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Abstract

In the past century, more people have perished from famine than from both world wars
combined. Yet we know little about why the intensity of famines can vary so much geo-
graphically or what the long run e¤ects of exposure are to survivors. This paper addresses
both of these questions in the context of China�s Great Famine. We �rst show a novel
source of cross-sectional variation in famine intensity. Then, we use this variation to es-
timate the causal e¤ect of exposure on survivors. Finally, we estimate the e¤ect on the
tails of the distribution of outcomes in addition to the estimates on the mean. We show
that famine intensity was uncorrelated with natural conditions at the time; and that a sig-
ni�cant portion of the cross-sectional inequity in intensity was caused by the procurement
policy of the time. Our �ndings show that exposure to famine had signi�cant negative
e¤ects on health outcomes, educational attainment and labor market participation for sur-
vivors. Furthermore, we �nd that although the in-utero cohort are most severely a¤ected
during the famine, hardly any long term impact can be found at the mean. However, there
is a long term adverse e¤ect of famine exposure on the upper tail of the distribution of
outcomes for this cohort. We interpret this �nding to be an indication of survivor selection
bias and believe that estimation at the extreme tails may be one way to mitigate this bias.
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1 Introduction

In the twentieth century, more individuals perished from famine than from the two World Wars

combined.1 An estimated 16-30 million people died in China�s Great Famine (1959-1961) alone.2

Sen (1981) observed that there is often stark geographic variations in famine intensity between

nearby regions. He hypothesized that this was due to di¤erences in political economic structure

rather than to natural conditions. To date, there are few empirical studies that focus on this

stark inequity.

Equally surprisingly is the little coverage on the e¤ect of the famine on those who survived

relative to the e¤ect on mortality. The net e¤ect of famine exposure on survivors is not a

priori obvious. While there are studies which suggest that survivors of famine fare worse along

some dimensions of mental and physical health, other studies �nd that conditional on survival,

children who su¤er nutritional shocks exhibit rapid �catch-up�and are surprisingly similar to

children who never faced similar deprivations.3 Understanding the long run e¤ects of famine

on survivors is directly relevant to policy today, as it may a¤ect long run economic growth.4 It

can also help shed light on the long run e¤ects of childhood malnutrition. As recently as 2004,

World Development Indicators reported that, worldwide, 30% of children under the age of �ve

are estimated to be severely malnourished.5

This paper attempts to �ll both of these gaps in the context of China�s Great Famine. It

makes three contributions. The �rst contribution is to the recent literature on the causes of

the Great Famine. Consistent with the hypothesis �rst brought to attention by Sen (1981),

1See Sen (1981) and Ravallion (1997).
2See Coale (1981), Yao (1999), Peng (1987), Ashton et al. (1984) and Banister (1987).
3Epidemiological studies on the long run impact of the Dutch Famine (1944-1945) �nd that famine is positively

correlated with psychological disorders in adulthood (Neugebauer et al., 1999; Brown et al., 2000; Hulsho¤ et
al., 2000); obesity (Ravelli et al., 1999); and glucose intolerance (Ravelli et al., 1998). However, these results are
inconsistent with the �ndings from Stanner et al.�s (1997) study of a sample of approximately 600 survivors of
the Leningrad siege (1941-1944). Recently, economists Gorgens et al. (2002, revised in 2007), Luo et al. (2006),
and Chen and Zhou (2007) have examined the impact of China�s Great Famine. Gorgens et al. (2002, revised
in 2007) found statistically signi�cant impact of famine on height controlling for selection bias, Chen and Zhou
(2007) found people experienced the famine at young age in provinces where death rates were higher were shorter,
while Luo et al. (2006) found little or no di¤erence between famine survivors and individuals not exposed to the
famine. Almond et al. (2006) �nd evidence suggesting that in-utero exposure to famine may a¤ect labor supply
and marriage outcomes for men. Outside of the famine context, there is evidence that conditional on survival,
the negative impact of adverse childhood nutritional shocks is mitigated by rapid "catch-up" (Krueger, 1969;
Hoddinott and Kinsey, 2001).

4The correlation between improved health status and economic factors has been found in studies by Fogel
(1994), Fogel and Costa (1997), and Smith (1999). Bloom et al. (2001) �nd a correlation between longer life
expectancy and higher economic growth rates. Weil (2005) �nds that 26% of the cross-country variation in
income can be explained by di¤erences in health.

5Prevalence of child malnutrition is the percentage of children under �ve years of age whose height-for-age is
more than two standard deviations below the median for the international reference population for ages 0 to 59
months. The reference population adopted by the WHO in 1983 is based on children from the United States,
who are assumed to be well-nourished.
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we present direct and indirect evidence that the Great Famine, literally called �the three years

of natural disasters�, was not due to natural conditions. Using a rich disaggregated historical

dataset on weather conditions from 205 weather stations, we �nd that changes in climate cannot

explain the occurrence of the famine. Unlike past studies, we focus on the county level (as

opposed to the province level). We show that even at such a disaggregated level, there are large

di¤erences in famine intensity between neighboring regions. We then present novel empirical

evidence outlining possible mechanisms through which central procurement policies at the time

could have led to this observed geographic inequality. The key di¤erence between our study and

past studies of the causes of the Great Famine is that we focus on explaining the di¤erences

in intensity across small geographic spaces while those studies have focused on explaining the

occurence of the famine more generally. In other words, given that those studies �nd that

central grain procurement policy was a signi�cant factor in causing a famine in China, we ask

the question: what in particular about that policy and the environment at the time caused the

famine to vary so much across counties? We show that in the central planning regime of the

time, annual regional grain procurement targets were related to past production and in provinces

where production were high the proportion procured was also high. The combination of this

policy and the steady increase in production during the �rst few years of the regime meant

that over-procurement would occur in the �rst year in which production decreased, causing

famine, even if total production was not below subsistence level. Moreover, the disproportional

procurement in high production regions implies that famine would be more likely to occur in

grain rich provinces. Using data on survival and non-famine per capita rice-wheat sown areas (to

proxy for grain output at the time), we present a heretofore little known result, that the policies

of the time caused famine intensity to be positively correlated with non-famine per capita grain

production.6

This fact allows us to make the second and principal contribution of this study: estimating

the causal impact of exposure to famine on long run outcomes of survivors. There are two

main empirical di¢ culties in estimating the long run e¤ect of famine. First, it is di¢ cult to

�nd appropriate control groups for famine victims. Comparing exposed cohorts with unexposed

cohorts cannot disentangle the e¤ects of famine from other changes over time. Within-cohort

comparison is made di¢ cult by the general lack of data on the cross-sectional variation of famine

intensity. Even if regional-level data on famine intensity were available, the migration typically

induced by famines makes it di¢ cult to determine an individual�s level of exposure afterwards.

6To our knowledge, Becker (1996) is the only other study which mentioned the fact that the Great Famine
was peculiar in that its e¤ects were not concentrated in the traditional famine belt, but rather in some of the
agriculturally richest regions.

2



Second is the problem of joint determination. For example, villages with poor institutions may be

more likely to have both low grain reserves and poor provision of schooling, leading to increased

famine intensity and reduced educational attainment for famine survivors. Then, the observed

correlation between famine intensity and educational attainment for survivors will re�ect the

e¤ects of the underlying institution on each outcome rather than the causal e¤ect of exposure

to famine on survivors.

We address these issues in the following way. First, we measure famine intensity as the size

of the surviving famine cohort (born 1959-61) in the county of birth. Using data collected during

the period when there was little migration since the famine era due to strict migration controls,

we are able to claim that the more intense the famine, the smaller the surviving cohort. Second,

we instrument for famine intensity with the interaction terms of non-famine per capita sown

areas of rice and wheat and birth year dummy variables. This strategy addresses the problem

of joint determination described earlier and also corrects for measurement error that may arise

from using cohort size to proxy for famine intensity.

Our third contribution is to estimate the long term famine impact on education, health, and

labor market outcomes not only at the mean but also at the tails of the distribution. Studies

on e¤ect of famine have pointed out that there is a possible survival bias issue which may

contaminate the results and some studies have found ways to disentangle the selection e¤ect

from the true e¤ect of famine7. If the strongest survive, then the comparison of survivors with

those who were never exposed will underestimate the true e¤ect of famine, and only the strongest

should be in the control group. Thus, our study of the upper tail of the distribution may be

another way for mitigating the selection bias problem.

The main analysis uses data from the 1990 Population Census, the 1989 China Health and

Nutritional Survey, and the 1997 Agricultural Census, as well 1985-1987 grain procurement

target data, historical climate data from China�s permanent weather stations, and GIS soil and

geographical data from the Michigan Data Center. The analysis is restricted to rural areas

to avoid confounding e¤ects from the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), which was mainly an

urban disturbance.8 The results for adult outcomes of survivors show that childhood exposure

to famine had signi�cant negative e¤ects on adult health and labor supply. For example, for

individuals who were age one to four at the onset of the famine, exposure on average reduced the

fraction of females amongst survivors by 1% (0.6 percentage-points), educational attainment by

7See, for example, Gorgens et al. (2002, revised in 2007) and Deaton (2008). Gorgens et al. (2002, revised
in 2007) estimate the extent to which selection bias may underestimate the true e¤ect of the Chinese famine on
adult height.

8See Unger (1982).
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1% (0.07 years), literacy by 1.1% (2 percentage-points), height by 1.7% (2.7 cm), weight by 4.3%

(2.4 kg), weight-for-height by 2.6% (0.01 cm/kg), upper-arm circumference by 2.5% (0.6 cm),

and labor supply by 13.8% (9.8 hours per week). For individuals exposed in-utero, the estimates

on the mean of outcomes were small and not statistically signi�cant. However, the estimates on

the 90th percentile showed that exposure to famine had similar e¤ects on the in-utero cohort as

older cohorts.

This study has several advantages over previous work. First, many confounding factors in

other famine analyses were absent in the case of China. For example, unlike almost every other

recorded famine, the Great Famine did not occur simultaneous to nor was it immediately followed

by political unrest. Migration was strictly and largely successfully controlled from the time of

the famine until the time our data was collected. Second, the data are substantially better than

those used in past studies. Disaggregated data and large sample sizes allow us to exploit cross-

county variation in addition to cohort variation, and increase the precision of our estimates.

The use of historical climate data from weather stations allows us to avoid potential biases from

using government or recalled climate data. Similarly, the availability of data on health outcomes

from physical examinations alleviates concerns of biases from using self-reported data. Third,

the empirical strategy, which relies on using the level of non-famine grain output, avoids issues

of measurement error faced by studies using retrospectively constructed output data for famine

years. Finally, as a study of the long run e¤ects of childhood malnutrition, we are able to avoid

identi�cation problems arising from parental heterogeneity.9

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the data. Section 3 discusses the

causes of the Great Famine. Section 4 presents the empirical strategy and main results for the

long run impact on survivors on the mean of the distribution of outcomes. Section 5 provides

results on the e¤ect of exposure to famine on the tails of the distribution of outcomes. Section

6 o¤ers an interpretation for the results. Conclusions are given in Section 7.

2 Data

This paper matches the 1% sample of the 1990 Population Census with the 1989 China Health

and Nutritional Survey (CHNS), the 1% sample of the 1997 Agricultural Census, and GIS data

on natural conditions at the county level. The 1990 Population Census contains 32 variables

including birth year, region of residence, how long an individual has lived in a region of residence,
9If "bad" parents invest less in children�s nutrition and education, then the correlation between the outcomes

will re�ect parental preferences rather than the causal impact of malnutrition on educational attainment. Recent
studies on long run e¤ects of health shocks during childhood include studies by Almond and Mazumder (2005),
Almond et al. (2005), Berhman and Rosenzweig (2005), Black et al. (2005), Bleakley (2002), Case et al. (2004),
Glewwe et al. (2001).
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sex, relationship to the head of the household, and education. The sample comprises of individ-

uals born during 1952-1966 in the eight provinces included in the 1989 CHNS. We restrict the

sample to individuals who report as living in rural areas in 1989/90. This mitigates potentially

confounding e¤ects from the Cultural Revolution, which was primarily an urban disturbance

and the large scale rural-urban migration, which did not occur until the mid 1990s (See section

on identi�cation for more discussion). This is consistent with studies on migration, which �nd

that strict migration controls were well enforced until the early to mid 1990s.10 For the 1990

census data, we also drop individuals living in collective households, which are approximately

3% of the sample,11 and restrict the data to individuals who report as having lived in the same

county for over �ve years to further avoid the possible impact of migration. The data does not

report the county of birth. The main analysis assumes that the county of birth is the county of

residence.

The 1989 CHNS uses a random cluster process to draw a sample of approximately 2,520 rural

households with a total of 10,534 individuals across eight provinces that vary substantially in

geography, economic development, public resources, and health indicators. The survey includes

a physical examination of all individuals as well as information on labor supply, work intensity

and wages. It also allows us to link children to parents as long as the children are living in the

same household.

The GIS data is provided by the Michigan Data Center. The climate data contain monthly

historical data from 205 permanent weather stations in China. The variables include monthly

mean temperature, precipitation and days of sunshine. We use GIS to calculate the distance

from each county to the nearest weather station. Weather conditions at the nearest station are

used to proxy for the weather conditions of each county.

The 1997 Agricultural Census data report detailed information on sown areas and output of

crops for over 2000 counties. It is the only source of county level data that uses a consistent

measure across regions. We use county level per capital rice and wheat sown areas from 1997

as our proxy for non-famine grain production.12 Two concerns arise from this. First, using 1997

conditions to proxy for famine period conditions will cause measurement error. Second, and

more problematic, is the possibility that output in 1997 is an outcome of the famine. There is

10Migrants had no access to government-controlled food rations, housing, schools and medical care once they
left their registered homes. The �rst wave of rural migration did not occur until the early to mid 1990s, during
the urban construction boom, and most of those migrants were young adult men. Consequently, it is highly
unlikely that the results of this paper are confounded by migration. Using data from RCRE�s NFS for 1986-90,
we �nd that the probability of having a household member work away from the home village is very low and
similar for regions that su¤ered very di¤erent levels of famine intensity. Also see West and Zhao (2000) and De
Brauw and Giles (2006) for detailed discussions on migration.
11Our results are robust to their inclusion.
12The correlation coe¢ cient between county level grain sown area and grain output for 1997 is 0.90.
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no historical evidence to suggest that this is the case. We try to mitigate this problem by using

sown area instead of output in 1997. Sown area is more likely to be constant over time. As a

precaution, we also investigate this possibility by examining how much of the variation in rice

and wheat output per capita in 1997 can be explained by natural conditions (see Appendix A1).

The estimated results show that 75% of the variation in regional grain output can be explained by

these natural conditions. Hence, we conclude that production area in 1997 is largely determined

by natural conditions rather than factors related to the famine.

The data are collapsed and matched by county and birth year. The number of individuals

in each county-birth year cell is retained so that we can check to see whether our estimates

are sensitive to weighting by population. Figure 1 plots the rural and urban population size

by birth year from the 1990 Population Census. The vertical band indicates the years of the

famine. It shows a signi�cant decrease in cohort size for those born closely before and during

the famine in both urban and rural areas. For those born before the famine, the decrease

most likely re�ects increased mortality due to the famine. (Pre-famine fertility rates cannot be

observed because there is no birth rate data from before the famine). For those born during the

famine, the decrease will likely re�ect increased mortality in combination with reduced fertility.

Because cohort size for the di¤erent cohorts re�ect di¤erent mechanisms, the empirical analysis

will allow the e¤ect of famine to vary by cohort.13 Note that the reduction in cohort size is

several orders of magnitude larger for rural areas than for urban areas. Hence, restricting our

sample to the former will allow us to capture the impact of famine where it was most severe.

For the empirical analysis, the detrended logarithm of cohort size for individuals born during

the famine (1959-1961) in each county will be used as the measure of famine intensity.14

To observe the cross-sectional variation in famine intensity, we calculate the ratio of cohort

size of individuals born during the famine (1959-1961) and the mean cohort size of individuals

born during non-famine years (1962-1966) for each county. This fraction is decreasing in famine

intensity. Figure 2 plots a histogram of this measure and shows that famine intensity varied

widely. In the most severely stricken counties, famine cohort sizes were only 12% of normal co-

hort sizes, whereas other counties were essentially una¤ected. To see the geographic dispersion

of famine intensity, we transform this measure into 20 categories of famine intensity, each repre-

13This only re�ects a part of the estimated 16.5-30 million death during the famine because we cannot observe
the mortality of the elderly in the 1990 data. The elderly, like the very young, are more vulnerable to health
shocks and were likely to have experienced higher mortality rates relative to other individuals. Because this
cohort would be approximately 100 years old in 1990, they do not appear in the 1990 Census.
Note that the relatively larger famine e¤ects on young children and elderly need not be due to only biological

factors. Households facing famine may allocate proportionally more food to members that are more productive
in procuring or producing food.
14The famine cohort size is detrended using a time trend variable. We also use the non-detrended famine

cohort size as measure of famine intensity and the results are robust with or without detrending.
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sented by a di¤erent shade of color on Figure 3. These are counties for which the 1990 Census

data can be matched to the grain production data from the 1997 Agricultural Census and the

health outcome data from the 1989 CHNS data. Lighter shades represent counties that su¤ered

higher famine intensity. We see that famine intensity varied widely within provinces. Many

neighboring counties experienced very di¤erent levels of famine intensity. The cross-sectional

variation in famine intensity may partially explain why past studies have failed to �nd any ef-

fect from exposure to famine using only cohort comparisons. For example, if the famine was

especially severe in a few regions, then the e¤ect of the famine will be di¢ cult to observe in

comparisons of cohort averages.

Table 1 shows the summary statistics of our outcome variables by birth year. There are three

outcome variables from the 1990 Census data, they are: sex ratio (fraction of males), years of

educational attainment, and fraction that is semi-literate or illiterate. Six outcome variables

are obtained from the 1989 CHNS data: height (cm), weight (kg), weight-for-height (cm/kg),

upper arm circumference (cm), whether an individual has high blood pressure (>140/90mmHg)

and total hours worked per week.15 The average years of education range between 5.9 to 7.7.

The fraction that is semi-literate and illiterate individuals is much higher for older cohorts:

approximately 21% for those born 1952-55 and 8% for those born during 1962-66. This could

be due to the extensive literacy campaigns of the communist government, which would have had

a larger impact on younger individuals. Height is commonly used as a measure of the stock of

nutritional investments during the fetal and childhood stages of life (Fogel et al., 1982; Fogel,

1994; Steckel, 1986; Micklewright and Ismail, 2001). Average height is approximately 160cm,

four centimeters less than the average height of the same cohort in Japan. Weight and upper

arm circumference are crude measures of �wasting�, the body�s inability to retain body mass

after recovering from a severe nutritional shock. The sample means for all of these outcomes are

similar to comparable cohorts from Japan. Another potentially interesting measure of health is

blood pressure, which is the most commonly used indicator for heart disease later in life. The

commonly used threshold for high blood pressure is 140/90 mmHg (millimeters of mercury).16

The mean for the dummy variable for high blood pressure shows that only 0-3% of the sample

has blood pressure above 140/90 mmHg. We do not examine wages because they did not re�ect

the marginal product of labor in rural China when the data was collected. The main economic

outcome we examine is total hours worked per week, which we use as a proxy for work capacity.

15We also examined unemployment status, marriage status, fertility, the educational status of children and
upper arm skinfold measurements. The analysis showed that exposure to famine had no e¤ect on these outcomes.
For the sake of brevity, we do not discuss these outcomes and do not report these results in the paper.
16The systolic pressure measures the pressure in arteries when the heart is forcing blood through. The diastolic

pressure shows the pressure in arteries when the heart relaxes.
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This is the sum of the hours worked in a wage-earning job, farming, raising livestock or �sh,

and production for own consumption. Adults in the sample work approximately 71-80 hours per

week, on average.

The descriptive statistics show that individuals born during the famine are not obviously

worse o¤ than cohorts born before and after. This can be more clearly seen by plotting the

outcomes of interest by birth year. Figure 4A plots the fraction of females in 1990 by birth year.

It shows that excess female mortality (in the absence of sex-selective abortion technologies)

is dramatically higher for cohorts born directly before and during the �rst year of the famine.

However, like previous studies of the Great Famine, Figures 4B-4D show no systematic di¤erence

in other outcomes for the famine cohort.17

3 The Causes of the Great Famine

O¢ cially, the cause of the famine, called the �three years of natural disasters�(san nian zi ran

zai hai), was a fall in grain output due to bad weather. Using o¢ cial aggregated historical data

on sown area a¤ected by natural disasters and recalled weather data from famine survivors, past

studies �nd that bad weather potentially explained 13-30% of the reduction in grain output.18

However, these estimates are likely to overestimate the true e¤ect of weather conditions on the

famine since both o¢ cial data and recall data may su¤er from large systematic biases. For

example, survivors�recollections of weather from 40 years ago may be in�uenced by the o¢ cial

explanation. We address this with historical climate data from China�s 205 permanent weather

stations and county-level data on non-famine grain output and survival. Figure 5A plots the

annual mean precipitation and mean temperature by year in the eight provinces of this study.

There is no noticeable di¤erence during the famine years.19

The relationship between natural conditions and rice and wheat output per capita, can be

examined more directly. We use county-level rice and wheat sown areas and weather conditions

for non-famine years to estimate the correlation between natural conditions and output. We

then use these estimates and climate data from 1959-1961 to predict rice wheat sown areas

during the famine years. If the famine was caused by natural conditions, the prediction for

famine years should be signi�cantly di¤erent. Instead, we �nd that the predicted sown areas

are highly correlated to actual non-famine year sown area.20 Alternatively, we can also examine

17We also examined outcomes by birth month for the years 1959-1961. We found no systematic di¤erences
across months.
18See Kueh (1995) and Li and Yang (2005).
19Data on all the other provinces presents the same picture that shows no obvious natural disaster occurred

anywhere in the country. These �gures are available upon request from the authors.
20The estimated equation is Equation (4) in presented in the Appendix. The correlation coe¢ cient for the

8



the correlation between survival and historical weather conditions. Figure 5B plots a proxy for

survival at the county level (the ratio of famine birth cohort population in 1990 to non-famine

birth cohort population in 1990) against weather conditions during the famine relative to normal

periods (the ratio of famine period rainfall to non-famine rainfall, and the ratio of famine period

temperature to non-famine temperature). There is no visible correlation. These results all show

that the famine was unlikely to have been caused by �natural�disasters.

Several recent studies have argued that although there was a fall in output, the extent of

the famine was largely driven by a set of misguided policies. The suspected causes of the

famine include labor and acreage reductions in grain production (e.g., Peng, 1987; Yao, 1999),

implementation of radical programs such as communal dining (e.g., Yang, 1996; Chang and

Wen, 1997), reduced work incentives due to the formation of the people�s communes (Perkins

and Yusuf, 1984), and the denial of peasants�rights to exit from the commune (Lin, 1990).21

A recent study by Li and Yang (2005) improved upon past studies by compiling a panel of

provincial-level data that included conventional variables in the production function, nutritional

status of agricultural workers, climate, and institutional variables in order to quantify the relative

contributions of various hypotheses to the collapse of grain output. They �nd that the major

contributing factors to this collapse of grain production were over-procurement of grain from

rural areas and diversi�cation of resources away from agriculture. Over-procurement in 1959

led to a decrease in nutrition intake in rural areas, which in turn led to a decrease in rural

workers�physical capacity to produce grain. The reduction in work capacity along with the

consumption of inputs such as seeds in the winter of 1959 prolonged the famine. In 1960, the

central government had decreased procurement slightly and returned rural workers back into the

agricultural labor force. But the famine did not end until 1961, when the central government

distributed national grain reserves and food aid to stricken regions. Production soon recovered

to pre-famine levels.

The results of these studies and supporting anecdotal evidence forms a consensus about the

occurrence of over-reporting of grain output by rural areas. However, exactly how and why

over-procurement happened at the local level, and more importantly for this study, why there

was so much variation across neighboring regions has not been seriously addressed.

In 1958, the central government promised that collectivization would increase Chinese grain

yields dramatically, and that this grain would be used to support the urban industrial sector

and other communist countries. Popular con�dence in this program was boosted by bumper

predicted per capita rice-wheat sown area using 1959-1961 weather conditions and the actual �gure is 0.80 if we
use annual average weather conditions and 0.84 if we use spring average weather conditions.
21Lin (1990) argues that the removal of exit rights destroyed reduced work incentives for shirkers, and hence

decreased overall grain production.
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harvests during 1955-1958. Column 1 in Table 2 and Figure 6A present the national aggregated

historical grain output levels, which show a continuous increase in grain output between 1952

and 1958.22

The contribution of this paper begins here. We will show how the increase in grain output

during the early and mid 1950s together with the grain procurement system at the time caused

the huge geographic di¤erences in famine intensity. Procurement target data show that targets

were set as progressive tax of past production. Figure 6B plots per capita grain quotas at the

province-year level against a moving average of the past four years of per capita production. It

shows a clear positive and progressive trend.23 Note that the slope for the trend is approximately

0.36, which suggests that under this regime, approximately 36% of grain would be procured,

which is broadly consistent with the famine period procurement data shown in Table 2 Column

(9). The procurement targets were set this way in order to mitigate problems of peasants under-

reporting grain production and to guard against moral hazard because peasants were not the

residual claimants to their production (Oi, 1989).24 This leads to a novel insight: since quotas

for 1959 were based on production levels during bumper harvest years, when production had

returned to pre-bumper levels, procuring the quota amount would have led to too little retention,

and hence, famine.

Columns (1) and (2) of Table 2 show that although in 1959 output had decreased by 15% from

1958, procurement levels actually increased by 23%. The proportion of grain procured increased

from approximately 25% of total output in 1958 to almost 38% in 1959 (see column (9) of Table

2 and Figure 6C). The agricultural procurement policy at the time allowed peasants to retain

subsistence-level grains while the central government expropriated all surpluses. Market trade in

food stu¤s and labor migration were strictly and largely successfully prohibited. Consequently,

over-reporting and/or over-targeting, which led to over-procurement, caused retention to be

below subsistence levels (Johnson, 1998).25 Figure 6D shows the sharp drop in grain retention

per capita from approximately 270 kg/person in 1958 to only 190 kg/person in 1959. Since grain

22The current o¢ cial explanation for the bumper harvest is good weather (as the famine is caused by bad
weather). Anecdotal evidence suggests that the bumper harvests were at least partially an outcome of increased
cropping that wore out the soil and could not be sustained over time (see Becker, 1996). Another explanation
was that collectivization increased the mixture of seed varieties, which led to high yields for a few generations of
crops.
23Figure 6B plots procurement target data for the 1980s, when grain targets were still set by the central

government. To the best of our knowledge, historical procurement target data from the famine years are not
available, and procurement target data at disaggregated levels (e.g., county) could not be found for any years.
24The proportional procurement system is also consistent with the view that the grain procurement system

was set up, in part, to resolve the problem of grain output inequality among di¤erent regions in rural China
(Walker, 1984).
25We cannot distinguish the possibility that the central procurement agency over-procured at the end of 1959

despite below-quota yields reported by rural areas from the possibility that local leaders over-reported yields.
Most likely, both occurred in reaction to central pressure to maintain high grain procurement. Both scenarios
result in famine.
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was and is the main source of calories for Chinese laborers, this drop would be re�ected a large

drop in overall calorie consumption. Ashton et al. (1984) show that daily food intake fell to

1,500 calories per day by 1960.26

The pattern of proportional appropriation is also consistent with anecdotal evidence gath-

ered by one of the authors from a series of interviews conducted with famine survivors and

Becker (1996), which presents vivid descriptions on the degree to which party o¢ cials over re-

ported grain output to outdo each other so that their performance would be well regarded by

the central government.27 Similarly, our interviewees recalled grain production, reported grain

production and retention. While we do not take these numbers literally, the anecdotal evidence

does give two insights. First, villages seemed to have systematically over-reported grain pro-

duction proportional to actual production. Second, regions that produced more grain su¤ered

from the famine more. The second fact follows from the �rst. If regions over-report (or if the

central government over-expropriates) proportional to actual output and all surplus production

is expropriated such that the government takes the di¤erence between reported output and sub-

sistence needs (which are largely �xed over the span of a few years), then regions with higher

actual production will retain less grain.

The �rst two columns of Table 3 provide an illustrative example of this phenomenon. Assume

that counties A and B have the same subsistence needs, 200 units of grain. But county A produces

200 units, whereas county B produces 300 units because of better climate and terrain. (Note that

this scenario assumes that migration is restricted such that workers cannot move from county

A to county B). If production is over-reported or over-estimated in both counties by 10%, the

reported yields from counties A and B are 220 and 330. Then, the amounts the government will

procure from each are 20 and 130. Counties A and B will retain the di¤erence between their

true yields and the procured amount, which will be 180 and 170 units. Consequently, county B,

which normally produces more grain, will be 15% below subsistence level whereas county A will

only be 10% below subsistence level.28

To investigate whether the anecdotal evidence re�ected the situation at large, we regress

26Based on the food content table provided by the Institute of Nutrition and Food Hygiene of China, 1 kg
grain (simple average of rice, wheat �our, and other grain) has approximate 3587 calories. Hence, 190kg=1867
calories per day, which is 11% lower than the 2100 calorie per person per day minimum nutrition requirement.
27The authors of this paper conducted six interviews with famine survivors living in villages in Hebei and

Anhui provinces in 2003 and 2001, respectively.
One of the many examples given in Becker (1996: p113) states �In one of the county..., Guangshan, cadres

reported a harvest of 239,280 tonnes when it was really only 88,392 tonnes, and �xed the grain levy at 75,500
tonnes. When they were unable to collect more than 62,500 tonnes, close to the entire harvest, the local cadres
launched a brutal �anti-hiding campaign�.�
28This illustrative example coincides with the observation presented in Becker (1996) that the Great Famine

is peculiar in that its e¤ects were not concentrated in the traditional famine belt but some of the richest regions.
One of the example given in Becker (1996) is Sichuan province. �Historically, mass famines were rare in Sichuan,
but in 1958-1961 this great granary recorded the highest number of deaths of any province. �pp.100
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county level population size by birth cohort over the years 1943-1966 against non-famine county

level normal rice-wheat yield level. The estimated regression is speci�ed as follows:

log(pop)it =
1966X
t=1944

�t(log(grainpci) � biryrt) + �+ i + �t + "it; (1)

We regress log(pop)it; the log of the number of individuals in county �, of birth year t, on the

interaction terms between the logarithm of per capita rice and wheat sown areas in county i

during a non-famine year, grainpci, and dummy variables for being born in birth year t, biryrt;

county �xed e¤ects, i; and birth year �xed e¤ects, �t. The reference group is comprised of

individuals born in 1943. This group and all of its interactions are dropped. All standard errors

are clustered at the county level.

Proportional over-procurement predicts that �t should not be statistically di¤erent from zero

for individuals born after the famine, t > 1961; and for individuals who were too old to be a¤ected

by the famine. The key prediction is that �t should be negative for individuals born during and

closely before the famine. If vulnerability to nutritional shocks is negatively correlated with age,

then the absolute value of �t should be larger for those who were younger at the onset of the

famine. The estimates are shown in Table 4. The coe¢ cients and their 95% con�dence intervals

are plotted in Figure 7. It shows that for cohorts born before and during the famine, the younger

they were at the onset of the famine, the larger the negative correlation between cohort size and

per capital grain production.29 The absolute value of the elasticity was up to 0.1. A 1% increase

in normal per capita rice and wheat sown area is correlated with up to 0.1% fewer survivors.

In other words, a one standard deviation increase in normal grain production caused up to a

8% decrease in cohort size. For individuals born after the famine, there is no correlation. These

estimates are consistent with the anecdotal evidence on over-procurement.

Next, for illustrative purposes, we calculate how much over-procurement was necessary to

produce the famine if the hypothesis of proportional over-procurement is taken literally. We

use aggregate data on production and retention presented in Li and Yang (2005), as shown in

Table 2. Given the likelihood of misreporting such data, the following calculations should be

interpreted very cautiously. For convenience, we convert the aggregate national-level measures

to county-level measures by dividing the former by the number of provinces in their sample

(21) and the number of counties per province (approximately 100). On average, each county

produced approximately 80,952 tons of grain. We use the minimum of the reported per capita

29We cannot estimate the impact of the famine on individuals who were elderly at the time of the famine.
Additionally, because only individuals who survived until 1990 are observed, this analysis cannot disentangle
child mortality from a decrease in fertility due to the famine for individuals born during the famine years,
1959-1961.
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retained grain for the nine years prior to the famine as the subsistence level (228 kg/person in

1954). In 1959, the rural population in Li and Yang�s (2005) sample was approximately 549

million people. We multiply that by the annual per capita subsistence amounts and divide by

the total number of counties to �nd that counties on average needed approximately 56,667 tons

for subsistence. The reported data on grain retention in column (3) of Table 2 show that there

was an approximately 18% decrease in grain retention in 1959 from 1958. The third column

of Table 3 (Column C) shows that local leaders needed to have over-reported (or the central

government needed to have over-procured) by 13% on average to generate the observed 18%

decrease. We do not have historical data on reported output. However, the anecdotal evidence

suggests that 13% over-reporting is not implausible. A newspaper article on the front page of

People�s Daily, August 1, 1958 claims that �Rice production exceeded 7500kg per mu (0.067

hectare)�for a county in Hubei province. In contrast, actual grain output was closer to being

120kg per mu (NBS, 2000). Furthermore, there were often reports of wasting of entire villages�

annual grain output due to systematic ine¢ ciencies from this period.30

4 The Long Run Impact of Exposure to Famine

4.1 Conceptual Framework

Exposure to famine at young ages a¤ects adult health and labor market outcomes through

two main channels. First, it adversely a¤ects childhood health, which is a product of genetic

endowment, fetal health (in-utero nutrition), nutrition and other forms of investment (e.g.,

health care). The famine potentially also reduced the quality and/or quantity of other forms

of investment into children by reducing the health status of parents. Childhood health can

in turn a¤ect adult outcomes directly and indirectly (Kuh and Wadsworth, 1993), as poor

childhood health can a¤ect adult health directly, which consequently can a¤ect work capacity

and labor supply. Barker (1995) and Ravelli et al. (1998) have found that nutrition in-utero can

a¤ect health status in middle age, through its impact on chronic conditions such as coronary

heart disease and diabetes, in a phenomenon widely known as the �Barker Hypothesis�.31 Poor

childhood health could also decrease educational attainment by decreasing returns to education

or by increasing the costs of school attendance (Curie and Madrian, 1999; Miguel and Kremer,

30Studies of the collectivizations cite incidences of huge systematic ine¢ ciencies. For example, local leaders
were punished if grain was not put by side of roads for pick up after harvest. But they were not punished if the
grain was rained out and destroyed. Hence, local governments would spend weeks piling the year�s grain output
by the road. And if there was bad weather, they would lose the grain (Oi, 1989).
31Experimental work by Ozanne and Hales (2004) using laboratory mice �nd that lab mice that are underfed

in-utero but who are well-fed after birth catch up rapidly. However, they die earlier than mice that are also
well-fed in-utero.
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2004). This may in turn a¤ect labor supply and/or wages later in life. Second, exposure to famine

could potentially have a positive e¤ect by reducing the cohort size of exposed individuals, hence

reducing labor market competition and competition for family resources.

This paper will estimate the net e¤ect of exposure to famine: the sum of the adverse e¤ect

of malnutrition and the potentially positive e¤ects from smaller cohort sizes.

4.2 Identi�cation

Region and year of birth jointly determine an individual�s exposure to the famine. The Ordi-

nary Least Squares (OLS) speci�cation uses a simple �xed e¤ects model. Like di¤erences-in-

di¤erences, changes across cohorts that a¤ect di¤erent regions similarly are di¤erenced out by

the comparison across regions. Cohort invariant di¤erences between regions are di¤erenced out

by the comparison across cohorts. For example, if regions with bad institutions are more prone

to famines and institutions do not change over short periods of time, then di¤erences in insti-

tutions will be controlled for by region �xed e¤ects. There are two potential concerns for this

strategy. First, cohort size may measure famine intensity with error. This will most likely bias

the OLS estimate towards zero (see Appendix A2). Second, the intensity of the famine and adult

outcomes of survivors may both be outcomes of unobservable factors such as regional economic

variables. For example, poorer regions with fewer grain reserves may be more susceptible to

adverse food shocks, and experience faster subsequent economic growth (e.g., mean reversion),

which has a direct e¤ect on investment into health and education for famine survivors. Then,

the observed correlation between famine intensity and outcomes for survivors will re�ect the

e¤ect of the underlying economic variable rather than the causal relationship between famine

intensity and survivors�outcomes, and OLS will underestimate the true impact of famine.

To address these problems, we exploit three facts: 1) famine intensity was positively corre-

lated with non-famine grain production; 2) children who were younger at the onset of the famine

would have been more vulnerable to disease and malnutrition; and 3) children born after the

famine should not have been a¤ected.32 Therefore, we use the interaction terms between the

non-famine rice-wheat sown area in the county of birth and dummy variables for the year of

birth as instruments for famine intensity. Only the combination of the two can be interpreted as

32Despite being isolated from the full extent of the famine, urban areas cannot be used as a comparison
group for rural areas because they are subject to di¤erent policies which may produce confounding results. One
such di¤erence is the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) which primarily a¤ected urban areas (Meng and Gregory,
2005; Giles et al., 2006). The Cultural Revolution caused widespread closings of schools for approximately three
years (1966-1969). Children who survived the famine will be in school during the Cultural Revolution. Hence,
comparing the famine cohort between urban and rural areas would compare outcomes for two di¤erent treatments
rather than a treatment and a control. We therefore restrict the sample to individuals living in rural areas. More
generally, our empirical strategy will be robust to the occurrence of school disruptions in rural areas as long as
school closings were not correlated to famine intensity.
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exogenous. The key identi�cation assumption for the Two Stage Least Squares (2SLS) estimate

is that normal grain levels as measured in 1997 and the adult outcomes of famine survivors in

1990 are not jointly determined by some omitted variable. For example, the exclusion restriction

will fail if the government targeted post-famine agricultural investment at regions that su¤ered

proportionally more from the famine. In the previous section on data, we argued that this is

unlikely by showing that per capita rice-wheat sown area in 1997 is largely determined by nat-

ural conditions. It is also important to point out that the identi�cation strategy does not rely

on the amount of production in 1997 to be the same as during the famine period. Rather, the

identi�cation strategy relies on the rank ordering of production capacity across counties to be

the same in the two periods. Historical county level data is not available to verify this. We are

able to verify that the rank ordering at provincial level has been relatively constant over time

(see Figure A1 for correlation between grain output in 1957 and 1997).

The empirical strategy may underestimate the true e¤ect of childhood malnutrition on adult

outcomes for three reasons. First, the famine caused a reduction in the cohort size as well as a

reduction in the nutritional investment of survivors. If smaller cohort sizes reduce competition

in the labor market or for family resources, the main results will estimate the net e¤ect of the

adverse e¤ects from malnutrition and the potentially positive e¤ects from smaller cohort size.

Second, because famine intensity was positively correlated with pre-famine levels of grain pro-

duction, individuals with higher exposure to the famine may also have received better nutritional

investment prior to the famine.33 If this makes the child more robust to the subsequent shock,

then we will underestimate the true e¤ect of famine. Finally, there may be positive selection bias

for survival such that �stronger�children were more likely to survive the famine. For example,

the average �natural�endowment of health may be higher for survivors than for individuals in

the control group. We discuss this in detail later in the section on selection.

4.3 OLS

We estimate the correlation between famine intensity and adult outcomes, including: the fraction

of males, the fraction of individuals with high blood pressure, the fraction of semi-literate or

illiterate individuals, the logarithms of educational attainment, height, weight, weight-for-height,

upper arm circumference, and number of hours worked per week. The detrended birth cohort

size for the three famine years, 1959-1961, is the measure of famine intensity. Interacting this

measure with birth year dummy variables allows the e¤ect of the famine to vary depending on

33The procurement regime aimed to keep rural populations at subsistence levels of grain retention, meaning
that children in higher production regions would have had better nutrition only if the amount of grain "hidden"
was positively correlated with production.
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the age of the individual at the onset of the famine: those that were exposed in-utero (born

1959-1961), those who were age one to four (born 1955-1958) and those who were age �ve to

seven (born 1952-55). The sample is restricted to individuals born during 1952-1966.

Yit = �1(log(fampopi) � b5254t) + �2(log(fampopi) � b5558t) (2)

+�3(log(fampopi) � b5961t) + i + �t + �+ "it

We regress the outcome variables listed above for individuals born in county i and birth year t,

Yit, on the interaction terms between the logarithm of the detrended cohort size for individuals

born during 1959-61, ln fampopi, and dummy variable for being born during 1952-54, b5254t;

1955-58, b5558t; and 1959-61, b5961t; county �xed e¤ects, i; and birth year �xed e¤ects, �t:

Standard errors are clustered at the county level. The reference group, individuals born after the

famine (1962-1966), and all of its interaction terms are dropped. If famine had a negative e¤ect on

outcomes, then the estimates for �1, �2 and �3 should be positive. Since famine reduced cohort

size, a positive coe¢ cient re�ects a negative impact of famine. Furthermore, if vulnerability to

the famine is negatively correlated with age, then �3 > �2 > �1. The estimates are shown in

Table 5 Panel A. They show that exposure to famine reduced educational attainment, increase

illiteracy rates, and for the cohort born between 1955 and 1958, it also reduces total hours

worked. The estimates for other outcomes are not statistically signi�cant.

4.4 Two Stage Least Squares

This section uses an instrumental variables approach to address the issues of endogeneity and

measurement error discussed earlier in the paper. We exploit cross-sectional variation in normal

per capita rice-wheat sown area together with cohort variation in famine exposure to estimate

the causal e¤ect of famine exposure on adult outcomes. For the 2SLS estimates, we restrict the

sample to individuals born during 1952-1966 (as in the OLS). The statistical strength of the

instruments can be seen from the estimates of equation (1) shown in Table 4. To avoid weak

instruments problems, only the three interaction terms between the logarithms of non-famine

per capita rice-wheat sown area in the county of birth with the dummy variables for being born

during 1952-1954, 1955-1958 and 1959-1961 are used as instruments in the 2SLS estimates. The

reference group is comprised of individuals born after the famine, 1962-1966. It and all of its

interactions are dropped.

If the instrument acts mainly through its e¤ects on detrended famine cohort size, the e¤ect

of the instrument on the outcome should �trace�its e¤ects on the endogenous right hand side

variable. To illustrate this, we estimate the e¤ect of non-famine per capita grain production on

survivor outcomes.
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Yit =
TX
t=2

�t(log(grainpci) � biryrt) + �+ i + �t + "it (3)

This is identical to the equation (1) with the exception that the left-hand-side variable is an

outcome of interest. The coe¢ cients for the outcome of height are plotted in Figure 8. We see

a pattern similar to that of the estimates of the e¤ects of the instruments on cohort size shown

in Figure 7. It shows that normal per capita production has a negative e¤ect on the height

of individuals born during 1955-1958. Positive selection for survival can explain why there is

no e¤ect for individuals born during famine years if selection is stronger for those exposed in-

utero or if the in-utero cohort survivors are being selected on di¤erent attributes. The reduced

form estimates of the actual instruments that we use on the outcomes of interest are shown in

Appendix Table A2.

The 2SLS estimates are shown in Table 5 Panel B. The magnitudes increased relative to

those obtained from OLS estimation in Panel A and are more precisely estimated. They show

that famine had a negative and statistically signi�cant e¤ect on educational attainment and

literacy for all three cohorts. For outcomes such as sex ratio, height, weight, weight for height,

arm circumference and labor supply, negative and statistically signi�cant e¤ects are observed

for the cohort born between 1955 and 1958. For this cohort, who were age one to four at

the onset, a famine that decreased the 1959-61 cohort size by 1% decreased the fraction of

females by 1.7%, educational attainment by 0.02%, literacy by 0.02%, height by 0.03%, weight

by 0.07%, weight-for-height by 0.06%, arm circumference by 0.04% and total work hours by

0.23%. The estimate for blood pressure is not statistically signi�cant. The estimated coe¢ cients

for individuals exposed in-utero have the same signs, but are much smaller in size and less

precisely estimated. For individuals who were born 1952-55 (age �ve to eight at the onset of

famine), we �nd statistically signi�cant e¤ects on educational attainment and the literacy rate.

All results are robust to population weighting (Appendix Table A3).

4.5 Robustness

We re-estimate the OLS and 2SLS equations with two alternative measures of famine intensity:

1) an untrended measure of cohort size for the 1959-61 cohort; 2) the size of an individuals own

birth cohort. These measures give us very similar results, which are reported in Appendix Table

A4. The robustness of our estimates suggests that our results do not impinge upon our choice

of famine intensity variable.
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4.6 Calibration of the Results

The 2SLS estimates are elasticities between cohort size and the outcomes of interest. In this

section, we calculate the average e¤ect of exposure to the Great Famine by birth cohort. We

calculate the average percentage e¤ect of the famine as the product of the percentage of �missing�

people and the 2SLS estimate in Table 5 Panel B; and the average level e¤ect to be the product

of the average percentage e¤ect and the sample mean of the outcome (shown in Table 1) divided

by 100. Table 6 shows the calibrated e¤ects of famines. We assume that the cohorts born during

1959-1961 have 60% fewer individuals than cohorts that were not exposed to the famine (see

Figure A2). The estimates show that for individuals who were age one to four (born in 1955-

1958) at the onset of the famine, exposure on average reduced the fraction of females amongst

survivors by 1% (0.6 percentage-points), educational attainment by 1% (0.07 years), literacy by

1.1% (2 percentage-points), height by 1.7% (2.7 cm), weight by 4.3% (2.4 kg), weight-for-height

by 2.6% (0.009 cm/kg), upper-arm circumference by 2.5% (0.6 cm), and labor supply by 13.8%

(9.8 hours per week).

5 The E¤ects of Famine on the Tails

The main analysis examines the e¤ect of exposure to famine on the mean of the distribution of

outcomes. These estimates will be attenuated if there is positive selection for survival as is found

by studies such as Gorgens et al. (2002, revised in 2007). If �weak�individuals do not survive and

the survivors are �weakened�by the famine, then the bottom percentiles of the treatment group

will be comprised of individuals who would be in higher percentiles absent the famine. In other

words, estimating the e¤ect on the mean of the distribution of outcomes compares individuals in

the upper percentiles of the control group with those in the upper percentiles of the treatment

group. But it compares individuals in the lower percentiles of the control group with individuals

in the treatment group who would be in a higher percentile absent the famine-induced selection.

Selection will cause a larger attenuation bias in the observed di¤erence in outcomes for lower

deciles. Consequently, the estimated e¤ects of famine exposure for the higher percentiles should

be closer to the true e¤ect than those for the lower percentiles.

We address this by estimating the impact of famine on the 90th percentiles of the distribution

of health and labor market outcomes. (We will also show the estimates for the 10th percentile as

a comparison). The empirical strategy is similar to the main analysis. But instead of aggregating

the micro data to the mean of each county-birth year cell, we aggregate the data to the 10th

and 90th percentiles of each county-birth year cell. Only the left-hand-side variable is a¤ected
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by this alternative aggregation method because the right-hand-side variable of interest and the

instruments vary only at the county-birth year level. The advantage of this method over Quantile

regressions and Quantile instrumental variables is that we are able to control for county �xed

e¤ects.

Table 8 show the OLS and 2SLS estimates. The OLS estimates in Panels A and B are

similar in magnitude to the 2SLS estimates in Panels C and D. Like the main results, the 2SLS

coe¢ cients are more precisely estimated, especially for the 90th percentile. Comparing Panels

C and D show that the e¤ects are typically signi�cantly larger in magnitude and more precisely

estimated for the 90th percentile. For example, for those who were born in 1955-1958, the famine

had no e¤ect on the years of schooling, literacy rate, height, weight, and weight-for-height of

survivors of the 10th percentile, but for the 90th percentile a famine which reduces the in-utero

cohort size by 1% reduces years of schooling by 0.02%, the literacy rate by 0.04% and height,

weight, and weight-for-height by 0.03%, 0.11% and 0.07%. The di¤erence is even starker for the

cohort that was exposed to the famine in-utero. No e¤ect was found for the 10th percentile.

But for the 90th percentile, a famine that reduces the in-utero cohort size by 0.01%, increases

the fraction of females by 0.03 percentage points, reduces educational attainment by 0.02%,

decreases literacy rates by 0.04% and weight for height by 0.05%.

6 Interpretation

The main �nding of this study is that childhood malnutrition from exposure to famine signi�-

cantly reduces adult health outcomes and labor supply. The results are largest in magnitude and

most precisely estimated for individuals who were exposed to famine at ages 1 to 4. Our results

should be interpreted as underestimating the true adverse e¤ects of famine for the following two

reasons. The �rst is that there may be potential bene�ts from reduced cohorts sizes.34 A reduced

cohort size may reduce competition for family resources or in the labor market.35 The second

34Poor health in children has been associated with lower education and/or labor market outcomes in the U.S.
(Case et al., 2004; Doblhammer, 2002), Canada (Currie and Stabile, 2004), Great Britain (Case et al., 2002;
Kuh and Wadsworth, 1993; Marmot et al., 2001) and many developing countries (Behrman, 1996; Bleakley,
2002; Brinkley, 1994; Glewwe and Jacoby, 1995; Glewwe et al., 2001; Miguel and Kremer, 2004; and Strauss and
Thomas, 1998). See Curie and Madrian (1999) and Curie and Hyson (1998) for a review of studies linking health
to educational attainment and labor market outcomes. The latter focuses on the e¤ects of low birth weight.
Smith (1999) shows a strong correlation between reported health and income of adults in the U.S. Reduced
height has been associated with lower education and labor market outcomes in many countries (Maccini and
Yang, 2005; Perisco et al., 2002; Strauss and Thomas, 1998; Schultz, 2001; Schultz, 2002; Strauss and Thomas,
1998).
35Easterlin (1980) discusses how the size of a generation a¤ects the personal welfare of its members through

family and market mechanisms. See Becker and Lewis (1973), Becker and Tomes (1976), Galor and Weil (2000),
Hazan and Berdugo (2002) and Moav (2005) for theoretical discussions of the quantity-quality tradeo¤; and see
Angrist et al. (2006), Black et al. (2004), Qian (2006), Rosenzweig and Zhang (2006), and Schultz (2005) for
recent empirical evidence on the quantity-quality tradeo¤.
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is that there may be positive selection for survival. If the determinants of survival positively

a¤ect health and labor outcomes later in life, or in other words, if survivors are, on average,

born with more robust health, then a comparison between survivors and the control groups will

underestimate the true famine e¤ect.

The estimates on the upper tails of the the distribution of outcomes partially addresses

the selection bias. Our �ndings suggest that selection is especially problematic for those who

were exposed in-utero. For that cohort, we found no e¤ects when examining the mean of the

distribution of outcomes. However, for the 90th percentile, we found that exposure to famine

had negative e¤ects for the in-utero cohort that double or tripple the magnitudes obtained

for the mean of the cohort. These �ndings support the belief that there is positive selection for

survival. They also suggest that estimating the e¤ect on the upper tail may be a way to partially

mitigate the selection bias. Alternatively, Gorgens (2002, revised in 2007) used the fact that

factors determining health (e.g., genetics, etc.) are more likely to be transmitted to children

than exposure to famine to disentangle the selection e¤ect from the long term true famine e¤ect

on height. Using the height of children born to famine survivors and those who were not exposed

to famine to control for the selection e¤ect they �nd that rural people who were exposed to the

famine in the �rst 5 years of life are stunted between 1 and 2cm. These estimates are in the

similar range as the estimated e¤ects from this paper.

Our results yield little evidence for the Barker Hypothesis. For the population on average, we

did not �nd that exposure to famine increased blood pressure, our only indicator for coronary

heart disease. In addition to the main analysis presented in this paper, we also used follow

up rounds of CHNS data from 1997 and 2002 to investigate whether the e¤ect of exposure to

famine changed as survivors age. We examined the outcomes of blood pressure and mortality.

The results do not change as individuals age.36 One possible explanation is that the interaction

e¤ect of famine is non-linear as individuals age such that we may observe the e¤ects as the

survivors reach their 50s and 60s. In addition, famine survivors may su¤er from coronary heart

disease for di¤erent reasons than the population at large. Therefore, blood pressure may not be

a good indicator of the underlying factors that cause famine-related heart disease. We intend to

re-examine the Barker Hypothesis in future waves of the CHNS when the survivors reach their

late-middle years.

Finally, our results show that famine on average decreased the fraction of females amongst

survivors for those who were age 1-4 at the onset of the famine by approximately 0.6 percentage-

points, which account for approximately 0.15% of the total sex imbalance for that cohort.37 The
36Results are not reported in the paper.
37In our sample, 59.3% of individuals born during 1955-58 are male. Using 50.1% as the benchmark for the
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results also showed that the famine on average had no e¤ect on female survival for the in-utero

cohort. However, the results on the 90th percentile show that exposure in-utero increased female

survival. This can either be the result of female survivors receiving more investment than male

survivors or that females are less fragile in the face of pre-natal shocks. The former explanation is

very unlikely in the context of rural China, where boy-preference is a well known phenomenon.

Furthermore, it is inconsistent with the �nding that famine reduces female survival for older

cohorts. Hence, a more plausible explanation is that female children are able to bear in-utero

shocks better than male children. More medical research is needed to understand the causes of

this phenomenon.

7 Conclusion

This paper makes three contributions. First, it o¤ers evidence that the Great Famine was not

caused by adverse climatic conditions, nor was all of the variation in famine intensity necessarily

due to di¤erences in local policies. Because of the procurement scheme used at that time, at least

part of the cross-sectional inequity of famine intensity could have arisen even if the behavior of

local governments was identical across regions.

Second, it evaluates the impact of China�s Great Famine on survivors almost 30 years after

exposure. It addresses problems arising from data limitations, joint determination of famine

occurrence and survivor outcomes, and selection bias from positive selection for survival. The

empirical �ndings show that amongst those who were not elderly at the time of the famine,

exposure mostly a¤ected young children. The impact of famine on mortality is negatively cor-

related with age at the onset of the famine. For survivors who were very young at the onset of

the famine, exposure reduces female survival relative to male survival rates, and has long lasting

negative e¤ects on adult health, educational attainment and labor supply. The results together

show that the detrimental e¤ects of childhood malnutrition from famine exposure outweigh any

selection e¤ect and potential bene�ts from reduced cohort sizes for the cohort aged 1 to 4 at the

onset of the famine. Finally, our study shows that estimating the e¤ects on the upper tails of

distributions is one way that studies of large shocks can mitigate selection bias. This method

has the advantage that no additional data is needed.

"natural" sex-ratio, the imbalance is 9.2 percentage points. Hence, 0.6 percentage points is 0.15% of the total
imbalance.
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.1 Appendix A1: Predicting Grain Output with Natural Conditions

Using grain production in 1997 as a proxy for non-famine grain production in the 1950s and 1960s

may introduce measurement error. But more problematic is the possibility that the central

government targeted post-famine agricultural investments towards regions that su¤ered more

during the famine. Then, 1997 grain production will be an outcome of the famine rather than

an indicator of pre-famine output. We test this possibility directly by examining how much of

1997 per capita grain output can be explained by natural conditions. We estimate the following

equation:

log(grainpcip) =
2X
j=1

�1jtemp
j
ip +

2X
j=1

�2jrain
j
ip + �3SDTempip + �4SDRainip

+
2X
j=1

�5jrain
j
ip � distip +

2X
j=1

�6jtemp
j
ip � distip + �7soilip + 'p + "i (4)

We regress per capita grain production in 1997 for county i province p on a vector of temperature

indicators in 1997 for county i province p, temp; and a vector of indicators for precipitation in

1997 for county i province p, rain;a variable indicating the distance of county i province p to the

nearest weather station, dist; the standard deviation of temperature and precipitation over the

year, SD(temp) and SD(rain); the interaction terms of all the temperature and rain variables

with the distance of each county to the nearest weather station, rain � dist and temp � dist;
a vector of variables on altitude, longitude for countyi province p, soil;and provincial dummy

variables, 'p. We interact temperature and rainfall variables with distance to the nearest station

because it is possible that the further away a county is from the nearest station, the more likely

the weather variables are measured with larger errors. To allow for these measurement errors,

we specify the variable dist in two ways, one as a continuous variable and the other is a dummy

variable for above 100 km away from the nearest station. Note that both temp and rain are

measured in two ways, one as the annual mean temperature and rain fall (from January to

December) and the other as the average spring temperature and rainfalls (from March to June).

Table A1 shows the results. Column (1) shows that the adjusted R-Square estimate is 0.75.

This suggests that the variation in 1997 production was largely driven by natural conditions and

was not likely to be an outcome of the famine.

It is important to point out that changes in the levels of grain output over time will not

a¤ect the validity of our estimates. What we need is for the rank ordering of production capacity

between counties to be the same in the famine years and 1997. Historical county level data is
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not available to verify this. At the province level, we �nd that per capita grain production in

1997 is a positive function of grain per capita in 1957. See Figure A2.

.2 Appendix A2: Measurement Error

This paper examines the e¤ect of childhood exposure to famine on long run outcomes for sur-

vivors (e.g., health, labor supply, education).

yit = �x
�
it + "it; � < 0

Denote the yit as the average outcome for individuals born in county i and year t as a function

of the intensity of famine in county i year t and an error term. Assume that famine intensity is

uncorrelated with "it.

However, we cannot observe the actual intensity of the famine. Instead we use the size of

birth cohort t in county i as a measure of famine intensity. Up to 10% of the rural population in

China died during the famine. Hence, the more intense the famine, the smaller the cohort size.

Denote cohort size as xit such that

xit = �x
�
it + eit, � < 0; E[xiteit] = 0

or

x�it =
xit
�
� eit
�

Plugging into the initial regression

yit = �(
xit
�
� eit
�
) + "it

=
�

�
xit + �it, �it = "it � �

eit
�

With the additional assumption of cov("; e) = 0, the estimate of �̂ can be written as

�̂OLS =
cov(x; y)

var(x)

=
�

�
� cov(x; �)

var(x)

=
�

�
�

�
�
var(e)

var(x)

=
�

�
�

�
�
var(e)

�2var(x�) + var(e)
<
�

�

since �
�
> 0. Hence, OLS will be biased towards zero.
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