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A World of 8 Billion

GLOBAL POPULATION GROWTH
CONTINUES BUT IS SLOWING DOWN

On 15 November 2022, the world’s population is projected to reach
8 billion people, having grown by 1 billion since 2010. This is a
remarkable milestone given that the human population numbered
under 1 billion for millennia until around 1800, and that it took
more than 100 years to grow from 1 to 2 billion." By comparison,
the increase of the world’s population over the last century has
been quite rapid. Despite a gradual slowing in the pace of growth,
the global population is projected to surpass 9 billion around 2037
and 10 billion around 2058 (figure 1).2

This rapid growth of the human population is a testament to
achievements in public health and medicine, such as improvements
in sanitation and disease control, better access to clean drinking
water, and the development of vaccines, antibacterial drugs and
other effective medical therapies. Together with improved nutri-
tion and rising standards of living, such achievements lowered the
risk of dying, especially among children, and generated an unprec-
edented growth of populations throughout the world.

At the same time, rapid population growth poses challenges
to progress in social and economic development by necessitating
an ever-increasing investment of resources to meet the needs of
growing numbers of people. In addition, continued population
growth gives heightened urgency to efforts to ensure economic
development while also protecting and preserving the environ-
ment. Understanding and planning for future demographic
changes is essential to achieving continued progress towards the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) while ensuring that no one
is left behind.

1 https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth

2 https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.
desa.pd/files/wpp2022_summary_of_results.pdf Near-term population
projections are fairly certain, but the degree of uncertainty increases with
the length of the projection horizon. Prediction intervals surrounding
the median projection indicate that there is a 95 per cent chance that the
world’s population will be between 8.8 and 9.1 billion in 2037, between 9.5
and 10.5 billion in 2058, and between 10.4 and 12.4 billion in 2100. Thus,
while we have a fairly clear idea of what population trends will look like

between now and 2050, there is far greater uncertainty about the size and
growth rate of the global population in the last decades of the century.

Total population (billions)

) FUTURE
““WORLD

POLICY BRIEF "°140

Key Messages

» 0n 15 November 2022, the world’s population is
projected to reach 8 billion people and to surpass
9 billion around 2037 and 10 billion around 2058.

The growth of the world’s population has become
increasingly concentrated among the world’s poorest
countries, especially below age 65.

» Between now and 2050, the global increase in the
population under age 65 will occur entirely in low-
income and lower-middle-income countries, since
population growth in high-income and upper-middle-
income countries will occur only among those aged

65 years or over.

» Wealthy countries and the international community
should support sustainable development in low-income
and lower-middle-income countries by providing the
necessary technical and financial assistance so that
their economies can grow rapidly using technologies

that minimise environmental harms.

Figure 1
Global population size: estimates for 1700-2022 and
projections for 2022-2100
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Source: United Nations, DESA, Population Division (2022). World Population
Prospects 2022.

Note: The solid blue line is the estimates from 1700 to today, the dotted red line the
projection for the future up to 2100, and the dashed red line the upper and lower
bounds of the 95% prediction interval for the projections.

Authors: Lubov Zeifman, Sara Hertog, Vladimira Kantorova and John Wilmoth, Population Division, UN DESA
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POPULATION GROWTH IS
INCREASINGLY CONCENTRATED IN
THE POOREST COUNTRIES

The unprecedented growth of the global population is the result
of two trends: on the one hand, the gradual increase in average
human longevity due to widespread improvements in public health,
nutrition, personal hygiene and medicine, and on the other hand,
the persistence of high levels of fertility in many countries. To be
sure, the global fertility rate—the average number of births per
woman over a lifetime—has been falling as countries progress
through a demographic transition that has unfolded around the
world over the past two centuries. The variable timing and pace
of fertility decline across countries and regions, coupled with
continuing reductions in mortality, has meant that births continue
to outnumber deaths at the global level and thus that world popula-
tion continues to grow.

In addition to driving rapid population growth, sustained
high levels of fertility in some regions have resulted in a relatively
youthful global age distribution. From a demographic perspec-
tive, a youthful age structure creates momentum and ensures that
growth will continue even if average fertility drops immediately
to much lower levels. Due in part to this momentum of growth, a
decline in the world’s population is not expected for another half
century, with the exact date depending largely on the future pace
of fertility decline in today’s high-fertility countries.

Because countries with high levels of fertility tend to be those
with relatively low incomes per capita, over time the growth of the
world’s population has become increasingly concentrated among

Figure 2

Population growth rate, 2015-2020, by the proportion of
the population living below the international poverty line,
2003-2021
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Source: Based on the most recent data available for the period 2003-2021,
SDG Indicators Database, available at https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/dataportal/
database/. Accessed on 2 June 2022.

Note: SDG indicator 1.1.1 is the proportion of the population living below the
international poverty line, which the World Bank has defined as a per capita
income of U.S. dollars 1.90 per day in terms of purchasing power parity (PPP).

the world’s poorest countries, most of which are in sub-Saharan
Africa (figure 2). As the global population grew from 7 to 8 billion,
around 70 per cent of the added population was in low-income and
lower-middle-income countries. When the next billion is added
between 2022 and 2037, these two groups of countries are expected
to account for more than 9o per cent of global growth.

The variable timing and pace of fertility decline across coun-
tries and regions has produced distinct age profiles of population
change by income group (figure 3). As the world grew from 7 to 8
billion, most of the growth in low-income countries was comprised
of children and youth under age 25. Despite projected declines in
fertility, this age group will account for nearly half of the increase
projected for this group of countries as the world grows from 8 to
9 billion.

Among lower-middle-income countries, growth in the
number of adults between ages 25 and 64 years dominates popu-
lation increase both in the recent past and in projections for the
near future. Around two-thirds of the growth in these countries is
accounted for by increases in this age group.

Notably, as the world’s population grows from 8 to 9 billion,
almost all of the expected increase in numbers of children and
youth and of adults below age 65 will occur in low-income and
lower-middle-income countries. By contrast, in high-income and
upper-middle-income countries, population projections by the
United Nations suggest that the number of persons under age 65
will decline in the coming years and that growth will occur only in
the population aged 65 years or over.

Figure 3

Population change by broad age group and World Bank
income group, observed increase from 7 to 8 billion and
projected increase from 8 to 9 hillion
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Source: United Nations, DESA, Population Division (2022). World Population
Prospects 2022.

Note: UMI refers to upper-middle income countries and LMI refers to lower-
middle income countries.
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RAPID GROWTH IS BOTH CAUSE
AND SYMPTOM OF SLOW PROGRESS
IN DEVELOPMENT

For low-income and lower-middle-income countries, the contin-
uing high levels of fertility that drive rapid population growth
are both a symptom and a cause of slow progress in development.
Rapid growth poses various challenges to the achievement of SDGs
related to schooling, public health, housing, water and sanitation,
employment and poverty. Rapidly growing numbers of children
and youth in low-income countries can hamper progress towards
ensuring inclusive and equitable education and healthy lives and
well-being for all. Yet returns from investing in the human capital
of children and young people are manifold, generating virtuous
cycles that can lift individuals, families and societies out of poverty
and reduce inequality. A significant increase in public expenditures
will be required to meet the needs of the growing population of
children and youth in low-income countries.?

Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, particu-
larly those related to health, education and gender equality, can
contribute to slowing global population growth. High fertility is
often linked to a lack of choice and empowerment among women
and girls. Expanded opportunities for education and employment

3  https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.
desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_global_population_growth.pdf

Figure 4

contribute to the decline of fertility by changing incentives and
intentions around marriage and childbearing. Universal access to
sexual and reproductive health care, including family planning,
and the protection of reproductive rights enable individuals and
couples to better realize their fertility intentions, reducing the
number of unintended pregnancies and often leading to lower
levels of fertility. Yet, the gap between fertility intentions and
actual use of effective contraception is large in low-income coun-
tries, where only slightly more than half of all women who want
to avoid pregnancy are using a modern contraceptive method. In
these countries, rapid growth in the population of women of repro-
ductive age (15 to 49 years) will require a significant expansion in
the provision of sexual and reproductive health care.

If countries where the population has been growing rapidly
achieve a substantial and sustained decline in the fertility level,
smaller cohorts of dependent children and youth will result in an
increased concentration of the population in the working ages,
creating a window of opportunity for an accelerated growth in
income per capita. In lower-middle-income countries, for example,
population growth is heavily concentrated in the age range from
25 to 64 years (figure 3). However, reaping the potential benefits of
this “demographic dividend” will also require substantial improve-
ments in education, health and gender equality and in access to
productive employment and decent work for all.

Trends in CO2 emissions (total and per capita), 1950-2020, by World Bank income group
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Source: Data taken from Ritchie, H., and others (2021), Our World in Data CO2 and Greenhouse Gas Emissions dataset, available at https://github.com/owid/co2-data.
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When population growth slows due to reduced fertility, the
age distribution of the population shifts towards older ages, leading
at first to a swelling in the working-age population and eventually
to an increased concentration at older ages. As a result, the global
increase in the population above 65 years is expected to be greater
during the transition from 8 to 9 billion compared to the one from
7 to 8 billion (figure 3). In this context, there is an urgent need for
policies and programmes to protect and promote the well-being of
growing numbers of older persons.

WHAT DOES POPULATION GROWTH
MEAN FOR SUSTAINABILITY?

Coupled with unsustainable patterns of consumption and produc-
tion, the rapid growth of the human population has contributed
to various forms of environmental degradation, including global
warming, climate change, deforestation and loss of biodiversity.
Global wildlife populations declined by two thirds between 1970
and 2020, while the human population more than doubled. Since
1990, an estimated 420 million hectares of forest have been lost
through conversion to other land uses, and the area of primary
forest worldwide has decreased by over 8o million hectares.®

Environmental damage often arises from economic
processes that lead to higher standards of living, especially when
the full social and environmental costs,®” such as damage from
pollution and habitat destruction, are not factored into market
prices. Although population growth magnifies the environmental
impact of harmful economic processes, rising per capita incomes
have been a more important driver of increased consumption in
recent decades.5 Notably, the countries with the highest per capita
consumption of material resources and the greatest emissions of
greenhouse gases (GHGs) tend to be those where income per capita
is higher and population growth is slow or even negative, not those
where incomes are lower and the population is growing rapidly
(figure 4).

Upper-middle-income countries have experienced rapid
economic growth in recent decades. As income per capita has risen,
these countries have witnessed a pronounced increase in the size
of their material footprint. Meanwhile, low-income and lower-
middle-income countries have a much smaller material footprint
and have so far contributed little to climate change. Nevertheless,
their energy consumption will need to increase substantially if
they are to develop economically and achieve the Goals and targets
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. To mitigate the
potential climate impacts of their future economic growth, low-
income and lower-middle-income countries will need substantial

4 https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/?793831/WWF-LPR—reveals-two-
thirds-decline-in-wildlife-populations-on-average-since-1970

5 https://www.fao.org/3/ca8642en/online/ca8642en.html#chapter-
executive_summary

6 Willett W, and others. (2019). Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT-Lancet
Commission on healthy diets from sustainable food systems. Lancet, vol.
39, No. 10170, pp. 447-492; Tilman D., and others. (2001). Forecasting
agriculturally driven global environmental change. Science, vol. 292, pp.
2.81-84.

7 United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2019). Global
Environmental Outlook: GEO 6 - Healthy Planet, Healthy People.
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press

financial and technical assistance to ensure access to clean and
sustainable energy sources that can fuel economic growth while
minimizing environmental damage.

Patterns of global food production and consumption must
also change to address the climate crisis. Over the past 50 years,
the increase in global food production has outpaced population
growth. This rapid expansion of agricultural production was a
profound achievement, but one that has come with high environ-
mental costs. The global food system, in particular animal-based
products, is responsible for 20-30% of total greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions, including emissions from agriculture and from food
storage, transport, packaging, processing and distribution. Smart
policies are needed throughout the food system to move towards
sustainable practices that preserve biodiversity and that help to
mitigate climate change and adapt to its environmental and other
impacts, while ensuring access to safe, sufficient, affordable and
nutritious food and the enjoyment of a diversified, balanced and
healthy diet for all.®

Because of the momentum of population growth, efforts to
limit human numbers can do relatively little to mitigate the threat
posed by climate change between now and mid-century, compared
with the potential impact of changes in patterns of economic
production and consumption. Nevertheless, the cumulative effects
of lower fertility and slower population growth, if maintained over
several decades, could help to mitigate the further accumulation
of environmental damage, especially in the second half of the
current century.’

Meeting the objectives of the Paris Agreement for limiting
the rise in global temperature while achieving the Goals and
targets of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development will
require a rapid decoupling of economic activity from the current
over-reliance on fossil-fuel energy, as well as greater resource effi-
ciency. High-income and upper-middle-income countries should
lead by example and reduce their GHG emissions and transition to
more resource-efficient patterns of consumption and production.

PLANNING FOR THE NEXT
BILLION CAN BENEFIT FROM
DEMOGRAPHIC FORESIGHT

Changes in population size and composition are largely foresee-
able, having been shaped by demographic processes that unfold
over decades. Understanding these changes requires the system-
atic collection and analysis of data from population censuses
and civil registration systems. Informed planning for population
changes can help to accelerate progress towards achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals, in particular those related to
poverty, health, education, gender equality and the environment.
Policymakers should incorporate present and future population
trends in all aspects of development planning, identifying areas
where programmes can be scaled up to reach growing numbers of
people in need, as well as areas where the shifting demographic
profile offers opportunities to accelerate progress towards sustain-
able development while ensuring that no one is left behind.

8 https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/243/86/PDF/
N2224386.pdf
9 ibid.
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