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The world’s population is growing larger and older, while also becoming more mobile and more 
urbanized. Population size, structure and distribution have major implications for, and will be 
significantly influenced by, the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The 
following key findings are based on a report of the Secretary-General which reviews the implementation 
of the goals and objectives of the Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population 
and Development (ICPD), adopted in Cairo in 1994.  

Key findings 

1. Important gains have been made in implementing the Programme of Action
The world has witnessed significant progress in implementing the ICPD Programme of Action,
adopted 25 years ago. Examples include greater access to sexual and reproductive health care,
reduced child and maternal mortality, increased life expectancy, reduced incidence of poverty,
improved access to education and advances in gender equality and the empowerment of
women.

2. Nevertheless, progress has been uneven, and some major gaps remain
While the global life expectancy at birth rose from 65 years in 1994 to 72 years in 2019, only
half of all countries have achieved the targets included in the Programme of Action. Child
mortality levels in sub-Saharan Africa, which fell from 180 to 78 deaths per 1,000 births, remain
well above the ICPD target. Likewise, the global maternal mortality ratio, despite significant
gains, is still above the target established in 1994.

3. World’s population is expected to continue to grow, albeit at a declining rate
The annual rate of population growth fell from1.4 per cent in 1994 to 1.1 per cent today. This
growth is projected to slow further in the coming decades. Meeting the demand for resources
from a growing and more prosperous population, while protecting the environment and
combating climate change, remains a central challenge for achieving sustainable
development.

4. Global fertility is projected to reach a level around 2.1 births per woman by the 2060s
Between 1994 and 2019, the total fertility rate fell from 2.9 to 2.5 births per woman. Today,
over half of the world’s population lives in countries with fertility under 2.1 births per woman,
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Virtually every country is experiencing an increase in both the size and the proportion of persons aged 65 years or over. 
Population ageing, driven by reductions in fertility and improvements in survival associated with economic and social 
development, is in many ways a demographic success story. Preparing for the societal shifts related to population ageing is 
critical to ensure progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The following key findings are based on the report World Population Ageing 2019 prepared by the Population Division of 
the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA).

Ten key messages
1.  The world’s population is growing older  

Globally, the number of older persons, which currently stands at 703 million, is expected to more than double in the next 
30 years, reaching 1.5 billion persons in 2050. As a share of the world’s population, the number of people aged 65 or over is 
projected to increase from 6 per cent today to 16 per cent by 2050.  Regions that are expected to witness the largest relative 
increase in the number of older people include Northern Africa and Western Asia (+230%), sub-Saharan Africa (+220%), 
Oceania1 (+190%), Central and Southern Asia (+180%), Latin America and the Caribbean (+160%), and Eastern and South-
Eastern Asia (+120%).     

2.  Most older people reside in Asia, Europe and Northern America

In 2019, Eastern and South-Eastern Asia was home to the largest number of older persons with 261 million people aged 
65 years or over, followed by Europe and Northern America (200 million) and Central and Southern Asia (119 million). The 
number of older persons is also significant in Latin America and the Caribbean (56 million), sub-Saharan Africa (32 million), 
and Northern Africa and Western Asia (29 million), Australia and New Zealand (4.8 million) and Oceania1  (0.4 million). 
Between 2020 and 2050, regions that are projected to gain the largest number of older persons are Eastern and South-
Eastern Asia (+573 million), Central and Southern Asia (+328 million), and Europe and Northern America (+296 million).     

3.  Some countries in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia will experience the fastest population ageing 

Between 2020 and 2050, 9 out of the 10 countries with the world’s largest percentage increases in the older population will 
be in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia. The Republic of Korea will witness the largest increase in the population aged 65 or 
over (23%), followed by Singapore (21%) and Taiwan, Province of China (20%).  

4.  Life expectancy at birth continues to improve with sub-Saharan Africa experiencing the largest gains  

Improvements of survival into older ages significantly contribute to population ageing. From 1990-1995 to 2015-2020, 
global life expectancy at birth  has increased by 7.7 years (12%) and is projected to increase by an additional 4.5 years (6%) 
from 2015-2020 to 2045-2050. Sub-Saharan Africa has experienced the largest gain in life expectancy, from 49.1 years in 

1 Excluding Australia and New Zealand
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1990-1995 to 60.5 years in 2015-2020 (11.4 years), while life expectancy in the region is projected to gain another 7.6 years 
between 2015-2020 and 2045-2050. Women continue to outlive men, leading to a predominantly female older population 
globally.

5.  Life expectancy at age 65 is increasing, but large regional differences persist

Globally, a person aged 65 years in 2015-2020 is expected to live, on average, an additional 17 years. By 2045-2050, that 
figure will have increased to 19 years. In 2050, life expectancy at age 65 is projected to range from almost 24 years in 
Australia and New Zealand to around 14 years in Oceania1 and sub-Saharan Africa. The “female survival advantage” persists 
into older ages, with women at age 65 in 2015-2020 expected to live another 18 years whereas men at the same age will 
live another 16 years.

6.  In many regions, the old-age dependency ratio is projected to rise sharply in the coming decades  

Globally, the ratio of persons aged 65 years or above per 100 persons aged 20 to 64 years is projected to increase from 16 in 
2019 to 28 in 2050. By 2050, the old-age dependency ratio is expected to range from 49 in Europe and Northern America to 
9 in sub-Saharan Africa. In Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern Africa and Western 
Asia, and Central and Southern Asia, the old-age dependency ratio is projected to more than double by 2050.   

7.  Prospective ageing measures point towards a slower process of population ageing

Innovative measures of population ageing based on prospective age, or the number of years of life remaining, point toward 
a slower process of population ageing than indicated by standard measures. The prospective old-age dependency ratio 
(POADR), using a threshold of “old age” that rises with increasing life-expectancy, is projected to rise from 11.6 persons 
above the threshold per 100 adults below it in 2019 to 17.3 by 2050. Eastern and South-Eastern Asia are projected to 
experience the fastest increase in the POADR, from 12 in 2019 to 25 in 2050. The POADR in sub-Saharan Africa is expected 
to remain around 10 in both 2019 and 2050 due to the region’s relatively young age structure.

8.  The impact of population ageing depends on the age pattern of production and consumption 

The economic old-age dependency ratio integrates patterns of consumption and production and changes in the population 
age structure by comparing the number of effective consumers aged 65 or over with the number of effective workers of 
all ages. Globally, it is estimated that the economic old-age dependency ratio will increase from 20 in 2019 to 33 in 2050. 
Currently, the economic old-age dependency ratio is the highest in Europe and Northern America (43) and Australia and 
New Zealand (36), reflecting relatively high levels of consumption at older ages and a sizeable share of older persons. 
Eastern and South-Eastern Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean are projected to reach similar levels of the economic 
old-age dependency ratio by 2040 and by 2050, respectively. 

9.  Rising dependency ratios will result in increasing pressures on old-age support systems

In regions where public transfers are high, such as in Europe and Latin America and the Caribbean, population ageing will 
increase the fiscal pressure on these systems. By contrast, in countries where privately held assets are the primary source of 
financing consumption at older age, such as those located in Southern Asia and South-Eastern Asia as well as in Australia, 
the United Kingdom and the United States, individuals and families face greater pressure to finance their consumption 
during old age.   

10.  Population ageing does not inevitably lead to macroeconomic decline

To maximize the benefits and manage the risks associated with population ageing, governments should support 
continuing and lifelong education and health care for all; encourage savings behaviour and healthy lifestyles throughout 
the life course; promote employment among women, older persons and others traditionally excluded from the labour 
force, including through a gradual increase in the official retirement age; and support family-friendly policies to facilitate 
work-life balance and increased gender equality in both public and private life. 

Prepared by the Population Division of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs. These messages are based on the report World Population Ageing 2019, which provides 
an overview of global trends and dynamics of population ageing and discusses conventional, 
prospective and economic measures of population ageing. More work of the Population Division 
is available at www.unpopulation.org.
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