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INTRODUCTION
Population ageing is a global phenomenon, a shift towards 
an increasing share of older persons in the population. 
Even the least developed countries (LDCs) are beginning to 
experience the progressive ageing of their populations, and 
this process is expected to accelerate during the second 
half of the current century (United Nations, 2023a). Despite 
its far-reaching consequences, the emergence of this trend 
in LDCs has attracted only limited attention from both 
national policymakers and the international community.

Most LDCs are still early in the decades-long process of 
population ageing, which is a direct consequence of the 
demographic transition towards longer lives and smaller 
families. Population ageing begins with a slowdown in the 
growth of the younger population but eventually involves 
the rapid growth of the older population. Early in this pro-
cess, countries have an opportunity to benefit from the 
demographic dividend – a faster rate of economic growth on 
a per capita basis due to an increasing share of the working-
age population (and thus a falling dependency ratio) caused 
by a sustained decline in the fertility level. Although tem-
porary, this opportunity often lasts for several decades. It 
comes to an end once the older population begins to grow 
more rapidly, leading to a rising old-age dependency ratio. 

Preparing for population ageing in LDCs will be critical for 
achieving sustainable development and ensuring that no 
one is left behind. Maximizing the benefits from the demo-
graphic dividend will provide an opportunity for these 
countries to develop economically before their populations 
become much older. It is also consistent with a pledge of 
“working together to support the acceleration of the demo-
graphic transition, where relevant”, as agreed in the Doha 
Programme of Action for the Least Developed Countries for 
the Decade 2022–2031 (United Nations, 2022).

LEVELS AND TRENDS OF POPULATION 
AGEING IN LDCS
In 2023, the share of persons aged 65 years or over in LDCs 
was just under 4 per cent, significantly lower than the level 
of 20 per cent in developed countries and of nearly 9 per cent 
in other developing countries. This small percentage overall, 
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Key Messages
 » While many least developed countries (LDCs) are still experiencing 

persistently high fertility and rapid population growth, they have also 
begun to experience progressive population ageing. Some Asia-Pacific 
LDCs have seen their older populations grow rapidly in recent decades, 
and all LDCs are projected to experience an increase in both the share 
and the number of older persons over the next several decades, with an 
accelerated pace of change expected beyond mid-century.

 » Since most LDCs are in the initial stages of the demographic 
transition, they have an opportunity to maximize the future benefits 
of the demographic dividend through enhanced investments in health 
care, education and job creation to accommodate their large and 
still-growing cohorts of youth and working-age adults.

 » Governments of LDCs are encouraged to accelerate the 
implementation of the Doha Programme of Action, including its call 
to “support the acceleration of the demographic transition, where 
relevant”, by facilitating a more rapid decline in fertility; an accelerated 
fertility decline would reduce the size of future birth cohorts and free 
up resources to invest in health care, education and job creation.

 » Governments of LDCs should strengthen efforts to ensure universal 
access to sexual and reproductive health care, protect reproductive 
rights, advance gender equality and empower all women and girls; 
such actions will help women and their partners to realize their 
reproductive preferences while also accelerating the demographic 
transition in countries where the population is still growing rapidly.

ON THE PATH TO AN OLDER POPULATION: 
MAXIMIZING THE BENEFITS FROM THE DEMOGRAPHIC 
DIVIDEND IN THE LEAST DEVELOPED COUNTRIES

however, masks large disparities among LDCs1 within and 
between regions. Moreover, it provides no information about 
the large numbers of older persons living in these coun-
tries. Asia-Pacific LDCs, such as Bangladesh, Cambodia and 

1 The analysis reported in this policy brief considered 46 countries as LDCs, 
based on the United Nations list of LDCs as of 1 November 2023. These in-
cluded 33 countries in Africa, 12 in the Asia-Pacific region, and Haiti in the Car-
ibbean region. Analysis was undertaken separately for Asia-Pacific LDCs and 
African LDCs given differences in their geographic locations and stages of the 
demographic transition. Although Bhutan graduated from the LDC category on 
13 December 2023, it was retained in this analysis. Haiti is omitted when com-
paring African LDCs to those in Asia and the Pacific.
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Myanmar, have higher shares of older persons than LDCs in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Ten LDCs have over a million persons 
aged 65 years or older, of which five have surpassed two mil-
lion and one, Bangladesh, has over 10 million. The propor-
tion of older persons in LDCs is projected to increase from 
under 4 to around 6 per cent between now and 2050, while 
the number of older persons in this group of countries is pro-
jected to experience a nearly three-fold increase over the 
same period, rising from about 43 million to 119 million. By 
2050, six LDCs are expected to have an older population that 
exceeds 10 per cent of the total, and 27 LDCs will each have 
more than one million older persons (United Nations, 2022). 

Population ageing in LDCs is projected to accelerate in the 
second half of the current century (figure 1). In African 
LDCs, the number of older persons is expected to increase 
more than five-fold, rising from 64 to 340 million between 
2050 and 2100. In Asia-Pacific LDCs over the same period, 
this number is projected to more than double from 55 to 
122 million. From mid-century until 2100, African LDCs 
are expected to see a more than three-fold increase in the 
share of older persons, which may rise from 4 to 14 per cent, 
while Asia-Pacific LDCs may witness a more than two-fold 
increase, rising from 12 to 25 per cent.

WHAT IS THE DEMOGRAPHIC DIVIDEND 
AND WHY DOES IT MATTER?
Population ageing is an inevitable consequence of the 
demographic transition – the historic shift from high to low 
rates of mortality and fertility – which has occurred or is 
occurring in all countries and regions. As countries move 
through the stages of the demographic transition,2 albeit at 

2 The demographic transition process can be divided into early, middle and late 
stages depending on levels of mortality and fertility in the population. For pur-
poses of this brief, an “early-transition country” had a total fertility rate (TFR) 
higher than 4 live births per woman and a life expectancy at birth lower than 65 
years in 2023. A “mid-transition country” had a TFR between 2.1 (replacement 
level in low-mortality populations) and 4 births per woman and a life expec-
tancy at birth between 65 and 75 years (United Nations, 2021).

different times and with varying speeds, their age struc-
tures change. A drop in the fertility level results in smaller 
cohorts at younger ages and raises the share of the work-
ing-age population, creating a window of opportunity for 
accelerated economic growth known as the demographic 
dividend (Bloom, Canning and Sevilla, 2003; Lee and 
Mason, 2006). The demographic dividend period normally 
starts towards the end of the early-transition stage at the 
onset of the fertility decline.3 However, the economic ben-
efits of the demographic dividend are likely to be greater 
once countries move into the mid-transition stage, which 
is often characterized by an accelerated pace of fertility 
decline (United Nations, 2023a).

In addition to a faster increase in per capita income, the 
demographic dividend is often accompanied by various 
behavioural changes, including increased human capital 
formation, more widespread female labour force participa-
tion and rising levels of saving and investment. With fewer 
children per working adult, both families and governments 
can increase per capita investments in health and educa-
tion, while women with fewer childbearing and child-rear-
ing responsibilities can increase their participation in the 
formal labour force. Supportive policies for education and 
health care, gender equality, job creation, economic reform 
and good governance can help to maximize the potential 
impact of the demographic dividend.

The experiences of the Republic of Korea and of Taiwan 
Province of China, are often cited as success stories in har-
nessing the demographic dividend (Mason, 2001). On the 
other hand, for some countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, countervailing forces have diminished the div-
idend’s impact (Bloom and Canning, 2008). The Doha Pro-
gramme of Action encourages LDCs to take advantage of 
the demographic dividend as part of a strategy to increase 
the number of countries that will graduate out of LDC sta-
tus during the decade 2022–2031 (see the box on the case 
of Rwanda, which has adopted a national strategy for har-
nessing the demographic dividend).

3 The period during which the ratio of net producers to net consumers in the 
population is rising (Lee and Mason, 2006).

Source: World Population Prospects 2022 (United Nations, 2022).

Figure 1
Projected number (left panel) and proportion (right panel) of older persons in LDCs, with 95 per cent prediction intervals, 
2022–2100
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growth, and thus the LDC share of the global population 
is projected to double from 10 to 20 per cent between 2023 
and 2050. High levels of fertility are often linked to a lack 
of autonomy and opportunity among women and girls 
(United Nations, 2021).

More schools and teachers will be needed in LDCs for chil-
dren in primary (ages 6–11 years) and secondary (ages 12–17 
years) education, given that the populations of these age 
groups are projected to increase from 171 and 153 million 
in 2023 to 235 and 223 million in 2050, respectively. African 
LDCs are likely to see continuously expanding school-age 
populations well beyond mid-century.

With rising shares of the working-age population in most 
LDCs, policies are needed to support productive employ-
ment and decent work for all. In addition, governments 
should promote technical and vocational education and 
training, as well as upskilling and reskilling of the existing 
work force, to reinforce the economic gains from the demo-
graphic dividend (United Nations, 2023b).

Despite significant progress in development, LDCs still suf-
fer from high levels of poverty and inequality, low levels of 
education, weak health-care systems and insufficiently 
diversified economies. They are highly dependent on offi-
cial development assistance (ODA), and their public spend-
ing on education, social protection and health care is gen-
erally insufficient to meet the needs of their populations.

Constrained domestic budgets and high levels of foreign 
debt limit the fiscal space available to LDCs to promote 
quality education and ensure access to health care and 
decent work. Their prospects for prosperity are limited 
further by global crises including the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the war in Ukraine and other violent conflicts, as well as 
the ripple effects of global geo-political tensions. They are 
also highly susceptible to the negative impacts of climate 
change on agriculture and food production.

It is estimated that the period of the demographic dividend 
for the group of Asia-Pacific LDCs started in the late 1980s; 
it is expected to end around 2050 (figure 2) (National Trans-
fer Accounts, 2023). For LDCs in Africa, where the demo-
graphic transition started later and is proceeding more 
slowly, the dividend period is projected to cover the current 
century in its entirety, starting around 2000 and extending 
until around 2100.

The demographic dividend of African LDCs as a group is pro-
jected both to last longer and to be less intense than what 
is being experienced by Asia-Pacific LDCs. The magnitude 
of the dividend reached a maximum of around 0.9 per cent 
in the late 2010s for Asia-Pacific LDCs, significantly higher 
than what is expected for African LDCs, where the dividend 
is expected to boost the annual growth rate of GDP per cap-
ita by up to 0.6 percentage points in the early 2030s.4

MAJOR DEMOGRAPHIC CHALLENGES 
IN HARNESSING THE DEMOGRAPHIC 
DIVIDEND IN LDCS
Persistently high fertility and rapid population growth will 
remain major challenges facing most LDCs in the coming 
decades. In 2023, about half of the LDCs had a total fer-
tility rate (TFR) above four live births per woman, and a 
substantial number of African LDCs are projected to have 
a TFR of more than three births per woman in 2050. Rela-
tively high levels of fertility combined with improving sur-
vival in LDCs translate into continuing rapid population 

4 One study has suggested that the demographic dividend resulting from the 
slow demographic transition in sub-Saharan African countries with persistently 
high fertility may not be large enough to enable rapid socioeconomic progress 
(Cleland and Machiyama, 2017).

Figure 2
Economic support ratio (line, left scale) and demographic dividend (area, right scale), Asia-Pacific LDCs (left panel) and 
African LDCs (right panel), 1970–210 

Source: National Transfer Accounts (NTA) database (NTA, 2023).
Note: The demographic dividend equals the rate of change (per cent per year) in the ratio of effective producers to effective consumers (the “economic support ratio”) 
(United Nations, 2013). The blue area above zero (dashed line) represents the total gain from the demographic dividend.
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Case study: Rwanda
Designated as an LDC in 1971, Rwanda is a small, landlocked, low-income 
country. Following the genocide of 1994, the Government embarked on a 
nation-rebuilding process, which has been a major driver of economic and social 
progress over the past three decades. Yet, despite robust economic growth, 
over half of the population still lives in poverty.

The Government has integrated sexual and reproductive health-care services, 
including family planning, into its national development agenda, which 
contributed to a rapid decline in fertility between 2005 and 2015. As the country 
continues to undergo the demographic transition, the share of children and 
youth in the total population is projected to decline from 21 per cent to 18 
percent between 2023 and 2050, while the share of the working-age population 
is expected to rise from 38 to 47 per cent over the same period. Recognizing 
the opportunities and challenges arising from the country’s changing age 
structure, the Government has committed in its Vision 2050 (Government of 
Rwanda, 2020) to an integrated approach designed to maximize the gains from 
the demographic dividend by investing in education and health care to create a 
healthy, well-educated and skilled labour force.

Rwanda is now in an intermediate stage of the demographic transition, with a 
total fertility rate of 3.7 births per woman and a life expectancy of 67.4 years. 
The country has begun to experience population ageing, and the share of older 
persons is expected to nearly double between 2023 and 2050, rising from just 
over 3 to around 6 per cent. During this period, the number of older persons is 
likely to triple, rising from under half a million to around 1.4 million.

Rwanda has not yet established a universal pension program to support older 
persons. However, the Government has progressively introduced other social 
protection measures, including the Community-Based Health Insurance, the 
Vision 2020 Umurenge Programme and EjoHeza, to help eradicate poverty and 
improve living standards.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 � Governments of LDCs should strengthen efforts to ensure 

universal access to sexual and reproductive health care, 
including for family planning, in combination with 
measures to protect reproductive rights and empower 
all women and girls. Such actions will help women and 
their partners to realize their reproductive preferences. 
For countries in the early stages of the demographic 
transition, increased access to family planning will 
likely contribute to fertility decline, leading to slower 
population growth, a more rapid move towards popula-
tion stabilization, and a more intensive and concentrated 
demographic dividend.

 � Governments should proactively expand and improve 
their programmes providing social protection and 
health-care services, as appropriate, to address the 
needs of present and future cohorts of older persons, in 
particular those employed in the informal sector without 
access to public pensions, health care and other forms of 
social protection.

 � Governments with rapidly growing school-age and 
working-age populations should prioritize investments 
to promote human capital formation, including by skills 

upgrading for the workingage population, accelerating the 
diversification of economic production while promoting 
productive employment and decent work for all.

 � Building strong governance frameworks will allow 
countries to mobilize domestic private and public 
resources more effectively, attract long-term foreign 
investment and reduce dependency on external funding 
sources, including ODA and loans. Guided by the Doha 
Programme of Action, the international community 
should continue to support LDCs by providing develop-
ment assistance and technical cooperation, including for 
tackling the prohibitive costs of servicing their debt and 
reducing the risks of debt distress.

References
Bloom, David, David Canning and Jaypee Sevilla (2003). The 
Demographic Dividend: A new perspective on the economic 
consequences of population change. RAND Corporation.

Bloom, David, and David Canning (2008). Global demographic 
change: Dimensions and economic significance. Population 
and Development Review, vol. 34, pp. 17–51.

Cleland, John, and Kazuyo Machiyama (2017). The challenges 
posed by demographic change in sub-Saharan Africa: A 
concise overview. Population and Development Review, vol. 43, 
pp. 264–286.

Government of Rwanda (2020). Vision 2050 (Abridged version).

Lee, Ronald, and Andrew Mason (2006). What is the demographic 
dividend? Finance & Development, vol. 43, No. 3. A quarterly 
magazine of the International Monetary Fund.

Mason, Andrew (2001). Population Change and Economic 
Development in East Asia: Challenges Met, Opportunities Seized. 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

National Transfer Accounts (NTA) (2023). Time Series Indicators: 
Key indicators. Available at: https://www.ntaccounts.org/
web/nta/show/Time%20Series%20Indicators. Accessed on 
20 September 2023.

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(2023b). Harnessing the economic dividends from demographic 
change. Frontier Technology Issues, July 2023. Economic 
Analysis and Policy Division (EAPD).

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Population Division (2013). National Transfer Accounts Manual: 
Measuring and analysing the Generational Economy. United 
Nations publication, Sales number: E.13.XIII.6.

————— (2021). Global Population Growth and Sustainable 
Development. UN DESA/POP/2021/TR/NO. 2.

————— (2022). World Population Prospects 2022. Available at: 
https://population.un.org/wpp/.

————— (2023a). World Population Ageing 2023: Challenges and 
opportunities of population ageing in the least developed countries.

United Nations General Assembly (2022). Resolution adopted by 
the General Assembly on 1 April 2022, 76/258. Doha Programme 
of Action for the Least Developed Countries.

https://www.ntaccounts.org/web/nta/show/Time%20Series%20Indicators
https://www.ntaccounts.org/web/nta/show/Time%20Series%20Indicators
https://population.un.org/wpp/

