
Abstract for the 21st Nordic Demographic Symposium 

 

The Beginnings of the Modern Rise in Life Expectancy  

Catalina Torres
a 
and Jim Oeppen

a 

a.
 Interdisciplinary Centre on Population Dynamics (CPop), University of Southern Denmark 

 

Background 

The modern rise in life expectancy started in the Scandinavian countries during the late-18
th
 and early-19

th
 

century under predominantly preindustrial conditions. Despite much research on the mortality decline, the 

mechanisms behind the early rise in life expectancy in the Scandinavian region are still subject of debate.   

Research questions 

Which factors were responsible for the early advantage in survival in the Scandinavian countries? Did 

changes in life expectancy correspond to particular, historical events?   

Data and methods 

We use estimates of life expectancy at birth (e0) for the Nordic (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Iceland and 

Finland) and other European countries available in the Human Mortality Database (HMD), from the first 

year available until 1913. The country-specific e0 series are then extended back in time before HMD (from 

the mid-18
th
 century) using and indirect method

1
. Then, structural changes in these long series are identified 

with a breakpoint analysis. 

Results 

There was a Nordic advantage in survival before and during the life-expectancy revolution. From the early-

19
th
 century, slow but sustained gains in e0—with decreasing variance—started in Norway, Sweden and 

Denmark (but not in Iceland and Finland, despite important connections with the former countries). Then, a 

second phase of accelerated gains followed during the late-19
th
 century. The timing of some of the 

breakpoints identified coincides with public health and agricultural improvements, as well as with the 

beginning of urban mortality decline (2
nd

 phase). Some political events may also be related with the 

differences observed.  

Main conclusions 

Some of the observed changes in e0 in the Scandinavian countries coincide with major events, especially in 

the public-health domain. Preliminary results indicate that there was a common set of interrelated factors 

responsible for the early rise in life expectancy in those countries, including favorable behaviors and 

increasing awareness, low and late urbanization, and the rapid emergence of efficient health-related 

institutions.  
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