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CHAPTER 1

POPULATION OF THE WORLD
L

DANIELA ARSENOVIC

Abstract

The world population passed 1 billion for the first time in history in the first half
of the 19th century. Since then, the global population has continued to grow, and
most regions and countries are experiencing rapid and broad demographic change.
In 2022, the world population reached about 7.9 billion people, and according to
the current projections developed by the United Nations, it could grow to approxi-
mately 9.7 billion in 2050. Until the middle of the 21st century, population growth
rates will differ by region, and Central and Southeast Asia will be the most popu-
lated areas. A high increase in population is also expected to occur in sub-Saharan
Africa, whereas Europe will reach a population peak during the 2030s, with the
European population declining until 2050 owing to a low fertility level. With de-
clines in fertility, the world’s population is ageing. In 2018, the number of persons
in the world aged 65 and over was higher than the number of children under five
for the first time. All regions will experience ageing, with faster progress in de-
veloping countries than has historically been observed in developed regions. The
projected trends in the world population are a common result of population mo-
mentum, future levels of fertility and mortality, and regional migration flows. The
contribution of these components to future population trends will vary by region
and country.
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1. Introduction

As a result of changes in fertility and mortality trends, also known as ‘demo-
graphic transition’, the world has faced unprecedented population growth over the
past 200 years. However, since the modern era, population trends have been more
uncertain than in the past. Although the global population has been studied for
decades, the economic, demographic, and social features of population trends, as
well as their challenges and consequences, remain the subjects of much research
today. One of the most meaningful studies is an article! by Malthus in 1798,
in which he published his theory of population. Malthus’s theory predicted that
global food production would increase at an arithmetic rate, while the population
would rise at a geometric rate, meaning that in the absence of birth control, the
population would double every 25 years.? Malthus failed to predict the Industrial
Revolution, and most scholars use this as an argument to criticise his theory.
However, ‘the crucial contribution of Malthus’s theory was not its pessimism
about innovation but rather its prediction of the demographic consequences of
technological change and the inevitable effect of population on the standard of
living’.® As the current world population is approximately 8 billion people, Mal-
thus’s theory of population has become unreasonable. Nevertheless, this theory
has been highly influential in economics in the context of investigating the conse-
quences of population growth.*

The world’s regions are currently at different phases of demographic transition.
This chapter summarises trends in population size, fertility, mortality, and interna-
tional migration, aiming to contribute to a better understanding of global population
changes. The beginning of the chapter presents historical trends in world population,
followed by the demographic transitions throughout the 18th century, 19th century,
and first half of the 20th century. Demographic changes during the second half of
the 20th and beginning of the 21st century, as well as estimations for future periods,
are also discussed.

2. Historical estimates of world population trends

Defining when humankind came into existence is a complex issue, and the es-
timations made by palaeontologists and anthropologists are diverse. According to
current scientific evidence, the oldest hominins appeared around 7 million BCE,

1 Malthus, 1798.

2 Rahman, 2018, p. 14; Unat, 2020, p. 133.
3 Weir, 1991, p. 401.

4 Montano and Garcia-Lopez, 2020.
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whereas the Homo genus appeared between 2 and 1.5 million BCE. The advent of
modern man, Homo sapiens sapiens, dates back to around 190,000 BCE. In that
period, population density was very low, and small groups of people lived in
isolation, exploiting the environment by hunting and gathering wild food. Life
expectancy varied between 15 and 17 years, and the crude birth and death rates
were high, resulting in slow population growth. Around 8000 BCE, the world
population numbered approximately 5 million. Until 1 CE, the annual growth rate
was about 0.05%; by around 1 CE, the global population had grown to 300 mil-
lion.® Despite the fact that, due to a lack of data, information about the prehistory
and early historic development of the human population is limited, it is known
that changes in population growth shaped three demographic regions in the an-
cient world:®

— The first area was around the Mediterranean Sea; southern, southwestern,
and eastern Asia; and Middle America. This was a city-centred zone with
agrarian and commercial civilisations.

— The second area included northern Europe, northern Asia, Africa (south of
the Sahara), Oceania, and a major part of North and South America. This zone
covered isolated regions, mostly villages with tribal economies.

— The third area included southwest and central Asia, inhabited by a nomadic
population mostly comprised of mounted herdsmen.

By 1650, the world population had reached about 500 million, with esti-
mations varying between 470 million (by Willcox) and 545 million (by Carr-
Saunders). The annual growth rate was lower than in the period from 8000
BCE to 1 CE for several reasons. The rise in population density increased the risk
of epidemics, such as the plague events recorded in 541 and 1347 (also known
as the ‘Black Death’). From 1348-1350, the plague decreased the population of
Europe by 20-25%; from then until 1400, this decrease was about 40%.” Between
1650 and 1900, the average annual growth rate varied from 3,000 to 7,000 (Table
1). By 1800, the total population of the world had increased to more than 900
million, and at the beginning of the 20th century, it was more than 1.5 billion
(Table 2).

5 Kaneda and Haub, 2022.
6 United Nations, 1953.
7 United Nations, 1953.
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Table 1. Average annual rates of increase (per 1,000) in estimated world

population, 1650-1900°

World Europe, Asiatic USSI.{, America,
and Oceania
Period

Willcox’s Carr-Saunders’s Willcox’s Carr-Saunders’s

estimates estimates estimates estimates
1650-1750 4 3 3 3
1750-1800 6 4 7 7
1800-1850 3 5 8 9
1850-1900 7 6 11 11

At the beginning of the modern era, the estimated size of the world popu-
lation was still based on uncertain data. In the early modern period, the first
censuses were conducted in French and British colonies in Canada and Iceland in
1703. Throughout the 18th century, countries in northern Europe maintained vital
registers and census statistics. However, in most parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America, reliable data only started being collected at the beginning of the 20th

century.’

Table 2. Historical growth of the world population, estimates by region,

1000-1900%°

World | Europe | Russia | America Alrvn(::i}::a A;iet:;::a Asia | Africa | Oceania
Clark
1000 280 32 12 13 172 50 1
1200 384 45 12 23 242 61 1
1500 427 62 12 41 1 40| 225 85 2
1750 731 102 34 15 2 13| 320 100 2
1900 | 1,668 284 127 144 81 63| 985 122 6

8 Source: United Nations, 1953, p. 12.
9 Djurdjev, Arsenovié¢ and Marinkovié, 2016, pp. 9, 33; United Nations, 1953, p. 10.
10 Source: United Nations, 1953, p. 11; Durand, 1974, p. 9. Note: Estimated population in millions.
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World | Europe | Russia | America Al:ln(::il;a Arlr.:leti?ca Asia | Africa | Oceania
Willcox
1650 470 103 8 1 7| 257 100 2
1750 694 144 11 1 10| 437 100 2
1800 919 193 29 6 23| 595 100 2
1850 | 1,091 274 59 26 33| 656 100 2
1900 | 1,571 423 144 81 63| 857 141 6
Carr-Saunders
1650 545 103 13 1 12| 327 100 2
1750 728 144 12 1 11| 475 95 2
1800 906 193 25 6 19| 597 90 2
1850 | 1,171 274 59 26 33| 741 95 2
1900 | 1,608 423 144 81 63| 915 120 6

3. World population in the 19th century and the first half of

the 20th century

World population growth is determined by two factors: fertility and mortality.
During the early 19th century, in the now economically developed parts of the world,
mortality began a secular decline around 1800, and a few decades later, it was fol-
lowed by reduced fertility. This process has been known as the ‘demographic tran-
sition’, which, today, is more or less complete.!!

According to United Nations estimates, in 1800, life expectancy at birth was
around 27 years (Table 3). As a result of mortality decline, life expectancy had risen
by 20 years by 1950. Several factors contributed to the decrease in mortality. Ini-
tially, this decline was due to a reduction in infectious diseases. During the second
half of the 18th century, the smallpox vaccine was discovered, and preventive med-
icine played an important role in mortality reduction. At this time, improvements in

11 Lee, 2003, pp. 167, 170, 173; Bongarts, 2009, p. 2985.
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nutrition and hygiene were also important.!? According to Kirk,'® there were three
stages of mortality decline in the modern world:

— The late 18th century and first half of the 19th century, when the foundation
of a modern state with public order reduced death from random violence
and local wars between tribes. The development of transport and commerce
infrastructure provided better conditions for agriculture and improved nu-
trition. At this stage, a raise in incomes was also likely important for mor-
tality reduction.

— The late 19th century until World War I was a period of significant revolutions
in medicine developed by Robert Koch, Louis Pasteur, Anna W. Williams,
and others. Most of the mortality decline during this period was due to a re-
duction in child and infant mortality.

— World War II and the following period, when penicillin was discovered.

The demographic transition in less developed countries started later, during the
first half of the 20th century. Consequently, though life expectancy was 47 years
and a significant reduction in infant and child mortality had been achieved in 1950,
the regional differences were quite distinguished. In the 1930s, life expectancy was
58.7 years in Western Europe; 61.3 years in the United States, Canada, Australia,
and New Zealand; 37.8 years in Latin America and the Caribbean; 31.9 years in East
Asia; 31.9 years in South and South-East Asia; and 34.5 years in the Middle East and
North Africa.**

Table 3. Demographic indicators of world population, 1800-1950"°

Year Total. Population R iy Total Fertility
population Growth Rate Rate

1800 978 0.51 27 6.0

1900 1,650 0.56 30 5.2

1950 2,251 1.80 47 5.0

From 1890 to 1920, marital fertility declined in most European provinces, and
between 1870 and 1930, the number of children per woman declined by 40%.'¢ The
exception was France, where marital fertility started to decline around 1800.17 Most

12 Lee, 2003, pp. 170-171.

13 Kirk, 1996, p. 368.

14 Van Zanden, 2014, p. 108.

15 Sources: Total population and growth rate: United Nations, 1999; Total fertility rate and life expec-
tancy: Lee, 2003. Note: Population growth rate = %/years.

16 Coale and Treadway, 1986, p. 44, cited in Lee, 2003, p. 173.

17 Djurdjev, Arsenovi¢ and Marinkovié, 2016, p. 49.
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theories suggest that fertility decline was associated with changes in the economic
environment, which further led to changes in behaviours related to marriage and
the desired number of children.'® Various theories of fertility also support the idea
that couples tended to have a certain number of surviving children and did not, thus,
need to have more, which likely contributed to fertility decline.?

4. World population changes since 1950

At present, the world is populated by about 7.9 billion people, which is more than
three times more than in 1950. According to the United Nations, the global popu-
lation reached 8.0 billion in mid-November 2022.2° Over the 70 years between 1950
and 2022, the fastest population growth occurred in the 1960s. In the next few de-
cades, population growth slowed and, in 2020, it fell below 1% per year. This growth
is projected to continue to slow until 2050 and at the end of this century. The slowing
pace of population growth is mostly due to a decline in fertility.2! Nevertheless, re-
gardless of this decline in fertility, the world population is expected to continue to
grow because of population momentum,?? which occurs when fertility declines but
the population continues to increase as a result of the existing age structure. Current
projections suggest that the world population could grow to around 9.7 billion in
2050, adding more than 600 million from 2100 (Table 4).

Table 4. World population and annual rate of population change by major area,

1950-2100%

1950 2000 2022 2050 2100
Region Population (millions)
World 2,499 6,149 7,975 9,709 10,349
Africa 228 819 1,427 2,485 3,924
Asia 1,379 3,736 4,723 5,293 4,673
Latin America and the Caribbean 168 523 660 749 647

18 Birdsall, 1983.

19 Lee, 2003, p. 174.

20 United Nations, 2022, p. 3.

21 Ibid.

22 Gu, Andreev and Dupre, 2021, p. 605.

23 Source: United Nations, 2022. Notes: Medium scenario. *Excluding Australia and New Zealand.
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1950 2000 2022 2050 2100
Oceania* 2 8 14 20 25
Australia and New Zealand 10 23 31 38 44
Northern America 162 313 377 421 448
Europe 550 727 744 703 587
Region Annual Rate of Population Change (%)
World 1.70 1.30 0.80 0.50 -0.10
Africa 2.10 2.50 2.30 1.60 0.40
Asia 1.90 1.30 0.60 0.10 -0.50
Latin America and the Caribbean 2.60 1.40 0.70 0.10 -0.50
Oceania* 2.0 2.70 1.70 0.90 0.10
Australia and New Zealand 2.90 1.10 1.00 0.50 0.20
North America 1.60 1.10 0.50 0.20 0.10
Europe 0.90 0.00 -0.30 -0.30 -0.30

Population growth is not equally distributed in all regions of the world. Starting
in 1950, more intensive population increases took place in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America and the Caribbean. Africa has had the highest growth and is the only world
region with a continuously growing rate (more than 2% per year) since 1950. Among
the sub-regions, sub-Saharan Africa has been the area with the fastest growth.?* In
2022, almost 60% of the world’s population lived in Asia: with around 1.4 billion
inhabitants in 1950, the population of Asia increased by 37% up to 2000 and had
added almost 1 million inhabitants by 2022. Populations in Europe and Northern
America have been growing at a lower annual rate, particularly in Europe, where
the population growth rate was below 1%. In 2022, the European population was
the only global population with a negative growth rate (Graph 1). Until the middle
of the 21st century, world regions will continue to experience different growth rates,
and Central and Southeast Asia will be the most populated areas. A high increase
in population is also expected to occur in sub-Saharan Africa, with the number of
inhabitants in this region predicted to almost double between 2022 and 2050. Ac-
cording to data from 2022, this region increased at an annual growth rate of 2.5%,
which is more than three times higher than the global rate. Europe will reach a peak
during the 2030s, and the European population will decline until 2050 owing to low
fertility levels.

24 United Nations, 2022. Notes: Medium scenario. *Excluding Australia and New Zealand.
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Graph 1. Annual rate of population changes (in %) by major area,
medium scenario, 1950-2100%
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The projected trends in the world population are a common result of popu-
lation momentum and future levels of fertility and mortality, as well as regional
migration flows. The contribution of these components to future population trends
will not be equal across regions and countries. According to Gu et al.,?® in sub-
Saharan Africa, relative to the total population in 2020, the highest contribution
to population increase (around 53%) from 2020-2050 will be fertility, while popu-
lation momentum will account for approximately 40% of this increase. The con-
tribution of the other two components — mortality and migration — will be less
significant. In Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, the population will increase from
2020-2050 owing to population momentum, mortality will range from 3-5%, and
fertility will provide a negative contribution. In Central and Southern Asia and
Latin America and the Caribbean, population momentum will be a major driver of
future growth. Gu et al. expect that in Europe, population momentum and low fer-
tility will cause population decreases in the next three decades, while in Northern
America, population growth is expected to occur due to positive net migration
flows.

The transition of fertility and mortality is followed by an increase in life
expectancy and, consequently, an increase in the share of the older population
(persons aged 65 and over). In 2018, the number of persons in the world aged 65

25 Source: United Nations, 2022. Note: Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand).
26 Gu, Andreev and Dupre, 2021, p. 607.
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and over was higher than the number of children under five for the first time.?”
From 2015-2020, life expectancy at age 65 was, on average, about 17 years;
however, from 2045-2050, this will increase to 19 years. Until the middle of this
century, life expectancy at age 65 will increase in all countries.?® As a result of
the increase in life expectancy and the decline in fertility, the share of the older
population will continue to rise, and population ageing will accelerate. In 2022,
about 10% of the world’s population were aged 65 and over, with this figure pro-
jected to reach about 12% and 16% in 2030 and 2050, respectively.?® The highest
shares of older adults in the population in 2022 were observed in Europe and
Northern America (about 19%) and Australia and New Zealand (17%). According
to current trends, by the middle of the 21st century, one in every four persons
in Europe and Northern America will be older than 65. In other regions, the
population is also expected to age in the coming decades: from 2022 to 2050, the
share of the old population will increase from 9% to 19% in Latin America and
the Caribbean, from 13 to 26% in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, and from 3 to
5% in sub-Saharan Africa. In some developed countries, as well as countries with
rapid declines in fertility, the share of the older population is much higher. Japan
has the most aged population in the world, with 29.8% of persons aged 65 years
and over. Italy holds second place with 23.7%, followed by Finland (22.9%), Por-
tugal (22.6%), Greece (22.5%), Bulgaria (22.4%), Puerto Rico (22.4%), Germany
(22.2%), Martinique (22.1%), and Croatia (22.0%).%° Seven out of 10 of the world’s
oldest countries are in Europe, which is expected given that Europe is the oldest
of the world regions.

The increase in average age is a positive achievement for the human pop-
ulation, but, at the same time, presents a significant challenge for humanity.
Sander et al.®! noted three challenges of population ageing: the biological chal-
lenge refers to the deterioration in physical strength and mental capacity in old
age; the social challenge is to increase the retirement age; and the cultural chal-
lenge is to provide the older population with the opportunity to live in age-
friendly environments. Other scholars, such as Zaidi,* have highlighted five
challenges associated with an ageing society: pension policy, health and long-
term care policy, employment policy, migration and integration policy, and in-
frastructure development. Given that the population in developing countries is
ageing faster than it did historically in developed regions, developing countries
will face these challenges in a shorter time. As such, these countries lack time to
prepare for rapid population ageing.

27 United Nations, 2022.

28 United Nations, 2019.

29 United Nations, 2022.

30 United Nations, 2023.

31 Sander et al., 2015, p. 187.
32 Zaidi, 2008, p. 9.
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4.1. Trends in fertility

The global total fertility rate (average number of births per woman) began to de-
cline in the early 1960s, from about five births per woman to three births during the
early 1990s. In 1994, a year when one of the Cairo Conferences was held, about 46%
of the global population, mostly settled in Europe and Northern America, lived in
countries with a fertility level below 2.1, which is below the population replacement
level.® Today, according to the United Nations,** about two-thirds of the global popu-
lation lives in a country or area where fertility is below 2.1 births per woman. In
2022, the global total fertility rate was 2.3 children per woman, and in the medium
scenario of assumptions, it is expected to fall to 2.1 children per woman by 2050
(Table 5, Graph 2).

Table 5. Crude birth rate, total fertility rate, and net reproduction rate for
the world and major regions, 1950-2010%

1950 2000 2022 2050
Region Crude Birth Rate
World 36.8 21.8 16.8 14.0
Africa 48.1 384 321 229
Asia 41.7 21.1 14.2 11.3
Latin America and the Caribbean 43.6 22.2 14.6 10.7
Oceania* 43.8 31.8 24.3 17.7
Australia and New Zealand 23.8 13.4 11.6 9.9
Northern America 23.2 14.1 10.9 9.8
Europe 22.2 10.1 9.2 8.8
Region Total Fertility Rate
World 4.8 2.7 2.3 2.1
Africa 6.6 5.2 4.2 29
Asia 5.7 2.6 1.9 1.9

33 United Nations, 2019.

34 United Nations, 2022.

35 Source: United Nations, 2022. Notes: Estimates: 1950-2022; medium scenario: 2023-2050. *Ex-
cluding Australia and New Zealand.
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1950 2000 2022 2050
Latin America and the Caribbean 5.8 2.6 1.9 1.7
Oceania* 5.9 4.1 3.1 2.4
Australia and New Zealand 31 1.8 1.6 1.7
Northern America 3.0 2.0 1.6 1.7
Europe 2.7 1.4 1.5 1.6
Region Net Reproduction Rate (R)
World 1.64 1.17 1.06 1.01
Africa 1.83 1.98 1.85 1.31
Asia 1.79 1.11 0.90 0.88
Latin America and the Caribbean 2.05 1.22 0.88 0.83
Oceania* 1.87 1.80 1.41 1.10
Australia and New Zealand 1.46 0.87 0.78 0.80
Northern America 1.38 0.96 0.79 0.81
Europe 1.16 0.68 0.72 0.79

Regardless of fertility decline, the total number of births has shown a relatively
stable trend since the second half of the 1980s (about 140 million). In 2022, 134
million babies were born globally. It is expected that the number of newborns will
increase slightly (around 138 million) between 2040 and 2045, before declining in
2050 (around 136 million).2®

Across the regions, fertility levels show wide variations. In 2022, Africa and
Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand) were the only two regions with a
net reproduction rate above 1 and a total fertility rate above the replacement level.
The lowest number of children per woman was observed in Europe, at approximately
1.5. After 2000, Asia reached a fertility rate below 2, although some parts continue
to have high fertility levels; for example, in 2022, the rate was an average of 2.2
children per woman in Central and Southern Asia. Among the subregions, in 2022,
sub-Saharan Africa had the highest fertility level (4.5 children per woman), followed
by Northern Africa and Western Asia with 3 and 2.6 births per woman, respectively.
Most births occurred in sub-Saharan Africa, Central and Southern Asia, and Eastern
and South-Eastern Asia, with shares in the total global births of 30%, 28%, and 18%,

36 United Nations, n.d.
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respectively.?” These subregions are also characterised by a high level of adolescent
fertility. In 2021, 13.3 million babies (about 10% of the total number of births in the
world) were born to mothers under the age of 20, with half of them in sub-Saharan
Africa. In the region of Latin America and the Caribbean, adolescent fertility was
even higher, and its contribution to total fertility was 14%.% Most governments in
countries with high adolescent fertility have adopted policy measures to improve
sexual and reproductive health. These measures include school-based sexuality edu-
cation, which is increasing among young people in secondary school and encour-
aging girls and young women to postpone giving birth.**

Graph 2. Total fertility rate by major area, 1950-2050%
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In Europe and Northern America, the total fertility rate started to decline earlier
than in other parts of the world. In Europe, the number of children per woman de-
creased below the replacement level between 1975 and 1980. The fall in the fertility
rate to below 2.1 was followed by an increase in pre-marital cohabitation, a demo-
graphic regime that marked the beginning of the second demographic transition.*
The concept of the second demographic transition was formulated by Lesthaeghe
and Van de Kaa in 1986* and has been associated with various structural changes,
such as modernisation; the expansion of higher education; the growth of the service
economy; cultural changes, most notably secularisation; shifts in personal values;
the growing significance of personal expression and fulfilment; and technological

37 Ibid.

38 United Nations, 2022.

39 United Nations, 2019.

40 Source: United Nations. Population division. Data portal. Source year: 2022 Notes: Estimates: 1950—
2022; medium scenario: 2023-2050. *Oceania excluding Australia and New Zealand.

41 Lesthaeghe, 2020, pp. 2-9.

42 Lesthaeghe, 2014, p. 18112.
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changes.”® Some scholars have argued against the concept of a second demographic
transition, suggesting that this demographic regime will remain a phenomenon
typical of the population in North-western Europe and the mostly European popu-
lation of the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. According to this
theory, the second demographic transition will not spread to the countries of Eastern
and Southern Europe or to the other cultures of Latin America and Asia. However,
the transition in fertility over the last few decades suggests that the rising proportion
of couples in cohabitation and the sub-replacement fertility rate is spreading outside
the European cultural area, with most prominent changes in the region of Latin
America and the Caribbean.*

Significant variations in the fertility rate in different regions necessitate different
government policies to address fertility. In 2019, among 197 governments of member
and non-member states of the United Nations, about three-quarters had implemented
policies to address the fertility rate. In total, 69 governments had implemented pol-
icies to decrease fertility, 55 governments had policies to increase fertility, and 19
governments aimed to maintain their country’s current fertility rate.*

4.2. Trends in mortality

Life expectancy is a key indicator of the health and well-being of a population.
A country’s life expectancy reflects its social and economic circumstances and the
quality of its public health and healthcare infrastructure.*® Global life expectancy at
birth reached 72 years in 2022; this expectancy increased by 5.5 years between 2000
and 2022 and by 25.5 years between 1950 and 2022. Life expectancy at birth in the
historically most advanced countries has increased by 2.0-2.5 years per decade over
the last few centuries.” According to current projections, global life expectancy at
birth will reach 77 years by 2050 (Table 7).

Africa is the region with the lowest life expectancy at birth, at below 70 years,
while Australia and New Zealand have the highest life expectancy. In Europe,
Northern America, and Asia, life expectancy is close to or above 80 years. As these
differences are closely associated with socioeconomic development, many interna-
tional organisations use the classification proposed by the World Bank, which groups
countries into low, middle, and high income categories based on the gross national
income per capita.*® According to this classification, in 2022, life expectancy at birth
was 80.9 years in high-income countries, 70.8 years in middle-income countries, and
62.3 years in low-income countries.* At the country level, the differences are even

43 Van de Kaa, 1994; Sobotka, 2008, p. 172.

44 Lesthaeghe, 2014, p. 18114.

45 United Nations, 2019.

46 Ho and Hendi, 2018; OECD, 2021.

47 Oeppen and Vaupel, 2002; Gu, Andreev and Dupre, 2021, p. 608.
48 Cambois, Duthe and Mesle, 2023, p. 3.

49 United Nations, n.d.
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higher. From 2015-2020, the lowest life expectancy was recorded in the Central Af-
rican Republic (52.7 years), while the highest was observed in Japan at 84.4 years.>®
A significant contributor to the gap between countries with the lowest and highest
life expectancies is the under-five mortality rate.’! Since the middle of the 20th
century, the under-five mortality rate has continuously declined, from 224 deaths
per 1,000 live births in 1950 to 92.8, 75.6, and 36.9 in 1990, 2000, and 2022, respec-
tively. However, divergences across regions remain large, and in 2022, the under-five
mortality rate in low-income countries was 61.7 deaths per 1,000 live births, while it
was 4.6 in high-income countries.*?

Table 6. Life expectancy at birth (years) by gender and world region,

1950-2050%

1950 2000 2022 2050
Region Both Sexes
World 46.5 66.5 71.7 77.2
Africa 37.6 53.4 62.1 68.3
Asia 42.0 67.6 73.2 79.5
Latin America and the Caribbean 48.6 71.1 73.8 80.6
Oceania*® 41.8 64.2 67.8 71.6
Australia and New Zealand 69.0 79.5 83.5 87.0
Northern America 68.0 77.0 78.7 84.0
Europe 62.8 73.5 77.4 83.8
Region Male
World 44.6 64.1 69.1 74.8
Africa 36.4 51.8 60.2 65.8
Asia 40.6 65.7 70.8 77.2
Latin America and the Caribbean 46.5 67.9 70.6 78.1
Oceania* 40.3 62.3 65.2 68.4

50 Cambois, Duthe and Mesle, 2023.

51 United Nations, 2022.

52 United Nations, n.d.

53 Source: United Nations, 2022. Notes: Estimates: 1950-2022; medium scenario: 2023-2050. *Ex-
cluding Australia and New Zealand.

37



DANIELA ARSENOVIC

1950 2000 2022 2050
Australia and New Zealand 66.7 76.8 81.6 85.4
Northern America 65.4 74.4 76.0 82.2
Europe 60.0 69.3 74.0 81.3
Region Female
World 48.4 68.9 74.4 79.8
Africa 38.8 54.9 64.1 70.8
Asia 43.6 69.6 75.8 82.0
Latin America and the Caribbean 50.8 74.5 77.0 83.1
Oceania* 43.9 66.7 71.0 74.9
Australia and New Zealand 71.6 82.1 85.3 88.6
Northern America 71.0 79.7 81.4 85.8
Europe 65.5 77.8 80.8 86.3

Despite the unprecedented rise in life expectancy, progress slowed in 2020 and
2021, when the COVID-19 pandemic spread across the world. Current evidence sug-
gests that in some parts of Europe and Northern America, progress in life expectancy
was already slowing or spinning out even before the pandemic. For instance, in
Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom, life expectancy is lower than
what was previously projected. In some regions of the world, life expectancy at
birth declined during the late 1980s and 1990s; for example, in sub-Saharan Africa
owing to the HIV epidemic, and in Western and Central Africa as a result of various
factors, such as malaria, economic crises, and political conflicts. Countries in Central
Asia also experienced a decline in life expectancy because a significant share of the
Russian population was settled in that part of the continent, and these countries
were facing political, economic, and health crises during the collapse of the Soviet
Union. The situation was similar in former countries of the Soviet Union in Eastern
Europe, where the rise in cardiovascular diseases caused health crises.>*

Globally, women live an average of 5.3 years more than men. This is mainly
because women experience a lower mortality rate at all ages, which is related to a
biological advantage and the lower impact of behavioural risk factors.>®> A gender gap
in life expectancy has been observed in all regions of the world. In 2022, the gender

54 United Nations, 2022, p. 16; Cambois, Duthe and Mesle, 2023, p. 7.
55 Ibid.
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gap varied from 6.8 and 6.4 years in Europe and Latin America and the Caribbean,
respectively, to 3.7 years in Australia and New Zealand.

4.3. International migration

International migration is a critical part of the development process in coun-
tries of origin, transit, and destination. International migrants include all persons
regardless of the reason for their migration. For statistical purposes, refugees and
asylum seekers fall under the broad umbrella term ‘international migrant’, whether
or not they have specific legal status and advocacy under international law.>® Some of
the principal historical factors that have contributed to the growth of international
migration are the decomposition of medieval society, followed by the renaissance,
commercial revolution, colonisation, the agricultural and industrial revolution, the
emergence of free market societies, education, and technological headway.*”

International migration does not have a direct impact on global population
growth, and its impact on population growth is significantly lower in most countries
than that of other demographic components. Nevertheless, migration has contributed
significantly to the growth of certain countries’ populations.® In some regions of the
world, international migration has also become a major driver of population change.
From 1980-2000, population growth in high-income countries was mainly a result
of natural increases (104 million), whereas the contribution of net international mi-
gration was approximately 44 million. However, over the next 20 years, between
2000 and 2020, the contribution of international migration (80.5 million) exceeded
that of the natural increase (66.2 million).>®

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic constrained all types of human mobility, in-
cluding international migration. At the global level, the closure of national borders
and travel bans forced hundreds of thousands of people to cancel or delay plans to
migrate.®® According to the United Nations,® in 2020, the pandemic likely reduced
the number of international migrants by around 2 million globally, corresponding
to a decrease of approximately 27% of the growth expected from June 2019 to June
2020. Nevertheless, though COVID-19 caused interruptions in migration in 2020, the
overall number of international migrants has increased over the past two decades.
In 2020, the number of persons living outside of their country of origin was 281
million.5? Between 2000 and 2020, most of this flow was due to labour and family
migration,%® while refugees and asylum seekers contributed an increase of 17 mil-

56 Menozzi, 2022, p. 1.

57 Wickramasinghe and Wimalaratana, 2016, p. 13.
58 Gu, Andreev and Dupre, 2021, p. 609.

59 United Nations, 2022.

60 United Nations, 2020.

61 Ibid.

62 Ibid.

63 OECD, 2020.
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lion.%* In 2022, the number of people forcibly displaced was estimated to be around
108 million.%®

More than half of international migration is oriented towards the high-income
countries. In 2020, about 65% of all international migrants lived in high-income
countries, 31% lived in middle-income countries, and 4% lived in low-income coun-
tries (Graph 3). The regional distribution of international migrants is relatively di-
verse. In 2020, Europe was home to the highest number of international migrants
at about 87 million, followed by Northern America with 59 million, and Northern
Africa and Western Asia with approximately 50 million.®® At the same time, Europe
and Northern America are the largest emigrant-origin regions, followed by Central
and Southern Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean.®”

Large disparities are also observed between nations as the majority of global
migrants live in a small number of countries. The United States is the leading des-
tination country, with 51 million migrants in 2020. Germany was the second most
popular country of destination with 16 million migrants, followed by Saudi Arabia
with 13 million, the Russian Federation with 12 million, and the United Kingdom
and Northern Ireland with 9 million. Simultaneously, one-third of international mi-
grants originate from just 10 countries. India is the country with the largest outflow
of migration, followed by Mexico, China, and the Russian Federation, with more than
10 million emigrants each.®® According to the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees,® the highest number of refugees and asylum seekers are hosted in Turkey
(approximately 3.6 million), the Islamic Republic of Iran (3.4 million), Colombia (2.5
million), Germany (2.1 million), and Pakistan (1.7 million).

Demographic data show that women comprise around half (48%) of the total
number of international migrants, increasing by 26% from 2010. In the same period,
the number of male migrants grew slightly faster, by 28%.7° Female migrations
are mostly related to labour, education, and family motivations, with some women
leaving their countries due to conflict or persecution. In the regions of Europe,
Northern America, and Oceania, the number of female migrants was slightly higher
than the number of male migrants. The regions of sub-Saharan and Northern Africa
and Western Asia have a significantly higher number of male migrants, while there
are slightly fewer female than male migrants in Central and Southern Asia, Eastern
and South-Eastern Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean. In 2020, the median
age of international migrants was 39.1 years, and the median age of refugees and
asylum seekers was 19.4 years.”!

64 UNHCR, 2019.

65 UNHCR, 2022.

66 United Nations, 2020.
67 Batalova, 2022, p. 4.
68 United Nations, 2020.
69 UNHCR, 2022.

70 Batalova, 2022, p. 8.
71 United Nations, 2020.
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Graph 3. International migrant population by World Bank income group
at destination, 2000-20207?
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The overall impact of migration may have a positive effect for both countries
of origin and countries of destination, which has been acknowledged by the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly, and
Regular Migration.” Globally, 61% of national governments have a policy to maintain
the current level of reported migration into their country, whereas 13% have policies
to lower the level of immigration, 12% have policies to raise it, and 14% do not
have an official policy on immigration. Labour demand is the main reason for the
direction of immigration policy for most governments, followed by concerns about
employment opportunities for nationals and demographic implications such as popu-
lation ageing and long-term population decline. Many governments have policies
to stimulate the return migration of their own citizens as this could have a positive
impact by promoting capital inflow and investment and fostering the transfer of
technology and skills.”

5. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on fertility,
mortality, and migration

The recent COVID-19 pandemic had various implications for the population, af-
fecting all three components of fertility, mortality, and migration. The full demo-
graphic impact of the pandemic is difficult to quantify owing to differences in meth-
odology and gaps in the collection of demographic data. Nevertheless, a significant

72 Source: United Nations, 2020.
73 United Nations, 2017, p. 1; Gu, Andreev and Dupre, 2021, p. 609.
74 Tbid.
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number of scientific papers and reports have examined the pandemic’s impact on
demographics. The pandemic may have influenced fertility, for example, by causing
people to postpone childbearing as they are less likely to have children in a period
of uncertainty. Balbo et al. observed lower access to in-vitro fertilisation procedures
and options for abortion in several countries.” According to the United Nations,”® the
pandemic may have produced short-term reductions in the number of births without
affecting long-term trends in countries with low fertility.

The impact of COVID-19 on mortality was traced through estimations of excess
mortality”” and trends in life expectancy. Between 1 January 2020 and 31 December
2021, the World Health Organization’® estimated 14.9 million excess deaths asso-
ciated with the pandemic. Meanwhile, research by the COVID-19 Excess Mortality
Collaborators” reported 18.2 million deaths due to the pandemic in this period. Ac-
cording to the same study, the number of excess deaths due to COVID-19 was highest
in the regions of South Asia, North Africa and the Middle East, and Eastern Europe.
At the country level, the largest number of excess deaths were estimated in India, the
United States, Russia, Mexico, Brazil, Indonesia, and Pakistan. Further, COVID-19
contributed to a decrease in life expectancy at birth by 1.7 years between 2019 and
2021.80

As a result of the pandemic-related lockdowns in 2020, international migration
flows were drastically reduced or stopped. The closure of borders impacted both
circular and permanent migration, affecting the labour market and migrant family
relations.®! The United Nations®? estimated that the COVID-19 pandemic reduced the
number of international migrants by approximately 2 million by mid-2020, which is
a decrease of 27% in the growth expected from July 2019 to June 2020. Data from
the OECD shows that in 2020, permanent migration inflows to OECD countries fell
by more than 30%, with the largest decline being in family migration at more than
35%.83

75 Balbo et al., 2020, p. 4.

76 United Nations, 2022.

77 WHO, 2022, ‘Excess mortality is calculated as the difference between the number of deaths that
have occurred and the number that would be expected in the absence of the pandemic based on data
from earlier years’.

78 Ibid.

79 Excess Mortality Collaborators, 2022.

80 United Nations, 2022.

81 Balbo et al., 2020, pp. 4-5.

82 United Nations, 2020.

83 Migration data portal (last updated: 11 July 2023) ‘Migration data relevant for the Covid-19 pan-
demic’ [Online]. Available at: https://www.migrationdataportal.org/themes/migration-data-
relevant-covid-19-pandemic#key-migration-trends (Accessed: 16 June and 17 July 2023).
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6. Conclusion

Despite various possible future scenarios, the world’s population is likely to con-
tinue to grow. In the upcoming decades, trends in the growth rate will vary by
region, with developing regions projected to have more rapid growth than developed
regions. Faster growth is expected particularly in areas with high fertility rates, such
as countries in sub-Saharan Africa.

Developed regions face the combined trends of decreasing fertility and increasing
life expectancy, which are leading to population ageing. Some regions and countries
with a high proportion of older adults in the population are already facing ageing.
Most countries in developing regions are still in the middle stage of demographic
transition, with high fertility rates; for these countries, current projections suggest
faster population growth. Currently, developing countries are experiencing more
rapid population ageing, and governments and societies in these countries will have
a short time frame for adaptation.

Considering the large variation in population trends across regions and countries,
there is no singular approach to population policies and demographic measures. Dif-
ferent countries should implement policies specific to their own demographic situ-
ation to address the challenges and goals of future population development.
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