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Stage 1:	 Populations have high birthrates and 
death rates that tend to balance each 
other over time. Births may outpace 
deaths until some disaster diminishes the 
increase. This has been the pattern for 
most of human history.

Stage 2:	 Populations still have high birthrates, but 
death rates decline (i.e., more people 
live longer) because of improvements in 
health care and sanitation, establishment 
of public health programs, disease con-
trol and immunizations, and food avail-
ability and distribution. This imbalance 
between the continuing high number of 
births and the declining number of deaths 
means that the population growth rate is 
very high.

Stage 3:	 Populations begin to level off due to 
access to contraception, wage increases, 
urbanization, increases in education lev-
els and the status of women, and other 
changes. Most industrial societies are in 
this stage.

Stage 4:	 Birthrates and death rates are both low. 
Birthrates in some Global North countries 
drop below replacement level, result-
ing in declining population. Death rates 
remain fairly constant and low, though 
lifestyle diseases caused by smok-
ing, obesity, and lack of exercise may 
increase death rates in some areas. 

has not come to pass. He overemphasized environ-
mental determinism, the idea that we can do little 
about the environment because it controls our lives. 
Malthus and neo-Malthusians were not able to antici-
pate the advances in agriculture that have increased 
the food supply tremendously. Nor did they foresee 
the importance of vaccines in controlling diseases. 
However, they have raised important issues that have 
helped government leaders in many parts of the world 
become aware of the need to plan for and take steps 
to control population growth (Bell 2012). 

Thinking Sociologically
What are contemporary examples of what Malthus 
described as “positive” checks on population growth—
war, disease, famine? Are family planning and contra-
ception (a) suitable and (b) sufficient means to solve the 
problem of global overpopulation by humans? Can you 
think of other alternatives?

Demographic Transition: Explaining Popula-
tion Growth and Expansion. Why should a change 
in the economic structure such as industrialization and 
movement from rural agricultural areas to cities have 
an impact on population size? The demographic transi-

tion theory, which links trends in birthrates and death 
rates with patterns of economic and technological 
development, offers one explanation. 

This theory identifies four clear stages of develop-
ment and posits that a fifth one is in process: These 
stages are illustrated in Figure 13.5.
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FIGURE 13.5  Stages of Demographic Transition




