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Book on ‘Open Defecation’ Using IHDS Data  
Diane Coffey and DeanSpears launched their book titled, WhereIndia Goes: Abandoned Toilets, Stunted
Development and the Costs of Caste, atIndia Habitat Centre, New Delhi, on July 14, 2017. The book is
the recipient ofthe 2017 Joseph W. Elder Prize in the Indian Social Sciences awarded by theAmerican
Institute of Indian Studies. 

WhereIndia Goes… is a new book about anold problem. Using data from the IndiaHuman Development
Survey extensively, among other sources, the book pointsout that a majority of rural Indians do not use a
toilet or latrine. Opendefecation kills thousands of children in India each year, stunts the physicaland
cognitive development of those who survive, and has consequences foreveryone in India. With the
launch of the Swachh Bharat Mission in 2014,sanitation is not merely a human development emergency
—it is now also a policypriority. Yet, the history of sanitation policy proves that latrineconstruction is not
enough to address the reasons why rural Indians reject thekind of affordable latrines provided by the
government, and which have greatlyreduced open defecation in other countries. WhereIndia Goes…
challenges us to consider how health and human development canbe advanced while social inequality
remains so profound.

The book has a Foreword by Professor Angus Deaton, renowned economistand winner of the Nobel
Prize in Economic Sciences for 2015. 

The release of the book was accompanied by apanel discussion with experts on sanitation,
untouchability, health, andpolicy.

The authors, DianeCoffey and Dean Spears are visiting researchers at the Economics and PlanningUnit
of the Indian Statistical Institute in Delhi, Assistant Professors at theUniversity of Texas at Austin, and
Executive Directors of r.i.c.e., a ResearchInstitute for Compassionate Economics, online at
www.riceinstitute.org.

http://www.umd.edu
http://www.riceinstitute.org/
http://bit.ly/2hp0LmW


The above figure shows that twenty-eight countries have adult literacy rates that are lower than India's, of
which twenty-three have lower open defecation rates than India. This implies that India has more open
defecation than other countries with similar or lower adult literacy rates. Similar conclusions emerge from
comparisons within South Asia. Among rural households in the 2012 India Human Development
Survey, in which someone has a bachelor’s degree or more, 32 per cent defecate in the open: just under
one-third. Fifty-one per cent of households in rural India where the highest educated adult completed
secondary school defecate in the open. So, do people in rural India defecate in the open because
they are uneducated or illiterate? The answer is clearly 'No'. Since as per international data, 82 per cent
of the countries with worse literacy than India have better open defecation outcomes, it is hard
to conclude that education itself is the problem.

Dean Spears
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onchildren’s health 
and human capital,
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often means
height,sanitation, and
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transmissionof poor
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Her research traces links among gender,
stratification, andpoor birth, childhood, and adult
health outcomes.  She has also studiedthe causes
and consequences of poor sanitation in India. Her
research has beenpublished in the Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences, as well
asSocial Science & Medicine, Population
Research & Policy Review, andother journals. 
 Diane holds a BA from VillanovaUniversity, and
an MPA and a PhD from Princeton University. 
She iscurrently a visiting researcher at the Indian
Statistical Institute in Delhi.
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About IHDS

TheIndia Human Development Survey (IHDS) is a nationally representative,multi-topic survey of 41,554
households in 1503 villages and 971 urbanneighbourhoods across India. The first round of interviews

was completed in2004-05; data are publicly available through ICPSR. A second round of IHDSre-
interviewed most of these households in 2011-12 (N=42,152) and data for thesame can be found here.

IHDS has been jointly organised by researchers from the University of Maryland and the National Council
of Applied Economic Research (NCAER), New Delhi. Funding for the second round of this survey is
provided by the National Institutes of Health, grants R01HD041455 and R01HD061048. Additional

funding is provided by The Ford Foundation, IDRC and DFID.
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