
one at left).

Examples: 
Guatemala, 
Saudi Arabia, 
Nigeria

Examples: There are no longer any countries that have a population pyramid like this.

Examples: United States, Australia, China

Examples: Japan, Italy, Greece

Examples: Germany, Bulgaria, Russia



Russia is yet another different case. Note that the pyramid is “bumpy”. 
This is the result of World War I, World War II, and exacerbated by the 
poor economy in the post-Soviet era. Effects of the wars can especially 
be seen on the male side of the pyramid – note that in many of the 
age groups (cohorts), there are far fewer males than females. In 
addition, male life expectancy has declined – alcoholism and other 
factors in early death are connected to the poor economy and high 
unemployment. This is referred to as a “disrupted pyramid.” Russia is 
expected to recover by 2100, but most likely with a smaller population 
than it currently has.

Japan, on the other hand, has a very different population problem. 
Although it was still experiencing moderate growth in the 1950s, 
Japan, in general, is a relatively small country, very urban, and very 
crowded. The culture there has accepted small families as the norm… 
by 2020, the problem is already evident – there are few children, and 
the working population will soon be smaller than the elderly 
population. Note the potential severity of the problem by 2100 if 
population growth rates remain below replacement rates. The 
population will decrease considerably, and will have a very large 
elderly (and possibly retired) population.

Niger is one country often the focus of demographic (population) 
because it has the highest fertility rate, and the highest population 
growth rate of any country in the world currently.
Note there is little change in the shape of the pyramid from 1950 to 
2020… even by 2100, it is forecast that Niger will continue to grow, 
although at a slower rate. Whether or not Niger can support 165 
million people though…? Much of the country lies in the Sahara 
Desert and has both limited agricultural (soil) and water resources.

NIGER

RUSSIA

JAPAN



CHINA

China is often studied because its 
population has been directly affected 
by government policy… “one child 
per family.” Note that China was 
experiencing very rapid growth in 
the 1950s, nearly doubling by 1985. 
The country was very isolated from 
the world until the 1970s, and as a 
result, was very concerned that it 
would not be self-sufficient in he 
near future, unable to feed that 
rapidly growing population. Note the 
indentation at the bottom of the 
1985 pyramid… the observable 
effects of that government policy.

If the birth rate remains low in 
China over the next 80 years, 
China’s population would 
decrease. It is possible to see 
here the concept of demographic 
momentum… the age group 
indicated by the red arrow shows 
its progression upward in the 
pyramid over time. Like Japan, 
China could face a lot of stress as 
life expectancy increases (not 
many more older folks, and an 
increasing number of the “old 
old” – over 75), and smaller and 
smaller numbers in the youngest 
age groups.



INDIA

India: Read also the case study info in the text on India!

The population pyramids shown here describe what has been happening in India, which, like China, has seen explosive population growth since the 1950s, and has similar 
problems with resources. India has a population almost equal to China today, and the country is much smaller in land area. This puts enormous stress on the agricultural system 
to produce enough food. In addition, large parts of India have very pronounced wet/dry seasons. During the monsoon rainy season, it can be “too wet,” often with severe 
flooding, and typhoons (the Indian Ocean hurricane). During the dry season, some areas can be very dry, almost drought-like.
Note the population pyramid for India and China for 2020 (middle set). One of the keys in interpreting the population pyramid is understanding what is happening in different 
age groupings. The parts of the pyramids shaded in yellow represent the prime years for child-bearing. Notice how much larger those age groups currently are in India 
compared to China. Even if the Indian population fully embraces family planning incentives and reduced family size to “replacement.” For the sake of argument, this is the 
equivalent of Mom and Dad having two children – thus, replacing themselves – and, if one child were male and the other female, then this would also be “replacement fertility” 
(each woman replacing herself with a female child).
Compare the 2100 population pyramids of India and China (previous slide). They look very similar… but… because of that larger child-bearing population in 2020 in India, it very 
likely that India will have a larger population than China in 2100 -

CHINA



GLOBAL POPULATION PROJECTIONS (populationpyramids.net)

The Global Picture: Estimates for the future population of the world vary wildly, but population experts generally agree that the overall 
growth rate is decreasing. Past estimates have predicted that the world’s population might reach as high as 16 billion (more than double the 
current 7.7 billion. Current (and perhaps somewhat optimistic?) thinking is that global total population will reach equilibrium somewhere 
between the 10 – 12 billion mark.
The four population pyramids above look at the growth in 1950, 2000, 2050 and 2100. In 1950, the diagram describes a high-growth
population, at about 1.7% per year, and reached a peak of 2.2% in the early 1960s. In 2020, this has dropped to  1.05% per year.

That seemingly difference makes a big difference. In the slide set, “Population 
Doubling Time”, we’ll take a look at how to calculate the length of time it 
would take for any country, or the world, to double its population given the 
population growth rate.

The graphs at right show the Population Growth Rate historically, and the total 
global population trend from 1650 to present and estimates to 2050. The 
world did not reach 1 billion persons until the early 1800s… so, in just the last 
200 years of human existence, we have added 6.8 billion more. What 
problems does that pose for the future? Refer back to the first Additional 
Reading file and consider the problem of “Carrying Capacity.”


