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How to Integrate Population in Sustainable 
Development  

1. Many Possible Points of Integration  
Both Population (Pop) and Sustainable Development (SD) are multidimensional. They 
also operate at several levels (national, community, family). For that reason, there are 
MANY possible links between pop and SD factors. For instance, with 17 SD goals and 
(say) 12 population variables, one can envision 204 different links !     

 

2. Past Debates Have Focused on Averages  
Despite this myriad of possibilities, past discussions have focused on a small subset of 
linkages and variables (see next slide). In particular, macro-level discussions have 
focused on AVERAGE population and economic outcomes. By so doing, they 
underplay the extent of inequality with countries.    

 

3. It is time to address distributional variables (e.g., 

Demographic Inequality and age structure)  

 

 



Expanding the Focus    

Variables Emphasized 

 

• ‘Denominator’  

• Mechanical  

• Macro-level   

• Formal demographic  

 

• Size  

• Average growth  

 

 

Variables Obscured  

 

• ‘Numerator’  

• Substantive   

• Micro-level 

• Social demographic  

 

• Structure 

• Distribution 



Two Distributional Variables of Interest    

Age 
Structure 

Demographic Inequality  

How the national population is distributed 
across different age groups; with particular 
attention to the breakdown between three 
categories (0-14; 15-64; and 65+ 

How demographic outcomes (fertility, 
nuptiality, health, ..) vary within the national 
population, especially along economic lines 



1.  Global Economic and Pop Trends  

Why should we pay attention to  
demography inequality and structure?     



(1) Economic Inequality listed in SD 

Goals   

Inequality is a prominent theme in 
the SDG. In addition to Goal 10, 
other closely related goals are #1, 
#4, #5, #8, and #16 



(2) Economic Inequality is Rising Worldwide   

Even as the US has seen its inequality rise to 
historical levels over the last decade , it is still 
outpaced by many countries in the World !! 
In RED, are countries that in 2012 had higher 
economic inequality than the US. 



(3) LDCs are Experiencing a Modicum of  

Economic Growth    

Many Low income countries including in 
Africa have seen remarkable growth since the 
turn of the century !!! This means that poverty 
reduction is increasingly a matter of 
distribution and equity. The green colors on 
this chart highlight the countries with positive 
economic growth! 



(4) Demographic Differentiation   

Total Fertility  Rate 

DHS  data 

Enormous differences in fertility between the  
top 25%  and bottom 25% (in terms of 
economic wellbeing) of the population. 
In Zambia for instance, while the richest 
quintile averaged about 3 children per woman, 
the poorest quintile averaged over 8 children 
per woman!  
These differences add to the growing 
differences between countries   



Theory 

Why do demography inequality and 
structure matter?     



(5) Cogent Theoretical Arguments Exist 

Size Growth Distribution 

 
Macro 

Pop size 
 
(Mercantilists) 

Pop. growth rate 
 
(Malthusians) 

Age structure/ 
 
(Dividend theory) 

         
Meso 

 

 
 
Community size 
(Anomie) 
 

 
 
Population density 
(Agric. Innovation) 

 
 

 
Micro 

 
 
Family Size 
(Resource dilution )  
 
 

 
 
Birth spacing  
 
 
 

 
 
Concentration of 
reproduction   
(Social reproduction) 
 



(7) Cogent Argument for Age Structure  

(Demographic Dividend)     

Age 
dependency 

Fertility 

Decline 

Age  

dependency 

Economic 

Dependency  

 

Eco growth 

Saving & 

Investment 

In particular, there is a plausible argument that 
changes in age structure can produce a window of 
economic opportunity in countries undergoing a 
decline in fertility. This decline reflects in part a 
mechanical shift in the relative number of dependent 
(see next slide) but also behavioral changes in savings 
and investment. 



This chart from Mason (2013) illustrates the systematic age-related variation in 
earning and consumption  



(8) Cogent Argument for Demographic 

Inequality (Social Reproduction)   

Vicious Cycle of Inequality   

Resource 
Inequality 

among children 

Economic 
Inequality 

Q/q 
tradeoff 

Demographic 
Inequality 

Demographic and economic 
inequalities can mutually reinforce 
each other and establish a vicious 
cycle of inequality 



(9) Potential Ripple Effects on other SD 

Goals   

Goal 4: Quality and 
Equitable education 

Goal 8: Sustainable 
Economic Growth  

Goal 16: Peaceful and 
Inclusive Societies  

Goal 1: Ending Poverty 

Goal 5: Gender Equality Economic Inequality 
(Goal 10) 

Demographic  
Inequality  

This vicious cycle might eventually 
affect other important SDGs 



Some Evidence  

Why should we pay attention to inequality 
and structure matter?     



(10) Some Early Evidence     

Gains in public education $ per child, 1990-2010 

> $150 

< 0 

 0-150 

% indicate the share of gains associated with changes in age structure 

A Few Vanguard Countries in Africa are 
Seeing Early Gains from Declining 
Dependency Ratios 



In Sum  

Trends in demographic inequalities and structure will likely play 
an important role in how countries achieve SDGs, especially those 

related to Socioeconomic Inequality within countries.   

 

 


