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Abstract. We contribute to this theme issue on “(Re)Thinking population geography” with a critical engage-
ment with the concept of the demographic dividend (DD). We put the DD – a concept based on interactions
between demography, development and policy making – under scrutiny and investigate in particular whether a
demographization of politics, a criticism concerning political decision-making based on a reductionist use of
demographic data, as described by Barlösius (2007) and Schultz (2019), is happening.

Our findings, based on literature analysis and interviews with experts working in the field of development
cooperation, policy advocacy and demographic research, show that simplistic demographic explanations for
economic growth are appealing to political leaders and advocacy groups. In the context of the DD, demogra-
phization is being strategically used by advisors and scientists to convince and engage decision makers at all
administrative levels in order to promote voluntary family planning, multi-sectoral development policies and
human rights.

Our research suggests that the well-established and widely used paradigm of the DD might be a prominent
example of what we call positive demographization. At the same time, particularly when it comes to the politi-
cization of the female body through demographic intervention, the concept of the DD remains potentially prone
to politically motivated interpretation and use.

1 Introduction

With regard to the improvement in human well-being and
the quality of life, a prominent and seemingly undisputed
link between population growth and development has reg-
ularly been established in public discourse when speaking
about populations (Barlösius, 2007). Academic discussions
concerning the negative impact of population (growth) on de-
velopment have a long tradition, beginning in the 18th cen-
tury (see also Etzemüller, 2007). However, perspectives have
changed over time. Truly apocalyptic prophecies (e.g., by
Thomas R. Malthus or Paul R. Ehrlich) stand vis-à-vis the
idea of population growth as a precondition for innovation
and prosperity (e.g., Johann P. Süßmilch and Julian L. Si-
mon). As pessimistic scenarios became quite prominent in
the 20th century, development policies focused on changing
demographics of (further) growth (Connelly, 2008). This led

in several instances to violations of human rights under the
umbrella of development aid, most often directed against the
female body, as women were reduced to their reproductive
behavior in the context of economic growth scenarios (Ray-
mond, 1994; Schultz, 2006; Harcourt, 2009).

Undoubtedly, population size, changes in age structure and
spatial distribution are basic factors when discussing strate-
gies in development cooperation or projecting the demo-
graphic as well as societal and economic future of countries
in the Global South. In this context, the demographic divi-
dend (DD), a paradigm for the relationship between popula-
tion and development, is by now used globally. It was intro-
duced by Harvard economist David Bloom and colleagues
after empirical evidence concerning the impact of changes
in populations’ age structures on economic development was
found for a group of Southeast Asian countries (the so-called
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Asian tiger states): South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong and
Taiwan serve as prototypical examples where a decline in
fertility increased the share of people of working age (or,
as the reverse conclusion, decreased the share of dependent
and “unproductive” persons). This change in age distribu-
tion, in combination with investments in health and educa-
tion as well as the emergence of employment opportunities
and supportive macroeconomic institutions, is considered to
have been the prerequisite for the observed increase in eco-
nomic growth. Omitted here is the fact that besides policies
of voluntary family planning and incentives, these economies
put pressure on their populations in order to reach their goal
of fertility decline (e.g., Baik and Chung, 1996, for South Ko-
rea) and serve as prototypes for “benevolent dictatorships”
too (Fukuyama, 2012).

The DD concept is based on the reductionist but widely
shared model of the demographic transition (DT) which de-
scribes changes from high to low fertility and mortality levels
in several stages (see also Sect. 2). At first glance, the idea of
a DD is easy to understand and quite convincing. The concept
also seems to fit very well for development policy. However,
planning and harvesting a DD based on target-oriented (polit-
ical) actions are by far less trivial than they might seem. Fur-
thermore, the potentially relevant factors for a DD are more
complex and less susceptible than the core concept might
suggest. In spite of that, the prospect of a potential DD raises
hopes for economic growth and development among policy-
makers and organizations in the field of development cooper-
ation, especially when it comes to sub-Saharan African coun-
tries with currently still comparatively high levels of fertility.
For example, the formal German development cooperation
has identified population dynamics as a pivotal cross-sectoral
topic (Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment, 2013). A growing number of nation states are
developing “road maps” to harness the DD (United Nations
Population Fund, 2019) and “Harnessing the Demographic
Dividend through Investments in Youth” was the leitmotif
of the African Union in 2017 (The African Union Commis-
sion, 2017). Economists, demographers, development plan-
ners and political decision makers are trying to replicate the
path of successful Asian countries and to adapt the concept
of the DD in Africa (e.g., Groth and May, 2017). Key scien-
tific as well as non-scientific publications on the DD put em-
phasis on the importance of multi-sectoral perspectives when
transferring the concept into development policy and tangible
actions. Equality of gender and building and fostering high-
quality education systems as well as efficient and accessible
public health services in nations of the Global South are con-
sidered to be basic requirements within the DD framework
(McNicoll, 2006; Crespo Cuaresma et al., 2014; Miller et al.,
2016; Lutz et al., 2019).

From a critical perspective, however, some arguments
related to the DD could also be the rationale of a neo-
Malthusian agenda, including family-planning policies and
the promotion of hormonal contraceptives. This is problem-

atic in so far as past politics that focused on population con-
trol involved cases of blatant violations of human rights, from
forced abortions to coerced sterilization of females and fur-
ther interferences in individual decisions of family planning.
Hence, the interactions between demography, politics and
development related to the DD deserve critical investigation.
This article puts the concept of the DD under scrutiny and
investigates in particular whether a demographization of pol-
itics as described by Barlösius (2007) and Schultz (2019) is
happening in the context of the DD and, if so, how. A pre-
sumable demographization of politics bears the risk of be-
ing contrary to individual sexual and reproductive health and
rights (SRHR), which is why we also suspect potential twist-
ing of demographization in policy advocacy to generate posi-
tive, multi-sectoral outcomes by highlighting the potential of
economic growth through a DD.

The findings of this paper are based on literature analy-
sis and the analysis of qualitative interviews. We conducted
11 semi-structured interviews with 13 experts (1 interview
took place with a team of 3 experts) from 10 organizations
to get an insight into how the DD framework is perceived in
the demographic research and development community. To
preserve our interviewees’ anonymity, we decided to classify
our interviews via alias groups by the following criteria:

1. Interviewees 1.1 to 1.5 belong to the group “develop-
ment cooperation”, which includes experts working for
national or transnational agencies using the DD as a
given concept in international development.

2. Interviewees 2.1 to 2.4 belong to the group “policy ad-
vocacy and private research institutes”, which contains
experts in policy advocacy and private research insti-
tutions using the concept of the DD to promote their
agendas.

3. Interviewees 3.1 to 3.4 belong to the group “indepen-
dent academic research”, which involves independent
academics working on demographic issues in develop-
ment.

The interviews took place in person or (due to the COVID-
19 pandemic) via Skype from November 2019 to June 2020.
All but one interview, where no consent was given, have
been recorded. Interviews held in German have been trans-
lated into English. The information has been transcribed,
anonymized, coded and analyzed with MAXQDA following
Keller’s approach to discourse analysis from the sociology of
knowledge (Keller, 2006, 2011).

We present the concept of the DD in Sect. 2, followed by a
brief overview of the history of linking population and devel-
opment and an introduction of the phenomenon of demogra-
phization. Section 4 provides a critical analysis of whether
the DD has moved beyond past ideas of population control
and family planning, while Sect. 5 examines under what con-
ditions the DD might present a positive example of demogra-
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phization. The final section summarizes and concludes our
paper.

2 The concept of the demographic dividend – origin
and development

According to the United Nations Population Fund, the DD
“refers to the temporary economic benefit that a country can
earn from a significant increase in the ratio of working-age
adults relative to young dependents that is created by rapid
decline in birth rates” (United Nations Population Fund,
2017). We discovered some modifications and extensions to
this definition which we will present further on in this sec-
tion. In a first step, we present the concept of the DD as it was
originally introduced and further developed by academics.

The concept of the DD relies on the widely shared con-
cept of the demographic transition (DT), which entails sig-
nificant changes in a population’s age composition. The DT
sets out with a decline in mortality, and there is usually a
time lag before couples adjust their fertility downwards; the
transition thus includes a phase of population growth dur-
ing which the share of infants and children in the population
rises. In the subsequent intermediate phase of the transition,
fertility and population growth start to decrease. The share
of the working-age population grows, and rates of child de-
pendency decline, with the number of older persons remain-
ing relatively small. According to Bloom et al. (2003), these
changes in age structure open a so-called window of oppor-
tunity for a demographic dividend where a high share of the
working-age population can generate revenue and economic
benefits for the society. To make the most of this change
in age composition, favorable social and economic policies
as well as further investments in education and health are
called for. The described change in age structure translates
into an increase in savings per capita and is described by
Bloom et al. (2017) as an accounting effect. This account-
ing effect is accompanied by a behavioral effect (Bloom et
al., 2017), entailing an increase in female labor participation
and higher investments in education per child. Over time,
other researchers introduced a step-wise assessment of the
DD. It included the definition of a first and a second divi-
dend, largely depending on a country’s phase of the DT and
its ability to invest in its population’s human capital (Mason
et al., 2016). While the first dividend is perceived as transi-
tory and largely linked to changes in age structure, the sec-
ond demographic dividend depends on investments targeting
a countries’ human capital. The latest research puts empha-
sis on findings strongly suggesting that DD-related economic
growth is imperatively linked to a combination of changes
in the age structure and educational attainment (Lutz et al.,
2019).

In the case of the Asian tiger states, a bonus of up to
40 % of the total economic growth resulted just from the
shift in the region’s age distribution, according to Bloom and

Williamson (1998). These striking numbers raised a lot of at-
tention in the community of international development coop-
eration and development planning, and the DD became one
of the core concepts being used with regard to population
dynamics; as one of our interviewees puts it,

I would say it’s a recurrent element in our sup-
port to international policy dialogue. We have cer-
tainly addressed the topic in different international
fora and events such as the European Develop-
ment Days, the African Population Conference,
the Nairobi Summit, etc. . . . I mentioned this ear-
lier; this is certainly one of the core approaches
that we have to population dynamics, to strengthen
demography-sensitive policy planning. (Intervie-
wee 1.3)

The DD has become a very prominent concept in inter-
national development planning, describing the relation of
population dynamics and development and thereby promis-
ing economic growth effects through changes in age struc-
ture. Especially in sub-Saharan Africa, where the majority
of countries are still in the early stages of their presupposed
demographic transition, hopes for a DD are raised among
politicians and policy planners. Detailed reports and studies
regarding their potential of reaping a DD have been produced
for most countries in the region, as shown in Fig. 1.

Six countries (Chad, Kenya, Mali, Senegal, Uganda and
The Gambia) have implemented road maps to harness the DD
or have adopted such policies in their national development
plans.

For 11 countries, official governmental reports by min-
istries or national agencies can be found, and for another 11
countries, detailed studies have been published by foreign de-
velopment agencies (for example, United Nations Population
Fund (UNFPA), United States Agency for International De-
velopment (USAID), Agence Française de Développement
(AFD), Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusamme-
narbeit (GIZ)).

Country briefs and policy briefs have been published for
eight countries and one extended working paper by the IMF
in the case of Cabo Verde. The fertility transition in Mauri-
tius has already been completed (total fertility rate – TFR – of
1.39) (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, Population Division, 2019), making a dedicated DD
policy obsolete. In conclusion, we were not able to find DD-
related policies or studies for Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone,
Liberia, the Central African Republic, South Sudan, Eritrea,
Djibouti and Equatorial Guinea, which means that in only 8
out of 46 countries in sub-Saharan Africa no study or pol-
icy brief by national or international development agencies
has been published. Considering the DD became important
for development cooperation and policy advocacy, as well as
for scholarly debates, even if skepticism among academics
regarding the concept does exist:
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Figure 1. Demographic dividend studies and policies in Africa (cartography: Michael Hilbig, 2022; basemap: ICPAC GeoPortal, 2017).

It’s fashionable to have a research project, to have
a conference on the demographic dividend. I at-
tended one in Paris a few years ago organized by
the French development agency AFD. And I think,
like the fact that GIZ does it, and I guess that
they have it everywhere. And it is strange because,
probably you have this experience also when you
talk to researchers, no one believes really in it. But
it makes the buzz. It is something you have to use
it somehow, I guess. (Interviewee 3.1)

Contradictory to the high prominence of the DD in de-
velopment planning, we discovered differing understandings
concerning the definition of the DD. One interviewee even
criticized the ambiguity of the DD as becoming a “vague
term . . . being used in the community” (Interviewee 2.1).

This practice of using the same term differently makes it
sometimes difficult to create a comprehensive and consis-
tent synopsis when comparing experts’ statements. Two main
strings of understanding materialized: the first is a reduc-
tionist, technical perception of the DD and refers to “auto-
matic” changes in a population’s age structure following a
fertility decline over time, leading to a higher share of the
working-age population and to economic growth effects if
people are skilled and employed (e.g., Interviewee 1.1 or In-
terviewee 3.2). The second string of understanding refers ex-
plicitly to the DD as a process that needs multiple efforts to
develop successfully. Demographic change does not imper-
atively produce economic growth, but it offers an opportu-
nity to create an economic bonus amplified by demographic
change if sustainable socio-economic development policies
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are already in place (e.g., Interviewee 1.3, Interviewee 2.1,
Interviewee 3.1). An important detail of the underlying con-
cept of the DD is its time criticalness. In this context, key
literature and also some of our interviewees use the term of a
“window of opportunity” (e.g., Interviewee 1.3), which is “a
period of time which is particularly favorable to economic
growth” (Interviewee 3.2). This time criticalness suggests
urgency for politicians and decision makers to act quickly.
Policy briefs such as “Sahel’s countries window of oppor-
tunity – 38 years to harness Demographic Dividend” (Dra-
mani et al., 2019) contain normative recommendations con-
cerning population dynamics and intensify this pressure. One
of the authors of the cited policy brief confirmed in a per-
sonal encounter that the urgency of 38 years has been de-
liberately constructed by limiting the investigation period to
the year 2050. This is just one example, but it is evidence
of the highly problematic use of demographization in policy
consultation.

The first technical understanding of the DD bears the risk
of oversimplification when it comes to DD-targeted policies,
as it pays attention foremost to the transition of reproduc-
tive behavior and a fast decline in fertility. Linking generative
behavior to economic prosperity is a pivotal characteristic of
biopolitics (e.g., Foucault, 1990), where formal power is used
to take over life decisions of the governed subject. With re-
gard to the DD, the so-called East Asian Miracle developed
hand in hand with family-planning policies, not all of which
were voluntarily (Baik and Chung, 1996). What is new to
the context of biopolitics and biopower is the role of private
capital and philanthropic foundations defining novel, quan-
tifiable targets in family planning (see exemplarily Brown
et al., 2014, who argue for new targets, or Bendix et al.,
2019, who critically engage with this development) beyond
formally established political legitimation or accountability
to those being subject to their biopolitical actions (Harman,
2016). The impact of family-planning discourses on the mi-
crosphere and body politics in international development de-
serves critical review, as individual life course decisions on
sexuality and reproductive behavior might have become a de-
terminant for economic prosperity again. In this regard, sex-
ual and reproductive health and rights are no longer viewed
as a universal right which needs to be guaranteed for its own
sake but as a means to speed up a fertility decline to create
economic growth. From this perspective, women are reduced
to their wombs (Raymond, 1994). These critiques highlight
important issues, and we recommend further reading from
feminist perspectives, such as the work of Raymond (1994),
Harcourt (2009) or Schurr (2017, 2018). A more elaborate
presentation here would go beyond the scope of our analysis.

3 Population, development and the
demographization of politics

The basic idea of linking population and development ap-
peared long before the concept of the DD was coined.
Thomas R. Malthus’ An Essay on the Principle of Pop-
ulation, as it affects the Future Improvement of Society
(Malthus, 1798 [1985]), one of the earliest systematic de-
mographic studies, introduced a prominent school of thought
on interpreting population processes and society. Malthus ar-
gued that accelerated population growth would outpace agri-
cultural production and, as a consequence, famine and star-
vation would be inevitable. The central argument of Malthus
on sustainability versus population growth has been sub-
ject to debate since then and has had an important im-
pact on political decisions concerning population control
in the context of development policies in the 20th cen-
tury. Discursive weapons, such as the “population bomb”
(Ehrlich, 1971), eventually resulted in rigid, normative and
radical national policies concerning fertility reduction in sev-
eral countries with high population growth. French philoso-
pher Michel Foucault named this new enforcement of power
through the regulation of a population’s reproductive behav-
ior “biopolitics” (Foucault, 1990). Measures included forced
sterilizations, often targeting women of marginalized ethnic
groups or from lower-income groups (Solinger and Nakachi,
2016). Prominent examples were mass-sterilization camps
in India (Ahluwalia and Parmar, 2016) or China’s one-child
policy (White, 2016).

A pivotal shift took place in 1994 with the International
Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) held in
Cairo. A new rationale concerning population and develop-
ment was put in place: sexual and reproductive health and
rights (SRHR). Normative programs on birth control and co-
ercive measures were banned and emphasis was put on vol-
untary family-planning programs that respect individual and
human rights (McIntosh and Finkle, 1995; Eager, 2004). The
Cairo Programme of Action also had an impact on the work
of those policy advocacy and private research institutions in
the field which had been advocates of population control be-
fore. Interviewee 2.3 admits that his/her institution had to
transform:

There were some advocacies, right, to re-
duce that kind of, reduce the rapid population
growth, I think, to a large extent. Our institution
[anonymized] played an important role there. Of
course, you know after 1994, there’s some transi-
tions that are happening in our institution as well
as like, you know, in the rest of the world . . . And
we respect the human rights and also the rights of
contraceptive health . . . and try to help the people
in the developing countries to actualize their repro-
ductive health and rights. (Interviewee 2.3)
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The sheer size of countries’ populations and quantifi-
able growth rates lost their significance for international de-
velopment policy in favor of SRHR; other parameters like
the unmet need for contraception (the number of girls and
women that are willing to use but do not have sufficient ac-
cess to contraceptives) or the contraceptive prevalence rate
gained in importance. While the described program of action
meant turning away from population control, more or less
obvious (partially institutionalized) violations of this prin-
ciple remain in national population politics or stakeholder
paradigms (Bhatia et al., 2019). According to Hardt and Ne-
gri (2000) recent biopolitical production is financed and per-
formed by supranational institutions, private foundations or
non-governmental organizations which have no democratic
legitimization. In this context, the prominent role of philan-
thropic foundations such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foun-
dation or The Rockefeller Foundation or private research in-
stitutions like the Population Council merit critical attention
as these institutions provide a high share of financial support
to the international global health agenda and especially to
family-planning programs.

Strictly speaking, Malthus’ essay, together with
Süßmilch’s preceding (however quite differing) consid-
erations, are very early examples of demographization.
Demographization describes the phenomenon when demo-
graphic statistics and measures are being used to justify
certain policies in areas that are presumably affected by these
demographic developments: “Demographization refers to an
epistemology within which social conflicts and problems are
interpreted as demographic conflicts or problems and within
which demographic or population policies are highlighted
as solutions” (Schultz, 2019:645). This implies that other
avenues of explanation are not explored and, consequently,
the suggested potential measures for targeting economic
or societal challenges are also very limited to directly
addressing the presumed purely demographic problem.
Often, these narratives are accompanied by highlighting the
presupposed “objectivity” of statistics and mathematics. An
example of such a narrative in the spirit of demographization
is the call for the selected migration of persons with skills
that are in high demand but in short supply in countries
with a decreasing number of persons of working age (cf.
Messerschmidt, 2017). Could it not also be that companies
might not have invested adequately in trainees and that
boosting such investment might be at least part of the
solution as well? Another related example is the production
of population projections and their use for narratives around
immigration policies (cf. Schultz, 2019).

Barlösius (2007) and Schultz (2019) argue that the de-
mographization of politics should be recognized as a prob-
lematic issue in contemporary political decision-making due
to its reductionist use of demographic data which restricts the
range of potential strategies and excludes other important as-
pects, such as (social) inequality. This also concerns the use
of “population” instead of “society”, which in itself has an

effect on the way the discourse around present and future de-
mographic developments is framed. To what extent the DD
qualifies as an example of demographization will be explored
in Sect. 5.

4 Old wine in new wineskins – the demographic
dividend makes the buzz

After the Cairo consensus and its new emphasis on SRHR,
the population control movement seemed to have lost its
main argument for birth control in the development dis-
course. Generally, a normative change to sexual and repro-
ductive health and rights did happen (Eager, 2004). Nonethe-
less, not all national population politics necessarily respected
the agreed-upon principles, e.g., in Alberto Fujimori’s Peru
(Schultz, 2006; Battaglia and Pallarés, 2020) or China’s well-
documented one-child policy.

Population control as a paradigm was resurrected again in
a new wrapping when David Bloom and Jeffrey Williamson
published their work on the demographic transition of
East Asian countries and its impact on the so-called East
Asian economic miracle (Bloom and Williamson, 1998). The
ground for the DD was laid, and their findings fueled the ar-
gumentation of those who called for population control, es-
pecially in the Global South. According to Interviewee 3.3,
these findings provided a new basis for the community of the
former birth control movement as the DD depends on rapid
fertility decline to achieve changes in age distribution and
higher shares of the working-age population:

It’s just a different flavor. And at the same time,
for Africa in particular, it wasn’t saying ‘Oh my
God, the situation is terrible, you have these ex-
tremely rapid population growth rates above blah
[sic]’. The way many people choose to hear these
ideas anyway in Africa is that ‘Ah, someone is now
saying our youth is a tremendous resource and will
lead to rapid growth’ or something like that. (Inter-
viewee 3.3)

The world’s future development seems to depend on a fer-
tility decline in the Global South again. But with the DD, it
is attached to the prospect of economic growth and prosper-
ity instead of fears of overpopulation, starvation and hunger
crises.

I think part of the appeal of the demographic div-
idend has been that it seemed to sidestep these is-
sues around population growth rate and population
size and density. I say ‘seems to’ because in fact
the population age distribution is closely linked to
the population growth rate. (Interviewee 3.3)

While the interviewees from our group of independent
academic research seem more aware of the implications of
the DD paradigm in the context of individual reproductive

Geogr. Helv., 77, 141–151, 2022 https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-77-141-2022



M. Hilbig et al.: “It makes the buzz” 147

rights and more hesitant about the economic outcomes (In-
terviewee 3.1 in Sect. 2), we discovered different approaches
within the representatives of policy advocacy and private re-
search institutes, even if they seem aware of this sensitive
issue:

For demographic development, in the way we pos-
tulate it with the demographic dividend, we need
child numbers to go down. But the important thing
is that we cannot reach this with measures. In a
human-rights-based approach, of course, it cannot
be reached by measures like China for example im-
plemented it. (Interviewee 2.4)

As an example of the new biopolitical regimes, a new al-
liance of organizations, the FP2020 initiative, was forged
at the London Summit on Family Planning in 2012, advo-
cating for a wider spread of modern hormonal contracep-
tion: an additional number of 120 million girls and women
should become users of modern contraception by the end of
the year 2020 (Brown et al., 2014). According to the last
progress report, the initiative missed its goal. Still, 60 mil-
lion girls and women had been reached by the end of the
year 2020 (FP2020, 2021b). Furthermore, the initiative an-
nounced it would extend its work to the year 2030 (FP2020,
2021a). While the initiative emphasizes its attempt as hon-
oring SRHR as part of human rights, it can also be seen as
a new uprising of explicit population policy by setting new
targets and has therefore faced some critique (Bendix et al.,
2019). This criticism especially focuses on the major role of
hormonal implants and self-injectables in the “120 by 20”
campaign. These were intended to help women in rural ar-
eas to become independent from the local and often weak
public health systems. But especially if local public health
systems are weak, non-removable implants might not be the
best solution if women experience unintended side effects.
Poor possibilities of follow-up care (Interviewee 3.4) and a
high emphasis on hormonal contraception do not guarantee a
woman’s right to make an elucidated decision to choose the
best contraceptive for her individual situation.

Nonetheless, it is undisputable that population growth is
affecting development and resource consumption and can
have severe environmental impacts. It is a very complex bal-
ancing act for development planning and policy advocacy be-
tween the intention of lowering fertility for better chances to
develop in the future by on the one hand exerting influence
through purposive education and on the other hand respect-
ing individual life course decisions of families and especially
women. All of our interviewees pointed out that fertility de-
cline (e.g., to the replacement level) might be helpful for
global sustainable development. For example, Interviewee
1.1 stresses the ecological side effects of population growth
on the planet , especially if resource consumption levels per
capita globally move towards recent high levels of consump-
tion in the Global North:

But it’s certainly true that a world population of
15 billion at the end of the century versus a world
population of 7 billion, the difference between
those two figures, right, double, has got to have
strong environmental impacts. Again, though, we
never go and say we need to get in there and con-
trol population. But it does mean that ‘Oh, hey,
there’s an important side benefit’ to making sure
everyone’s rights are met. For family planning, for
example, it’s going to bring us down to the reason-
able targets that were, you know, climate targets
that we’re aiming at. (Interviewee 1.1)

As it turns out, policy can act to avoid undesired high fer-
tility without conflicting with SRHR – by making a wide
range of contraceptives and information on contraceptive use
available through education:

I am very sure if you educate all women and
have a 100 % education, which is a basic human
right, I believe that the fertility level would change.
And that change is not necessarily to mean that
I am controlling the population. Rather I am giv-
ing them the tool to decide on what do they want
for their families. So I see the provision of family
planning through programs such as contraceptive
programs, information, as just one of the compo-
nents to allow women to decide. (Interviewee 2.1)

It is widely believed that fertility will decrease if people
in the Global South have better access to education and if
sufficient access to a variety of contraceptives is available.
Key literature on the DD even proposes calling the DD an
“education dividend” (Crespo Cuaresma et al., 2014; Lutz et
al., 2019) as investments in education affect not only repro-
ductive behavior but also aspects like gender equality and the
average qualification level of a population.

Based on this assumption, there would also be no need for
propaganda or radical interventions promoting smaller fami-
lies. Instead, investments in education will do the job anyway
and not only shape populations’ structure but also raise po-
tential for economic development at the same time. Ending
this section with this in mind raises a final question: what is
the special value of the DD for development planning and
policy advocacy? Or, as one interviewee criticizes,

Why do we need the DD? If the DD is depend-
ing on education policy, on social policy, then we
could emphasize these fields for themselves. (In-
terviewee 3.4)

5 Positive demographization – the hidden potential
of a reductionist approach for development

If the DD is meant to refer not exclusively to demographic
aspects but to a larger set of policies, the question is why the
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demographic factor remains so salient. On the one hand, the
analysis in the previous section already pointed towards the
risk of having a too narrow focus on fertility as a pivotal pre-
condition for development. Such a view is rather simplistic
and needs to be reconsidered.

The dividend does not actually occur exclusively
due to demographic change but must be accompa-
nied by a whole suite of bigger and in my mind
even more challenging investments in human capi-
tal and in the macroeconomic environment. (Inter-
viewee 2.2)

On the other hand, easy-to-understand demographic fac-
tors as a prerequisite for economic growth seem to appeal
to politicians (Interviewees 2.2, 2.4, 3.3, 3.4). Therefore, ad-
vocates and consultants target those politicians who do not
“fully understand the concept of the demographic dividend”
(Interviewee 2.4) with simplistic demographic explanations
and the promise of economic growth due to demographic
changes.

And exactly this appeal, the demographization of devel-
opment planning, has been recognized for development co-
operation and policy advocacy. The concept of the DD may
serve as a door opener for a broader policy dialogue on de-
velopment factors other than population. The true complexity
and preconditions for a successful DD can be introduced to
decision makers step by step. A related aspect is that pol-
icy advisors and consultants often seem to face the problem
of uninformed and/or uninterested decision makers (Intervie-
wees 1.1, 1.3, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 and 3.1). The following example
refers to a basic video, explaining the core principles of the
DD, which was produced by the interviewee’s institution:

The audience is a very busy government policy
maker. Who’s not a demographer? Who may or
may not be an economist? . . . Who’s going to
quickly stop watching your video and start doing
something on their phone if the story is hard to fol-
low or pessimistic or confusing? (Interviewee 2.2)

Therefore, the DD and especially its suitability to de-
mographize a variety of aspects related to human rights and
sustainable development goals (SDGs) can also be viewed
as a vehicle for policy advisors and those working in de-
velopment cooperation to enhance and strengthen multi- and
cross-sectoral policies. We identify this as a twist to the ex-
isting critique of demographization. Being asked if the DD
works as a medium or vehicle to attract high-level politicians
to invest more into a wider set of development policies by
showing the impacts with demographic data, Interviewee 2.4
confirms as follows:

Yes, that’s what we are hoping for. And that is why
we are working on it all the time. Because again,
our world is very much working on economic ra-
tionalities, you know, like if you tell people, ‘Well

if you do this, you will see economic growth.’
It’s always appealing; it’s always something peo-
ple want to reach for in our society. You can crit-
icize that, but that’s another topic. So I would say
that again the concept of the demographic dividend
is something really appealing to countries of the
Global South. And for us it is a concept highlight-
ing those areas of needed intervention. (Intervie-
wee 2.4)

In this function the justified criticism of oversimplifica-
tion of the impacts of population dynamics on development
helps to strengthen broader development policies. On the one
hand, simplicity is needed because decision makers in poli-
tics might not fully understand the principles behind the DD.
On the other hand, simplicity is perceived to be needed to
raise attraction in political spheres when lobbying for devel-
opment policies. Thus, the DD as a strikingly handy con-
cept also became a tool to advocate for e.g., education, public
health or gender equality:

It [the prospect of the DD] helps to think about
how these sectors intersect and how they can work
together with demographic change. So, I do think
that it’s a very helpful paradigm to start thinking
about demographic change cross-sectorally and to
bring the very different stakeholders and actors to-
gether. (Interviewee 1.3)

This is also why experts refer to a broad set of studies as-
sessing the importance of policies in different fields of devel-
opment:

I see the research taking a look at all these different
parts of the demographic dividend as really impor-
tant, but I think only the whole picture can actually
bring a good result. (Interviewee 2.4)

Or, as Interviewee 3.3 adds,

One of the things that makes me feel okay about
the Africa seizing this demographic dividend idea
as a key to development, one of the reasons I feel
okay with that is that it leads to policy ideas like,
‘Yes, you have to invest in education and do good
things for youth employment and health and so
on’. I think those are all great policies, and I think
they do flow from the dividend idea. (Intervie-
wee 3.3)

Strengthening the engagement in gender equality, educa-
tion or family planning in terms of providing access to con-
traceptives and guaranteeing SRHR with the prospect of a
DD not only is favorable in this specific context but also re-
lates to basic human rights, with or without the DD.
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Well, I think the kinds of policies that are sug-
gested by an emphasis on the demographic div-
idend are also good in general. And that would
mean I do support voluntary family-planning pro-
grams in the sense of improving access to con-
traceptives. And I certainly support policies to in-
crease educational enrollments, investment in edu-
cation, and I support policies to develop labor op-
portunities for young workers. (Interviewee 3.3)

Yet designing development policy while openly calling for
a rapid fertility decline at the same time can pose a threat
to the paradigm of SRHR. While feminist academics often
criticize the framework of SRHR in population policies as
a reduction of “women as reproductive bodies” (Raymond,
1994; Harcourt, 2009), the DD framework gives women the
opportunity to be seen as socially and economically acting
individuals in need of decent and comprehensive health care,
high-quality education, and job opportunities. Indeed, these
achievements often need to be reduced to their impact on
fertility and economic growth in the first place to be imple-
mented instead of being understood as basic human rights.
But if the DD leads to a holistic understanding of develop-
ment guaranteeing basic human rights in the sphere of po-
litical decision-making, it would lead to a positive outcome.
Under these conditions, we come to the conclusion that the
DD can be seen as an example of what we call positive de-
mographization.

6 Conclusion

The demographic dividend (DD) is currently one of the most
important concepts within development cooperation and is
used by governmental and non-governmental organizations
alike. The concept draws new attention to the interplay of
population and development. It is a leading paradigm for
development cooperation, especially in Africa, where many
countries are still in the early stages of their demographic
transition. Hence, it was high time that the concept of the DD
was put under scrutiny, particularly its use of demographic
arguments for development purposes.

While our literature analysis and analysis of qualitative in-
terviews showed slightly differing understandings of the DD
among the scholarly community and international develop-
ment advisory and practice, it is still possible to draw several
general conclusions. Our findings reveal that simplistic de-
mographic explanations for economic growth are appealing
to political leaders and decision makers, which probably ex-
plains to a large extent the popularity that the DD has gained
in the development context. We also find that while the fram-
ing of the role of population for (economic) development is
a different one compared to the framing before the ICPD in
1994 in Cairo – the focus now is on a change in populations’
age structure, the prerequisite for reaping the benefits of a
DD is still a reduction in fertility. However, it is understood

that this reduction has to be the result of voluntary changes
in fertility behavior and any actions by states or organiza-
tions to that avail have to adhere to individual and human
rights. This is a clear distinction from previous problematic
approaches related to population control. Having said that, it
must be clear from experiences in the past that it can be a thin
line between what is considered voluntary and where undue
influence from political and non-political actors starts. From
a feminist perspective, the DD is, without a doubt, a highly
problematic concept. The DD focuses on individual sexual
and reproductive decisions in the microsphere as part of na-
tional development, especially in economic terms, and in the
macrosphere, instead of on a universal human right.

At the same time, the paradigm of the DD offers the
chance for SRHR, educational expansion, gender equality
and social welfare to be prominently considered within de-
velopment policy as these areas are crucial to reaping eco-
nomic benefits from a changing demography. In addition,
women’s qualifications and their human capital and eco-
nomic activity are increasingly recognized in national and in-
ternational DD frameworks as crucial elements for economic
development.

We further conclude that a demographization of politics as
described by Barlösius (2007) and Schultz (2019) is to a cer-
tain extent happening. The DD represents a data-driven ap-
proach where developments of demographic and economic
indicators from specific countries are treated as role mod-
els for development in other countries, bearing the risk of
oversimplification. Nonetheless, the specific demographiza-
tion tendencies identified in our research have unambiguous
positive elements that other prominent examples of demogra-
phization are lacking. We hence argue that the described pro-
motion of the DD to decision makers as a low-level vehicle in
order to achieve support for broader sets of multi- and cross-
sectoral policies could be perceived as an example of positive
demographization. Investments in education and population
health, the creation of decent and productive employment op-
portunities, and the advancement of gender equality are all
examples of core policy areas of the concept of the DD that
are deemed essential for improvement in overall living condi-
tions and individual well-being (United Nations General As-
sembly, 2015). As such, the DD proves to be a powerful tool
for policy advocacy within development cooperation in order
to enhance multi-sectoral policies such as educational policy,
public health and family-planning policies in a broader con-
text of promoting human rights and SDGs. Therefore, poli-
cies to harness the DD, if implemented correctly, strengthen
gender equality and SRHR as individual rights, even if politi-
cians do not intend to strengthen them for their sake. Never-
theless, the concept of the DD remains potentially prone to
politically motivated interpretation and use that is to some
extent in line with the critical perception of demographiza-
tion, and close monitoring of future use of the DD in the
context of population and development is warranted. In in-
stances where the prospects of a DD are the rationale for
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forcibly limiting (via either direct or indirect measures) the
population size or changing demographic structures, the DD
would lose the positive notion we identified.

Finally, economic and social development depends on nu-
merous factors and not all of them can be influenced by poli-
cies on the national level as development is always embedded
in a broader global context. Trade policies, financial regu-
lations and demographic developments in other parts of the
world, to name just a few areas, have global implications.
This aspect that limits countries’ possibilities of shaping their
economic fate by themselves should receive more attention in
future employment of the DD concept.
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