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Summary 

The sweeping changes in the size and distribution of the world’s population over the last 
century reflect many social and economic changes. Improvements in health and 
knowledge about family planning have contributed to longer lives, better maternal 
health, and smaller family sizes throughout much of the world. But the knowledge and 
availability of better health practices have spread unevenly among world regions, and 
among wealthy and poor sectors of national populations. Less developed regions 
experienced unprecedented population growth during the second half of the twentieth 
century as the economic growth and public health improvements helped lower 
mortality. Growth slowed as fertility began to fall in the last quarter of the twentieth 
century. Education, economic growth, and the efforts of international organizations 
helped to slow population growth by lowering fertility in many countries. But large gaps 
remain both within and among countries. Fertility decline has lagged in sub-Saharan 
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Africa and parts of South Asia. Despite the declining fertility, the young age structure in 
less developed regions has created considerable momentum for future growth because 
the population reaching childbearing has continued to expand. On average, women have 
fewer children than women did in the past, but there are more women having these 
children. More developed countries are at a later stage of demographic transition than 
most less developed countries. Many face slow population growth and rapid population 
aging because of decades of low birth rates. Immigration contributes a significant share 
of population growth in many of these countries. These demographic changes are 
altering the family structure, labor force, ethnic distribution, and economies of more 
developed countries. The world will need to confront many old and some new 
challenges to achieve sustainable population growth in the twenty-first century. 
HIV/AIDS, adolescent health, environmental degradation, poverty, and illiteracy, for 
example, are core problems addressed by international efforts to slow population growth 
and to improve the health and well-being of people everywhere. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In the past century, the world’s population has undergone a sweeping change in both its 
total numbers and its distribution across regions. The twenty-first century is likely to see 
the second phase of that transformation—lower fertility and an even more dramatic 
redistribution of population among the more developed and less developed countries, 
since nearly all future world population growth will take place in less developed 
countries. The world population was estimated to be 6.0 billion people at the turn of the 
twenty-first century—over three times more than the 1.7 billion at the turn of the 
twentieth century. The rate of population growth peaked to 2% a year in the 1960s. How 
fast the population will grow during the new (twenty-first) century is an open question. 
The momentum created by the unprecedented growth of the last half century will carry 
us toward the seventh billion—probably sometime before 2020. Beyond that, the vision 
blurs. Will world population stop growing over the next century? Will the twenty-first 
century witness long-term population decline? Or will the new century see even more 
population growth than the last? Any of these scenarios is possible. 
 
World population in the current century, as in the last, will reflect starkly different 
demographic trends around the world: high fertility and mortality and rapid population 
growth in sub-Saharan Africa, for example, and low fertility and mortality and 
population decline in parts of Europe. A great deal has been learned about the factors 
linked with population change. These include: economic growth or decline; public 
health interventions; investments in education and environmental protection; the status 
of women; epidemics and other health threats; and access to family planning 
information and services. Some of these factors are harder to understand and predict 
than others. Many are intricately interconnected—so that a change in one can cause a 
change in another. 
 
What is clear is that the future world population will be influenced heavily by the 2 
billion young people under age 20 who currently live in less developed countries. As 
these youths enter their childbearing years, their decisions about how many children to 
have and when to have them, and their ability in accessing reproductive health services 
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to fulfill their childbearing desires, will determine the size and characteristics of the 
world’s population in 2050 and at the end of the twenty-first century. 
 
2. Demographic Transition 
 
The improvement in human survival and the consequent explosion of population growth 
marked the beginning of the shift from high to low mortality and from high to low 
fertility that is known as the “demographic transition.” This shift occurred throughout 
Europe, North America, and a number of other areas in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. It gave rise to the dominant model of demographic change, which 
most demographers assume will apply to all countries. In the classic demographic 
transition, the trend of high birth and death rates (and minimal population growth) is 
disrupted by a long-term decline in mortality. Mortality rates eventually stabilize at low 
levels. Birth rates also begin a long-term decline and fall to about the same level as 
mortality rates. With birth and death rates at similar low levels, the equilibrium of slow 
population growth is regained. 
 
The pace of change in a country will vary depending on its culture, level of economic 
development, and other factors. As countries pass through the various stages of the 
transition, population growth from natural increase (birth rate minus death rate) 
accelerates or declines depending on the gap between the birth rates and death rates. 
More developed countries such as Sweden have “completed” the demographic 
transition: Fertility and mortality are at low levels and natural increase adds little, if any, 
population growth. Many less developed countries are in an intermediate stage, in which 
mortality and fertility are falling at varying rates but are still high relative to the levels 
in Europe and other more developed areas. While not all countries will follow the same 
path to low fertility and low mortality as did European countries, the demographic 
transition theory provides a useful framework for assessing demographic trends, and 
projecting future population size. 
 
3. Population Growth Before 1950 
 
For much of human history, people have struggled to survive. By AD 1, perhaps 300 
million people lived on the Earth, a paltry total after millions of years of human 
existence. For most of the next 2000 years, population growth was exceedingly slow. 
High birth rates were often offset by frightful mortality from wars, famines, and 
epidemics. The bubonic plague, for example, reduced the populations of China and 
Europe by one-third in the fourteenth century. 
 
The demographic history of Breteuil, France, in the seventeenth century, illustrates the 
fragility of life in this period. Breteuil’s inhabitants depended on a single grain crop, and 
crop failure meant famine and death. Evidence of a crop crisis in Breteuil in 1694 was 
accompanied by records of 1229 burials in the parish registers. Only 73 deaths had been 
recorded the previous year, and only 49 were recorded the year following the crop 
failure. 
 
Despite dramatic spikes in mortality rates, the number of births exceeded the number of 
deaths during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and population growth 
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proceeded at a slightly faster pace. The world population was about 790 million in 1750, 
and reached 1 billion around 1800. 

 

Figure 1. Population growth in more developed and less developed countries, 1750 to 
2000 

During the next century, something new began to take place in Europe, and in a few 
other areas around the world. Better hygiene and public sanitation reduced the incidence 
of disease. Expanded commerce made food supplies more widely available and 
improved nutrition. The wild fluctuations in mortality of previous centuries began to 
recede, and life expectancy began a slow rise. Population grew more quickly and more 
steadily. The total world population was nearly 1.7 billion by the beginning of the 
twentieth century and would reach 2 billion within the next 30 years. 
 
The nineteenth-century surge of population growth occurred primarily in the more 
developed countries (Following United Nations definitions, more developed, or 
industrialized, countries include Europe—including all of Russia—the United States, 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan. The term “less developed” refers to 
countries in Africa, Asia—except for Japan—Latin America and the Caribbean, and 
Oceania—except for Australia and New Zealand). The population of Europe more than 
doubled between 1800 and 1900, while the population of North America increased 
nearly 12 times—fueled by immigration from Africa and Europe. In 1800, about one-
fourth of world population lived in the now more developed regions of Europe 
(including Russia), Japan, and North America, but that share increased to about one-
third by 1900. 

 

1.1.1 Population in millions Region/country 

1750 1800 1900 1950 2000 
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World 791 978 1650 2521 6055 
More developed 191 236 539 813 1188 
  North America 2 7 82 172 310 
  Europe 163 203 408 547 729 
  Japan, Australia, and New Zealand 26 26 49 95 149 
Less developed 600 742 1111 1709 4867 
  Africa 106 107 133 221 784 
  Asia (less Japan)a 478 611 904 1321 3563 
  Latin America and Caribbean 16 24 74 167 519 
 

1.1.2 Percent of world total 

World 100 100 100 100 100 
More developed 24 24 33 32 20 
  North America — 1 5 7 5 
  Europe 21 21 25 22 12 
  Japan, Australia, and New Zealand 3 3 3 4 2 
Less developed 76 76 67 68 80 
  Africa 13 11 8 9 13 
  Asia (less Japan)a 60 62 55 52 59 
  Latin America and Caribbean 2 2 4 7 9 

 
Note: Numbers may not add to totals because of rounding 
a Includes Oceania except for Australia and New Zealand. Countries of the Middle East 

are 
included either in Asia or Africa 
— = less than 0.5 percent 
Sources: United Nations Population Division, Briefing Packet, 1998 Revision of World 
Population Prospects, October 1998; I. B. Taeuber, The Population of Japan (1958) 

21–23 

Table 1. Population growth in world regions, 1750 to 2000 

Less developed countries grew more slowly than more developed countries in the 
nineteenth century, but they already held the bulk of the world inhabitants. Asia, 
dominated by China, had 62% of the world population in 1800, and Africa had 11%. 
Latin America and the Caribbean accounted for only about 2% of the world’s 
population. Like North America, Latin America would see most of its population 
growth in the twentieth century. Some of the shift in regional distribution resulted from 
immigration, but the change also reflects fundamental shifts in population trends that 
began in the more developed regions, and spread to less developed regions in the 
twentieth century. 
 
4. Population Change 1950 to 2000 
 
The second half of the twentieth century brought many new demographic trends and 
patterns. The more developed countries completed their transition to low mortality and 
low fertility. Population growth slowed, and even turned negative in a few countries. 
Populations grew older. The more developed countries also experienced sometimes 
disruptive changes associated with baby booms and baby busts, crises in health, and 
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waves of immigrants and refugees. In less developed countries, the second half of the 
century brought decades of rapid population growth and swelling streams of migrants 
from rural to urban areas. Some countries appeared to be rushing through the various 
stages of the demographic transition, while others appeared to be following a new path 
of demographic change. 
 
- 
- 
- 
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