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ABSTRACT
The Demographic Data Base (DDB) at the Centre for Demographic and Ageing Research (CEDAR) at Umeå
University has since the 1970s been building longitudinal population databases and disseminating data for
research. The databases were built to serve as national research infrastructures, useful for addressing an
indefinite number of research questions within a broad range of scientific fields, and open to all academic
researchers who wanted to use the data. A countless number of customised datasets have been prepared
and distributed to researchers in Sweden and abroad and to date, the research has resulted in more than a
thousand published scientific reports, books, and articles within a broad range of academic fields. While there
has long been a clear predominance of research within the humanities and social sciences, it has always been
used for research in other fields as well, for example medicine. In this article, we first give a brief presentation
of the DDB and its history, characteristics, and development from the 1970s to the present. It includes an
overview of the research based on the DDB databases, with a focus on the databases POPUM and POPLINK
with individual-level data. A number of major traits of the research from 1973 to now have been outlined,
showing the breadth of the research and highlighting some major contributions, with a focus on work that
would have been very difficult to perform without data from the DDB.
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1

INTRODUCTION
The Demographic Data Base (DDB) at the Centre for Demographic and Ageing Research (CEDAR) at
Umeå University has been committed since the 1970s to building longitudinal population databases and
disseminating data for research. In contrast to many other similar ventures, already from the start the
databases at the DDB were built to serve as research infrastructures, useful for addressing an indefinite
number of research questions within a broad range of scientific fields, and open to all academic researchers
who wanted to use the data. The DDB's role as a national research infrastructure was defined a few
years later in the government ordinance of 1978 (UHÄ-FS, 1978, 75; 1990, 8), and over the years this
privileged position has been both a strength of and a special challenge to the DDB. Since its start in 1973, a
countless number of customised datasets have been produced and distributed through specified contracts
to researchers in Sweden and abroad. To date, the research has resulted in more than a thousand published
scientific reports, books, and articles within a broad range of academic fields, and has been used for almost
70 dissertations (DDB, 2016). Data has been retrieved from the DDB databases by academic researchers
in Sweden, Europe, North America, Asia and Australia and has been used for research in a large variety
of academic fields. Sociology, statistics, demography, geography, history, economics, medicine and cultural
studies, are just some examples. Today, the DDB owns and administers three main research databases:
POPUM, with individual-level data from Swedish parishes covering the period 1680–1900; POPLINK, with
similar data but over a longer time span, until around 1950; and TABVERK, with aggregate statistics from all
Swedish parishes for the period 1749–1859.
In this article, we first give a brief presentation of the DDB and its history, characteristics, and development
from the 1970s to the present. The second part includes an overview of the research based on the DDB
databases, with a focus on the databases POPUM and POPLINK with individual-level data. Considering
that we are talking about more than a thousand published studies, it would be too great an endeavour to
give a full and fair presentation of all the research. Instead, we have outlined a number of major traits of
the research from 1973 to now, thereby showing the breadth of the research and highlighting some major
contributions, with a focus on work that would have been very difficult to perform without data from the
DDB.

2

FROM PARISH RECORDS TO LIFE-COURSE DATA

2.1

A VISIONARY ENTERPRISE
While the DDB was first established in 1973, its inception can be traced back to the pioneering and
innovative work of Professor Egil Johansson (1933–2012) in the mid-1960s, studying the history of literacy
in Sweden with quantitative methods and information from the longitudinal Swedish parish registers
(Johansson, 1969/70). Realising the potential of these sources, he also managed to convince others of
the value of digitising them. Although this was an extensive, costly, and visionary enterprise, undertaken
at a time long before personal computers and modern software had been invented, the proposal aroused
great interest within the scientific community (Brändström, 2009). This can be attributed to the increasing
focus on quantitative social and economic history research in Europe at the time. With Louis Henry, France
had witnessed the birth of historical demography, and since the 1950s parish registers had been used in
pioneering studies of population and fertility (Rosenthal, 2003). In the mid-1960s, around the same time
as Egil Johansson embarked on his project, Peter Laslett published his seminal work The World we Have
Lost (Laslett, 1965), which with similar sources and quantitative methods questioned and overturned
popular conceptions about life in past Britain. Johansson's work on literacy showed that the Swedish sources,
combined with modern information technology, had no less potential to make valuable contributions to
social and demographic history, to the history of ordinary people, and to our knowledge of life and death
among populations of the past.
The first steps of database-building were taken in 1973 through a government-funded employment project
under the Swedish National Archives, creating jobs in parts of northern Sweden where opportunities for those
providing labour, particularly female labour, were scarce. The new enterprise was a labour-intensive project,
and this form of funding created a win-win situation for all parties involved. Between 1973 and 1982, data
entry units were established in six different locations in northern Sweden, funded by provisional contributions
from the National Labour Market Board. After five years, in 1978, the Swedish National Archives stepped
down as the responsible authority and Umeå University assumed the future organisational and financial
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responsibility for DDB. The future development required more sustainable and long-term funding than
the short-term employment policy-related measures could provide, and formally becoming a part of the
university organisation was considered a good solution. The transition from the Swedish National Archives
to Umeå University in no way meant that the national interest in the project was diminished, however. The
governmental hand was still there, in the form of earmarked funding in the annual university budget and in
the remaining governmental ordinance defining the DDB’s national role and mission, issued the same year
(Brändström, 2009). Today, the DDB receives its core funding from Umeå University, supplemented by
funding from external project grants.
As mentioned, data was not collected to serve any particular research project or group, or with certain
research questions in mind. The intention was instead that the databases would be long-lasting resources
for the future, usable for all sorts of research questions within all kinds of scientific fields, nationally as well
as internationally. To be able to achieve this, it was very important to find ways to listen to the needs of the
research community. Database-building is a long-term commitment and a costly enterprise that requires a
combination of constantly having your ear to the ground and wise strategic planning. One important source
of input from the research community has been active participation in scientific meetings and conferences.
From the 1970s onward, a group of researchers was formed around the DDB, pursuing research on the data
and developing research methodology. The idea was also that, through their networks, they would inspire
and initiate national and international research on the DDB data. A further development came in 1990 when
the Centre for Population Studies was established, with the aim to promote local, national, and international
population research based on DDB data, and to develop international networks. Organising international
conferences and workshops, around the data or related to different research topics in historical demography,
has also been a vital part of the strategy to initiate and stimulate research. Several of the contributions have
later been published, in proceedings and in academic journals (Brändström & Tedebrand, 1988; Sundin &
Söderlund, 1977; Tedebrand, 2000).1 Since 2015 the DDB is part of CEDAR, the Centre for Demographic
and Ageing Research, at Umeå University.

2.2

SOURCES WELL SUITED TO LONGITUDINAL STUDIES
It is no coincidence that Swedish researchers were among the first to set out to build large, longitudinal
databases with individual-level data. What Egil Johansson discovered in the mid-1960s was that the Swedish
parish records, with respect to their outline, detail, and coverage, were even better suited for longitudinal
research than the sources used by Louis Henry, Peter Laslett, and others. Parish records, including births,
marriages, and deaths, as well as family-based continuous registers covering the entire population, had
been kept since the late 17th century, and their long time spans offered virtually unparalleled possibilities for
longitudinal studies (Nilsdotter-Jeub, 1993). The parish records were not only kept for ecclesiastic purposes;
until 1990, they also served as the system of official registration in Sweden. This was a consequence of the
historically rooted religious conformity with a national state-church system that until the 1950s included
practically all citizens. If someone left the Lutheran State Church they still remained in the church registers,
in their capacity as the official system of national registration. This means that the Swedish church registers
contain a nearly unsurpassed coverage of the entire population, irrespective of religious affiliation and/or
denomination.
A distinctive feature of the Swedish system of national registration is the household-based longitudinal parish
registers, or catechetical registers as they also are called, found only in Sweden and Finland. These were
dynamic, in the sense that they were continuously updated when new demographic events occurred. The
registers also include numerous other forms of personal information data, for example vaccination, reading
ability, disabilities, and general conduct. Like in a census, families were kept together on the same page
as long as they lived together. When a child was born, a parent died, or a widow remarried, the local
minister meticulously recorded this in the register. There is also detailed information about the changing
composition of the household group, even for servants changing their positions every now and then. Record
1

Some examples are the conferences/workshops Time, Space and Man, Umeå 1977; Society, Health
and Population during the Demographic Transition, Umeå 1986; Sex, State and Society, Umeå 1998;
Genetics, Genealogies and Family Databases, Umeå 2003; The Practice of Birth Control and Historical
Fertility Change, Umeå 2008; and Death Clustering: Towards New Explanations for Infant and Child
Mortality in the European Past, Umeå 2010. The contributions from the last two conferences have been
published in The History of the Family (2010, 15(2)) and Biodemography and Social Biology (2012,
58(2)).
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linkage is facilitated by clever links to the event registers, in terms of volume and page, where first-hand
information about a particular birth, marriage, or death can be found. The event registers are linked in a
similar way to the longitudinal registers, creating a comprehensive system of information whereby individuals
can be followed over their entire life spans. With this kind of double bookkeeping, it is also possible to fairly
accurately reconstruct missing or lost information. When a longitudinal register volume was completed after
five to ten years a new one was established, into which the minister transferred current information from
the old volume, of course with valuable links between the old and new registers. For obvious reasons, the
longitudinal registers are extremely valuable for the creation of life-course data, making it possible to follow
individuals and families over their entire life spans and over generations, without gaps and interruptions, as
long as they remain within the parish borders.
The systematic bookkeeping at the local level has made it both practical and natural to carry out the digitisation
in the same manner: book-by-book and record-by-record for one parish at a time. The DDB has long had the
rare advantage of having a fully employed data entry staff, which has been a great asset in the continuous
work, assuring quality and consistency of the data. Their long-term experience is particularly important when
handling complicated sources, like very old or damaged books, requiring both skill and proper understanding
of the content. At present, the POPUM database offers access to linked data from >100 Swedish parishes,
information on approximately 650,000 individuals, and five million records, from the period 1700–1900. The
POPLINK database, which is actually a subset of the data in POPUM extended until around 1950 (currently
15 parishes situated in the county of Västerbotten), has linked data on approximately 460,000 individuals
and 3.3 million records. New data is continually added to both databases.

2.3

STRATEGIES AND DEVELOPMENT
In 1973, the new database project was presented in the leading Swedish historical journal Historisk Tidskrift
(Johansson & Åkerman, 1973). Although the concept of 'research infrastructure' had hardly been invented,
there is no doubt that the new venture had such ambitions. The objective was to, through a joint effort
with the Swedish National Archives and the National Labour Market Board, 'produce a resource designated
to serve and support research, in Sweden and internationally' (Johansson & Åkerman, 1973, p. 406).
The project was to be research-driven, with a clear vision that the database should be built according to
sustainable principles, providing a flexibility and versatility that would stand the test of time. Today, almost
50 years later, the majority of these basic principles formulated in 1973 are still relevant in the DDB's data
production process. They are as follows:
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

The database shall be true to the source. It has to be possible to trace all records back to the
original source for verification. The database shall be complete; that is, all relevant information in
the original source shall be included in the data collection.
The data collection shall be open, which means that the database shall be built in a way that
allows the inclusion of new data, in time as well as in space.
The database shall be coherent and consistent: data entry shall be performed according to similar
rules and principles, for maximum comparability and coordination.
Data entry, processing, and storage shall be performed in an efficient way.
All processing of data shall be research-oriented, allowing for micro-historic research as well as
large-scale cohort studies.

With some modifications, these fundamental guidelines from the early years have also been recognised by
others. They are also largely consistent with the core principles proposed by Mandemakers and Dillon (2004)
as best practice in the field of building longitudinal historical databases for research.
As a pioneer, the DDB has not always had the possibility to lean on golden rules and standards. Its
development work was long characterised by learning by doing, and over the years the principles and
methods for database-building have frequently had to be reviewed, developed, and sometimes reconsidered.
A changing scientific field, new information and communication technologies, and new and advanced
methods for analysis have also been important drivers in improving the processes as well as the data. In
1973, the database construction began with the digitisation of parish records from Tuna, a small parish in the
industrialised Sundsvall area, which at that time was already an object of interest among historians and social
scientists (Brändström, 2009). The work continued with parish records from six other parishes in different
Swedish regions, selected on scientific merits. Together, these seven parishes formed the beginning of the
POPUM database. Data entry was essentially a manual process, with transcription performed on cards. The
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manually transcribed information was later entered into a data terminal. Quite soon, it became clear that
working with geographically isolated parishes, however scientifically motivated, was not the best method
for database-building. Several of the selected parishes were quite small, and due to in- and out-migration
it was difficult to follow individuals over time and over the life course. To improve the coverage and the
prospects for life-course studies, since then a conscious and successful strategy has been to collect data from
contiguous groups of parishes, or regions, instead of focusing on single, geographically isolated parishes.
Covering a cluster of neighbouring parishes usually captures a large number of short-distance migrations and
administrative changes over time, increasing the number of complete life courses in the data.
There have, of course, been important methodological developments since 1973, although the basic
principles have largely remained unchanged. Manual excerpts, punch cards, and magnet tapes are long
gone, and today the data production process is entirely computerised, with some steps being completely
automated. Data entry, still a manual process, is performed using custom-made software and, along with
the advances of computer technology, manual linkage procedures have been replaced by advanced semiautomatic and automatic record linkage (Larsson & Engberg, 2015, 2016).
The first large region included in POPUM was the industrialised Sundsvall area, a previously agricultural district
that in the 19th century became the heart of the sawmill industry in Europe and a centre for the Swedish
labour movement. Several important studies have been conducted on the Sundsvall data, illuminating the
Swedish industrialisation process and its consequences for individuals, families, and households. In the early
1980s, the Skellefteå area in the north was selected for a large project in genetic epidemiology, which was
the start of the digitisation of the parishes in Västerbotten, which now constitute the core population in
the POPLINK database. The third region selected for digitisation was Linköping, a socially diverse area in
southern Sweden. The fourth large region in POPUM consists of parishes in Swedish Sápmi, with a Sámi and
a settler population. Several of these parishes have also been included in POPLINK.
Map 1		

Swedish regions included in databases POPUM and POPLINK
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As important as the database-building and management is the dissemination of data. As mentioned above,
data can be accessed by all academic researchers, both nationally and internationally, regardless of affiliation.
The data in POPUM is open, while the data in POPLINK covering a much later period (until 1950) is
surrounded by certain restrictions protecting privacy and confidentiality. Alongside the development of the
databases, an organisation for efficient and comprehensive user support and service has been built to help
researchers get access to data for their projects. From the very first contact, the individual user receives
guidance and assistance from experienced staff, with the aim of delivering a sample that gives the researcher
the best possible basis for performing analyses. As the variety of variables and information frequently makes
the retrievals complex, for the time being all datasets are prepared at the DDB and delivered to researchers,
accompanied by detailed documentation. Although the dissemination of data lies at the core of the DDB’s
commitment, at times it can also be a challenge for the organisation, particularly when requested data
retrievals can be complicated and time-consuming to prepare, and costs are not always fully covered by user
fees. Hence, we are continuously working to streamline the processes, without compromising the quality or
accessibility. For more information on how to access data from POPUM and POPLINK, see https://www.
umu.se/en/centre-for-demographic-and-ageing-research/order-data/.

2.4

LOOKING TOWARDS THE PRESENT
The most recent development of the DDB databases has been an expansion forward in time, taking
full advantage of the long time spans of the rich Swedish sources. The POPLINK database provides
access to population data from 15 parishes in the county of Västerbotten from around 1700–1950,
with genealogical links covering up to 15 generations. Via a linkage to official registers such as those
at Statistics Sweden and the National Board of Health and Welfare, data can be extended into the
present time, facilitating large-scale multigenerational studies of present-day cohorts and populations.
POPLINK was created from a subset of parishes in the POPUM database, supplemented with new data
from the period 1900–1950. In response to the legal framework protecting privacy and confidentiality,
we have chosen a safe and flexible model by which additional data, biobank data, research registers,
and other contemporary data are not permanently linked to the POPLINK database; these registers
remain with each data owner, and are linked to the population data for each project. This is possible
thanks to the presence of persistent identifiers (civil registration numbers) in almost all Swedish registers
since 1950. Linkage methods have been developed in collaboration with Statistics Sweden, where the
linkage is also done. Data retrievals are pseudonymised, and a vetting procedure at the DDB (and
sometimes also by an ethical review board) is required. POPLINK and its features, along with methods
for linkage, are described in more detail in Westberg, Engberg, and Edvinsson (2016). The project has
brought about valuable new collaborations with researchers within both the life sciences and the social
sciences, studying intergenerational transfers and risk factors for disease over generations.
Figure 1		

Our history
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A new and important direction in the strategic development of the DDB databases is the increased
and intensified collaboration with other Swedish databases. With funding from the Swedish Research
Council for the period 2018–2022, the population databases in Umeå, Lund, Stockholm, and
Gothenburg, along with the Swedish Censuses at the Swedish National Archives, will be coordinated,
harmonised, and made openly available for research in a new research infrastructure, SwedPop. Until
now, data from the DDB-databases have only been available as customised datasets extracted by
developers in Umeå. With SwedPop this will change. A web platform will be created, where researchers
can download harmonised data from all databases, including DDB data, in IDS format as well as
rectangular formats. SwedPop will significantly improve access to Swedish population data, and in
the long run will also create new prospects for cutting-edge research within the social sciences and
historical demography.

2.5

METHODOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENTS
In terms of methodology, there have been significant advancements in statistical methods used for
analysis. In the first reports and articles from the late 1970s and early 1980s, there was a predominance
of descriptive statistics and crude demographic measurements. Since then, along with advances within
the computing sciences and the development of new software, the scientific potential of the data has
increased through the implementation of new statistical methods. In this context, it can be mentioned
that some of the first dissertations in history in Sweden using Event History Analysis were based on data
from the DDB (Brändström, 1984; Edvinsson, 1992). Today, this is a standard method for analysing this
kind of data. Also worth mentioning is statistician Göran Broström's pioneering methodological work
to develop social science applications of Event History Analysis with the software R, using DDB data as
real-life examples (Broström, 2012). A recent addition to the methodology is the adoption of sequence
analysis, focusing on events and actions in their temporal context, and making it possible to study
multiple events and their sequential continuity or change in the same analysis. Complete life courses
and individual trajectories are analysed as separate threads, providing information about life patterns,
based on similarities in chosen dimensions between sequences, when it comes to the timing and order
of states. Sequence analysis has proven highly valuable for studies using life-course data, providing
a deeper and more holistic view of changes and transitions throughout the life course (Abbot 1995;
Aisenbray & Fasang, 2010; Svensson, Lundholm, de Luna, & Malmberg, 2015; Vikström, Haage, &
Häggström Lundevaller, 2017).
The DDB databases POPUM and POPLINK are not only used in quantitative analysis. They can also
be analysed using qualitative methods, and several researchers have combined information from the
digitised parish registers with complementary data and thus contributed to method development. One
example of how to do research on combined data as well as methods through triangularisation has
been discussed by Lotta Vikström (2010), exemplified using POPUM data.
Finally, DDB data has proven valuable as a testbed for methodological developments. One example is
the development of HISCO (Historical International Standard Classifications of Occupations), where
data from the DDB was used in the process of developing an international standard for the classification
of occupations within social science research (van Leeuwen, Maas, & Miles, 2002; van Leeuwen,
Maas, & Miles, 2004). Data has also been used in the validation of methods for linking Swedish
census data and longitudinal population data. By comparing the results of different methods for record
linkage of the 1890 and 1900 censuses with the linked digitised parish registers from the Skellefteå
regions, the authors were able to show discrepancies between different methods and what might
have caused the linkage failures. Without considering the problem of missing surnames of children
and family members, the success rate was rather low; but through the inclusion of information on the
fathers surname and a created patronym, the success rate improved considerably (Larsson, Berggren
& Engberg, 2019; Wisselgren, Edvinsson, Berggren, & Larsson, 2014). For the time being, the DDB
is involved in developing a historical classification of causes of death in an international collaborative
project (Hiltunen Maltesdotter & Edvinsson, 2020).
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3

RESULTS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

3.1

DATA FOR A BROAD RANGE OF ACADEMIC FIELDS
Looking back at almost 50 years of database-building, we notice considerable development in terms of
the size of the database, methodology, and scientific progress. The DDB has become a valuable source
for research, for both local scholars at Umeå University as well as external researchers, from other
universities in Sweden and abroad. One of the first data retrievals from POPUM in the 1970s was
prepared for Roger Schofield, then director of the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and
Social Structure. An important step for promoting research on the historical population data was taken
in 1982, with the establishment of a Chair in historical demography at Umeå University, with LarsGöran Tedebrand as the first professor to hold this position. This became very important for developing
and strengthening research on the DDB data, as well as for raising a new generation of scholars
within the field of historical demography (Tedebrand, 2012). As a consequence of the infrastructural
character of the resource, the DDB data has been used in many fields and for many different kinds of
research. While there has long been a clear predominance of research within the humanities and social
sciences, it has always been used for research in other fields as well, for example medicine.
Over the period from the 1970s to the present, the databases have expanded, in terms of number
of records and individuals as well as geographical regions covered. The data has also become more
complete, in terms of life courses and genealogies. The addition of new geographical areas opens up
for comparative research on different regions, and the inclusion of 20th-century data in POPLINK
enables studies of long-term demographic and social development, also covering a central period in
Swedish history, the early 20th century, and the establishment of the Swedish welfare state. In all,
the expansion in the number of regions, individuals, and complete life biographies has improved its
scientific value, and today size and completeness are important prerequisites for the use of the data in
research. Size matters!
Before presenting some results based on the DDB data, we would like to direct attention to a number
of research perspectives for which historical population databases with microdata such as those at the
DDB have resulted in new knowledge made possible by their existence:
•

•
•
•

•

•

•

The contextual perspective: The databases allow researchers to study people situated in
different historical and spatial contexts. We can reach a deeper understanding of the interplay
between individuals and their closest environment.
The historical perspective: The long time spans allow us to analyse fundamental changes in
the lives and living conditions of people from the 17th century onward.
The family perspective: The family can be used as the unit of analysis and individuals can be
studied in their family context.
The life-course perspective: Individuals and families can be studied from a life-course
perspective. The possibility to analyse complete or partial life courses is one of the major
advantages of longitudinal historical population databases. Outcomes or choices are
understood from previous experiences and conditions.
The intergenerational perspective: The long time perspective makes it possible to follow
families across generations, partly in order to study the historical development of families but
also to analyse the influence of conditions and circumstances in previous generations.
The 'ordinary people' perspective: The advantage of many historical population databases is
that they include all social strata in society, i.e. even less affluent groups whose lives we usually
lack sources about and who have often been neglected. Differences according to age and
gender are typically an integral part of the studies.
The rare event perspective: An important aspect of the increasing amount of data is the
possibility to study infrequent events and conditions, for example rare diseases and disabilities.

In the following, we discuss some central results from studies using data from the DDB, illustrating
the perspectives presented above. Egil Johansson's early work demonstrated that the rich — and in
many ways unique — Swedish sources, covering the entire population, made it possible to do research
on topics that would otherwise not be possible to examine. Access to vital information about fertility,
mortality, migration, and marriage in its social context, as well as kinship and family composition over
generations for entire populations, became valuable assets for studies in historical demography and
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family history. The variety of research is suggested here using a number of examples. While we provide
a broad description of the research, presenting many references, this is still merely a selection.

3.2

RELIGION, EDUCATION AND CULTURAL CHANGE
The initial studies based on the digitised parish registers in the DDB were within the fields of the history
of education and religion. The initiator of the DDB, Egil Johansson, later Professor in Pedagogy, used
computerised parish records data from the databases to make groundbreaking contributions to social
and cultural history as well as social studies of religion (Graff, Mackinnon, Sandin, & Winchester,
2009). His internationally influential scholarly work has increased our understanding of the social
process of alphabetisation, and of the interaction between institutions, families, and the state in the
past. The most well-known of his studies are those on the long history of literacy in Sweden since the
17th century (Graff, 2009; Graff et al., 2009; Johansson, 1977). Using information from catechetical
registers, where the parish minister noted the ability to read and understand religious texts among
parishioners, he documented the programme for making Swedes literate. This began as early as the
17th century, and the marks showed that the majority of the population had become literate already
by the late 18th/early 19th century, long before compulsory schooling was introduced in 1842. This
had a strong impact on many aspects of Swedish society when it came to participation, adopting
innovations, and national identity. However, the ability to write came later. This research field has been
continued by several other scholars, most prominently Daniel Lindmark (1995), who has studied how
schooling was performed before 1842. This early teaching was based primarily on home schooling,
but also on locally organised education (see also Selander, 1986). Despite its origin as church records,
the religious homogeneity in Sweden with a national state church makes the data less suited for
comparative studies of religion than data on populations in a more diverse religious landscape, such as
Canada or the Netherlands. But the information in the parish registers does tell the story of religious
change. Bäckström (1999) has studied the change in attendance at catechetical examinations and
communion in the late 19th century, a period when the hegemony of the state Lutheran church was
challenged. This was expressed in much lower participation in communion and the fact that the yearly
catechetical examinations increasingly ceased to be practiced. The grip of the Church lessened, and
society became more secularised. He has also studied which groups led the way in this change. Egil
Johansson has also studied local society and social differentiation in the early 19th century, based on
bench lists and parish registers. These sources tell a great deal about the historical social arrangements
and structures. Each family had its designated place, which was based on the formal social division
(Johansson, 1983).
An innovative way to study cultural change from the information in parish records is Philologist Linnea
Gustafsson's study of naming traditions. She has used data in POPUM to study the introduction of
new names in the late 19th century, showing where and in what social groups we find the pioneers of
name innovations (Gustafsson, 2002).

3.3

DEVELOPING HISTORICAL DEMOGRAPHY

3.3.1 MORTALITY STUDIES
In the Umeå group of researchers, mortality research has long had a particular stronghold. As late as
the 1980s, there were few mortality studies using individual-level data. Anders Brändström's studies
on infant mortality in the northern parish of Nedertorneå were pioneering in several respects, in
terms of both methods and perspective. These were the first studies of mortality using computerised
DDB data, but also among the first large-scale micro-demographic studies of mortality in Sweden
(Brändström, 1984). Brändström's studies made significant contributions to our understanding of the
decline in infant mortality in Sweden, and had a large impact on Swedish historical demography. New
insights were developed in numerous other studies on infant mortality and the 19th-century mortality
decline, which in many cases fundamentally deepened and changed much of the understanding of
the Swedish mortality transition (Bengtsson, 1996; Brändström, 1993, 2004; Brändström, Edvinsson,
& Rogers, 2000, 2002; Garðarsdóttir, 2002). Brändström's influential work was a study on 19thcentury Nedertorneå, a parish close to the Finnish border, where infant mortality was very high. In
contrast with what was usually the case, there was no urban penalty. Mortality was higher in the
countryside, while children in the small urban part of the parish had better survival. Brändström proved
that an almost complete lack of breastfeeding in the traditional rural population explained its high
mortality. The tradition of not breastfeeding newborns changed during the 19th century, however, due
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to campaigns at different levels in society, from the national medical authorities but also locally through
physicians and, not least, midwives. If much of the focus in earlier mortality studies was on economic
conditions, Brändström brought in behavioural perspectives. Agency was important, and old traditions
could change. Similar aspects have been further discussed by Jan Sundin using DDB data from the
Linköping region (Sundin, 1995). The important role of child-care practices in the family and local
environments is illustrated by Edvinsson (2004b), who found that in the late 19th-century Sundsvall
region, children of mothers migrating from regions with high infant mortality had a significantly less
chance of surviving their first year compared to those originating from low mortality regions. Edvinsson
interprets this as different traditions of child-care behaviour influencing the newborns' survival chances.
Another major strand of mortality research with DDB data concerns family clustering of deaths and
intergenerational aspects of inequality in health and mortality (Edvinsson & Janssens, 2012). The
longitudinal registers and high-quality record linkage that allows us to study individuals in their
family context over generations makes the Swedish data highly suitable for large-scale studies of
different aspects of intergenerational transfers, social and cultural as well as genetic and inherited.
Family clustering of deaths was observed already in Brändström’s early work. In high-mortality and
high-fertility Nedertorneå, some families lost all or almost all their children while in other families all
or almost all the children survived (Brändström, 1984). These observations were further developed
by Lynch and Greenhouse (1994) and Lynch, Greenhouse, and Brändström (1998); they found a
strong intrafamilial correlation of infant mortality in a selection of Swedish parishes, and by analysing
mortality according to birth order they reached results suggesting that children of high birth order were
not necessarily disadvantaged. A decade later, this theme was again taken up and further developed:
Edvinsson et al. (2005) showed that infant mortality in Sweden in the 19th century was highly clustered,
with a relatively small number of families accounting for a large proportion of all infant deaths. Two
important factors were associated with high-risk families: a biological component, evidenced by an
overrepresentation of women who had experienced stillbirths; and a social component, indicated by
an increased risk among women who had remarried. The statistical methods of studying clustering
have been investigated by Holmberg (2012) and Holmberg and Broström (2012). Another aspect of
family difference has been explored by Häggström Lundevaller and Edvinsson (2012), who found that
Rh disease contributed to clustering of perinatal mortality in the Skellefteå region.
A related theme is the possibility that mortality patterns are transferred across generations. In a special
issue presenting international collaborative studies on the intergenerational transfers of infant mortality,
Broström, Edvinsson, and Engberg (2018) found a clear association in infant deaths across generations
in the Swedish parishes, a pattern that resembled the results of the other studies (Holmberg, 2012;
Vandezande & Edvinsson, 2012). Other examples of intergenerational perspectives in research are
presented below, in connection to biological and genetic studies as well as those on social mobility.
Socioeconomic aspects of demography have been a rich field for studies based on DDB data, particularly
concerning health and survival. One of the main determinants of survival chances in today's world is
social position. Having more economic and social resources and having high social status are strongly
associated with better health and lower death risk. While a common assumption is that this has been
the case throughout history, studies based on microdata present a more complex picture, showing
that the connection between social class and survival is not as straightforward as expected. Already
in his early work, Brändström (1984) found that there was no strict social gradient in infant mortality
in Nedertorneå. Differences caused by breastfeeding practices were strongly socially determined, but
not necessarily in the sense that infant care was better in higher social classes. Edvinsson (1992,
1993) found a much more complex relationship between social class and mortality in 19th-century
Sundsvall than what is commonly assumed. The pattern differed between age groups: While only
weak associations were found for infant mortality, child mortality (1–14 years) showed a strong
disadvantage for working-class children during the industrialisation process. In the adult population,
however, the social gradient was not evident; it could even be a disadvantage to belong to a higher
social class. The results regarding infant and child mortality have later been further confirmed using a
larger dataset for the Sundsvall and Skellefteå regions (Edvinsson, 2004a).
The recent addition of 20th-century data in POPLINK has made it possible to study the long-term
development of social inequalities in mortality. In the last decade a couple of studies have been
published, focusing on long-term trends in adult and old-age mortality. Surprisingly, the modern social
class pattern in mortality has not been confirmed. Instead, the opposite pattern — that high economic
and social resources and high social status are associated with higher death risk — has been observed
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in different regions with DDB data (Edvinsson & Broström, 2012; Edvinsson & Lindkvist, 2011).
Edvinsson and Broström (2017, 2020) show that the present-day pattern of a distinct social gradient
in mortality is a surprisingly recent phenomenon among adults and elderly in two regions in northern
Sweden. It appears that, in historical Sweden, there was no consistent social gradient in adult and oldage mortality, something that did not appear until the 1970s and 1980s. There is, however, a clear
gender dimension in the pattern. Among women there was a consistent gradient with better survival in
the higher social classes, while the opposite was the case among men. Other Swedish studies analysing
different data find similar patterns (Bengtsson & Dribe, 2011; Bengtsson, Dribe, & Helgertz, 2020;
Dribe & Eriksson, 2018). The fact that males and females express different patterns makes the authors
hypothesise that gendered and class-specific expectations regarding behaviour played an important
role. The gender perspective is taken up by Willner (1999), who studied sex-specific mortality in
Linköping. The sex differences were extremely large, pointing at a disadvantage for males in the 19th
century, which Willner suggests has to do with behaviours, for example alcohol consumption. The
differences decreased rapidly during the first half of the 20th century.
The role of public health and sanitation in the 19th-century urban context has been investigated
by Nilsson (1994) using DDB data from Linköping. The last part of the 19th century was a period
of increased initiatives and responsibilities for the local governments in cities and towns to improve
the poor health conditions in urban environments, and urban mortality decreased considerably in
the following decades. Nilsson, studying the role of the local government and the possible impact
its initiatives had on health, found that the sanitary improvements had a substantial impact on
the improved survival. Edvinsson (1992) found similar results, even if his results showed no clear
associations between improved sanitation and better survival on the area level (see also Edvinsson &
Nilsson,1999).
An important aspect of the Swedish mortality transition has been the regional differences, in both
levels and trends (Brändström et al., 2000, 2002). One part of this is the disappearance of the urban
penalty, partly due to sanitary improvements (see above). Regional differences in economy, schooling,
traditions, and social structure became less important, even though they are still strong in Sweden
today (and are perhaps even increasing again). That the mortality patterns did not necessarily stop at
national borders has been shown by Edvinsson, Garðarsdóttir, and Thorvaldsen (2009) in their study
of regional patterns of Nordic infant mortality.

3.3.2 DISEASE AND HEALTH RISKS
Quite a good deal of studies have been conducted on specific causes of death, particularly infectious
diseases. These studies have provided us with a good overview of the components of the mortality
pattern during the mortality transition. They have investigated conditions facilitating the spread of
infections, and highlighted the actions and measures to prevent them from spreading as well as the
role diseases have had throughout history. Puranen's (1984) thesis is an impressive work, dealing with
a wide variety of aspects on tuberculosis in Swedish history. Besides analysing medical knowledge,
treatments, and attitudes (their cultural history), she disentangled the epidemiological development
of tuberculosis from 1750 to 1950. The disease was already endemic in all parts of Sweden in the
1750s. The regional distribution indicates that there was a close connection between a high incidence
of tuberculosis and low living standards. Another thorough and ambitious work on a specific disease
is Peter Sköld's (1996a) doctoral study of smallpox in Sweden from the 17th to the 20th century, with
a focus on its decline. Sköld found that, although the decline had started as early as the 18th century,
the introduction of a vaccination in the early 19th century was effective. The implementation was rapid
and commonly accepted, partly due to the use of the Swedish church organisation. He also looked at
revaccination and its effects on the life courses of survivors, and found that the disease had long-term
consequences, for example on marriage chances (Sköld, 1996a, 1996b).
The life courses of people suffering from venereal diseases in the 19th century have been studied by
Anna Lundberg (1999). The spread of syphilis and gonorrhoea was regarded as a major problem.
Lundberg investigates the measures taken to deal with the diseases and how they affected the women.
She also analysed how the lives of these women developed: mortality was higher, for both themselves
and their infants. On the other hand, this likely had more to do with their socioeconomic position and
living conditions than with the disease itself.
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The incidence and mortality of scarlet fever and diphtheria increased in Sweden during the second
half of the 19th century. Curtis (2004, 2008) analysed the spread of these diseases in the Sundsvall
region during the period of intense industrialisation in the sawmill district, and how the large influx
of migrants to the rural industries could even make the epidemic mortality higher than in the urban
environment. He also found that a low nutritional status among mothers during pregnancy made
their children more vulnerable to scarlet fever. The history of dysentery and its regional distribution
in Sweden has been thoroughly studied by Helene Castenbrandt (2012). This was a very common
disease in the 18th century, but declined thereafter.
Historically, one of the major health risks to adult women has been maternal mortality. Using
longitudinal data on childbirth and maternal mortality in POPUM, the obstetrician Ulf Högberg (1985,
2004) investigated the development from the 18th to the 20th century, testing hypotheses regarding
the determinants of the decline. In a seminal contribution within the field, he found a breaking point
towards the end of the 19th century, when risks in connection to childbirth rapidly declined. Högberg's
analysis showed a clear connection between the reduced mortality and improved practices of antiseptic
methods by midwives at childbirth, a change supported by the emerging welfare state. Andersson,
Andersson, Bergström, and Högberg (2000) has further studied this topic. The role of midwives, as
mentioned, has been studied by Brändström (1984) and later by Curtis (2005).
Ethnicity has been an important aspect when it comes to health and mortality. Historically, Sweden was
largely an ethnically homogenous country. However, parts of Sweden have long been inhabited by
ethnic minorities, the most prominent and largest being Finns (many close to the Finnish border) and
the Sámi population in the northern inlands — Sápmi. Brändström (1990) has analysed infant mortality
among the Sámi population in the northern inlands of the country, finding higher infant mortality
compared to the non-Sámi population. In recent years, this theme has been further analysed by Lena
Karlsson and colleagues (Karlsson 2013, 2016, 2018; Karlsson, Häggström Lundevaller, & Schumann,
2019). The Sámi had a lower life expectancy, due partly to high infant mortality but also to mortality at
other ages. There were clear seasonal differences depending on ethnicity and age group. Sámi infants
who were born during winter suffered increased risks of neonatal mortality, while those born during
the summer period suffered increased risks of dying after six months of age. The study shows how
living in the same environment, but with differences when it comes to culture, economy, and social
conditions, led to different patterns of mortality.
The studies of health and mortality among the Sámi relate to a topic that is becoming increasingly
important: that of climate and health. Barbara Schumann and others have studied the role of climatic
factors for morbidity and mortality in Sweden since the 18th century, using DDB data, looking for
factors modifying the impact of climate on health (Karlsson, Häggström Lundevaller, & Schumann,
2020; Oudin Åström, Edvinsson, Hondula, Rocklöv, & Schumann, 2016; Oudin Åström, Forsberg,
Edvinsson, & Rocklöv, 2013; Rocklöv, Edvinsson, Arnqvist, Sjöstedt de Luna, & Schumann, 2014;
Schumann, Häggström Lundevaller, & Karlsson, 2019).

3.3.3 MARRIAGE PATTERNS AND FAMILY STRUCTURE
Fertility, family-building, and family forms in history are also issues that have been addressed using
DDB data, with the first studies published in the early 1980s (Larsson, 1984; Lockridge, 1981). In recent
years, and with the addition of the POPLINK data, the interest in fertility studies has increased. In a
comparative study, Reher, Sandström, Sanz-Gimeno, and van Poppel (2017) studied the propensity to
have another child depending on the number of surviving children in the family. Their results indicate
a strong role of agency in fertility, with couples regulating their reproduction according to their
reproductive goals. Investigating the role of women's socioeconomic status and labour market activity
in fertility in Sweden for the period 1900–1960, Glenn Sandström and Emil Marklund (2018) identified
the appearance of a strong two-child norm. They also found a decline in a negative socioeconomic
gradient of fertility, with white-collar women increasing their fertility more than others.
Among recent studies of fertility is Johan Junkka's (2018a; 2018b; 2018c; Junkka & Edvinsson,
2016) work on fertility patterns and the fertility transition in relation to social networks, in his case
membership in voluntary associations and/or the presence of such in the local environment. This
could be the free church movement, the temperance movement, or labour organisations. Junkka
found that membership and the local presence of such organisations certainly promoted lower fertility,
albeit with a somewhat different impact at different times and depending on the type of organisation.
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Attitudes, norms, and knowledge were spread within these networks. Junkka's results are very much
in accordance with what Paul Rotering (2017) and Rotering and Bras (2019) has found in a couple of
studies on the Skellefteå region. Rotering has also focused on the role of networks, but whereas Junkka
investigated the role of voluntary associations and the characteristics of the local population, Rotering
considered the family context. He found that there was a clear intergenerational transfer of fertility,
and also showed that power relations within the family as measured by the age difference between
the spouses played an important role.
The ethnic dimension of fertility and family-building has been studied by Nordin (2009) and Nordin
and Sköld (2012). The consequences on the marriage patterns of the meeting between the Sámi
population in the north and the non-Sámi population colonising the area during the 18th and 19th
centuries were the main object of Nordin’s thesis. The Sámi had their own marriage traditions, which
partly changed in the cultural meeting with the non-Sámi.
A comparison between patterns of family-building and migration in the two Swedish towns of Sundsvall
and Linköping was drawn by Brändström, Sundin, and Tedebrand (2000). Sundsvall was the centre
of a strongly developing industrial region in mid-Sweden while Linköping had a different character,
that of an administrative centre in the southeast part of the country. However, the marriage pattern in
both towns was characterised by strong social and geographical endogamy whereby migrants married
migrants and town-born married town-born. These two towns were also compared by Nilsson and
Tedebrand (2005), this time with a focus on family-building and the adoption of a new fertility regime,
representing new family strategies. Through the use of mostly pre-industrial forms of fertility control
as well as spacing and stopping, smaller families were achieved.
During the 20th century, divorce rates increased rapidly in the Western world. Glenn Sandström (2012)
has thoroughly studied this in the Swedish context. Using microdata for Västerbotten county in a study
of social position (SES) and divorce for the period 1880–1960, Sandström and Stanfors (2020) found a
higher divorce rate in higher SES until 1930, which thereafter changed to a negative association when
barriers to divorce diminished with industrialisation and modernisation.
Other aspects of family-building and family structure have been investigated by Ann-Kristin Högman
(1999) concerning the living conditions of the elderly, and Leonardo Fusè (2008) concerning the
proximity of parents to children and whom they transferred their properties to. Maria Bergman (2010)
has studied family conditions in sawmill communities, and Inez Egerbladh (1989) peasant households.

3.3.4 MIGRATION
Migration to the expanding sawmill area around Sundsvall in the late 19th century has typically been
described from primarily a male perspective, with workers searching for jobs in the new industries, for
example in a study by Ostergren (1990). But this was just one side of the story. The in-migration to
Sundsvall also had a large female component (Vikström, 2001, 2003) as the economic boom created
new opportunities for women as well. Analysing the background and life courses of those moving to
Sundsvall, Vikström showed that migrants were a highly mobile group but that the migration patterns
were strongly gendered. See also Wall (2001) and Nygren (2009).
Migration and mortality have also been a recurrent theme in research using DDB data. Vikström,
Marklund, and Sandström (2016) studied the demographic outcomes of colonisation in regions with
a Sámi population, and found the Sámi to be a highly vulnerable group. The death rates in this group
were higher, and the competition for land made migration rates high. They did find a 'healthy settler
effect', however, and the consequences of colonisation were not necessarily ethnically determined.
Colin Pooley (2013), comparing the role of locality in Britain and Sweden, found strong similarities
in the patterns, as well as the fact that people were closely tied to localities, indicating the impact of
family, friends, and community.

3.4

SOCIAL HISTORY AND THE STUDY OF MARGINALISED GROUPS IN SOCIETY
One of the main themes of the new social history that became an expanding field in the 1960s and
1970s was giving a voice to ordinary people, and to the poor and marginalised. With their completeness,
detail, and richness of information, the Swedish sources have proven to be very well suited to studies
of social and economic conditions, and of the lives and opportunities of people in the past. Disabilities,
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criminality, and other personal traits were reported in the old parish registers, but this information has
long been underused, something that has changed in recent times. In the above-mentioned thesis
by Anna Lundberg (1999), she followed the lives of women with sexually transmitted diseases. The
lives of unmarried mothers have been investigated by Anders Brändström (1996), who showed that
they were certainly vulnerable but were not necessarily outcasts from society. Children of unmarried
mothers, however, had much lower chances of surviving their first years (Brändström et al., 2002). By
linking individual-level data to other sources, Elisabeth Engberg (2005, 2006) was able to study the
determinants of rural poverty and vulnerability in a 19th-century population. The concept of poverty
proved to be as complex then as it is today, and was foremost related to different kinds of crises,
weak supportive networks, and marginalisation in society. There was also a great extent of lifecycleassociated poverty. Similar methods have been used by Lotta Vikström (2008, 2011) to study the
lives of juvenile delinquents in the past. While being exposed to the legal system in youth did not
necessarily lead to a criminal life or life in destitution, there were great differences in effects depending
on gender. While male delinquents managed fairly well, young females were stigmatised and their
life chances were much worse. Expectations depending on gender put women in a different situation
compared to men.
Marginalised groups in society were also the focus of Vikström's and Helena Haage's studies on
disability. Working with life-course data in POPUM, Haage showed that although marriage chances
were smaller and risks of death higher for disabled persons in the 19th century, the disabled were
nevertheless a heterogeneous group of individuals with different obstacles and opportunities in life
(Haage, 2017; Vikström, Haage, & Häggström Lundevaller, 2017). See also the work on this theme by
Olsson (1999) and De Veirman, Haage, and Vikström (2016).
In recent years, Lotta Vikström has continued to investigate the lives of people with disabilities. This
is done in an interdisciplinary research group, funded by the ERC (Junkka, Sandström, & Vikström,
2020; Vikström, Haage, & Häggström Lundevaller, 2020; Vikström, Häggström Lundevaller, & Haage,
2017). In this project, disability is studied from many different aspects, in both historical time and
contemporary society, and with both quantitative and qualitative sources. POPUM and POPLINK
are central in the historical parts of the project. These studies confirm that disability leads to difficult
lives for people, but they also document the complexity in this matter. The life courses illustrate both
obstacles and possibilities when it comes to jobs, marriages, and a long life. Many could still find
decent ways to make a living and build families. This differed substantially between types of disability
(sensory/physical/mental), those with mental disorders being the most vulnerable.

3.5

POPULATION DATA IN BIOLOGY AND THE LIFE SCIENCES
Over the years, the multigenerational features of the data have also made it useful for research within
the life sciences, particularly studies in which access to high-quality genealogies and reliable information
on kinship are important. Data from the Skellefteå region was originally included in POPUM for a large
project in genetic epidemiology, tracing the origins of Best's macular dystrophy, a rare ophthalmologic
disease prevalent in the region (Forsman et al.,1992; Nordström, 1980; Nordström & Thorburn, 1980).
Similar data has also been used to study consanguinity and for mapping other diseases (Bittles &
Egerbladh, 2005a, 2005b).
An early example of how population data can be useful in studies with a biological approach can
be found in a number of studies in the early 1990s by the evolutionary biologist Bobbi Low from
the University of Michigan, using DDB data to investigate demographic patterns with a behaviouralecological approach (Borgerhoff Mulder et al., 2009; Low, 1993; Low, 1994; Low, 2015; Low & Clarke,
1991; Low & Clarke, 1993). A major argument from these studies is that there are certain predictable
ecological rules underlying patterns of fertility, mortality, and migration, albeit constrained by a variety
of cultural complexities and interactions that cannot be fully measured in aggregate data (Low &
Clarke, 1991; Low, Clarke, & Lockridge, 1991; see also Smith, Hanson, & Mineau, 2016). In the last
ten years, access to longitudinal biobank data for cohorts and entire populations, along with effective
methods for advanced statistical analysis and sequencing, has significantly increased the interest in
multigenerational population data among researchers within the fields of medical epidemiology, public
health, and genetics. Linking multigenerational population data to biobank samples and registry data
makes it possible to follow present-day cohorts back in time and over generations. This offers new
perspectives on issues of contemporary relevance, such as risk factors for cardiovascular disease, the
interaction of heredity and lifestyle, and various aspects of aging and dementia. For a number of years
now there has been an ongoing collaboration between the DDB and researchers in bio-informatics
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and genetic epidemiology, developing and evaluating methods for linking and analysing biobank,
registry, and population data for studies of risk factors of disease and biological effects in populations.
So far this has resulted in two major publications, and more are to come (Kurbasic et al., 2014; Poveda
et al., 2016). In a study from 2014, Kurbasic et al. used longitudinal population data in POPLINK,
biomedical data, survey data, and prospective biobank data testing methods of imputing genome
sequences to study gene-lifestyle interactions in complex diseases. Access to high-quality population
data covering many generations has proven to be a valuable asset for this kind of study. Similar data
and techniques were used by Poveda et al. (2016), showing that age, sex, and alcohol were likely to
be major modifiers of genetic effects for cardiometabolic traits. Another study that can be mentioned
in this context is Arslan et al. (2017) showing, based on multigenerational data for four centuries, that
fathers of high age had less evolutionary success than others.

3.6

SOCIAL MOBILITY AND OCCUPATIONS
The rich information on occupations in the Swedish data and the long time spans make it possible to
study historical social structures as well as inter- and intragenerational mobility and marital homogamy.
Throughout their lives, occupations and social positions are recorded for adult men. The changing
social structure in the expanding Sundsvall district has been shown in several studies, for example
Brändström, Sundin, and Tedebrand (2000) and Nilsson and Tedebrand (2005).
Ineke Maas and Marco van Leeuwen have long worked with historical social mobility and social
homogamy, and in different geographical settings. In a study of the 19th-century Sundsvall region,
Maas and van Leeuwen (2002) investigated total and relative social mobility before and during
industrialisation. Intergenerational mobility increased during industrialisation, but stagnated towards
the end of the century. Barriers between sectors varied in time and between social groups. Their
study indicates a decline in the importance of the transfer of resources, but an increasing importance
of education. The Swedish data has also been used by Maas and van Leeuwen in international
comparisons. With rich data from many countries' DDB data, they have analysed the long-term
development of intergenerational social mobility, and successfully tested the hypothesis that 19thcentury industrialisation was the origin of the later increase in mobility. The pre-industrial period was
characterised by stable or decreasing mobility, while mobility increased during industrialisation (Maas
& van Leeuwen, 2004, 2016).
Van Leeuwen and Maas (2002), in a study on long-term changes in how industrialisation affected
homogamy, asked whether a sexual revolution connected to this process led to weakened homogamy
through changed preferences among young people and less parental control. Their hypothesis that
less control from parents made homogamy weaker was substantiated, while that of an association
between industrialisation and weakened homogamy was only partly substantiated. Social and
geographical endogamy has also been studied in the article by Brändström, Sundin, and Tedebrand
(2000) mentioned earlier. Recently, Kolk and Hällsten (2017) addressed the intergenerational transfers
of these issues: They analysed how reproductive success and social mobility in terms of education are
transferred over generations, using socioeconomic and demographic information in DDB data from
the Skellefteå region. When it comes to both fertility and education, the data suggests effects on
lineages into modern times.
A serious problem with the Swedish parish registers as regards analysing social structure and labour
in history is the large under-registration of female labour force participation. The family was defined
primarily based on the occupation of the head of household, i.e. the husband and father. This easily leads
us to underestimate the contribution of women. Lotta Vikström (2010) has compared occupational
information from parish registers with that from other sources, and has thus been able to present a
much more diverse and nuanced picture of female work. In the local newspapers, women involved
in small businesses or other occupations offered their services. Sources such as hospital records also
provided better information on female working activities.

4

CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS
This has been a quite extensive overview of the history of the DDB and of the research based on DDB
data. Still, a great deal of research has not been mentioned, for example studies in economics such as
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Sofia Lundberg's work involving past and present public procurement, using data on children boarded
out by auction in the 19th century (Lundberg, 2001). This is not to neglect these fields; rather, the
selection has focused on the unique character of the microdata in the DDB databases, particularly on
the life-course and intergenerational perspectives they offer. We have also aimed to provide examples
from different parts of the history of the DDB and from different disciplines, illustrating the wide
potential of the data, which can be used for numerous different purposes in a broad range of scientific
fields. If we were to characterise the scientific contributions of the DDB data, we could argue that the
analyses of microdata sometimes confirmed what was already regarded as common knowledge (but
often without really having had the chance to analyse it thoroughly), while in other cases the results
were unexpected. The lack of a modern social gradient in mortality during previous centuries is one such
example, something that calls for the further development of models for mortality determinants. Also,
studies with detailed life-course data revealed a much more complex picture of different phenomena
than what has previously been assumed in hegemonic ideas. Furthermore, many of the studies have
highlighted the importance of cultural, behavioural, and institutional aspects of demography and social
conditions. This reminds us of the need to continuously develop our theoretical models while also
taking such aspects into account.
When it comes to future research, it is often difficult to foresee how research infrastructures such as
large historical population databases will be used. New opportunities will create new ideas. But we
are confident that the most recent increased collaborations, both within Sweden and internationally,
will have a fundamental impact on both future research topics and methodological developments.
The integration of the Swedish databases within the SwedPop project, makes it possible to analyse
central population issues on a national level and perform comparative studies of regional demographic
patterns within Sweden. International initiatives such as the HISCO classification system for historical
occupations, the development of a new classification of historical death causes within the SHIP project
and the IDS standard for structuring and retrieving longitudinal population data substantially facilitate
international comparisons. These new opportunities can shed light on a multitude of topics with high
relevance for our understanding of the historical development and for the contemporary society, such
as the increasing inequality in many countries with serious consequences for health and longevity; the
catastrophic consequences of pandemics like the present outbreak of Covid-19, and the increasingly
harmful effects of the climate crisis. All these topics can be better analysed and understood with access
to rich historical data, telling us about past pandemics, as well as other crises such as famines, natural
catastrophes and wars. There is time to consider what can be learnt from these crises, both regarding
their causes and their outcomes and management in different historical situations. Finally, we also
foresee increased interest from life sciences in long-term and transgenerational data, for example
regarding the genetic aspects of diseases and possible intergenerational epigenetic effects.
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