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Recent years have brought unprecedented changes to human life and its physical,
social, and economic context. Given the increased interconnectedness of populations,
people all over the world may be affected by events that take place in an area far away
[1-3]. Technological and related changes in public health and medicine have resulted in
interconnected and parallel changes—2 great demographic transitions.

First Demographic Transition: Population Growth

Two centuries ago the rise of modern science and technology dramatically reduced
disease and famine in Europe and North America, in turn reducing mortality and
triggering a sustained and unprecedented growth in population, followed by declines
in fertility. This change in mortality, fertility, and population growth has been called
“the first demographic transition.”

Second Demographic Transition: Post-industrial Era

The post-industrial age is marked by below-replacement fertility levels, aging
populations, and decreasing population size. Current estimates suggest that
demographic growth rates are declining nearly everywhere, even more rapidly than was
earlier projected [4]. Regional growth rates differ, but international migration
redistributes a considerable portion of the continuing natural increase [5].

This post-industrial stage of global demographic transition, “the second demographic
transition” [6] is characterized by decreases in the total first marriage rate; large
increases in mean age at marriage and childbearing; divorce and union dissolution;
cohabitation; proportion of extramarital births; and maternal employment [7-11]. In
addition, post-industrial societies have experienced large decreases in period and
cohort fertility.

Changes in the Structure of Marriage and the Family

In industrialized countries, the structure of marriage and the family has been
undergoing major change since the beginning of the 1970s [7]. Mean age at marriage
and at childbearing have been increasing—~by an average of 2 years in some places.
The total divorce rate is near or above 30 per 100 marriages in most industrialized
countries and spiked upward between 1980 and 1999 [7].

In Europe many women choose not to marry, and the average age at the time of first
marriage is increasing; the marriage rate has decreased by 40 percent from 1960 to
1995 [12]. From 1981 to 1996 in urban centers in Europe, the size of the average
household declined from 2.8 persons to 2.3 persons; the number of people living
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alone increased from 27 percent to 38 percent; and the proportion of single-parent
households increased from 6.5 percent to 7.5 percent [13].

Similar trends are observed in the United States; the percentage of adults aged 15 and
older who were married declined from 69.3 percent and 65.9 percent for men and
women, respectively, in 1960 to 57.1 percent and 54 percent in 2003 [14]. Conversely,
over the same time period, the percentage of men and women aged 15 and older who
were divorced increased from 1.8 percent and 2.6 percent in 1960 to 8.3 percent and
10.9 percent in 2003 among men and women, respectively [14]. Family households
had predominated in the United States—381 percent of all households in 1970 were
family households, but this proportion dropped to 68 percent by 2003 [15].

Changes in Values, Attitudes, and Expectations

The demographic shifts of the second demographic transition were accompanied by
large-scale changes in values and attitudes. Emphasis on values such as individual
autonomy, self-fulfillment, tolerance, democratic decision making, individual
freedoms, and individual rights increased [16]. The roles and expectations of women
changed: women are less likely to stay in abusive or unhappy marriages; they assume
equal rights to education and work outside of the home, and they expect an enjoyable
sex life with control over their fertility via “the pill” and other means [3].

Technology and Its Consequences

Cell phones and the Internet constitute important technological developments with
significant effects on the ways in which people relate to each other. In the late 1980s
and early 1990s cell phones revolutionized the social organization of sex work. The
remarkable growth of cyber-brothels changed the way sexual services are provided,
and chat rooms have supplied a powerful mechanism for sexually connecting men
who have sex with men, in contracted time and space.

The role of the Internet in sexual behavior is still evolving. An increasing number of
people use the Internet to find dates and potential marriage partners, and an increasing
number of people use it to identify one-time partners.

Changing Sexual Behaviors

Data collected between 1995 and 1997 in Chicago showed that, in the mid-1990s,
Americans aged 18 to 59 spent 50 percent of their lives as singles, longer than ever
before. They were in the *“sex market” for longer periods and at older ages; cohabited
on average for 4 years; were married an average of 18 years; and dated or searched for
a partner an average of 19 years.

All the changes discussed above are revolutionizing the pattern of sexual unions, the
sex structure of society, and sexual behaviors. In general people are living outside of
traditional monogamous marriages for longer periods of their lives, have control over
their fertility, and expect an enjoyable sex life. The net effect of these transformations
on sexually transmitted infection epidemiology and sexual health will unfold in the
coming decades.

References
1. Aral SO. Determinants of STD epidemics: implications for phase-appropriate

www.virtualmentor.org

698



intervention strategies. Sex Transm Infect. 2002;78(Suppl 1):i3-i13.

2. Stiglitz JE. Globalization and Its Discontents. New York, NY: WW Norton and
Company Inc; 2002.

3. Ward H, Day S. Sex work in context. In: Ward H, Day S, eds. Sex Work, Mobility and
Health in Europe. London: Kegan Paul; 2004:15-33.

4. United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. Population Division.
World Population Prospects: The 2000 Revision. Vol 1. Comprehensive Tables. New York:
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. February 2001.
Highlights available at:
http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/wpp2000/highlights.pdf. Accessed
September 23, 2005.

5. Harbison SF, Robinson WC. Policy implications of the next world demographic
transition. Studies in Family Planning. 2002;33:37-48.

6. van de Kaa D. Europe’s second demographic transition. Popul Bull. 1987;42:1-59.
7. Frejka T, Calot G. Cohort reproductive patterns in low-fertility countries. Pop Devel
Rev. 2001;27:103-132.

8. United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. Fertility decline in the
transition economics, 1989-1998: economic and social factors revisited. In: Economic
Survey of Europe 2000;1:189-207. Geneva: United Nations Economic Commission for
Europe. March 2002. Available at: http://www.unece.org/ead/survey.htm. Accessed
September 23, 2005.

9. Halman L. The European Values Study—A Third Wave. Tilburg: WORC Tilburg
University; 2001.

10. Dalla Zuanna G, Atoh M, Castiglioni M, Kojima K. Late marriage among young
people: the case of Italy and Japan. Genus. 1998;54(3-4):187-232.

11. Pena JA, Alfonso-Sanchez MA, Calderon R. Inbreeding and demographic
transition in the Orozco Valley (Basque Country, Spain). Am J Hum Biol. 2002;14:713-
720.

12. Mutual Information System on Social Protection in the European Union
(MISSOC). Family Benefits and Family Policies in Europe. MISSOC-Info January, 2002.
European Commission Directorate-General for Employment and Social Affairs.
Available at:
http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/missoc/2002/intro_en.pdf.
Accessed September 9, 2005.

13. European Commission. The Urban Audit. Towards the Benchmarking of Quality of Life in
58 European Cities. Office for Official Publications of the European Communities:
Luxembourg; 2000.

14. US Bureau of the Census. America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2003. In:
US Census Bureau Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 2003 Current Population
Survey. Current Population Report Series. Washington DC: US Bureau of the Census;
2003: 20-5653. Available at: http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-553.pdf.
Accessed September 26, 2005.

15. US Bureau of the Census. America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2003. Source:
US Department of Commerce Economics and Statistics Administration; Washington,
DC: US Bureau of the Census; November, 2004.

16. Lesthaeghe R, Moors G. Life course transitions and value orientations: selection
and adaptation. In: R. Lesthaeghe, ed. Meaning and Choice: VValue Orientations and L.ife

Virtual Mentor, October 2005
699



Course Decisions. NIDI-CBGS Monograph No. 37. The Hague: Netherlands
Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute. 2002.

Sevgi O. Aral, PhD, MSc, is associate director for science, Division of STD Prevention, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, Georgia.

Acknowledgment
The author thanks Patricia Jackson for her outstanding support in the preparation of this article.
The viewpoints expressed on this site are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views

and policies of the AMA.

Copyright 2005 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.

www.virtualmentor.org

700





