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International migration is especially common where 
political turmoil, wars, famines, or natural disasters rav-
age a country. More than 50 million migrants are refugees, 
those who flee in search of refuge in times of war, political 
oppression, natural disaster, or religious persecution. 
Today, there are more refugees in the world than at any 
time since World War II.

The ongoing crisis in Syria has added significantly to 
the number of refugees. By July 2015, almost 4 million 
Syrians had registered as refugees with the United 
Nations. The tiny nations of Jordan and Lebanon have 
taken in well over 600,000 and 1 million refugees respec-
tively. Ten percent of the Jordanian population now con-
sists of refugees, and that number increases daily (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 2015).

Thinking Sociologically
Think about your grandparents or great grandpar-
ents. How long have your ancestors occupied the 
same house or lived in the same community? Do 
they go back more than one generation on the same 
property? If they have been mobile, what factors 
were critical in their decision to move? How has their 
mobility or stability influenced your family’s experi-
ences? How were they received in their new home?

Internal Migration in the United States.  The rate of 
internal migration in the United States is high compared with 
that in most places in the world. Patterns of migration have 
primarily involved individual “pull” to economic opportuni-
ties and better housing. According to the U.S. Census, about 
40% of people who move cite a housing reason, including a 
new or better home or apartment, a better neighborhood, 

cheaper housing, owning rather than renting, or establishing 
their own household (Demographics Livability 2014).

During different historical periods, movement direc-
tions have varied. During the 20th century, until the 1960s, 
people moved out of the southern states and into northern 
states. This included the Great Migration of 6 million Black 
Americans who left the rural South for northern cities. 
Then, the pattern reversed, and the flow started going south 
and west. Movement starting in the 1960s and increasing in 
the 1970s has been toward the Sunbelt, especially to 
California, Arizona, Texas, and Florida. Movement to the 
Pacific Coast and even Alaska has also increased, due to eco-
nomic opportunities in these locations.

MICRO-LEVEL  
POPULATION PATTERNS
Understanding demography can be extremely important 
for comprehending social processes in your everyday life. 
Although most Global North countries do not have mas-
sive famines or population explosions, population fluctua-
tions influence them in many ways. Consider the life 
choice decisions you will make regarding education, 
employment, and retirement.

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 falling. 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 6 years 
earlier, and the number of first graders declined. Within 4 
years, there were only 40 first graders in her school, with two 
classrooms and only 20 students per class. Some school sys-
tems lost half of their student population in a few years. One 
year, first-grade teachers were losing their jobs or having to 
move to another grade, and the next year, it was second-grade 
teachers 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 fol-
lowing 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 13.7 and 13.8). 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 security, 
career decisions, and other outcomes of demographic 
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After crossing the Aegean Sea from Turkey on an inflatable boat in 
2015, Syrian refugees arrive on the Greek island of Lesbos. Despite 
horrible weather and rough seas, migrants and refugees are risking 
their lives—and those of their children—in search of a better life 
within the European Union.


