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The salutary effect of formal education on health risks, d isease, and  mortality is 
extensively documented: ceteris paribus, greater educational attainment leads to 
healthier lives and  longevity. Even though the epidemiological evidence strongly 
ind icates formal education as a leading “social vaccine,” there is intermittent 
reporting of counter education gradients for health risks and  d iseases for certain 
populations at specific time periods. How can education have both salutary and  
harmful effects on health, and  during which contexts do particular effects emerge? A 
potentially useful way to conceptualize demographic influence of education is to 
consider it as a process sensitive to environmental change during demographic 
transitions. Developed here is a hypothesis that the education effect is made up of 
multiple potent pathways (material, psychological, cognitive) by which health is 
influenced , and  there can be circumstances under which pathways act in opposite 
d irections or are d ifferentially suppressed  and  enhanced . The Population Education 
Transition (PET) curve is proposed  as a unifying functional form to predict the 
shifting education gradient across the onset and  course of demographic transitions 
and  their related  health implications for populations. The PET curve is then estimated  
for the association of educational attainment with: 1) risk of smoking over access to 
mass-produced cigarettes in the U.S., 1940-1999; 2) risk of smoking over access to 
mass-produced cigarettes in the China, 1940-2000; 3) risk of over-weight among 
females in Caribbean/ Latin America over the population nutritional transition; 4) 
risk of HIV infection among Tanzanians across d ifferent stages of public health 
mobilization during the pandemic. Lastly, the theoretical and  policy implications of 
the PET curve for understanding all demographic processes of highly educated  
populations is considered .  
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