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population growth in the late 20th century, due to strict 
governmental family-planning practices (World Factbook 
2014a). India, the second-largest country, has a current 
population growth rate (increase in a country’s population 
during a specified period of time) of 1.25% a year, just over 
replacement level (World Factbook 2014c).

Although some countries have birth rates below popula-
tion replacement levels, the world’s population continues to 
grow because of the skyrocketing growth rate in other coun-
tries and because of population momentum caused by the 
large number of individuals of childbearing age having chil-
dren. After a baby boom, even though birth rates per couple 
may drop, the number of girls who grow to childbearing age 
16 years later becomes very high, resulting in continued 
growth in population size. Most of the countries with the 
highest growth rates are in the Global South, where societ-
ies value large families and have less access to birth control 
but fewer resources to support the additional population.

Thinking Sociologically
Do you have a choice in how many children you have 
or will have? Explain. If you do, what factors go into 
your decision? How might your decision differ if you 
lived in a different country? Should global patterns—
which include food shortages and climate change—
be a consideration in the size of your family and your 
neighbors’ families? Why, or why not?

We know the previous information thanks to research 
gained through demography, the study of human popu-
lations. When demographers speak of populations, they 
mean all permanent societies, states, communities, 
adherents of a common religious faith, racial or ethnic 
groups, kinship or clan groups, professions, and other 

identifiable categories of people. Demographers examine 
various aspects of a population, including the size, loca-
tion, movement, concentration in certain geographical 
areas, and changing characteristics. For example, the next 
“Engaging Sociology” asks you to imagine that the entire 
world population is only 100 people and look at how it 
would be composed given the current world distribution 
of certain characteristics.

With few jobs to support populations in rural areas (areas 
outside of cities and their surrounding suburbs), many peo-
ple move to cities in hopes of finding employment. This pat-
tern of movement from rural areas to cities is called 
urbanization. The second half of this chapter considers the 
evolution, growth, and development of populated areas, 
including movements from rural areas to cities, the organi-
zation of micro-level urban life, the relationship between 
individuals and the city, and some problems facing cities. The 
previous chapters have moved from micro- to macro-level 
analysis, but in this chapter, because of the nature of the 
material and the need to explain certain issues before the 
micro issues make sense, we discuss macro-level patterns in 
world population growth first. We then describe meso-level 
institutional influences on population and finally micro-level 
factors affecting population patterns.

MACRO-LEVEL  
PATTERNS IN WORLD 
POPULATION GROWTH
Earlier we noted that Global North societies tend to see 
reduced population growth as they continue to develop. 
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The overcrowding in some cities means that governments have a difficult time providing the infrastructure and services needed for 
the growing urban population. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, is one example.


