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Beyond Income: Correlates of
Conspicuous and Luxury Consumption in
India
By Soumyajit Bhar, Sharachchandra Lele, and Narasimha D. Rao

Concern about the environmental impacts of consumption has drawn research
attention to the drivers of conspicuous and luxury (C/L) consumption. Given the
prevailing patterns of overconsumption, most studies to date have focused on
countries in the global North. However, an emerging high-consuming middle
and upper class in nations such as India and Brazil makes it imperative to
extend the study of C/L consumption to these contexts. Research that does
exist pertaining to India has predominantly focused only on the role of social
identity in driving consumption growth among certain groups. This study
proposes a broader conceptual framework, incorporating a variety of possible
factors and applying multivariate statistical analysis to household-expenditure
data from the India Human Development Survey (IHDS). The authors examine
how C/L consumption expenditure is correlated not just with the economic
ability to consume (income or wealth) but also with potential sociopsychological drivers and moderators. The results highlight the importance of
socio-psychological factors in shaping consumption decisions beyond the

enabling role of income and wealth. Improving an understanding of this broader
set of factors, as well as their interaction effects, is particularly salient for
devising better policies for transitioning toward more sustainable consumption
patterns in a large developing country such as India.
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Soumyajit Bhar straddles action and academic research with more than 14 years of
experience (both volunteering and full-time) working with various environmental and
sustainability issues. He is a Visiting Assistant Professor at Krea University, where
he teaches courses at the intersection of Environmental Studies and Economics. He
holds a PhD in Sustainability Studies from Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and
the Environment (ATREE) as part of a unique interdisciplinary PhD programme. His
dissertation attempts to understand socio-psychological drivers and local and
regional scale environmental impacts of conspicuous/luxury consumption basket in

India. He is also undertaking postdoctoral research at the intersection of rising
consumerism, sustainability concerns, and inequality levels in the context of the
Global South. He has published in international journals and popular media.

Sharachchandra (Sharad) Lele is a Distinguished Fellow in Environmental Policy
and Governance at the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment
(ATREE). His research is at two levels: understanding the concepts of sustainability,
environmentalism, and development, and questions of how a transition towards
these goals can happen in the sectors of forests, water, pollution, climate change,
and more generally questions of sustainable consumption-production. His research
has been published in various environmental science and interdisciplinary journals.
He is also highly engaged in policy-related work, including serving on the Joint
Committee on the Forest Rights Act 2010, the Karnataka High Court’s Elephant Task
Force 2012; the Expert Appraisal Committee for Thermal Power Plants and Coal
Mining 2016-20 of the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change; and the
National Green Tribunal’s committees on environmental violations in coal mining
areas of Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand. He has a BTech in Electrical Engineering from
IIT Bombay (1984), an M.S. on the environmental impacts of large dams from the
Indian Institute of Science Bengaluru, and a PhD in Energy and Resources from UC
Berkeley (1993), focusing on forest use in the Western Ghats.

Narasimha D. Rao is an Associate Professor of Energy Systems at the Yale School
of the Environment. He also serves as a Senior Research Scholar at the
International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis. His research examines energy
systems, climate change, and inequality. He is a contributing author to the IPCC’s
Sixth Assessment Report. He was a recipient of the European Research Council
(ERC) Starting Grant for a project entitled Decent Living Energy, which examines the
energy and climate impacts of poverty eradication in emerging economies. He
received his PhD from Stanford University in Environment and Resources, and
Masters’ degrees in Technology Policy and Electrical Engineering from the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Public Health Insurance and Maternal
Health Care Utilization in India: Evidence
from the 2005–2012 Mothers’ Cohort Data
By Tesfaye Alemayehu Gebremedhin, Itismita Mohanty, and
Theo Niyonsenga

The introduction of the Janani Suraksha Yojana (JSY) in India, a conditional
cash transfer programme which incentivised women to deliver at institutions,
resulted in a significant increase in institutional births. Another major health
policy reform, which could have affected maternal and child health care (MCH)
utilisation, was the public health insurance scheme (RSBY) launched in 2008.
However, there is a noticeable lack of studies that examine how RSBY had
impacted MCH utilization in India. This paper uses data from a cohort of
mothers whose delivery had been captured in both the 2005 and 2011-12
rounds of the India Human Development Survey (IHDS) to study the impact of
health insurance (in particular, the public insurance scheme versus private
insurance) on MCH access. The authors also investigate whether maternal
empowerment was a significant correlate that affects MCH utilization.

Using multilevel mixed-effects regression models and indexes for women’s
empowerment, the results in the paper indicate that the odds of mothers’ MCH
utilisation levels vary by district, community, and mother over time. The author’s
findings suggest that maternal empowerment indicators – in particular, maternal
ability to go out of the house and complete chores and economic
empowerment—were associated with higher utilization of MCH service.
Nonetheless, change in women’s and societal attitude towards maternal care
may have played a significant role in increasing MCH utilization over the study
period. There might be a need to increase the coverage of the public insurance
scheme given the finding that it was less effective in increasing MCH utilization.
Importantly, policies that aim to improve health services for women need to
take maternal autonomy and empowerment into consideration.
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Tesfaye Alemayehu Gebremedhin is a senior lecturer at the Faculty of Business,
Government and Law. He had previously held a lectureship position at the University
of Sydney. His major research interests are in development economics, labour
economics, applied microeconomics, economics of education, and health
economics. He holds a PhD in Economics from University of Sydney, an MA in
Economics from University of Tsukuba (Japan), and a BA in Economics from Addis
Ababa University (Ethiopia).
Itismita Mohanty is an Associate Professor of Health Economics at the Health
Research Institute, University of Canberra. She has extensive expertise in
data analysis, advanced statistical modelling in health services research, health
economics evaluation, and policy/programme evaluation research. She works with
cutting-edge research issues in public health and health services. Her research
experience spans a period of 15 years working in Australia and India. She has been
a long-standing consultant for Geoscience Australia and extensively collaborates
with researchers and institutions in India, Indonesia, and China. A major part of her

research and training endeavour focuses on India. She publishes widely on
contemporary public health issues in this region. She has a PhD in Economics from
the University of Sydney.

Theo Niyonsenga is Associate Professor of Biostatistics at the University of
Canberra. He has more than 30 years’ experience working as a Biostatistician in
research, teaching, and statistical consulting for public health agencies. He held
academic positions at Florida International University and the University of South
Australia before moving to University of Canberra. Building on a mathematics
degree, Dr Niyonsenga has accumulated extensive knowledge of and experience in
contemporary statistical methods. His expertise includes multivariate analysis
methods such as structural equations modelling and applied advanced statistical
methods for longitudinal and multi-level data, and spatial statistics with applications
epidemiology. He has developed in-depth knowledge and relevant methodological
expertise in areas with important public health significance, particularly mental health
and cardiovascular disease.
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