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longer grow, the family moves to another and clears the 
land, depleting more arable land and cutting down trees 
resulting in erosion of rich soil. This scenario repeats 
itself, leading to little arable land, shortages of food, mal-
nutrition, and a population susceptible to illnesses and dis-
ease. The limited medical care that exists is mostly 
available in urban areas.

Some other African countries face similar situations, 
with life expectancy in South Africa at 49.56, Somalia at 
51.58, and Zimbabwe at 55.68. Average life expectancy for 
sub-Saharan Africa as a whole is about 56 years (World 
Bank 2014).

Why are these societies so dramatically different 
from Global North countries, many of which have aver-
age life expectancies into the 80s? The low life expec-
tancy stems from lack of medical care, epidemics such as 
Ebola and AIDS, wars and civil strife, corrupt govern-
ments, droughts and famine, malnutrition, resulting 
susceptibility to diseases, and high infant mortality. 
Table 13.2 shows the number of children who die before 
the age of 1 (per 1,000 live births) for various regions of 
the world. This is another key indicator of a country’s 
overall well-being.

Even within Global North nations, mortality rates can 
vary according to social class, geography, and social poli-
cies. In the United States, the life expectancy of the richest 
continues to rise—and pull away from that of the poor. 
The gap in life expectancy between the top 1% and bottom 
1% in income in the United States has increased since 
2001 (2.3% for men and 2.9% for women) and is now 14.6 
years for men and 10.1 years for women. The good news is 
that new studies show that social policies can influence life 
expectancy for poor people. Those who live in areas with 
higher government expenditures and more positive health 
behaviors (such as lower smoking rates) have much 
higher life expectancy rates than those who live in other 
areas of the nation (Chetty et al. 2016).

Migration and Mobility:  
Where People Move and Why
Most of us have moved one or more times in our lives, a 
process called migration. Perhaps we have moved to  
a larger house down the block, maybe to another area for a 
job opportunity or school, or even to another country 
altogether. The process of changing one’s place of resi-
dence is called geographic mobility. Over the history of 
the human race, people have migrated to the far reaches  
of the globe. Because of adaptability to climatic and  

A sick and displaced Chadian woman watches as her malnourished 
infant sleeps at a health clinic run by Doctors Without Borders. This 
mother knows that life expectancy for her child is less than 50 years, 
and many children die in infancy.
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countries (Population Reference Bureau 2016). Note that 
the higher the education level, the lower the fertility rate 
and population growth.

Lower population growth means less pressure on gov-
ernments to provide emergency services, such as food and 
water rations for booming populations and more attention 
to services such as schools, health care, and jobs. Most 
population experts encourage governments and other 
meso-level institutions in fast-growing countries to act 
aggressively to control population size. Consequences of 
population fluctuations affect affluent parts of the world as 
well as poor parts.

Factors Affecting Mortality Rates
Recall that life expectancy refers to the average number of 
years a person in a particular society can expect to live. It 
indicates the overall health conditions in a country. 
Imagine living in Chad, Africa, where the life expectancy at 
birth is 49.44 years. In this low-income, largely agricul-
tural society, families tend to have many children (4.68, on 
average, or 37.3 per 1,000 members of the population). Of 
every 1,000 babies born alive, 90.3 will die within the first 
year. Over 72% of men and women live in rural areas, 
where most are subsistence farmers, working small plots 
that may not provide enough food to keep their families 
from starving (World Factbook 2015b). When one plot  
is overfarmed and the soil depleted so that plants will no 


