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Thinking Sociologically
Why do population experts predict the population pyr-
amid will look like Figure 13.9 by 2050? What factors in 
society might lead to this? What kinds of problems do 
you think this sort of configuration might cause?

Retirement is another topic for which popula-
tion patterns are critical. When Social Security was 
established in the United States in the 1930s, life 
expectancy from birth was 58 for men and 62 for 
women (Social Security Administration 2013). The 
number of people in the age-dependent catego-
ries of under 15 and over 65 was low. For each per-
son who received Social Security in 1945, 42 work-
ers paid Social Security taxes. Forty people, each 
paying $255 a year, could easily support a retired 
person, receiving $10,000 per year. However, the 
average life expectancy has shifted, and the age-
dependent population has increased. Currently 
in the United States, nearly 14% of the population 
is over the age of 65, as opposed to 4% in the 1930s 
(World Factbook 2014l). Moreover, predictions are 
that by 2035, 20% of the population will be over 65. In 
2013, there were just 2.8 workers contributing Social 
Security taxes for each person covered by Social 
Security (Social Security Administration 2013). When 
commentators and politicians say Social Security is 
in trouble, they refer to problems created by changes  
in the composition of the U.S. population.

As noted in Chapter 6, population patterns also influ-
ence rates of deviance and juvenile delinquency. Most 
deviant acts are committed by young people in their 
mid-teens to early 20s. Thus, when the baby boom  

Keith, one of the coauthors of this book, lived  
in Boston, and his wife taught in a suburban school 
system there at a time when the fertility rate was fall-
ing. The elementary school where she taught had four 
first-grade classrooms, with 28 children per room—
112 first graders in the school. By the next year, the 
school felt the decline in the fertility rate six years ear-
lier, and the number of first graders declined. Within 
four years, there were only 40 first graders in her 
school, with two classrooms and only 20 students per 
class. Some school systems lost half of their student 
population in a few years. One year, first-grade teach-
ers were losing their jobs or having to move to another 
grade, and the next year, it was second-grade teach-
ers who were scrambling. The third year, third-grade 
teachers were in oversupply, and so forth. With low 
demand, these were not times for college students 
to be pursuing teaching careers. A personal decision 
was being influenced by population trends—and this 
pattern continues.

We have already mentioned the impact of the 
baby boom (the high fertility rates from 1946 to about 
1963) and the following baby bust (the drop in fertility 
for more than a decade following the baby boom). The 
population pyramid of the United States reveals the 
impact on the population (see Figures 13.8 and 13.9). 
As we can see, the U.S. population no longer looks 
anything like a pyramid. From these figures, we can 
tell a great deal about job prospects, retirement secu-
rity, career decisions, and other outcomes of demo-
graphic changes. As that bulge for the baby boomer 
group moves into the senior citizens’ category, society 
will have new challenges. 

FIGURE 13.8  United States, 2010

Source: Nationmaster 2011. “United States Population Pyramids” www.
nationmaster.com/country/us/Age_distribution
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FIGURE 13.9  United States, 2050

Source: Nationmaster 2011. “United States Population Pyramids” www.
nationmaster.com/country/us/Age_distribution




