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Secular mortality decline: a continuing debate about the 
determinants 

This section first presents the features of the mortality decline and then reviews the 
explanations proposed for the mortality decline and the related empirical literature. 
The discussion is limited to the explanations for mortality decline that emphasize 
factors affecting the entire population at the same time regardless of age. 

In the Nordic countries, long-term health improvements are marked by universal 
regularities. In Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland, which have reliable 
historical data spanning far back in time, mortality had already begun to decline in 
the eighteenth century (Fridlizius 1984; Perrenoud 1984). Bubonic plague 
disappeared, incidence of typhus and smallpox declined substantially in severity 
and frequency, and wars and harvest failures became less disruptive. When long-
term mortality decline commenced, it was primarily characterized by a fall in 
infant and child mortality (Bengtsson and Ohlsson 1994; Bengtsson 2015). 
Through the mid-nineteenth century, the incidence of various communicable 
diseases, such as smallpox, scarlet fever, typhoid fever, diphtheria, and whooping 
cough, was reduced, which translated into lower death rates among children and, 
to a lesser extent, among young adults (Bengtsson 2015). In the Nordic countries, 
infant mortality had been uninterruptedly falling throughout the nineteenth century 
(Perrenoud 1984). Rates of infant mortality and even more so childhood mortality 
accelerated in decline between 1880 and 1950, whereas mortality in older age 
groups declined much less, but still significantly. In this period, mortality was 
reduced the most for tuberculosis, bronchitis, pneumonia, influenza, other 
respiratory diseases, diarrhoea and enteritis (Kunitz 1986; Schofield and Reher 
2002). A final regularity, which began circa 1970 and continues to the present, is 
the fall in old-age mortality, which gradually began to be responsible for the 
majority of deaths. It is attributed to reductions in non-communicable diseases, 
such as cardiovascular diseases and some cancers (Omran 1998). The pattern of 
mortality development for Western countries (Schofield and Reher 2002), which is 
based on data from reconstructions of national samples of parish data, and North 
America (Kunitz 1984; Smith and Bradshaw 2006), which is based on interpolated 
census data, is generally similar, except for stagnating infant mortality instead of 
the continuous fall throughout the nineteenth century.   

As a result of declining mortality, life expectancy increased substantially. Life 
expectancy is the preferred mortality measure, which is considered throughout the 
introductory chapter, because it allows for international comparisons and 
eliminates the influence of the age structure of the population. Figure 2 plots 
female life expectancy at birth, which is less affected by war losses and out-
migration than male life expectancy, for the Nordic countries. In Sweden, up until 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, female life expectancy at birth improved 
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per 100,000 among infants. It is appealing to attribute the decline since 1945 to the 
application of medical advances, such as introduction of penicillin and 
streptomycin, mass vaccinations and neonatal care, which is something to be 
proven in future research. In developing countries, mortality due to infectious 
disease has declined since 1950 but remains high today and could be prevented by 
affordable and efficient interventions, such as antibiotics, qualified midwifery and 
isolation of the sick. Morbidity due to respiratory infections, pneumonia the 
leading one, remains the major cause of death among children under age 5 in 
Sweden and other developed countries. The implications of this thesis therefore 
extend beyond the cohorts born at a time of rapid improvements in life 
expectancy. For those born throughout the whole twentieth century, public action 
based on up-to-date medical knowledge is likely to lead not only to an increase in 
health and productivity when people reach working ages, but also to 
improvements in health and well-being in their old age. This thesis draws a policy 
attention to public health and medical policies for infants and emphasizes the 
importance of a long-term, namely cohort, perspective for the countries that lag 
behind in health and economic improvements.  
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