
ENVIRONMENTAL 
SOCIOLOGY
Population, Urbanization, and Climate Change
pp Humans are confined to this one moderate-sized planet on which we depend for survival. The challenges of controlling 

population size, migration patterns, the spread of disease, and climate change add to the need for global cooperation.
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ME (AND MY NEIGHBORS)

LOCAL ORGANIZATIONS 
AND COMMUNITY

Local schools and community 
organizations serve the local 
population.

NATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS,
INSTITUTIONS, AND ETHNIC
SUBCULTURES

Population trends influence institutions  
such as politics, economics, and education.

SOCIETY
National governments set 
policies that influence birth 
incentives, birth control, and 
immigration.

GLOBAL COMMUNITY 
Cross-national migration 
patterns can spread 
epidemics or meet pressing 
needs for labor.
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WHAT WILL YOU LEARN  
IN THIS CHAPTER?

This chapter will help you to do the following:

15.1 Define environmental sociology

15.2 Illustrate the pattern of the world’s 
population growth over time

15.3 Give examples of institutional influences 
on fertility, mortality, and migration

15.4 Describe individual decisions that 
affect population patterns

15.5 Discuss national and global 
urbanization trends

15.6 Explain why moving from rural to 
urban settings can lead to anomie

15.7 Explain three major environmental 
problems facing urban areas in the 
Global South

15.8 Describe how climate change is a 
social issue
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 THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Small groups and local 
community

What is the population profile of your hometown (e.g., economic status of 
residents, ethnic and racial composition, and recent immigrant groups)? 
Where do you fit into that population profile?

Meso: National institutions, complex 
organizations, and ethnic groups

Why do people move from rural areas to urban areas? What problems might 
this pattern of movement create?

Macro: National and global systems
How do global issues relating to demographic changes, urbanization, and the 
environment affect your family and local community?

When Sally Ride, the first U.S. woman in 
space, looked down at Earth, she, like other 
astronauts who have the opportunity to 

see the planet from far above, experienced the overview 
effect. This occurs when Earth is viewed from a new 
angle, from the perspective of space. Ride described the 
impact it had on her.

Mountain ranges, volcanoes, and river deltas appeared 
in salt-and-flour relief, all leading me to assume the role of 
a novice geologist. In such moments, it was easy to imag-
ine the dynamic upheavals that created jutting mountain 
ranges and the internal wrenching that created rifts and 
seas. I also became an instant believer in plate tectonics; 
India really is crashing into Asia, and Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt really are pulling apart, making the Red Sea 
wider. Even though their respective motion is really no 
more than mere inches a year, the view from overhead 
makes theory come alive. (Quoted in Beaver 2012)

Ride’s perspective changed, and, thus, her ability to rec-
ognize and understand the world also changed. Ride saw 
and noticed things she had not seen or noticed before 
because of this new view of the world. In this chapter, you 
will look at the environment from a sociological perspec-
tive and, in the process, see and notice patterns you may 
not have paid attention to before.

Environmental sociologists look at both natural com-
munities (ecology) and human communities and how 
they interact with one another (Bell and Ashwood 2016). 
In doing so, they examine population growth, move-
ments in population, and the impact humans have on the 
environment. Today, as the human population quickly 
increases, there are record numbers of displaced people 
moving across the world, and climate change threatens 
the very future of the human population.

We look first at population growth and then at 
urbanization and the impacts of climate change. The 

previous chapters have moved from micro- to macro- 
level analysis. In this chapter, however, 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 inf luences 
and micro-level factors affecting population patterns. 
We close by looking at how climate change impacts all 
levels of society.

Macro-Level Patterns in  
World Population Growth
Table 15.1 illustrates the current state of the human 
population. As you can see, there are now more than 7.5 
billion people on Earth, and the number is increasing 
rapidly.

The world’s human population grew sporadically 
over the millennia, but the explosion of human beings 
on the planet in the past 2.5 centuries is stunning. If we 
collapsed all human history into one 24-hour day, the 
period since 1750 would consume 1 minute. Yet 25% 
of all humans have lived during this 1-minute period. 
In the 200 years from 1750 to 1950, the world’s popu-
lation mushroomed from 800 million to 2.5 billion. 
On October 12, 1999, the global population reached 

pq TABLE 15.1

Demographics of the World, 2017

World

Population 7,576,951,385

Births per year   148,779,660

Deaths per year    58,619,319

natural annual increase    90,160,341

Source: countrymeters 2018.
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6 billion. It has now expanded to over 7.5 billion 
with almost all the latest growth in the Global South 
(Countrymeters 2018).

As societies develop, birthrates tend to go down. For 
example, typical European young people often wait 
until their late 20s or even 30s to start a family, post-
poning children until their education is complete and 
a job is in hand. They have access to effective birth 
control options, widely used throughout their societ-
ies. Unlike many children in the Global South, where 
birthrates are higher, most children born in the Global 
North will survive to old age with access to health care 
and good nutrition. Parents in the Global North do not 
feel as though they must have many children in order to 
see some grow to maturity. Life expectancy, the num-
ber of years a person in a society can expect to live, ranges 
widely across the world. It is 50.6 years in Chad, the 
nation with the lowest level, and 89.4 in Monaco, the 
country with the highest level of life expectancy (World 
Factbook 2017d).

Although some countries have birthrates below pop-
ulation replacement levels, the world’s population con-
tinues to grow because of the skyrocketing growth rate 
in other countries and because of population momen-
tum caused by the large number of individuals of child-
bearing age having children. After a baby boom, even 
though birthrates per couple may drop, the number of 
women of childbearing age becomes very high, result-
ing in continued growth in population size. Population 
growth is particularly an issue in many Global South 
nations in Africa, where climate change–induced 
desertification and surging populations have led to 

fierce competition for less and less fertile land and water 
resources (Gettleman 2017).

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Do you have a choice in how many children you will have? (Or, 
if you have children already, did you have a choice in how 
many you had?) Explain. What might influence (or what did 
influence) your decision to have a certain number of children? 
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 this population information thanks to 
research gained through demography, the study of human 
populations. When demographers speak of popula-
tions, 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 cat-
egories of people. Demographers examine various aspects 
of a population, including the size, location, 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.

Why did the world’s population grow so slowly and 
then, recently, so rapidly? Sociologists look for patterns 
in population growth over time to answer these demo-
graphic questions.

pp 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.
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ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY

IF THE WORLD WERE 100 PEOPLE

literacy  86 would be able to read and write
 10 males would not be able to read and write
 18 females would not be able to read and write

Education 7 would have a college degree

Urban/rural 54 would be urban dwellers; 46 would be rural dwellers

Water 91 would have access to safe drinking water; 9 would not

Food 11 would be undernourished

Poverty 11 would live on less than $1.90 USD per day

Electricity 82 would have electricity; 18 would not

Technology  47 would be active Internet users; 65 would be cell phone users

Source: 100people.org.

Engaging Sociology

1. Did any of these facts surprise you? If so, which 
ones? Why? If not, where did you learn these facts?

2. In which ways are you highly privileged compared to 
most others in the world?

3. Which of the factors in this list cause the most 
suffering?

4. If you were a public sociologist and wanted to 
address two of these factors that affect world 
populations, which ones would you focus on? Why?

Japanese
2

Russian
2

Portuguese
3

Bengali
3

Arabic
3

Hindi
4

English
5

Spanish
6Chinese

12

Other
60

First language

Latin America
and the Caribbean

9

Europe
10

Africa
16

Asia
60

North America
5

Geography

Buddhist
7%

Other
8%

Hindu
15%

None
16%Muslim

21%

Christian
31%

religion
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Patterns of Population Growth
Members of the small band of early Homo sapiens who 
inhabited the Olduvai Gorge moved gradually, haltingly, 
from this habitat into what are now other parts of Africa, 
Asia, and Europe. The process took thousands of years. 
At times, births outnumbered deaths and populations 
grew, but at other times, plagues, famines, droughts, and 
wars decimated populations. The large population we see 
today resulted from three phases of population evolution.

1. Humans, because of their thinking ability, com-
peted satisfactorily in the animal kingdom to obtain 
the necessities for survival of the species.

2. With the agricultural revolution that occurred about 
10,000 years ago and the resulting food surplus, 
mortality rates declined, and the population grew as 
more infants survived and people lived longer.

3. The biggest increase in population came with the 
Industrial Revolution, beginning about 300 years 
ago. Improved medical knowledge and sanitation 
helped bring the death rate down.

Industrialization not only brought about the social and 
economic changes in societies discussed in Chapter 3 

(e.g., machines replacing human labor and mass produc-
tion using resources in new ways), but it also led to the 
rapid growth of populations. The population explosion 
began with industrialization in Europe and spread to 
widely scattered areas of the globe. Figures 15.1 and 15.2 
show population growth throughout history. The world-
wide rate of population growth reached its peak in the 
1960s (Countrymeters 2018). We now take a closer look 
at factors that impact population growth.

Predictors of Population Growth
Think for a moment about the impact that your age and 
sex have on your position in society and your activities. 
Are you of childbearing age? Do you depend on others 
for most of your needs, or do you support others? Your 
status is largely due to your age and sex and what they 
mean in your society. These demographic variables 
greatly influence your behavior and the behavior of oth-
ers like you, and collectively they shape the population 
patterns of an entire society. In analyzing the impact of 
age and sex on human behavior, three concepts can be 
useful: youth and age dependency ratios, sex ratios, and 
age-sex population pyramids.

The youth dependency ratio is the number of children 
under age 15 divided by the number from 15 to 64. The 

pq FIGURE 15.1

Exponential World Population Growth From About 8000 BCE to 21st Century
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age dependency ratio refers to the number of those older 
than 64 divided by those age 15 to 64. Although many 
of the world’s young people under 15 help support them-
selves and their families, and many over 64 are likewise 
economically independent, these figures have been taken 
as the general ages when individuals are not contributing 
to the labor force. They represent the economic burden 
(especially in wealthy countries) of people in the popu-
lation who must be supported by the working-age popu-
lation. The dependency ratio, then, is the ratio of those 
in both the young and aged groups compared with the number 
of people in the productive age groups from 15 to 64 years old 
(Sengupta 2014).

In several resource-poor countries the youth depen-
dency ratio (the number of dependent youth as related to 
working adults) is high. These include Niger (107.5%), 
Uganda (97.3), the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(90.1), Zambia (89.7), and Afghanistan (82.3) (World 
Factbook 2017e). Working adults in less-developed 
countries have a tremendous burden in supporting the 
dependent population, especially if a high percentage 
of the population is urban and not able to support itself 
through farming.

Similarly, most Global North countries have relatively 
high age dependency ratios. The five with the highest 
age ratios are Japan (43.3%), Italy (35.1), Finland (32.4), 
Greece (32.2), and Germany (32.2) (World Factbook 
2017e). These countries also have low death rates, result-
ing in an average life expectancy over 80 years (World 
Factbook 2017f).

Consider the case of Japan, which faces the problem 
of its “graying” or aging population. In 2016, 27.3% 

of its population was 65 or older, and, as noted, the 
average life expectancy had reached 85 years (Index 
Mundi 2017). The death rate is higher than the birth-
rate, and the population is shrinking in size. Only 13% 
of the population is under 15 years old. With a declin-
ing population and almost no inf lux of immigrants, 
there are not enough replacement workers to support 
the aging population. Japan may provide a glimpse 
into the future for other rapidly aging societies, includ-
ing Germany, the United States, and China. Thirteen 
percent of the world’s population is age 60 and over, a 
rate increasing by 3% per year (United Nations 2017). 
These societies, however, vary in their approach to 
immigration and population control policies, which 
will impact both the demographic challenges they face 
and how they handle them.

The sex ratio refers to the ratio of males to females 
in the population. For instance, the more females there 
are, especially in their fertile years, the more potential 
there is for population growth. The sex ratio also deter-
mines the supply of eligible spouses. Other factors that 
influence marriage patterns include economic cycles, 
wars in which the proportion of males to females may 
decrease, sex-selective abortions favoring males, and 
migrations that generally take males from one area and 
add them to another.

Useful to our understanding of population dynam-
ics are population pyramids, pyramid-shaped dia-
grams that illustrate sex ratios and dependency ratios 
(see Figure 15.3). The graphic presentation of the age 
and sex distribution of a population tells us a great 
deal about that population. The structures are called 

pq FIGURE 15.2

World Population Growth Rate, 1950–2050
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pyramids because that is the shape they took until sev-
eral decades ago. By looking up and down the pyramid, 
we can see the proportion of population at each age 
level. Looking to the right and left of the centerline tells 
us the balance of males to females at each age. The bot-
tom line shows us the total population at each age.

The first pyramid shows the population of Germany 
with low birthrates and death rates. This is typical 
of Global North countries. The second pyramid—
Uganda—is typical of Global South countries and 
illustrates populations with high birthrates and large 
dependent youth populations. As these images show, 
the world population has been getting both younger 
(the Global South) and older (the Global North), 
resulting in large numbers of people dependent on the 
working-age population, from 15 to 65 years of age. As 
Global South nations have more and more children, 

they create more potential parents in later years, add-
ing momentum to the world’s population growth. Fewer 
deaths of infants and children, due to immunizations 
and disease control, result in lower mortality rates, 
younger populations, and higher potential numbers of 
births in the future.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Consider your own country’s population pyramid. You can 
find it at www.populationpyramid.net/world/2017. What can 
you tell about your country’s age and sex ratios and level of 
development by studying the population pyramid? How might 
societies differ if they have a young versus an old 
population?

pq FIGURE 15.3

Population Pyramids in Global North (Germany) and 
Global South (Uganda) Countries in 2018
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Population Patterns:  
Theoretical Explanations
The earliest historical writings reveal that interest in 
population size is nothing new. Scriptures written many 
centuries ago, such as the Quran and the Bible, encour-
age population growth to increase the ranks of the faith-
ful. Of course, population expansion made sense at the 
time these holy tracts were written, when populations 
grew slowly. Government leaders throughout the ages 
have adopted various philosophies about the best size of 
populations. Ancient Greek philosopher Plato argued 
that the ideal city-state should have 5,040 citizens and 
that measures should be taken to increase or decrease 
the population to bring it in line with this figure (Plato 
[350 BCE] 1960). However, the first significant scholarly 
analysis that addressed global population issues came 
from Thomas Malthus (1766–1834), an English clergy-
man and social philosopher.

Malthus’s Theory of Population. In his “Essay on the 
Principle of Population,” Malthus argued that humans 
are driven to reproduce and will multiply excessively with-
out checks imposed to slow population growth (Malthus 
[1798] 1926). He noted that an unchecked population 
increases geometrically: 2 parents could have 4 chil-
dren, 16 grandchildren, 64 great-grandchildren, and 
so forth—just with a continuous average family size of 4 
children. Meanwhile, the means of subsistence (food) 
increases at best only arithmetically or lineally (5, 10, 15, 
20, 25). Therefore, population growth must be controlled. 
Malthus described two types of checks that control popu-
lation growth: (1) positive checks that lead to higher death 
rates (e.g., wars, disease, epidemics, and food shortages 
leading to famine) and (2) preventative checks that result 
in lower birthrates (e.g., delaying marriage and practicing 
abstinence). Hoping to avoid the positive checks, Malthus 
advocated for implementing the preventative checks. He 
did not approve of contraception, viewing it as immoral.

Contemporary neo-Malthusians, like Paul and Anne 
Ehrlich, favor contraception rather than simple reliance 
on the moral restraint that Malthus proposed. They also 
add to the formula of “too many people and too little 
food” the additional problem of a “dying planet” caused 
by environmental damage. They argue that “the human 
predicament is driven by overpopulation, overconsump-
tion of natural resources and the use of environmentally 
damaging technologies and socio-economic-political 
arrangements to service Homo Sapiens’ aggregate con-
sumption.” Successfully addressing these threats and 
avoiding the “collapse” of global society will require 

dramatic cultural and political shifts across the world 
(Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1990, 2013:1).

Looking at the world today, we see examples of the 
“positive” population checks described by Malthus. War 
decimated the populations of several countries during 
the world wars and has taken its toll on other countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe, Africa, and the Middle 
East since then. Waterborne diseases, such as cholera 
and typhus, strike after f loods, and the f loods them-
selves are often caused by large populations clearing and 
using almost all the trees in their environment for fuel 
and building materials. Every year, famines strike parts 
of Africa and cause immense suffering. For example, in 
2016, 50,000 children faced starvation due to famine in 
Somalia (World Famine Timeline 2016).

Disease has also taken a toll on the world’s population. 
In some villages in sub-Saharan and East African countries, 
AIDS has wiped out large percentages of the population, 
and many children must fend for themselves. Orphaned 
children take care of their younger siblings. PEPFAR 
(President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief), begun under 
President George W. Bush and continued under President 
Barack Obama, distributes generic forms of antiviral drugs 
to those with AIDS and has helped bring the death toll 
down. Without this relief effort, the loss of life would be even 
more staggering in this region of the world. In his first bud-
get proposal, President Trump sought to reduce funding 
for PEPFAR by 17%, but Congress passed and he signed a 
budget in 2018 that kept funding for PEPFAR at the same 
level as the previous year (Aizenman 2017; KFF 2018).

Although Malthus’s work raised many issues still dis-
cussed today, his pessimistic vision of the future has not 
come to pass. He overemphasized environmental determin-
ism, the idea that we can do little about the environment 
because it controls our lives. Malthus and neo-Malthusians 
were not able to anticipate the advances in agriculture that 
have increased the food supply tremendously. Nor did 
they foresee the importance of vaccines in controlling dis-
eases. However, they have raised important issues that have 
helped government leaders in many parts of the world to 
plan for and take steps to control population growth.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
What are contemporary examples of what Malthus described 
as positive checks on population growth—war, disease, 
famine? Are family planning and contraception (a) suitable and 
(b) sufficient means to solve the problem of global 
overpopulation by humans? Can you think of other alternatives?
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Demographic Transition: Explaining Population 
Growth and Expansion. Why should a change in the 
economic structure such as industrialization and move-
ment from rural agricultural areas to cities have an impact 
on population size? The demographic transition the-
ory, which links trends in birthrates and death rates with pat-
terns of economic and technological development, offers one 
explanation. In 1929, geographer Warren Thompson first 
came up with this theory and included four stages. The 
fifth stage was added this century (Morgan 2011).

Stage 1. Populations have high birthrates and death 
rates that tend to balance each other over time. Births 
may outpace deaths until some disaster diminishes 
the increase. This has been the pattern for most of 
human history.

Stage 2. Populations still have high birthrates, but 
death rates decline (i.e., more people live longer) 
because of improvements in health care and sanita-
tion, the establishment of public health programs, 
disease control and immunizations, and food avail-
ability and distribution. This imbalance between the 
continuing high number of births and the declining 
number of deaths means that the population growth 
rate is very high.

Stage 3. Populations begin to level off due to access to 
contraception, wage increases, urbanization, increases 
in education levels and the status of women, and other 
changes. Most industrial societies are in this stage.

Stage 4. Birthrates and death rates are both low. 
Birthrates in some Global North countries drop 
below replacement level, resulting in declining pop-
ulation. Death rates remain fairly constant and low, 
though lifestyle diseases caused by smoking, obe-
sity, and lack of exercise may increase death rates in  
some areas.

Stage 5.  This stage, which has not yet come into 
full existence, is emerging in some Global North 
societies. As death rates remain stable and birthrates 
decline, the total population will begin to decrease for 
the first time. Some Global North nations, like Japan 
and Germany, are in the beginning of Stage 5.

These stages are illustrated in Figure 15.4.
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.

pq FIGURE 15.4
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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 par-
ents—that is, when children are assets working on the 
family farm or laboring—parents have larger families. 
When wealth flows from parents to children—that is, 
when parents must support the children—families tend 
to have fewer children (Caldwell 1982). In the United 
States, middle-income, married couples who had a baby 
in 2015 could expect to spend $284,570 on that one off-
spring before the child turns 18. Note that this does not 
include college expenses (Lino 2017).

Elements of both the demographic transition and 
wealth f low 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 equal 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, those who study world pov-
erty advocate for “a quality education for every child,” 
improved health care, and access to contraceptives in 
poor nations (Sachs 2011, 2015, 2016).

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 poverty for workers. Workers 
are expendable, kept in competition for low wages, used 
when needed, and let go when unprofitable to capitalists. 
Marx’s writing partner, Friedrich Engels, asserted that 
population growth in socialist societies could be con-
trolled by the central government, as was done by the 
Chinese government when it imposed a one-child-per 
family policy in 1979 (Marx and Engels ([1881] 1975). 
(The policy in China has undergone several revisions 
since that time.)

Conf lict theorists also point out the impact that 
capitalism has on the health of people living in poor 
areas, as exemplified by the dumping of toxic waste 
from industries into predominantly poor areas with 
high percentages of people of color. Environmental 
racism, when environmental pollution disproportion-
ately affects racial and ethnic minorities, relates directly 
to the social status differences of groups in society. 
For example, in Dickson, Tennessee, a well where 
the African American Holt-Orsted family got their 
drinking water was being polluted with toxic chem-
icals that leaked from a nearby landfill. They con-
tinued to use this well, unaware of any problems, for 
9 years. Although some of the neighbors—those who 
were White—were notified within 48 hours after local 
waste treatment agencies learned of the danger (in 
1993), the Holt-Orsted family was not informed and 
in fact was told by county officials that things were 
fine (Holt 2007; Huang 2011). By the time that Sheila 
Holt-Orsted was finally informed (in 2002) that the 
water the family had been using for showering, cook-
ing, and drinking was contaminated with cancer- 
causing agents, Sheila had breast cancer and her father 
had terminal prostate cancer. Four additional Holt-
Orsted family members suffered from various other 

pp 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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illnesses believed to be caused by the spills into the 
water supply. The family finally won their court case 
in 2011, but by then several family members had died 
from cancer (Holt 2007; Huang 2011).

The cost-saving measures that led to lead and other 
toxic chemicals leaching into the water supply in predom-
inantly poor and racial minority Flint, Michigan, provides 
a more recent—and widespread—example. Over half 
of the Flint population is African American, and almost 
half of Flint residents live below the poverty line. The cit-
izens of Flint’s complaints about their discolored, foul- 
smelling, rash-inducing, lead-poisoning-causing water 
were ignored for over a year before the crisis was acknowl-
edged (CNN 2017). As a report by the Michigan Civil 
Rights Commission (2017:4) notes, “the Flint water crisis 
is an example of environmental injustice” that would not 
have occurred in a more prosperous and Whiter city in 
Michigan.

In the United States, people of color are 2 to 3 times 
more likely than Whites to live in communities with haz-
ardous waste problems and are exposed to 38% more 
toxins that cause cancer than are Whites (M. Bell 2012; 
Clark, Millet, and Marshall 2014; Mohai and Saha 2015). 
The Environmental Protection Agency now has an inter-
active environmental map that shows where U.S. low- 
income minority communities face the most environ-
mental pollution (see www.epa.gov/ejscreen). Activists 
and researchers involved in the environmental justice move-
ment work to address such problems.

One classic study in Chicago focused on the impact 
of efforts to make Chicago a more eco-friendly or 
“green” city by encouraging more recycling. However, 
there were substantial problems of pollution, dis-
ease risk, and other costs to the low-income, minority 
neighborhoods where the recycling plants were located 
(Pellow 2002). Today, if you send your old computer 
to a recycling center, it may end up on another conti-
nent—to be taken apart and burned by someone with-
out gloves, a mask, or any other type of protection. 
To save money, many electronic recycling centers in 
Global North nations illegally hand off what they take 
in to people in developing nations like China, Pakistan, 
and Mexico, where governments are unable or unwill-
ing to stop the unsafe disposal of e-waste. It is sober-
ing to realize that environmentally friendly policies 
(recycling or donating—rather than throwing away—
electronic devices) aimed at prolonging the health 
of Earth and the human population have often been 
implemented in ways that hurt those who have the few-
est resources (Griner 2017; Hugo 2010; J. Korgen and 
Gallagher 2013).

Meso-Level Institutional  
Influences on Population Change
Meso-level analysis focuses on institutions and ethnic 
subcultures within a country. In this section, we exam-
ine how institutions influence birthrates and other pop-
ulation patterns. Populations change in three main ways: 
(1) size (overall number of people), (2) composition (the 
makeup of the population, including sex ratio, age distri-
bution, and religious or ethnic representation in the pop-
ulation), and (3) distribution (density or concentration in 
various portions of the land).

The key demographic processes that cause population 
changes are fertility (the birthrate), mortality (the death 
rate), and migration (movement of people from one place 
to another). Populations change when births and deaths 
are not evenly balanced or when significant numbers of 
people move from one area to another. Migration does not 
change the size or composition of the world but can affect 
size or makeup in a micro- (family), meso- (institution or 
ethnic subculture), or macro-level (national) population. 
Fertility is the most easily controllable factor impacting 
population change.

Institutions and Population Patterns
Jeanne, one of the coauthors of this book, was riding in 
the back of a “mammy wagon,” an open-sided truck that 
is a common means of transport in West Africa. Crowded 
in with the chickens and pigs and people, she did not 
expect the conversation that ensued. The man in his late 
20s asked if she was married and for how long. Jeanne 
responded, “Yes, for 3 years.” The man continued, 
“How many children do you have?” Jeanne answered, 

pp In a digital dump, a teenage boy can be seen burning electronic 
devices so that the metal components can be sold to local businesses. 
Note that he has no protective gear to wear when handling the 
materials.
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“None.” The man commented, “Oh, I’m sorry!” Jeanne 
replied, “No, don’t be sorry. We planned it that way!” 
This man had been married for 10 years to a woman 
3 years younger than him and had eight children. The 
ninth was on the way. In answer to his pointed questions, 
Jeanne explained that she was not being cruel to her hus-
band and that birth control was what prevented children, 
and no, it did not make sex less enjoyable. He expressed 
surprise that limiting the number of children was possi-
ble and rather liked the idea. He jumped at the suggestion 
that he visit the family planning clinic in the city. With 
his meager income, he and his wife were finding it hard 
to feed all their children. This story helps to illustrate 
the fact that knowledge of and access to family planning 
options are not uniformly available. Institutions affect 
access to those services.

Demographers consider micro-, meso-, and macro- 
level factors in attempting to understand fertility rates 
around the world. In the United States, almost half of all 
pregnancies are unplanned (Fine and Zolner 2016). Lack 
of access to contraception and laws affecting individual 
fertility decisions contribute to unexpected pregnancies 
in the United States and elsewhere (Tavernise 2015). 
As the use of effective, long-term contraceptives, par-
ticularly intrauterine devices, has gone up in the United 
States, the rate of unintended pregnancies has declined 
(Fine and Zolner 2016). Couples’ decisions to use or 
not use contraception, their ideas about the acceptabil-
ity of abortion, and whether they want to have children 
(and how many) can also have an impact on national and 
global rates of population change. So choices at the micro 
level make a difference at the macro level. Consider the 

following meso-level institutional factors affecting the 
size of the population.

Economic Factors and Population Patterns. Fertility 
f luctuates with actions in meso-level institutions such 
as the economy and the government. During economic 
depressions, for example, the rate of fertility tends to drop 
due to lack of family resources. Also, government policies 
to encourage or discourage births and access to health 
care influence decisions within families about fertility. 
For example, in the state of Colorado, the rate of teenag-
ers giving birth dropped 40% and the abortion rate among 
teenagers fell 42% after Colorado (through a private grant) 
provided free intrauterine devices and implants to poor 
women and teenagers (Tavernise 2015).

The economic prosperity of nations also influences 
population growth. Figure 15.5 compares population 
trends in affluent Global North regions of the world—
like Europe and North America—with the less affluent 
Global South regions—like Africa, Latin America, and 
Oceania, where poverty is widespread (Roser 2016).

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
What does Figure 15.5 tell you about the lives of individuals in 
these different regions of the world?

Political Systems and Population Patterns. Some 
governments provide incentives to parents to have more 
children through pronatalist policies (those that encour-
age fertility), whereas others discourage high fertility 
with antinatalist policies (those that discourage fertility). 
Thus, meso-level social policies established by the polit-
ical system can shape decisions of families at the micro 
level. Government policies can take several forms:  
(a) manipulating contraceptive availability; (b) promot-
ing change in factors that affect fertility such as the status 
of women, education, availability of abortion, and degree 
of economic development; (c) using propaganda for or 
against having children; (d) creating incentives (parental 
leaves, benefits such as medical care and housing, and tax 
breaks) or penalties (such as fines) for having children; and 
(e) passing laws governing age of marriage, size of family, 
contraception, and abortion.

Antinatalist policies arise out of concern over available 
resources and differences in birthrates among population 
subgroups (particularly among those deemed inferior by 
the people in power). Throughout the 20th century in the 

pp In an urban area in Cambodia (Kampuchea), residents crowd  
onto this truck, a common form of transportation. With a high fertility 
rate and migration from rural to urban areas, crowded transportation 
is common.
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United States, federally financed sterilization programs 
operated in 60% of states and in Puerto Rico. Women 
from minority groups—including immigrant, American 
Indian, Hispanic, and Black women—and poor, disabled, 
imprisoned, or mentally ill women were targeted. Forced 
sterilizations are no longer legal but are still not unheard 
of in the United States. From 2006 to 2010, at least 148 
women in California prisons underwent forced steriliza-
tion (Ko 2016; Krase 2014; Walden 2013).

As noted earlier, China instituted its antinatalist pol-
icy, which included the “one child” rule, in 1979. The 
government has discouraged traditional preferences for 
early marriage, large families, and many sons by using 
fines, group pressure, privileges for small families, and 
easy availability of birth control and abortion. The gov-
ernment has reduced the fertility rate to 1.55 children per 
family (World Factbook 2015).

Some of the results of the Chinese antinatalist pol-
icies were unanticipated, however. For a variety of rea-
sons (including a lack of government support for the 
elderly), male babies tend to be preferred more than 
female babies. Faced with a limit of one child, many peo-
ple decided to abort girls. Because of the policy, China 
now faces a rapidly aging population in which many 

men will have difficulty finding a woman to marry. In 
2014, the government began to allow parents to have a 
second child, if the mother or father was an only child 
(McKenzie 2015).

Examples of pronatalist government policies can 
be seen in Eastern Europe where governments are 
worried about the drop in birthrates. There are fewer 
young people to pay taxes and to do jobs needed in the 
society. Pronatalist policies established to raise birth-
rates include giving workers a day off to “have sex,” free 
summer camps for young couples (without condoms), 
cars and monetary gifts for new parents, and additional 
benefits for parents and their children. Abortions and 
even birth control have been restricted in some Eastern 
European countries to curb dropping population num-
bers (Stracansky 2013). In the nation of Georgia, whose 
population fell from over 5 million in 1989 to 3.7 million 
in 2014, a nonprofit organization has set up a national 
online dating website. Singapore has put a limit on the 
number of small, one-bedroom apartments to force more 
people to live together (and procreate). South Korea, 
meanwhile, is expanding its government-supported child 
care programs as part of its efforts to grow its declining 
population.

pq FIGURE 15.5

Population Growth by World Regions: 1950 to 2050
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In the United States, it is sometimes hard to pin a sim-
ple label of antinatalist or pronatalist on the administra-
tion in power. Over the past couple of decades, however, 
Republican presidents have tended to restrict birth control 
and abortion rights, whereas Democratic presidents have 
moved to expand them. President Obama enacted a con-
traception mandate in 2012 that declared contraception 
part of basic preventive medical coverage that should be 
available for all women. President Trump rescinded that 
mandate after he took office, but a judge halted the order 
while considering a lawsuit against it. As the book went to 
press in late 2018, the order remained halted.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Do you think it is appropriate for governments to use 
enticements or penalties to encourage or discourage fertility 
decisions by couples? Why, or why not? Identify several 
possible positive and negative repercussions of either 
pronatalist or antinatalist policies.

Religion and Population Patterns. Religion is a pri-
mary shaper of norms and values in most societies, includ-
ing those related to fertility. In some societies, children 
born out of wedlock are accepted into the mother’s family.  
In other societies, a woman can be stoned to death for  
having a child or even sex out of wedlock.

Some religious groups oppose any intervention, such 
as birth control or abortion, in the natural processes of 

conception and birth. Roman Catholicism, for example, 
teaches that large families are a blessing from God and 
that artificial birth control is a sin. The Roman Catholic 
Church officially advocates natural family planning 
(NFP) to regulate conception, a less reliable method 
than “artificial” birth control, using medication, or phys-
ical barriers. Many Catholics, however, do use artificial 
birth control, and the recent outbreak of the Zika virus 
presents a challenge to the ban on contraceptives. In the 
United States, only 2% of Catholics rely on NFP whereas 
almost 70% rely on the birth control pill, an IUD (intra-
uterine device), or sterilization to control their family size 
(Guttmacher Institute 2013). In a poll by Unavision of 
Catholics on five continents, approximately 90% in four 
out of the five continents disagreed with the Catholic 
Church’s teaching on contraceptives. The exception was 
Africa where, among those polled in Uganda and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, only 44% disagreed with 
the Church’s teaching on birth control (Unavision 2014).

Education and Population. If a country wants to control 
population growth, providing better access to schools and 
raising the education level of women is a key to success. 
The higher women’s status in society—as measured by 
education level and job opportunities—the lower their fer-
tility rate (Population Reference Bureau 2013b; Pradhan 
2015; Testa 2014). Figure 15.6 shows the relationship 
between education and family size in five Global South 
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 f luctuations affect aff luent parts of the 
world as well as poor parts. The impact of the baby boom 
in the United States illustrates this, as discussed in the 
next Sociology in Our Social World.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Discuss what impact the baby boom and boomer echo have 
had on your opportunities for education and a career. How will 
retirements among Baby Boomers affect your opportunities?

pp Nur Azizah binti Hanafiah, 22, receives a punishment of caning 
for having premarital sex with her boyfriend. Her community in  
the Aceh region of Indonesia follows a form of Islamic sharia law. 
In some societies, she would have been stoned to death for having 
premarital sex.

©
 C

HA
ID

EE
R 

M
AH

YU
DD

IN
/A

FP
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



cHaPTEr 15 • EnVIronmEnTal SocIoloGy: PoPUlaTIon, UrBanIZaTIon, anD clImaTE cHanGE  471

pq FIGURE 15.6

Women’s Education and Family Size—Selected Countries
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SOCIOLOGY IN OUR SOCIAL WORLD

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE BABY BOOM

At the end of World War II, the birthrate shot 
up temporarily in most countries involved in 
the war, as many young people who had 

been forced to delay marriage made up for lost time. 
The postwar economy was growing, people were 
employed in relatively well-paying positions, and the 
norms supported large families. In the United States, 
this baby boom lasted for 17 years, from 1946  
to 1963.

The baby boom phenomenon has had many  
impacts. During the late 1960s, school boards and 
contractors were busy building schools to educate  
the growing number of children. By the 1980s, student 
numbers declined, and towns were consolidating 
schools and closing buildings. When the Baby 
Boomers entered the job market starting in the  
mid-1960s, there were great numbers of applicants  
for jobs, and employers could pay less. The supply 
was so great they were assured that someone would 
take the job.

Two decades later, it was much easier for young people 
to find jobs because there were fewer of them in that 
age range looking for entry-level positions. However, in 
some fields, Boomers in high-level positions have put 
off retirement, thus preventing younger workers from 

taking their positions and earning higher incomes. In 
addition, trends in marketing and advertising have, for 
years, been dictated by the Baby Boomer generation 
because they are such a large segment of the 
consumer public.

By the 1960s, people’s views of the ideal family  
size and the proper age for marriage changed.  
Zero-population-growth movements and environmental 
concerns slowed the rate of growth. The period from 
the late 1960s to early 1970s has been referred to as  
a “baby bust” or the “birth dearth.” This fluctuation 
resulted in a population structure that did not look  
very much like a pyramid, as shown in Figure 15.8 on 
page 475.

In the mid-1970s and into the 1980s, when the  
baby boom generation started having babies, there 
was another baby boom—or a “boomer echo”—but  
it was much smaller because the Baby Boomers had 
smaller families. currently, growth in the overall size  
of the U.S. population is due largely to immigration. 
White non-Hispanic deaths now outpace White  
non-Hispanic births. If not for immigration, the 
population in the United States might have actually 
begun to decline.
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Factors Affecting Mortality Rates
Recall that life expectancy refers to the average num-
ber of years a person in a society can expect to live. It 
indicates the overall health conditions in a country. 
Imagine living in Chad, Africa, where the life expec-
tancy at birth is 57.5 years. In this low-income, largely 
agricultural society, families tend to have many chil-
dren (5.9, on average). Of every 1,000 babies born alive, 
71.7 will die within the first year. Most men and women 
live in rural areas, where most are subsistence farm-
ers, working small plots that may not provide enough 
food to keep their families from starving (The World 
Factbook 2017a). When one plot is overfarmed and 
the soil depleted so that plants will no longer grow, the 
family moves to another and clears the land, depleting 
more arable land and cutting down trees that results in 
erosion of rich soil. This scenario repeats itself, leading 
to little arable land, food shortages, malnutrition, and 
a population susceptible to illnesses and disease. 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 63.8, Zimbabwe 
at 60.4,  and Somalia at 52.8. Average life expectancy for 
sub-Saharan Africa as a whole is about 59 years (The 
World Factbook 2017f).

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 gov-
ernments, droughts and famine, malnutrition, result-
ing susceptibility to diseases, and high infant mortality. 
Figure 15.7 shows the number of children who die before 
the age of 1 (per 1,000 live births) for various regions of 

pp 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 that many children die in infancy.

pq FIGURE 15.7

Infant Mortality Rates Around the World (per 1,000 Live Births), 2018
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reproduced by permission.
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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 
policies. 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 (when it was 2.3% for men and 2.9% for 
women) to the current 14.6 years for men and 10.1 years 
for women. The good news is that new studies show that 
social policies can inf luence 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. Over the history of the human race, people 
have migrated to the far reaches of the globe. Because of 
adaptability to climatic and geographic barriers, humans 
have dispersed to more areas of the world than any other 
species. Even inhospitable locations such as the Arctic 
North and the South Pole have human settlements.

As noted in previous chapters, the push-pull model 
points out that some people are pushed from their original 
locations by wars, plagues, famine, political or religious 
conflicts, economic crises, or other factors and pulled to 
new locations by economic opportunities or political and 
religious tolerance. Most people do not leave a location 
unless they have been forced out or have a viable alterna-
tive in the new location. They weigh the benefits of mov-
ing versus the costs.

Migration is often initiated at the micro level: A lucra-
tive job offer in another location requires a move, the family 
dwelling becomes too small, a relative needs help, or a fam-
ily member’s health requires a different climate. However, 
if the risks are high, if the information about migration 
is scarce, or if the move involves negative factors such as 
leaving family, individuals may decide to stay put. Rational 
choice theorists focus on how individuals’ assessment of 
costs and benefits impacts migration patterns.

Although the decision to move is often a micro-level 
personal or family one, the macro-level sociocultural 

environment also inf luences it. Examples of large 
groups of people leaving an area because of aspirations 
to improve their life chances; hopes of retaining a way 
of life; or expulsion by political, economic, or religious 
forces have existed throughout history. Chinese railroad 
workers came to the United States for economic reasons. 
Amish and Mennonite settlers from Europe sought reli-
gious freedom and preservation of their way of life. The 
Amish, a group originating in Germany, left Germany 
en masse to find religious freedom, and members of 
this group now live entirely in North America. Italian 
immigration to the United States took place in a collec-
tive manner. When a family left Italy, they would usually 
move to a U.S. city where a relative, friend, or acquain-
tance lived. Thus, residents of entire apartment buildings 
in the North End of Boston were from the same extended 
family, and entire city blocks of people came from the 
same town or region of southern Italy (Gans 1962). Many 
European countries are multicultural environments 
today because of immigrants from former colonies.

Those living at the receiving end have not always been 
welcoming and in fact have often tried to isolate the new-
comers in ghettos, preventing them from moving into 
other neighborhoods. Especially in difficult economic 
times, when competition for jobs is greatest, newcomers 
may find few employment opportunities (Foner 2005). 
Immigration laws in the United States reflect the nation’s 
attitudes toward immigrants at different periods. The 
United States tended to welcome immigrants during 
boom economic times and tried to repel them during 
recessions and depressions. Exclusionary acts include 

pp Humans are able to live in and have dispersed to some very 
inhospitable places, like Antarctica, where there is no sunshine at all 
for five to six months of the year, and temperatures have dropped as 
low as -135.8 degrees Fahrenheit. Antarctic communities are mostly 
research stations.
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the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which ended Chinese 
immigration; the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907, which 
halted Japanese immigration; and the National Origins 
Act of 1924, which heavily restricted immigration from 
Southern and Eastern Europe and excluded non-Whites.

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 abol-
ished the policies that excluded Asians, Africans, and Latin 
Americans and based immigration policy on family rela-
tionships and skills. Current debates in the U.S. Congress 
over immigration reform, however, reveal the persistent 
contentious nature of policies related to immigration, 
including undocumented migration from Latin America.

Social scientists study the impact of immigration, 
pointing out that immigration tends to yield significant 
economic gains for receiving countries, particularly 
employers (while native workers can face tighter job 
markets and lower pay because of greater competition 
for jobs) (Borjas 2016). Scholars who study migration—
especially long-distance migration that involves crossing 
into another society—point out that migrants are usually 
hardworking, ambitious, optimistic, and healthy, for it 
takes considerable courage, motivation, and wherewithal 
to undertake a migration to a new land.

A recent study of immigrants to the United States 
shows people born elsewhere who later acquire U.S. citi-
zenship are more likely than their native-born neighbors 
to marry, less likely to divorce, and more likely to avoid 
poverty. In the 10 poorest U.S. states, native-born citi-
zens earn just $0.84 to every $1 earned by naturalized 
citizens. In the richest states, the ratio is $0.97 to $1. One 
reason for this difference in earnings comes from the fact 
that foreign-born naturalized citizens tend to bring with 
them the tools and attitudes they need to be successful. 

They had to have the wherewithal to leave their home 
country, find sponsors in the United States, navigate visa 
and green card requirements, and fulfill the requirements 
for U.S. citizenship. Those who can do all that tend to be 
self-reliant and willing to take risks, and have an entre-
preneurial spirit (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2017b; 
Giridharadas 2014).

International Migration. Today, 244 million people, 
or 3.3% of the world’s population, are migrants, people 
living in an area of the world different from the place of 
their birth. Half are women. These migrants change the 
size and characteristics of populations around the world, 
expanding some and emptying out others (Connor 2016).

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 safety in times of war, politi-
cal 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 2017, almost 5.5 mil-
lion Syrians had registered as refugees with the United 
Nations (UNHCR 2017b). The tiny nations of Jordan 
and Lebanon have taken in well over 660,000 and 1 mil-
lion refugees, respectively. Ten percent of the Jordanian 
population now consists of refugees, and that number 
increases daily (UNHCR 2015, 2017c).

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Think about your grandparents or great-grandparents. 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 experiences? 
How were they received in their new home?

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 fluc-
tuations influence them in many ways. Consider the life 
choices you will make regarding education, employment, 
and retirement.

pp 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.
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The wife of Keith, one of the coauthors of this book, 
once taught in a suburban school system 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 fertil-
ity 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 systems 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 pop-
ulation 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 15.8 and 15.9). 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 pros-
pects, retirement security, career decisions, and other 

outcomes of demographic changes. As that bulge for  
the Baby Boomer group moves into the senior citizens’ 
category, society will have new challenges.

Retirement is another topic for which population pat-
terns 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. The number of people 
in the age-dependent categories of under 15 and over 65 
was low. For each person who received Social Security in 
1945, 42 workers paid Social Security taxes. Forty peo-
ple, 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 pop-
ulation has increased (Social Security Administration 
2013). In 2016, for every beneficiary of Social Security, 
just 2.3 workers paid Social Security taxes (Peter J. 
Petersen Foundation 2016). 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.

In the 1980s, the U.S. administration and Congress saw 
the problem coming and for the first time began to save 
funds in a Social Security account for the Baby Boomers. 
They also passed laws requiring Baby Boomers to work 
longer before they qualify for Social Security. The fact that 
there are so many Baby Boomers—and that an extremely 
high percentage of citizens over the age of 65 vote—makes 

pq FIGURE 15.8
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it unlikely that the government will cut back on benefits to 
this group. Still, members of the younger generation may 
not receive as much Social Security income as do current 
retirees. Meanwhile, Medicare, the insurance program for 
retired adults, has less money on hand than does the Social 
Security system. It appears that the aging population and 
need for funds may have a profound influence on your 
own family budget and retirement.

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 gen-
eration was in their teens and early 20s, in the 1960s and 
1970s, the overall rates of deviance climbed higher. When 
the birth dearth group was in their teens, overall rates of 
crime dropped because there were fewer teenagers. Thus, 
private and personal decisions by thousands of couples 
(micro level) may result in the crime rates for the entire 
country rising or falling 15 years later.

Because population trends shape your life, under-
standing those trends can help you use that knowledge 
to your advantage. To illustrate the power of demo-
graphic trends on individual decisions, the next Engaging 
Sociology provides an exercise in problem-solving using 
information from population pyramids of U.S. cities.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Why do population experts predict the population pyramid will 
look like Figure 15.9 by 2050? What factors in society might 
lead to this? What kinds of problems do you think this sort of 
configuration might cause?

Urbanization: Movement  
From Rural to Urban Areas
Tokyo-Yokohama, Japan; Daka, Bangladesh; Tianjin, 
China; Moscow, Russia; Manila, Philippines; Mumbai, 
India; Karachi, Pakistan; Shanghai, China; and Istanbul, 
Turkey are megacities (cities and their surrounding 
metropolitan areas with more than 10 million peo-
ple) (CityMayors 2018). They are characterized by 
traffic congestion and people rushing to their desti-
nations. Carts, bicycles, and taxis weave in and out of 
traffic jams. The local spices and other aromas scent 
the air. Sidewalk merchants display vegetables and 
fruits unique to the country. Beggars and the home-
less, often migrants from rural areas, dot the sidewalks,  
and merchants sell colorful wares. Cities provide a  
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ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY

POPULATION PYRAMIDS AND PREDICTING  
COMMUNITY NEEDS AND SERVICES

Study these three population pyramids.  
Based on what you see, answer the following 
questions:

1. Which community would likely have the lowest crime 
rate? Explain.

2. Which community would likely have the most cultural 
amenities (theaters, art galleries, concert halls, and 
so forth)? Explain.

3. Imagine you were an entrepreneur planning on 
starting a business in one of these communities.

a. name three businesses that you think would 
succeed in each community. Explain.

b. name one business that you think would not 
succeed in each community. Explain.

Norfolk, Virginia
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(Hint: norfolk is home to one of the nation’s largest navy bases.)

Naples, Florida

0 5 10 15

0–9

10–19

20–29

30–39

40–49

50–59

60–69

70–79

80+

051015
Age-Group Population (in Millions)Population (in Millions)

Male Female

(Hint: naples is a major retirement community.)
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(Hint: Bloomington, a smallish city, is the home of Indiana 
University.)

Source: U.S. census Bureau.

kaleidoscope of humanity as more of the world’s popu-
lation becomes urban.

With few jobs to support populations in rural areas 
(areas outside of cities and their surrounding suburbs), 
many people move to cities in hopes of finding employ-
ment. This pattern of movement from rural areas to cities 
is called urbanization. Today, more than half of all 
people in the world live in urban areas, and projections 
indicate that 7 out of 10 people will do so by 2050 (WHO 
2013b).

The U.S. Census breaks down the geographic regions 
of the nation into urbanized areas (50,000 or more), 

urban clusters (2,500–50,000), and rural areas (all 
nonurban areas). In 1900, 60.4% of Americans lived in 
nonurban, or rural, areas, whereas in 1960, 36% did so 
(U.S. Census Bureau 1995). By 2015, just 18.4% of the 
population lived in rural parts of the country, whereas 
81.6% resided in urban areas (The World Factbook 
2017g). The move from rural to urban areas has always 
stemmed from the increased opportunities for employ-
ment and investment that come with living around more 
people. Globalization has made this more important 
than ever, as markets and job opportunities have become 
transnational.
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Population growth often spurs job growth. For exam-
ple, in the United States, all but one of the 10 urban areas 
with the most population growth from 2000 to 2010 also 
increased its number of jobs. The exception was Atlanta, 
which had a slight decline (Kotkin 2013; Kotkin and Cox 
2011). In many parts of the Global South, however, the 
rural poor who come to cities to find opportunities often 
just find disappointment and squalor. Many find them-
selves living without running water and electricity. Some 
do not even have access to a toilet.

Megacities around the world are part of urbanization, 
a global trend that has gained momentum over several 
centuries. The next Engaging Sociology feature invites 
you to explore some consequences of major urbanization 
trends in the world (Brunn et al. 2011).

Urbanization accompanies modernization, trans-
formation from traditional, mostly agrarian societies to 

contemporary bureaucratized states, and industrializa-
tion, transformation from an agricultural base and hand-
made goods to manufacturing industries. We explore 
urbanization in this section as a demographic trend  
that has major social implications for how people live  
and interact.

Most people live their lives in communities: loca-
tions that provide dwellings, a sense of identity and 
belonging, neighbors and friends, social involvements, 
and access to necessities. Our most intimate micro-
level interactions take place in these communities. Yet 
our communities also connect us to larger meso- and  
macro-level social structures, such as political and reli-
gious organizations, world health organizations, and 
international relief agencies (e.g., UNICEF). In this 
section, we consider the development of communities—
from rural areas and small towns to urban areas such  
as megacities.

Cities as Micro-Level  
Living Environments
In the 17th and 18th centuries, when Europe was 
undergoing dramatic changes, small villages con-
trasted sharply with the rapidly growing urban centers. 
Ferdinand Tönnies (1855–1936) described these two 
extreme types of living environments on a continuum 
from Gemeinschaft, a German word indicating a 
small traditional community, to Gesellschaft, meaning a 
large, impersonal urban area. He saw social life as an evo-
lution from family units to rural villages, towns, cities, 
nations, and finally cosmopolitan urban life (Tönnies 
[1887] 1963). Key elements of Gemeinschaft include 
family, friendship, relations to the land, common values, 
and traditions. On the other hand, formal relations, con-
tracts, laws, and economies built on money characterize 
Gesellschaft. People in urban areas do not necessarily 
know one another or share common values. They tend 
to be employees of bureaucratic organizations and act as 
individuals rather than members of a collectivity.

A number of other theorists living in the Europe of 
the 19th century suggested similar contrasts between 
rural and urban life. Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) 
described the social bonds that held society together 
and the changes that arose from industrialization and 
urbanization. As discussed in Chapter 3, mechanical 
solidarity was Durkheim’s term for the glue that holds 
a society together through shared beliefs, values, and 
traditions typical of rural areas and simple societies. 
In mechanical solidarity, social bonds were formed by 
homogeneity of thought.

pp In Mumbai many children have no choice but to sleep on the 
streets each night.
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ENGAGING SOCIOLOGY

WORLD URBANIZATION TRENDS

W orld Urbanization Prospects are reports 
published by the United nations 
Population Division. They provide valuable 

data on past, present, and future urbanization trends  
in regions and subregions of the world. They also 
provide data on individual cities and urban areas. 
consider the impact of major migration trends on  
the environment, friends and relatives left behind,  
dual-worker families, maintaining one’s culture, new 
cultural ideas spreading, and more. The major findings 
of the most recent World Urbanization Prospects follow 
in Figures 15.10 and 15.11.

Engaging Sociology, Figure 15.10

•	 What do you learn from these graphs about world 
urbanization trends? Which continents seem to be 
urbanizing most rapidly?

•	 How might these trends affect people moving to 
urban areas?

•	 What might be some effects on global climate change, 
the possibility of globally transmitted diseases, 
political stability or instability, or the global economy?

•	 How might the global trend toward urbanization 
affect your own life?

Engaging Sociology, Figure 15.11

•	 When the size of the rural population declines, how 
might it affect the culture of a nation?

•	 Identify two positive and two negative consequences 
of this urbanization trend for a nation.

pq FIGURE 15.10
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The social glue that holds modern industrial and 
postindustrial societies and people together is organic  
solidarity, the social coherence (glue) based on a division 
of labor with each member playing a highly specialized 

role in the society and each person depending on others 
due to interrelated, interdependent tasks. This interde-
pendence of specialized tasks is the key to unity in more  
complex societies.
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As noted, for most of human history, humans lived in 
rural areas. Rural sociology considers patterns and behav-
iors among people at a distance from population centers. 
Over the past 3 centuries, and increasing rapidly over the 
past few decades, a rural exodus has been under way, with 
movement from rural to urban areas with more economic 
opportunities and better health care and education. Major 
population shifts from rural to urban areas came with 
industrialization in Europe and North America, followed 
by the same process in other areas of the world.

The early interpretations of urbanization, espe-
cially by European sociologists, were made through 
a rather pessimistic lens. The trend was seen largely as 
a decline of civil society. However, there are pluses as 
well as minuses in quality of life as people inhabit more 
densely populated areas. We consume less energy if we 
live in densely populated areas because there are fewer 
people using individual transportation (cars) to get to 
destinations because shared public transit is more possi-
ble. Many city planners have worked to make cities more 
habitable and “green,” to encourage more people to live 
closer together in cities.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Consider a small town and a large city with which you  
are familiar. Do they seem to have unity and coherence 
based on organic or mechanical solidarity? Do the  
notions of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft seem to apply  
to them?

Life in the City
How does urban life affect people’s thoughts and 
behavior? Sociologist Georg Simmel argued that two 
factors—the intensity and stimulation of city life and 
the economic effects on urban relations—cause peo-
ple to have different attitudes, beliefs, and values from 
those in rural areas (Simmel [1902–1917] 1950). He 
thought that city dwellers have no choice but to be 
somewhat insensitive, to avoid intense relationships, 
and to keep most social relationships superficial to 
protect their privacy. However, he did not feel this 
was necessarily negative. Cities free people from the 
social constraints of close relationships in small towns.  
To visitors or strangers to city life, these behaviors 
seem callous and cold. However, they offer anonym-
ity and freedom in a crowded environment (Goffman 
[1959] 2001).

Because urban residents live in heterogeneous, 
high-density areas, they seem to develop coping mech-
anisms for dealing with the people around them (Wirth 
1964). They become removed from others to insulate 
themselves from too many personal claims and expecta-
tions. The depersonalization that results from lower com-
mitment to a common community “goal” also leads to a 
higher tolerance for nonconformity in cities, resulting in 
more individual freedom and, as a result, a higher level of 
deviance (Wirth 1964).

Tolerance for nonconformity also promotes diverse 
subcultures. The larger numbers of people in cities make 
it possible for individuals with similar interests—from 
ethnic subcultures to LGBTQIA communities to art-
ist groups—to draw together as clubs, organizations, 
or neighborhoods. These little social worlds “touch but 
do not interpenetrate” according to Claude Fischer 
(1984:37). If there are enough members of a group, each 
can maintain its own identity. So rather than creating iso-
lated individuals who interact defensively with others, 
urban life may create choices about lifestyle and enhance 
a different kind of community base, intensifying the 
interactions.

pp This scene in Central Park, New York City, is possible because 
urban planners of the 19th century had the foresight to include several 
sizeable parks in the plans for the city.
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THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
What do you see as the most important ways urban living 
impacts individuals or groups?

How Did Cities Evolve?  
Meso-Level Organizational 
Structures
Human settlements have gone through massive tran-
sitions over the past 100,000 years, from small agri-
cultural settlements to bustling crowded metropolises 
with millions of people. The first step toward the devel-
opment of urban life came when those living nomadic 
lives became more settled. Archaeological evidence 
indicates that the earliest settlements were in the Middle 
East and North Africa, about 125,000 years ago, when 
human nomads followed rivers into Arabia (Global 
Arab Network 2010). Other early settlements have been 
excavated in Ethiopia, Morocco, United Arab Emirates, 
South Africa, Pakistan, and Israel.

Starting about 10,000 years ago, with the advent of 
agriculture, domestication of animals, and the shift from 
food gathering to food production, small groups estab-
lished permanent settlements. The settlements we rec-
ognize as cities today began to develop. Cities are large 
permanent settlements with nonagricultural specialists, a 
literate elite, and surplus food to support the social classes 
not involved in food production. In addition to having 
larger populations than the surrounding areas, they also 
perform functions (e.g., administrative, commercial, and 
cultural) for the larger geographic area.

Types of Cities
Organizational structures of cities have changed and 
evolved over time; in the following sections we focus on 
industrial and postindustrial cities.

Industrial Cities. The onset of industrialization in 17th- 
and 18th-century Europe started the trend toward urban-
ized nations, countries in which more than half of the 
population lives in urban areas. Rural peasants migrated 
to the cities in search of opportunities and to escape the 
tedium and poverty of agricultural existence and short-
age of available farmland. A rapid influx of migrants often 
resulted in an unplanned urbanization process. Crowded 
conditions, poor sanitation, polluted water supplies, and 

poor working conditions all contributed to the misery of 
poor urban residents and to their short life expectancy 
compared with those living in the countryside.

Industrial cities became primarily commercial cen-
ters motivated by competition, a characteristic that dif-
ferentiated them from preindustrial cities. The advent of 
power-driven machinery and the new capitalist factory 
system transformed and replaced the former craft and cot-
tage industries and guild structures (Abu-Lughod 1991). 
Roads, waterways, and railroads made travel and commu-
nication between towns and cities easier and faster.

Around 1870, Great Britain became the first truly 
urban nation with more than 50% of the population living 
in urban areas. Economically changing conditions in the 
British Isles were conducive to urbanization and indus-
trialization. Parliament had passed “enclosure acts” that 
enclosed common land people used for growing crops, so 
that they were clearly owned by just one person or fam-
ily. Those who used to use those lands (but did not own 
them) to farm or pasture animals could no longer make 
a living and were pushed from the countryside to seek 
employment in cities. In addition, raw materials from col-
onies; new technology for manufacturing; and financing 
for industry were all falling into place (Benevolo 1995; 
Mumford 1961).

In the late 19th century in the United States, an 
increase in agricultural productivity aided urban growth. 
Fewer farms began to produce much more food than ever 
before, and the development of roads, trains, and other 
efficient means of transportation allowed farmers to move 
their produce to a growing urban population more easily.

Suburbs also began to develop during this period. 
With the advent of public transportation in the late 
1800s and early 1900s, some city dwellers began to 
move to the outskirts of cities and beyond, to escape 
crowded city conditions. Private automobiles and tele-
phones aided movement to the suburbs. Road systems 
were developed to accommodate the growing numbers 
of autos, and more businesses and services relocated to 
suburban areas.

Postindustrial Cities. Postindustrial cities have a high 
percentage of employees in the service sector—business 
headquarters, government and intergovernmental orga-
nizations, research and development, tourism, finance 
and banking, health, education, and telecommunica-
tions (Bell [1976] 1999). They are primarily found in the 
most technologically advanced, wealthy nations. Boston, 
Massachusetts, and Washington, DC, are examples of 
U.S. cities that fit most of these characteristics, as does La 
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Défense, an urban center on the outskirts of Paris, built as 
a commercial, service, and information exchange center  
to serve France.

In the transformation from industrial to postindustrial 
economies, from manufacturing to service economies, 
some people and some cities get left behind. Major eco-
nomic restructuring has changed the fate of cities around 
the world, for better and for worse. Some cities have 
become international centers of finance, whereas others 
have become hollowed-out shells after losing their man-
ufacturing base. For example, Detroit, once a booming 
industrial city, had to declare bankruptcy and now has 
miles of abandoned commercial buildings and housing 
within its city limits. Rust belt cities that have lost their 
industrial base, and therefore their tax base, struggle 
to reinvent themselves for the postindustrial economy. 
Some succeed; others fail (The Economist 2015; “Rustbelt 
Britain” 2013).

Cities such as Bengaluru (Bangalore), India, illus-
trate how some cities can contain both new high-tech 
industries that provide white-collar work and a large 
population of poor and uneducated people. These 
high-tech centers attract business from around the 
world. For example, with the competitive publication 
market, the publishers of this book have found it eco-
nomically prudent to save on costs by outsourcing their 
production to India.

As many cities became overcrowded, people moved to 
the suburbs. Manufacturing firms, services, commerce, 
and retail trade followed, taking jobs and tax revenue with 
them (Clapson 2003; Gans 1982). Also, as populations 
spread out from cities, farmland and open lands disap-
peared; energy and water demands increased; and sprawl 
led to vast, crowded freeway systems.

As the world becomes more congested and cit-
ies continue to attract residents, cities start to merge 
or become continuous urban areas without rural areas 
between them. Those who have driven from Boston to 
Washington, DC—an area sometimes called BosWash—
know the meaning of megalopolis, a spatial merging of 
two or more cities along major transportation corridors 
(Brunn et al. 2011).

Some urban areas are carefully planned. New towns, cit-
ies built in previously undeveloped areas as economically 
self-sufficient entities, provide all the needed urban ame-
nities. Urban planners believe that these cities can relieve 
the congestion of urban areas, provide new economic 
bases and residences near jobs, and solve many problems 
faced by older cities. Some new towns, such as Columbia, 
Maryland; Brasília, Brazil (the relatively new capital); and 
Canberra, Australia, have been success stories.

In some urban areas, soaring real estate prices reflect 
new directions away from either suburbanization or dete-
rioration of inner-city neighborhoods. The process of 
gentrification refers to members of the middle and upper 
classes, mostly young White professionals, buying and ren-
ovating rundown properties in central-city locations and 
displacing poor residents. In recent years, these neighbor-
hoods, often adjacent to the central business districts, 
have become fashionable residential areas. For example, 
many neighborhoods in Washington, DC, and Brooklyn, 
New York, have become gentrified—some to the point 
that relatively few people can now afford to live in certain 
neighborhoods (like Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, 
and Williamsburg in Brooklyn). Walkability—the ability 
to walk to most “hot spots” in the city and dispense with 
owning a car—has become a primary standard for many 
young urbanites. This gentrification brings consumers 
and a tax base to the city.

For those low-income people who move because of 
rising costs, many are pushed into less attractive parts of 
town with fewer services and recreational areas, and often 
pay higher rents for less adequate housing. Some are ren-
dered homeless. Others are pushed to the suburbs. From 
2000 to 2015, poverty in suburban areas increased at a 
50% higher rate than in city and rural areas in the United 
States (Kneebone 2017). Conflict theorists view gen-
trification and other urban developments that favor the 
wealthy and displace or exclude the poor as exploitation 
by real estate capitalists. In contrast, others argue that 
wealthy residents who choose the lifestyle of the city over 
suburbia help support viable, livable cities, bringing in an 
additional tax base.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
What are some positive and negative aspects of gentrification 
for individuals and cities? Explain.

The Urban Environment  
and Social Policy:  
Macro-Level Perspectives
In Cairo, Egypt, a huge sprawling graveyard full of large 
mausoleums, called the City of the Dead, has become 
home to thousands of families transplanted from rural 
areas. Cities in India such as Chennai (the former 
colonial name was Madras), Mumbai (Bombay), and 
Kolkata (Calcutta) have thousands of homeless migrants 
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living on the sidewalks, on highway medians, and in river 
channels that flood during the rainy season. The laundry 
list of urban problems facing many city governments can 
seem overwhelming. They must cope with overcrowd-
ing; shortages of services, education, and health care; 
slums and squatters; traffic congestion; unemployment; 
and effects of global restructuring, including loss of agri-
cultural land, environmental degradation, and influxes 
of immigrants and refugees. This section considers sev-
eral of the many problems mentioned earlier in the chap-
ter and now facing urban areas such as Cairo, Chennai, 
Mumbai, and Kolkata.

Rural Migrants and Overcrowding
Overcrowding exists in cities throughout the world 
but causes special problems in the Global South. As  
Figure 15.12 illustrates, from 1950 to 2014, the percent-
age of the world’s population that is urban rather than 
rural tripled. Poor migrants set up shacks of any material 
available—tin, cardboard, leaves, mud, and sticks—in set-
tlements known as barriadas in Spanish-speaking coun-
tries, favelas in Portuguese-speaking Brazil, and bustees 
in India. Most newcomers to cities are young. They are 
pulled to the city by hopes of finding jobs and often have 
been pushed from rural areas because of limited land on 
which to farm and too many mouths to feed.

Most Global South countries have little time or 
money to prepare infrastructure and provide services 
for the rapidly increasing numbers of urban residents. 
Technological development, job opportunities, and 
basic services have not kept up with the large migrations 
of would-be laborers. Lack of basic services has become 
a major problem, resulting in contagious diseases, like 
Ebola, that can cause deadly epidemics due to poor sani-
tary conditions. For fear of a worldwide pandemic, Global 
North countries contributed medical aid, doctors, and 
research funds to help curb the epidemics.

Lack of adequate housing is a worldwide problem as 
well. High birthrates in resource-poor countries exacer-
bate the challenges resulting from population increases 
greater than the rate of economic growth or the capacity 
of society to absorb. Lack of adequate planning and social 
policies have failed poor migrants in rapidly growing 
slums of many world cities.

Crime and Delinquency in the City
In many cities across the globe, crime is a serious issue, 
particularly among those experiencing large influxes of 
rural residents and immigrants. When people are tran-
sient, when they move frequently, they tend to experience 

anomie. They have less commitment to community 
norms and the well-being of the local community. Add 
to that the desperate situation of the very poor, and you 
have a recipe for crime.

In rural communities and tribal cultures, strict norms 
govern behavior, but in urban areas, cohesiveness of 
families and ties with tribal groups are lessened. Thus, 
crime is more likely to occur in this ambiguous social 
setting with fewer social ties that foster conformity to 
norms. When education, economic security, and social 
services increase, conformity again becomes a norm for 
these newcomers, replacing the sense of anomie experi-
enced during the transition. Policy solutions, then, need 
to provide access to schools and jobs for new city dwell-
ers and ways to build community and connectedness to 
neighbors.

Urban Planning for Structures  
That Meet Human Needs
Ideal city planning is quite a task. City planners must 
meet citizens’ needs for housing, sanitation, education, 
food distribution, jobs, family life, and recreation. The 
problem is that most urban planners do not have the lux-
ury of starting from scratch. They must work with decay-
ing areas, being cognizant of meaningful landmarks and 
treasured sites. Planners may also have to undo mistaken 
or inadequate planning by previous administrations.

Leaders in some U.S. cities and states have begun to 
take more active roles on issues related to demographic 
and economic changes. For example, New York City has 
invested in diversifying the city’s economy by recruiting 
a top-level university (Cornell) to develop a new high-
tech graduate school. It is also creating an applied science 
district that will bring in new companies, new jobs, and 

pp With few places to live, rural migrants to Egypt’s largest city, 
Cairo, find shelter in the large ancient mausoleums in the burial 
grounds of the City of the Dead.
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pq FIGURE 15.12

Change in Urban and Rural Population as Proportion of 
Total Population, by Continent, 1950–2050
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tax revenues for the city. Building on its expertise in high 
tech and sustainability, Portland, Oregon, has created 
a “We Build Green Cities” marketing campaign to pro-
mote its clean tech companies and created partnerships in 
other nations to expand the market for these companies. 
California has passed legislation to increase funding for 

low-income housing and make it easier for builders to 
create more housing as it confronts a lack of affordable 
housing in its cities and suburbs (Dillon 2017; Katz and 
Bradley 2013; Lieber 2015).

A number of global trends affect urban planning 
today.
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1. The process of urbanization—people migrating to 
cities—will continue, exacerbating the already dif-
ficult situation of providing services for people in 
the world’s crowded urban areas.

2. Information and transportation technologies 
allow people in any part of the globe to be in con-
tact. However, this may also reduce the feelings of 
belonging to a specific place, thus reducing com-
mitment to work on city problems.

3. International boundaries diminish in importance as 
the flow of information, goods, services, labor, and 
capital increasingly ignores national boundaries. For 
example, migration of Asians to cities around the world 
will continue and will have an impact on these cities.

4. Economies will increasingly rely on brain work, 
including invention of new technologies and high-
tech manufacturing. Thus, the gap between the 
haves and have-nots is likely to continue.

5. Conflicts between cultural and political groups, 
including religious and political extremists (as 
described in previous chapters), will impact urban life.

6. Global climate change will impact cities, both 
directly (requiring adaptation or even evacuation) 
and indirectly (possible influxes of climate refugees).

7. McDonaldization—the creation of a consumer 
world dominated by American food, music, fash-
ion, and entertainment—will continue, even as 
we see an increasing diversity of people within the 
United States (Ritzer 2018).

Awareness of these trends can help urban planners in their 
efforts to design cities to meet the needs of the future.

This basic population pattern—urbanization—has 
consequences at the most global levels and at the most 
micro levels of human life. Our social world model—which 
looks at the connections of micro, meso, and macro levels 
of the social system—makes us cognizant of the conse-
quences of decisions made by millions of individuals and 
families. It also makes us mindful of the consequences of 
global trends and forces for individuals and for cities.

THINKING 
SOCIOLOGICALLY
Try planning an ideal city. First, list everything you need to 
consider, such as how big the city should be. Now think of 
organization: Who will handle what? Keep in mind services, 
maintenance, financing, and leadership.

Intersection of Demographics, Climate 
Change, and Environmental Policy
Traffic congestion and pollution are chronic problems, 
so intense in some cities that the slow movement of peo-
ple and goods reduces productivity, jobs, health, and 
vital services. Increasing automobile use and the indus-
trialization of the Global South adds to the pollution of 
our environment and intensifies climate change.

In regions of China, parents confine their children 
to their homes to keep them from breathing the out-
side air. In the spring of 2017, a combination of dust 
storms and pollution raised the AQI (air quality index) 
in Beijing so much it was beyond the measurable index. 
The most harmful pollution particles measured 684 
micrograms per cubic meter, whereas the World Health 
Organization’s recommended cap for such particles is 
2.5 micrograms per cubic meter (Cummins and Wang 
2017). A recent study indicates that one third of all deaths 
in China are related to air pollution. Parents of students 
at the International School in Beijing demanded that the 
school build an enclosed playground under a dome with 
filtered air, so their children will not have to breathe the 
polluted outside air while they play (Berlinger et al. 2017; 
Doane 2013).

In Global North countries, concern for these prob-
lems has brought some action and relief, but in impov-
erished countries where survival issues are pressing, 
environmental contamination is a low priority. Thus, 
the worst air pollution is now found in major cities in the 
Global South, such as Mexico City, São Paulo, and sev-
eral Chinese cities, including Beijing. The overall impact, 
however, of air pollution—both past and present—affects 
the whole world. Human ways of living have impacted 
the world’s climate—changing our weather and the very 
landscape of the Earth in the process.

pp A Chinese woman wears a mask and filter as she walks to work 
during heavy pollution in Beijing, China.
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Climate Change
Climate change is happening now, and the only ques-
tion that remains is how severe its repercussions will be 
(Greshko 2017). The overwhelming scientific consensus 
is that humans have contributed to the warming of our 
atmosphere and must take immediate steps to halt it or 
we will face more and more catastrophic environmental 
disasters. As Figure 15.13 reveals, atmospheric tempera-
tures have increased markedly over the past century.

As temperatures increase, seawater expands, warming 
waters cause heavier rains, and ice over land melts. The 
results are rising seas levels and more precipitation. When 
Hurricane Harvey dropped 50 inches of rain causing 
death and destruction in and around Houston, Texas, the 
water in the Gulf of Mexico had reached record-break-
ing temperatures (Lowry 2017). Harvey was the third 
“500 year” flood to batter Houston within 3 years. As Ed 
Emmett, the chief executive of the county that includes 
Houston, put it, “Three 500-year floods in three years 
means either we’re free and clear for the next 1,500 years 
. . . or something has seriously changed” (Kimmelman 
and Haner 2017).

Emmett continued,“The hard truth, scientists say, is 
that climate change will increasingly require moving—
not just rebuilding—entire neighborhoods, reshaping 
cities, even abandoning coastlines” (Kimmelman and 
Haner 2017). The U.S. Geological Survey predicts that 
up to two thirds of the beaches in California will no lon-
ger exist by 2100 (USGS 2017). In fact, research by the 
real estate company Zillow shows that predicted rises 
in sea level by 2100 will lead to 300 U.S. cities losing at 
least half of their homes and the complete loss of 36 U.S. 
cities (Rao 2017). The World Atlas notes that climate 
change threatens the future of at least 52 nations (with 

62 million people) and declares that 10 nations, including  
Bangladesh, are at great risk of disappearing completely 
due to rising water (World Atlas 2017). In other areas, ris-
ing temperatures and lack of rain have led to catastrophic 
droughts. Even nations with resources can become crip-
pled due to global climate change. In recent years, resi-
dents in areas of Brazil and South Africa have faced water 
rationing and the threat of no water—at all—coming 
from their taps (Onishi and Sengupta 2018). Moreover, 
the economic and social costs from climate change 
increase every year. In the United States alone, the eco-
nomic costs of air-pollution-related illnesses and extreme 
weather events will come to at least $360 billion every 
year within the next decade (Universal Ecological Fund 
2017).

The Greenhouse Effect. The Earth’s atmosphere has 
become warmer largely due to a human-created increase 
in the greenhouse effect. As Figure 15.14 illustrates, the 
greenhouse effect occurs when the Earth’s atmosphere 
traps heat that radiates out from the Earth. Gases in the 
Earth’s atmosphere like carbon dioxide, methane, and 
nitrous oxide prevent the heat from escaping.

Carbon dioxide (CO
2) is the most prevalent green-

house gas. Released in huge quantities through the 
burning of fossil fuels (e.g., coal and oil) and deforesta-
tion, it has increased in the atmosphere by more than 
one third since the start of the Industrial Revolution. Its 
increase mirrors the increase in atmospheric temperature. 
Methane (CH4), derived from sources such as the decom-
position of waste in landfills and animal manure from 
farm-raised animals, is the most powerful greenhouse gas. 
Nitrous oxide (N2O), created through industrial farming 
practices and the burning of fossil fuels, is another pow-
erful greenhouse gas. Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), gases 

formed through various indus-
trial practices, are also potent 
greenhouse gases but have been 
largely controlled though suc-
cessful international agreements 
to protect the ozone layer in the 
atmosphere, which CFCs threat-
ened (NASA 2017b).

Macro, Meso, and Micro 
Repercussions and Solutions.  
Repercussions of the current 
climate changes will be felt at 
the macro, meso, and micro lev-
els of society. Nations will dis-
appear and governments will 

pq FIGURE 15.13
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fall as millions of displaced people swarm over borders 
seeking livable land and safety. People will not be able to 
count on their governments to protect them from rising 
seas, desertification, rising temperatures, and extreme 
weather. Insurance companies will fold, as they find 
themselves unable to cover the costs of climate change. 
Individuals will seek safety in a world that seems unrecog-
nizable to us now.

The good news is that humans have begun to take 
steps to recognize, prepare for, and mitigate the effects 
of climate change. A Pew survey across 38 nations 
reveals that climate change (along with ISIS) is the lead-
ing national security risk noted by most respondents 
(Poushter and Manevich 2017). Many global corpo-
rations have turned away from fossil fuels and begun to 
use more “green” energy. For example, Walmart plans 
to derive half of its power from green sources by 2025 
and already has 350 stores that receive their energy from 
green sources on site (e.g., solar panels) (Renewable 
Energy World 2017).

Governments (with the Netherlands in the lead) have 
begun to prepare their shorelines for rising seas. Every 
nation on the planet signed the Paris Climate Change 
Agreement in 2016, agreeing to curb emissions. Even 
though President Trump declared in June 2017 that the 

United States would withdraw from the 
agreement, most (56%) U.S. residents 
believe climate change is a national 
threat, and 160 U.S. mayors agreed 
to abide by the agreement (Poushter 
and Manevich 2017). In addition, 17 
states have laws in place that require 
them to curb emissions contribut-
ing to climate change (Halper 2017). 
Moreover, 12 states follow the regula-
tory lead of California, which gained 
the right to maintain its own air pollu-
tion rules when the EPA was founded in 
1970. It is committed to much stricter 
restrictions on carbon emissions than 
the Trump administration’s (Tabuchi 
2017). Finally, it has become a part of 
daily life among many individuals to 
recycle, moderate use of heat and air con-

ditioning, use public transportation, and carry out other  
energy-reducing habits.

Directions for Policymakers
To improve the Earth’s ecosystem, we must stabilize 
population growth in the Global South, develop plans 
for urban growth, and reduce human consumption and 
pollution. We must find a way to create sustainable 
societies that can meet our current needs without harming 
future generations. You can find sociologists at the fore-
front of efforts to confront environmental issues. In the 
next Sociologists in Action, Michael Haedicke describes 
how he helps policymakers address climate change in 
Louisiana. As he describes it, climate change is a grand 
issue that we must all tackle together.

Well over a decade after Hurricane Katrina, the city 
of New Orleans still struggles to prevent flooding when 
heavy rains fall—even without a hurricane (Gabour 
2017). With a changing climate bringing more and more 
rain to the area, this fact does not bode well for the city or 
its residents. As Haedicke points out, individuals, cities, 
states, nations, and the global society must learn to work 
together to mitigate and adjust to climate change. If we do 
not learn how to mitigate these environmental challenges, 
our very survival is at risk.

pq FIGURE 15.14

The Greenhouse Effect

Source: Will Elder national Parks Service; conservation in a changing climate 2015.
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SOCIOLOGISTS IN ACTION
Michael Haedicke

ADDRESSING THE GRAND CHALLENGE  
OF CLIMATE CHANGE IN LOUISIANA

A changing climate, a growing global population, 
and widening social inequality all impact natural 
ecosystems and human welfare. It’s no wonder 

that sustainability has been described as a “grand 
challenge” facing societies today. But how can sociology 
help societies meet this challenge?

one way to answer this question is to look closely at 
what the term grand challenge means. The answer might 
seem obvious: Grand challenges are big, important, 
and tough to solve. But there’s more. Grand challenges 
are complicated because they require diverse groups 
of people, with different ideas and experiences, to 
work together. Sociology provides tools to understand 
social and cultural differences, which help to build 
these working relationships. It also highlights the ways 
in which different groups of people are connected 
and reveals common ground for negotiation and 
cooperation. Sustainability is a grand challenge, which 
means that no one group of people knows how to 
achieve it.

my research looks at one important place where people 
are trying to work out new approaches to sustainability: 
coastal louisiana. louisiana has been ground zero for 
recent environmental disasters, from Hurricane Katrina 
in 2005, which disproportionately harmed poor residents 
of color in new orleans, to the BP oil spill in 2010, which 
devastated local ecosystems and businesses. as the 
state still works to recover from those disasters, coastal 
louisiana must deal with the impact of rising sea levels 
associated with climate change.

Development along the louisiana coastline has 
contributed to subsidence, meaning that the land is 
sinking even as the water is rising. over the course of the 
20th century, at least 1,880 square miles of land vanished 
into the Gulf of mexico. Today, the state loses an average 
land size equal to a football field every hour.

To meet the environmental challenges facing their state, 
louisiana’s scientists, environmental activists, and 
political leaders are trying to figure out how to move 
louisiana in the direction of environmental sustainability. 
my research looks at this process through interviews 
with key figures in this effort, from members of the U.S. 
congress to local community organizers.

my interviews help to reveal the many issues that must 
be addressed if sustainability is to be achieved—from 
louisiana’s economic dependence on the oil industry 
that has made environmental protection difficult, to 
its history of racial inequality that has created various 
environmental justice issues. By bringing these different 
voices together through my sociological research, 
I am helping researchers, public officials, and the 
general public to understand the state’s environmental 
challenges through the prisms of diverse groups. This 
sociological perspective reveals that we must work 
together to meet the grand challenge of sustainability.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *
michael Haedicke is an environmental sociologist at Drake 
University who specializes in the study of food systems, 
environmental movements, and climate adaptation.

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?

Population trends, including migration resulting in urbanization, 
provide a dynamic force for change in societies. Whether one is 
interested in understanding social problems, social policy, or factors 
that may affect one’s own career, it is helpful to understand 
demographic processes. We ignore them at our peril—as individuals 
and as a society. If we overlook demographic patterns, family 

businesses can be destroyed, retirement plans obliterated, and the 
health of our communities sabotaged. awareness of such patterns 
can enhance planning that leads to prosperity and enjoyment of our 
communities. likewise, if we do not work to mitigate and prepare 
for the impact of climate change, individuals will suffer, nations will 
collapse, and the survival of the world will be at risk.

Many factors, including population dynamics, urbanization, and global warming, create change in a society. Some 
factors contributing to social dynamics push for innovation and change; other factors can retard change. The next 
chapter examines the larger picture of social transformation and change in our complex and multileveled social world.
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KEY POINTS

•	 Environmental sociologists look at both natural communities 
(ecology) and human communities and how they interact with 
one another.

•	 Population analysis (called demography) considers the 
composition, distribution, and size of a population and how 
variables of fertility, mortality, and migration impact society.

•	 The population of the world has increased dramatically since 
industrialization. Its implications for society can be viewed in 
population pyramids.

•	 Various theories explain the causes and repercussions of rapid 
population growth.

•	 many institutions affect and are affected by fertility and 
mortality rates at the meso level—government, religion, the 
economy, education, and health care.

•	 migration is also an important issue for society—whether  
the migration is international or internal—for it can change 

the size, distribution, and composition of a nation’s  
citizenry.

•	 Population patterns can also affect individual decisions at 
the micro level, from career choices to business decisions to 
retirement plans.

•	 a major element of population migration has been urbanization. 
as populations become more densely concentrated, this 
creates a series of opportunities and problems for meeting 
human needs.

•	 at the macro level, urban environments must be understood as 
ecosystems that have dense poverty and homelessness, major 
pollution issues, and higher crime rates but also the potential to 
reduce environmentally harmful energy use.

•	 climate change affects all levels of society—and must be 
addressed at all levels, including the international community, 
individual nations, corporations, states, cities, and 
individuals.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why is it important for policymakers, including urban 
planners, to understand demographic trends in their 
communities and nation? Why should you be interested in 
such knowledge? How might it impact your understanding of 
and positions on issues related to (a) immigration,  
(b) education, (c) health care, and (d) Social Security legislation?

2. How many children (if any) do you think you would ideally like 
to have? Why? What might make this ideal number change?

3. What are some examples of (a) pronatalist and (b) antinatalist 
policies? Do you approve of such policies? Why or why 
not? How might your perspective differ depending on the 
demographics of your nation?

4. How is the social status of girls and women related to a 
society’s ability to control population growth? If you were 

a leader in the government of an overcrowded nation, why 
and how might you use this information to promote gender 
equality in your country? How might your ideas be perceived 
differently, depending on your sex?

5. What are some of the major reasons people leave their 
country of origin and move to another? Have you ever done 
so? Why? If not, under what circumstances would you be 
willing to leave the country in which you were born and move 
to another?

6. How do your attitudes toward those around you and your 
behavior differ in rural, suburban, and urban settings? Why?

7. What might be the repercussions of climate change on 
your life? on your children’s lives? What can you do to help 
address climate change?

KEY TERMS
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CONTRIBUTING TO OUR SOCIAL WORLD: WHAT CAN WE DO?

At the Local (Micro) Level
•	 The U.S. Census Bureau is always at work collecting, analyzing, 

and disseminating demographic information. It is a great 
source of data, ranging from information on your block to 
the whole nation. Invite a representative to your campus to 
discuss the bureau’s activities. you can check internship and 
job opportunities with the census Bureau at www.census.gov/
about/census-careers/opportunities/programs/student.html.

•	 check out your local department of urban planning, urban and 
regional development, or community development by Googling 
those terms and the name of your town, county, or province. 
Invite a representative to your campus or visit the department’s 
offices. Discuss how population information is used in planning 
and service delivery contexts. consider an internship with one 
of the organizations you find in your area.

•	 Start a group to combat climate change. The climate change 
organization 350.org has material on its website to help people 
interested in forming a local 350.org group.

At the Organizational or 
Institutional (Meso) Level
•	 The Population Association of America (PAA) “is a non-profit, 

scientific, professional organization that promotes research  
on population issues,” according to its website. at www 
.populationassociation.org, you can find information on 
demographic issues and ways to get involved in efforts to 
address them.

At the National or  
Global (Macro) Level
•	 The Population Reference Bureau (www.prb.org/about.aspx) 

“informs people around the world about population, health, and 
the environment, and empowers them to use that information 
to advance the well-being of current and future generations.” 
The organization offers fellowships for recent college graduates 
with a Ba or BS.

•	 Planned Parenthood (www.plannedparenthood.org) 
promotes family planning education and outreach programs 
throughout the United States. The International Planned 
Parenthood Federation (www.ippf.org) works in 171 nations. 
The organizations use volunteers and interns, as well as provide 
long-term employment opportunities.

•	 World Vision (www.worldvision.org) is “a christian 
humanitarian organization, dedicated to working with 
children, families, and their communities worldwide to reach 
their full potential by tackling the causes of injustice and 
poverty.” The organization provides many ways you can get 
involved in efforts to alleviate poverty and promote justice 
around the world.

•	 The Population Council (www.popcouncil.org) promotes 
family planning to reduce poverty, create healthier 
populations and communities, empower women, and improve 
lives across the globe. you can find fact sheets and other 
information at their website. you can also look for possible 
job and internship opportunities at www.popcouncil.org/
employment/index.asp.

Get the tools you need to sharpen your study skills. SaGE edge offers a robust online environment featuring an impressive array 
of free tools and resources.

access practice quizzes, eFlashcards, video, and multimedia at edge.sagepub.com/ballantine7e
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