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Demographic transition theory helps explain the 
developmental stages and population trends in countries 
around the world, but it does not consider some important 
factors that affect the size of populations.

1.	 People’s age at marriage determines how many 
childbearing years they have. (Late marriage 
means fewer years until menopause.)

2.	 Contraceptive availability determines whether 
families can control their number of children.

3.	 A country’s resources and land may determine 
how much population it can support.

4.	 The economic structure, religious beliefs, and 
political philosophies of a country affect attitudes 
toward birth control and family size.

5.	 Economic expansion rates influence a country’s 
need for labor and its ability to create jobs.

The wealth flow theory suggests that two possible 
strategies operate in couples’ personal decisions about 
family size. When wealth flows from children to parents—
that is, when children are an asset working on the family 
farm or laboring—parents have larger families. When 
wealth flows from parents to children—that is, when par-
ents must support the children—families tend to have 
fewer children (Caldwell 1982). To raise a child born in 
2013 to 18 years in the United States, for instance, costs an 
average of more than $245,000 (using 2013 dollars), not 
including college expenses (Lino 2014).

Elements of both the demographic transition and 
wealth flow theories describe why families in poor nations 
tend to have more children than those in wealthier 
nations. Consider the following:

1.	 Many poor societies are agricultural societies 
where more children equals more people to work 
the farm.

2.	 Poor societies have higher rates of child mortality, 
leading parents to have more children because 
they know some are likely to die at a young age.

3.	 Girls in poor societies tend to leave school early (if 
they attend at all) and to marry at a young age, 
leading to early and more childbearing.

4.	 Artificial contraception tends to be less available in 
poor nations.

With these facts in mind, Jeffrey Sachs, an economist 
and leading expert on world poverty, advocates (along with 
many other social scientists) “a quality education for every 

child” and improved health care and access to contracep-
tives in poor nations (Sachs 2011, 2015).

Conflict Theorists’ Explanations of Population 
Growth.  Karl Marx did not agree with Malthus’s idea that 
high fertility rates and population growth that outstrips 
food and resources produce poverty (Marx [1844] 2009). 
He believed that social and structural factors built into the 
economic system—inequitable distribution and control of 
resources—cause poverty. Capitalist structures lead to 
wealth for the owners and create overpopulation and pov-
erty for workers. Workers are expendable, kept in competi-
tion for low wages, used when needed, and let go when 
unprofitable to capitalists.

Socialist societies, Marx argued, could absorb the 
growth in population so the problem of overpopulation 
would not exist. In a classless society, all would be able to 
find jobs, and the system would expand to include everyone 
(Magnus 2009). Marx’s writing partner, Friedrich Engels, 
asserted that population growth in socialist societies could 
be controlled by the central government, as was done by the 
Chinese government when it imposed a one-child-per-fam-
ily policy in 1979 (Marx and Engels 1975). (The policy in 
China has gone through several revisions since that time.)

Conflict theorists also point out the impact that capital-
ism has on the health of people living in poor areas, as exem-
plified by the dumping of toxic waste from industries into 
predominantly poor areas with high percentages of people of 
color. Environmental racism, when environmental pollu-
tion disproportionately affects racial and ethnic minorities, 

Overpopulation presents a challenge to food and water resources, 
and large populations damage the environment and provide little 
ecological recovery time. This photo shows the smog from fires, 
factories, and automobiles—called brown haze—that routinely  
hovers over Cape Town, South Africa, in the morning.
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