theoretical and
empirical underpinning of the cognitive mechanisms which link the individual mental schemes
with the social context in which people are embedded. As such, social learning theory is a
major source for the theoretical content that the concept of ‘diffusion’ seeks (McNicoll 1992,
p. 406, cf. Kreager 1993). It advances vicarious learning )learning based on observing models)
as the major source of information with respect to social behaviour, motivation and self-
efficacy. It identifies in addition verbal and written communication as a main additional source
of learning. In the processes of observation and communication with others, people extract
general rules about behavioural conduct and meaning and integrate these with existing
cognitive schemes. These acquired rules tend to provide guidance and permit a substantive
reduction of decision making costs in terms of time, information search, calculative effort and
uncertainty, unless challenged by new information or impaired by the ambiguity of conflicting
rules. Through the application of such routine or institutionalised decision making and ensuing
behaviour, the institutional structure is usually supported and reproduced.
Both sources of learning )observation and verbalisation) are directly associated with the social
and institutional structure of society: people encounter and attend to behavioural models that
are present in their social environment and they depend on verbal or written communication
with others who are available by direct contact or through communication media. The
availability and ‘supply’ of such models and informants is determined by the composition and
characteristics of the surrounding environment. The heterogeneity of the social environment in
such terms as lifestyles, living arrangements or reproductive patterns, depends on the variety
and interaction of social institutions that have evolved in the specific context. The possibility to
communicate with others and to observe the variety of models, however, may be curtailed by a
number of (institutionalised) factors such as language differences, gendersegregation, purdah,
mutual prejudices and restrictive conventions with regard to exchange between social groups.
This emphasises the role of social networks through which all kind of information )including
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contraceptive and health-related experinces) is spread among particular segments of the
population (e.g. Bongaarts and Watkins 1996, Entwisle et al., 1996, Montgomery and
Casterline 1996, Retherford and Palmore 1983, Watkins 1989). The role of such social
interaction channels )or, conversely, the social exclusion from information and participation in
networks) has been emphasised in the recent study by Bongaarts and Watkins in which they
attempted to apprehend the mechanisms underlying the onset and pace of contemporary
fertility transitions:

“We conclude, then, that social interaction is a critical process that should have a central
role in any comprehensive and realistic theory of fertility.” (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996,
p. 665).

The authors build their case to an important extent on the publication by Montgomery and
Casterline, who put forward social learning as a central principle in the study of fertility
(Montgomery and Casterline 1996). The present study can be perceived as a further theoretical
underpinning of this position.

5.6. Implications for theory and research

The central aim of this study )to develop a conceptual framework for understanding fertility
behaviour) has important implications for the type of data to be analysed and for the
methodology for collecting these data. By and large the conceptualisation of choice and
context in this study makes a case for the incorporation of interpretive and qualitative research.
It argues that the quantitative orientation of demography should be brought into balance with
interpretive efforts, at least if the discipline is to make substantial progress in terms of
underpinning, for instance, health-related policies and programmes, or formulating scenarios
for demographic forecasts.
The common procedure in demography to deal with context, casts environmental factors in
such a way that they abstract a context in universal and well-quantifiable dimensions, but
without sufficient a priori conceptualisation and understanding of these dimensions, and
without sufficient interpretive feedback about whether and how these dimensions actually
provide insight into the causal background of reproduction. The institutional interpretation
advocated here anchors in an in situ analysis of the context as a configuration of social
institutions, their local structure and interweaving, their historical evolution, and their
substantiation in terms of meaning-giving and behaviour-guiding rules. Although it is difficult
to incorporate such an approach in the disciplines’ standard mathematical orien-tation, and it
represents a conceptual approach rather than a full-fledged theory about social context, it
certainly leaves theory in better shape (cf. Greenhalgh 1990, 1995b, North 1994).

The conceptualisation of choice and context endorsed in this study requires a different research
methodology, and perhaps a different ingenuity on behalf of the researcher. It depends on the
situational analysis of the institutional setting and on the understanding and representation of
the mechanisms and substances of individual choices in relation to this setting. The analysis of
the institutional environment entails the articulation of the relevant social institutions and the
meaning-giving and behaviour-guiding rules they represent, together with the associated
enforcement mechanisms. It must also involve an assessment of the scope of their impact
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according to principles of adherence and inclusion of those who are classified as participants,
as well as an evaluation of the interaction and filtering effects that occur because of the specific
amalgam of institutions.
The required information in this respect cannot be sufficiently collected in the form of the
socio-economic macro indicators and large-scale sample survey results which are associated
with the standard methodology in demographic research. Boerma, for instance, concluded that
much of the information collected in demographic surveys is not very useful to understand the
underlying determinants of demographic and health outcomes (Boerma 1996, p. 274). The
relevant information, in this respect, depends to an important extent on a range of more
narrative, holistic and in-depth methods: the exploration of local archives and historical
accounts, the use of key informants, introspective interviews with individuals and among focus
groups, (participant) observation and measurement of indicators of institutional and decision
making aspects ) selected on the basis theoretical and situational considerations. Through a
combination of such methods, a picture can be drawn about the content and ‘working’ of
institutional rules, and their relation to individual decision making.
Such qualitative research methods and data cannot replace the quantitative approach of
standard demographic enquiry. They complement and substantiate it, but they are indispensable
for policy design and understanding fertility patterns and fertility change (cf. Boerma 1996,
Greenhalgh 1990, 1995b, McNicoll 1994): if quantitative data provide the skeleton of
information, qualitative data add the flesh and blood.


