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Predictors of Population Growth
Think for a moment about the impact that your age and 
sex have on your position in society and your activities. Are 
you of childbearing age? Are you dependent on others for 
most of your needs, or are you supporting others? Your 
status is largely due to your age and sex and what they 
mean in your society. These demographic variables greatly 
influence your behavior and the behavior of others like 
you, and collectively, they shape the population patterns of 
an entire society. In analyzing the impact of age and sex on 
human behavior, three concepts can be very useful: youth 
and age dependency ratios, sex ratios, and age–sex popula-
tion pyramids.

The youth dependency ratio is the number of children 
under age 15 divided by the number from 15 to 64. The 
number of those older than 64 divided by those age 15 to 
64 is called the age dependency ratio. Although many of 
the world’s young people under 15 help support them-
selves and their families, and many over 64 are likewise 
economically independent, these figures have been taken 
as the general ages when individuals are not contributing 
to the labor force. They represent the economic burden 
(especially in wealthy countries) of people in the popula-
tion who must be supported by the working-age popula-
tion. The dependency ratio, then, is the ratio of those in 
both the young and aged groups compared with the num-
ber of people in the productive age groups from 15 to 64 
years old (Sengupta 2014).

In several resource-poor countries, nearly half of the 
population is under 15 years of age. These include Kenya 
(42.1%, as mentioned), Niger (49.8%), Uganda (48.7%), the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (43.1%), and Afghanistan 
(42%) (World Factbook 2014b, 2014d, 2014f, 2014g, 2015a). 
Working adults in less developed countries have a tremen-
dous burden in supporting the dependent population, espe-
cially if a high percentage of the population is urban and not 
able to support itself through farming.

Similarly, most Global North countries have high per-
centages of older dependent people over 64. In the 
European countries of Norway, Sweden, Denmark, 
Germany, and the United Kingdom, between 15% and 20% 
of the population is 65 or older. These countries have low 
death rates, resulting in the average life expectancy at 
birth being as high as 82.8 in Switzerland, followed by 
Japan, Italy, and Spain at 82.7 years (UPI 2014).

Consider the case of Japan, which faces the problem of 
its “graying” or aging population. In 2014, 24.8% of its 
population was 65 or older, and the average life expectancy 
had reached 83 years (World Factbook 2014e). The death 
rate is higher than the birth rate, and the population is 
shrinking in size. Only 13.2% of the population is under 15 
years old. With a declining population and almost no 
influx of immigrants, there are not enough replacement 
workers to support the aging population. The result is a 
strange pattern; with the older population (between 60 
and 85) being larger than any age group under 50 and 
tapering down to younger generations, Japan may provide 

FIGURE 13.2  World Population Growth Rate, 1950–2050
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2015b).


