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■ The fastest-growing countries in the next 50 years will be
among the poorest and least developed.

■ Most of the richest, most influential countries will see their
population size stagnate or decline by 2050.

■ But most countries will experience population growth between
2005 and 2050, as the world adds a projected 3 billion people.
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ASeptember 1963 cover of U.S. News & World
Report posed this provocative question: Too
Many People in the World? For many readers,

this must have been a relatively novel idea. In previous
decades, the United Nations had been primarily con-
cerned about the possibility of massive mortality from
famine and disease, not rapid population growth. In
1968, Paul Ehrlich published his best-selling Population
Bomb as the notion that the world was facing a popula-
tion crisis gained acceptance. 

There was little reason to believe otherwise. Women
in developing countries were averaging six to seven chil-
dren each and there were few signs that birth rates
might decrease. The mid-20th century acceleration of
population growth was a direct result of such beneficial
developments as an end to widespread famines and
improvements in public health. 

High fertility in developing countries was a major
concern of many development experts well before it was
commonly addressed in the popular press. Rapid popu-
lation growth and the abject poverty often associated
with it were seen as impediments to economic develop-
ment. Most population policies and programs promoted
the ideal of a two-child family, which would produce a
slowly growing or stable population size. In the late
1970s, reports of successful campaigns to lower the
birth rates in developing countries led to headlines
describing the population explosion as another “noncri-
sis.” Others were quick to point out that, although
some early progress had been made, a true solution was
many uncertain steps away.1

In the following decade, social scientists and,
increasingly, policymakers and the general public
began to notice unprecedented demographic events in
Europe. While fertility had been declining in Europe
for some time, it fell to surprisingly low levels. This
new development fueled concern about a global “birth
dearth.” The public was receiving two conflicting mes-
sages: The population was growing too fast, and it was
declining precipitously. Which demographic trend was
the world facing? The reality is that both trends are

occurring—in different regions—and both are work-
ing to transform the world we know today. 

More recently, attention has been focused on the
“demographic divide,” the vast gulf in birth and death
rates among countries.2 On one side are mostly poor
countries with relatively high birth rates and low life
expectancies. On the other side are mostly wealthy
countries with birth rates so low that population decline
and rapid aging are all but guaranteed. This is not a
simple divide that perpetuates the status quo among the
have and have-not nations. Rather it involves a set of
demographic forces that will affect the economic, social,
and political circumstances in these countries, and con-
sequently, their place on the world stage. Demographic
trends are just one of the factors determining their
future, but they are a crucial factor.

This Population Bulletin will look at the factors fueling
the differential growth causing the demographic divide,
and at the countries in between the two extremes, which
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The gap between countries with rapid population growth and those
with slow population growth or decline is linked with vast disparities
in wealth, health, and opportunities. 
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taken many centuries to achieve in the developed coun-
tries spread quickly among developing countries. Life
expectancy at birth rose rapidly and infant mortality
declined sharply. While life expectancy was slowly
improving in the United States, for example, it was soar-
ing in Costa Rica (see Figure 2). Within 35 years, Costa
Rica nearly closed its life expectancy gap with the
world’s most wealthy country. Since 1980, Costa Ricans
have lived as long as Americans, on average.

Most countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America
remained primarily agricultural for much of the century.
Social norms favored large families. The concept of
limiting births was not widely known or accepted. Birth
rates remained high and even increased in some areas
as mothers’ health improved. These high birth rates,
combined with declining death rates, produced population
growth rates that reached heights unparalleled in the
history of today’s more developed countries. Sweden, for
example, which has vital statistics dating back more than
a century, rarely saw its population growth rate exceed
1 percent throughout its history. In the 20th century,
some developing countries experienced annual rates of 3
percent and higher. At 3 percent, a population will double
in size every 23 years. 

Even before the public became aware of the “popu-
lation explosion” in the 1960s, economists and demog-
raphers were concerned that this rapid population
growth in poor countries would hinder their economic
development. International organizations and UN
agencies—including UNICEF and the World Health
Organization—incorporated reproductive health into
their missions. National governments—beginning with
India in 1951—began to adopt policies to provide
family planning and to convince couples to use it.
Egypt, Kenya, Mexico, and other developing countries
followed suit over the next 15 to 25 years.4

Developing countries addressed the situation with
varying degrees of success and commitment. By 1998,
about 60 percent of women of reproductive age in
developing countries were using a family planning
method (see Box 1, page 6), although women still were
having more children than they wanted. But policies to
lower fertility were sometimes at odds with traditional
and religious values. Social engineering on such a scale
was unusual, and was fraught with ideological conflicts
and human rights issues. The international community
has since moved away from overt policies to reduce fer-
tility, and incorporated family planning into broader
health policies and programs.5

Fertility rates have fallen in every major world region,
as measured by the total fertility rate (TFR) (see Figure
3). The TFR provides an estimate of how many children
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contain the majority of world population in 2005. The
Bulletin will focus on growth and demographic trends
from now until mid-century, when the effects of the
“divide” will be even more visible—and when the demo-
graphic momentum for further growth or decline will be
built into the age structure of individual countries.

Century of Growth
In 1900, global population stood at about 1.6 billion.
By 2000, those digits had reversed: Global population
was 6.1 billion. Thus ended the most remarkable cen-
tury in demographic history. After thousands of years in
which the world’s population size fluctuated, with mini-
mal long-term growth, world population increased
nearly four-fold in 100 years (see Figure 1). The phe-
nomenal increase in the 20th century resulted from
plummeting mortality rates, primarily in less developed
countries.3 Advances in health and medicine that had
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Figure 1
World Population by Region at the Turn of Three Centuries: 1800,
1900, and 2000

* Excludes Australia, Japan, and New Zealand.

Sources: UN Population Division, World Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision (2005) and Briefing
Packet, 1998 World Population Prospects (October 1998); and I.B. Taeuber, The Population of Japan
(1958): 21-23.



women would have in their lifetime if the birth rates of
a particular year continued unchanged. Since rates often
fluctuate, the TFR does not necessarily measure the
number of children an individual woman will have, but
over the long term, a TFR below the two-child “replace-
ment level” means that deaths will outnumber births,
causing natural decrease. Worldwide, the average number
of children per woman fell from 5.0 around 1950 to 2.7
in 2005. In Asia and in Latin America and the
Caribbean the average dropped by more than 3 children
per woman to about 2.6. North America and Europe
also saw significant drops. Only in sub-Saharan Africa
has the average remained well above 5, a level that guar-
antees considerable growth. 

Within regions, fertility rates have followed very dif-
ferent paths and tempos, as illustrated for selected coun-
tries in Figure 4, page 7. In South Korea, fertility rates
have descended to the lowest developed-country levels.
China, Costa Rica, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Tunisia
have also shown dramatic declines. Increases in contra-
ceptive use, education, and health status tend to accom-
pany the drop in fertility. 

Other countries, such as Kenya, have experienced
significant fertility declines but the TFR remains rela-
tively high. Bangladesh, Egypt, India, Indonesia, and
the Philippines are other examples of countries where
fertility declined to a moderate rate and then leveled
off in what some demographers are calling a “stall.”
These fertility stalls have been temporary (as in Egypt)
or prolonged (as in Kenya). A recent analysis found the
stall occurred in countries in which socioeconomic
advancements, such as increases in per capita income
and education, stagnated as well.6

Still other countries, including Afghanistan, Niger,
Nigeria, Uganda, and Yemen, have seen little or no
decline over the years. These tend to be poor, largely
rural countries, with minimal contraceptive use and low
educational levels. 

The future size of the world population will prima-
rily depend on fertility trends in the high- and moder-
ate-growth countries. Even if an unexpected rise in
fertility in Europe or Japan were to slow or halt even-
tual population decrease in those areas, it would not
affect global growth appreciably. Mortality has less
effect on future population growth, except in coun-
tries with very high mortality, such as those with a
high prevalence of HIV/AIDS or malaria. Deaths from
HIV/AIDS have dramatically slowed population
growth in some countries, particularly in southern
Africa, but will nonetheless have a modest effect on
the global total.7
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Figure 2
Life Expectancy at Birth in Costa Rica and the United States,
1927–2003

Sources: Universidad de Costa Rica, La población de Costa Rica (1976); UN Population Division,
World Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision (2005); and National Center for Health Statistics,
National Vital Statistics Reports 53, no. 6 (2004): table 12, and 53, no. 15 (2005).
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Fertility Levels in Selected World Regions, 1950 and 2005
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The global fertility rate began to decline after 1960 as women
in less developed countries began to limit the number of chil-
dren they had. For couples in many countries, the concept of
planning the number and timing of their children was revolu-
tionary. The high risk of a child dying, along with a desire for
many children to help the family and support their elders, was
at odds with the idea of timing or limiting pregnancies. But
there was a fundamental shift in attitudes in the last quarter of
the 20th century, as couples began to want fewer children. Sur-
veys in the 1970s showed that Kenyan women wanted at least
seven children and Indonesian women wanted four. By the
early 2000s, Kenyan women wanted at most four children, and
Indonesian women wanted less than three. 

This desire for smaller family sizes coincided with increased
knowledge, availability, and use of contraceptives—all pro-
moted in organized family planning programs that brought
contraceptive supplies and services to couples, along with pro-
motional campaigns touting the economic and health benefits
of having fewer children. While many factors contributed to the
fertility revolution in less developed countries, some studies
credit organized family planning programs with nearly one-half
of the decline. Fertility declined much faster in less developed
countries than in more developed countries (see Figure A).

By the 1980s, most women were familiar with at least one
effective method for avoiding unwanted pregnancies, and by
2000, more than half of the world’s women of reproductive
age were using a modern family planning method. In less
developed countries, the total fertility rate, or average number
of children a woman would have given current birth rates, fell
from about 6.2 in the 1950s to 3.0 in 2005. 

Part of the contraceptive revolution involved the substitution
of more-effective pregnancy prevention methods for less-effective
traditional methods women had been using. But the most
important change was the widespread acceptance of the idea of
family planning. In the 1960s and 1970s, surveys gauging the
knowledge and use of family planning were first conducted in a
small number of countries around the world, and found that less
than 10 percent of women were using a family planning method.

The revolution in contraceptive use and in attitudes toward
childbearing was led by some of the largest developing coun-
tries, including China, Indonesia, South Korea, and Mexico.
Contraceptive use increased in these countries, and their fertil-
ity rates fell, although the timing of the decline varied consider-
ably. A host of smaller countries followed suit, including Costa
Rica, Singapore, and Sri Lanka. The rate of modern contracep-
tive use is now higher in some developing countries than in
many European countries.

The most popular methods vary substantially by country, but
overall, female sterilization and intrauterine devices (IUDs) are
the most widely used methods, followed by oral contraceptives
(Pills) (see Figure B). Male condoms, which protect sex part-
ners from sexually transmitted diseases as well as pregnancy,
rank below these other effective methods in every country. Only
about 5 percent of women worldwide rely on condoms. The
other major male method—vasectomy—is used by only about
4 percent.
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Figure A
Fertility Decline in Bangladesh and the United States,
1800–2000

Note: The fertility rate is the average total number of children a woman would
have given current birth rates.

Sources: United States: A. Coale and M. Zelnik, New Estimates of Fertility and
Population in the United States (1963); and the National Center for Health Sta-
tistics. Bangladesh: UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific and Demographic and Health Surveys.

No method
39%

Female sterilization
20%

IUD
14%

Pill
7%

Condom
5%

Other methods
15%

Figure B
Contraceptive Methods Used by Married Women 
Ages 15–49, World, 1998

Note: Other methods include traditional methods such as withdrawal, as well as
modern methods such as vasectomy.

Source: UN Population Division, World Contraceptive Use, 2003 (2004).

Box 1
The Contraceptive Revolution



A Demographic Divide
As average population growth slowed globally, the range
of demographic experience actually widened: Growth
rates have remained high in many countries while they
have plummeted in others. These diverging trends have
created a demographic divide between countries with
rapidly growing populations and those with stagnant or
declining populations. Many other countries are poised
at the edge of these extremes—some are on the verge of
decline because of sinking fertility rates, while others
could rise into the higher extreme because of declining
death rates. Immigration is the wild card: It can hasten
or slow these trends. 

Despite a plethora of reports about population
decline, most countries of the world are projected to
grow (see Figure 5, page 8). Less than 15 percent of the
world’s population lives in countries that are projected
to lose population between 2005 and 2050. Taken
together, these countries account for fewer than 1 billion
people. By 2050, these countries will account for less
than 10 percent of global population. The media atten-
tion and concern arise because the countries slated for
decline are among the wealthiest and most influential,
including Japan, Germany, Italy, and Russia.
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Another group of countries has seen very little increase in
modern contraceptive use, and modest (if any) declines in
fertility. More than one-half billion people live in countries
where less than 10 percent of women used an effective con-
traceptive in 2000. Most of these countries are largely rural
and agriculture-based with extremely low per capita
incomes. They are projected to at least double in popula-
tion between 2005 and 2050. Most are in sub-Saharan
Africa or South and Southeast Asia. In Nigeria—Africa’s
most populous country—modern contraceptive use was
about 4 percent in 1990, and only increased to about 8 per-
cent in 2003. Such low usage has little effect on the fertility
level. Other countries with relatively little contraceptive use
include Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Mali, and the Democratic
Republic of Congo.

Some countries that experienced early successes are see-
ing little if any increase in contraceptive use. Economic
crises, health crises such as the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and
waning international support have contributed to shortages
in family planning supplies and disrupted education and
health care systems. In Kenya, one of the first countries to
embrace family planning programs in the 1970s, modern
contraceptive use increased from about 4 percent in the
late 1980s to about 28 percent in the early 1990s. The TFR
fell from 6.7 to 5.4 over the same period. But Kenya has
seen only modest change in these rates in the following
decade: A 2003 survey shows 32 percent of married women
of reproductive age using a modern contraceptive, and a
TFR of 4.9.  

The reproductive revolution of the late 20th century fun-
damentally changed the demographic dynamics in enough
of the world to slow global population growth. But the revo-
lution has not yet spread to countries on the other side of
the demographic divide. Most demographers believe these
countries will eventually embrace the idea of planning fam-
ily size and use contraceptives, but the timing will depend
on a broad set of political, economic, and social factors.
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