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 DEMOCRACY/DEMOGRAPHY 

More people, 
more power?  
 
Why human capital counts when it comes to climbing the global power ladder  

Magdalena Jetschgo-Morcillo and Natalie Klauser  

 › The size of a population has always played a 

major role in helping countries rise to the sta-

tus of great powers. However, we see popula-

tions aging and shrinking in more and more 

countries worldwide today. 

› An international comparative analysis of eco-

nomic, security and societal factors in coun-

tries that constitute great and middle powers 

makes it possible to take a broad-based view 

of the connections between demographic 

change, national strategies and the global 

power structure. 

› This article illustrates demographic develop-

ment and the approach taken towards it by 

the great powers USA and China, in imperial-

istic Russia, in Japan – the country with the 

world’s oldest population –, and in the middle 

powers India, Mexico and Nigeria. 

 › It is clear that domestic demographic chal-

lenges tend to be neglected in autocratic 

countries in comparison to geo- and power-

political ambitions. 

› Focusing on the needs of one’s own (aging) 

society may however have a positive long-

term impact on a country’s position in the in-

ternational power structure. 

› Population size is not the only factor that 

counts when it comes to gaining the status of 

a great power. It is vital to invest in the availa-

ble human capital. Investing in health, educa-

tion, and creating conditions for people to 

make a more active contribution in the labor 

market goes a long way toward creating a 

foundation for economic, political and mili-

tary strength. 
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Analysis and Consulting 



 

 

 

 

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e. V. 

Monitor Democracy/Demography August 2024 2 

 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ........................................................................................................... 2 

Demography as a factor in competition between the great powers ............. 3 

Aging societies = more peaceful societies? ........................................................................................... 3 

The former superpower is shrinking: Is demographic pressure driving Russia’s imperialist 

ambitions? ................................................................................................................................................. 4 

Getting old in the Middle Kingdom: Is China growing old before it becomes rich? ......................... 5 

Are geopolitical ambitions trumping the needs of the aging population? ........................................ 5 

Can Japan maintain its high standard of living despite its overaged population? ........................... 6 

Can India make use of its demographic dividend?............................................................................... 7 

The demographic giant Nigeria: On the path to become a superpower? ......................................... 8 

Mexico: Migration as an influencing factor ........................................................................................... 8 

The USA: A superpower of the past? ...................................................................................................... 9 

Immigration as an influencing factor ................................................................................................... 10 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 10 

Imprint .................................................................................................................. 16 

 

Introduction 
Josef Schmid, the first person to hold a German chair for demography, wrote in 1999: “Each great 

economic power also holds a demographic potency”.1 The well-known quote from the French phi-

losopher Auguste Comte, “demography is destiny”, also underscores the significance of demo-

graphic developments for the future of a country. Examples from history document that popula-

tion size has always played a major role in helping countries rise to the status of great powers. 

The Industrial Revolution in Britain was driven by strong population growth. The United States’ 

rise to military and economic world power was also fueled by population growth, particularly due 

to immigration in the 19th Century. Similarly, the rapid rise of the People’s Republic of China since 

the 1980s to become the second-largest economic power and a geopolitical challenger to the USA 

is also related partly to its population size, with China being regarded as the world’s most popu-

lous country up until 2022. 

That being said, an increasing number of countries around the world, including great powers, are 

affected by negative demographic change. The aging of societies brings about numerous chal-

lenges, especially when a country’s population is not only aging, but also shrinking, due to low im-

migration and birth rates. Aging societies lead to a rise in demand for nursing care for the elderly, 

whilst the social welfare structures are funded by a shrinking workforce, and the shortage of 

skilled workers becomes more acute. 
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Furthermore, the decline in the young and working-age population contributes to a reduction in 

both funding and new recruits available for the armed forces. A large population can drive a coun-

try’s economic growth by providing a large workforce, as well as increasing demand through large 

sales markets. Economic power, in turn, is traditionally seen as a key criterion for a country’s sta-

tus as a great power, along with military strength and political influence vis-à-vis other countries.2 

Additionally, the composition of a population affects a country’s innovativeness and readiness for 

conflict. Demographic trends, therefore, influence a country’s economic power, defense capabili-

ties and political influence on the international stage. At the same time, the domestic challenges 

brought about by demographic changes may impose restrictions on resources for strategically 

oriented foreign policy. 

Demography as a factor in competition between the great powers 
The following questions come up regarding the significance of demographic trends for the global 

power structure: Does a shrinking, aging population necessarily lead to a decline in the sense of a 

loss of power on the global stage, and does a growing population indicate an increase in a coun-

try’s significance? How do countries around the world address the challenges of demographic 

change, and how does this affect their respective positions in the global power structure? How 

does the factor of demography influence the status of a great power? 

The analysis provided below illustrates the demographic situations in the USA and China, both re-

garded as great powers, in imperialistic Russia, and in Japan, the country with the highest average 

age in the world. We will also analyze demographic development and the respective approaches 

to these developments in the middle powers India, Mexico, and Nigeria – countries where popula-

tions are still growing that generally act neutrally or in alternating ways in geopolitical contexts. 

This comparative analysis of economic, security and societal factors in countries with diverse de-

mographic developments and political systems allows for a broad-based international perspective 

on the connections between demographic change and the global power structure. 

Aging societies = more peaceful societies? 

Greater life expectancy and improved healthcare are enabling societies worldwide to age. In 2022, 

Japan’s average age was 48.7 years, Russia’s median age was 39, and Nigeria’s was as low as 17.1 

Africa’s population is projected to nearly double by 2050, growing from 1.4 to 2.5 billion, and is ex-

pected to account for one-quarter of the global population.3 According to UN projections, 61 

countries in other regions will shrink by 15 percent by 2050, with many of these countries located 

in Europe.4 Demographic changes are likely to reduce the European Union’s population to 420 

million by 2100, down from a peak of 453 million in 2026.5 Asia is also expected to see a decline in 

population size due to restrictive migration policies and low birth rates, with UN estimates pro-

jecting Japan’s population to fall by 16.3 percent, or 20 million, by 2050.6 

The theory of a geriatric peace holds that aging societies with an average age over 30 become 

more peaceful, nolens volens, because they possess fewer military and economic resources. Slow-

ing economic growth and increasing expenditure on nursing care result in reduced funds being 

available for defense, and in a decrease in potential new recruits for the armed forces.7 

Conversely, the theory suggests that younger societies are more willing to commit to greater mili-

tary expenditure and are more combative towards other countries.8 For example, when war broke 

out in Syria, the average age of its population was less than 20 years. Demographer Paul Morland 

attributes the fact that the waves of refugees coming from Syria did not trigger a civil war in 

neighboring Lebanon to the country’s higher median age of almost 30.9 However, reality shows 

that the theory of peace resulting from aging has its limitations. Its authors acknowledge that 

while aggression from aging societies is less likely, it cannot be ruled out.  
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The former superpower is shrinking: Is demographic pressure driving Rus-
sia’s imperialist ambitions? 
Examining current geopolitical events reveals that an aging and shrinking country can still choose 

to increase military expenditure, or even to engage in a war of aggression. In 2005, Vladimir Putin 

described the collapse of the Soviet Union as the “greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th 

Century”. This statement illustrates his ideal of a “Russian Empire” (Russkij Mir) with global power 

status. It has been demonstrated by the recent war of aggression against Ukraine, which under-

scores the Russian leadership’s revanchist goal of restoring and reinforcing zones of influence. 

Some voices even suggest that demographic concerns are a motivating factor behind the attack 

on Ukraine as part of efforts to reconstitute the Russian Empire.10 In November 2021, Putin 

acknowledged demographic change as the greatest challenge faced by Russia. The Russian Presi-

dent’s appeal at the World Russian People’s Council in November 2023 for Russians to have more 

children indicates growing anxiety among the Russian leadership about the country’s declining 

population, which has been observed in Russia for several years. The persistently low birth rate of 

less than 2 (1.42 as of 2022), and a significant decline in immigration since the post-Soviet Union 

influx have led to a population decrease of over 4 million since 1993.11 This is added to estimates 

of around 120,000 (as of 2023) Russian military casualties in the war of aggression against Ukraine 

and up to one million people who have emigrated.12 Despite this, Russia’s approach to warfare 

seems to disregard its shrinking population, as it continues to accept significant human losses in 

trench warfare in Ukraine. A decision has been made to allocate one-third of the Russian national 

budget to defense again in 2024.13 Russia’s military strength was estimated at 1.3 million active 

soldiers and a two-million reserve in 2023.14 According to the principle “innovation is the best de-

fense”, a country’s military strength is not solely determined by the number of available soldiers 

but also by the availability of modern equipment and of specialized personnel.15 The UK Ministry 

of Defence notes that the Russian military is evolving into a “mass army”, characterized by high 

quantity rather than quality, which has resulted in  increasing losses in the war of aggression 

against Ukraine.16 

According to the authors of the 2017 theory of a geriatric peace, Russia’s combative attitude could 

be explained, despite its aging society, by political decision-makers´ disregard for the needs of 

their aging population. Additionally, low life expectancy in Russia is said to result in lower social 

expenditure, thereby increasing the capacity for defense spending.17 Finally, there are clear indi-

cations that autocratic countries in particular tend to neglect dealing with domestic challenges, 

which are being exacerbated with demographic change, in comparison to the efforts they under-

take to achieve geo- and power-political ambitions. 

Focusing on the needs of an aging society may however have a positive effect on a country’s inter-

national status in the long term, given that investment in health, education, families and generally 

better living conditions also boost the economy, increase satisfaction with the political system, 

and enhance a country’s military strength. 

Russia’s relatively low healthcare expenditure, approximately 5 percent of GDP since 2000 and 

only increasing to 7.6 percent from 2020 onwards18, has had negative repercussions. Experts have 

long described increasing volatility and significant inequalities in access to medical treatment 

within the country.19 Especially in smaller towns, hospitals are  said to be often poorly equipped, 

and few people could afford to pay for private healthcare.20 This inadequate funding of the 

healthcare system, coupled with widespread economic uncertainty and high rates of alcoholism, 

contributes to  Russia’s low life expectancy of 73.2 compared to the OECD average of 81.21 Accord-

ing to the OECD Better Life Index, Russia also scored below average in 2020 in areas such as envi-

ronment, security, social relationships, and life satisfaction. Political economist Nicholas Eberstedt 

speaks of Russia’s “high education, low human capital” paradox that extends beyond health issues 
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to include education and research. The high level attained by the Russian education system is un-

disputed. Nevertheless, only a negligible proportion of international patents come from Russia 

(fewer than 0.3 percent between 2000 and 2022), and Russia’s service-sector exports only account 

for 1 percent.22  

Getting old in the Middle Kingdom: Is China growing old before it becomes 
rich? 

China, whose military takes third place in the Global Firepower Ranking, is also paying considera-

ble attention to the possibilities offered by new technologies such as AI applications in support of 

its armed forces. They have expanded their war fleet to become the world’s largest within only a 

few years. In addition to that, the country leads in supersonic technology. Through this extensive 

military build-up, China aims to replace the USA as the world’s strongest military power by 2035.23 

Michael Beckley and Hal Brands postulate that China’s rise has reached its peak, making its politi-

cal leadership more willing to consolidate the country’s position in the short term through military 

actions such as attacking Taiwan.24 The US political scientists share the hypothesis that countries 

on the verge of losing power, and whose leaders fear running out of time, may initiate wars to en-

sure they remain in power. Scholars refer to this phenomenon as the “Power Peak Syndrome”, 

which has also been cited as an explanation for Russia’s aggressive behavior at the international 

level. A core element of this theory is said to be that differences in demographic changes between 

countries can contribute to shifts in the power structure, leading to conflicts and even wars.25 

China is experiencing an accelerating decline in births following its decades-long one-child policy. 

The Chinese population has been shrinking since 2022, falling by more than two million within 

one year to 1.409 billion people in 2023. Despite the current three-child policy, many Chinese are 

choosing to have only one child due to economic uncertainty and high costs of upbringing, care 

and education, resulting in a birth rate of just 1.0 today. Consequently, China’s population will 

continue to shrink rapidly, significantly impacting the future labor market. Demographic change 

ultimately has a major influence on an economy’s performance. 

When birth rates fall and a society ages, without adequate immigration to counteract the decline, 

the number of working-age people decreases, reducing a country’s attractiveness as a sales mar-

ket. Additionally, aging populations lead to increased expenditure on age-related and healthcare 

services. Scholars refer to this phenomenon as “shrinkonomics”, where demographic aging leads 

to budgetary restrictions and ultimately to economic decline.26 The Chinese Government esti-

mates that the country’s workforce will decrease by 35 million by 2026.27 Although the Chinese 

leadership has already responded with an automation campaign, some experts believe that the 

Middle Kingdom could fall into a “middle income trap”, primarily due to deficiencies in the educa-

tion system.28 This phenomenon occurs when emerging nations struggle to transition from simple 

manufacturing to high-tech production , which prevents them from becoming highly-developed 

economies despite rapid growth phases. As a result, growth rates plateau, and these countries 

remain at a medium income level, and hence carry on as emerging nations. This is symbolized by 

the phrase “China will grow old before it becomes rich”. However, some argue that the impact of 

demographic change in China could be mitigated if the reduction in labor potential is offset by ad-

vancements in Artificial Intelligence, automation, and significant improvements in the education 

system.29 In this view, negative economic development could be countered by enhancing qualifi-

cations, making skillful use of technological progress, as well as implementing fiscal-policy 

measures to further stimulate growth in a shrinking, aging society. 

Are geopolitical ambitions trumping the needs of the aging population? 
China exemplifies how aging challenges a country’s social welfare structures. China’s weak social 

welfare structures cause the Chinese population, especially in rural areas, to lack state security. 

Traditionally, social security was provided by families, but as families shrink, this leads to 
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significant gaps that the government needs to fill by expanding its social welfare state, which in 

turn would leave fewer funds over for “geostrategic projects” such as China’s Silk Road Initiative.30 

The 2024 National People’s Congress suggests that the Chinese government will continue to prior-

itize defense spending over investment in human capital and social welfare.31 In 2023, Head of 

State Xi Jinping said that young people would have to “eat bitterness”, suggesting that the popula-

tion would likely have to face sacrifices to support higher-priority geopolitical ambitions. Interna-

tional studies have shown that investing in the academic and health promotion of the population 

significantly impacts a country’s future. A comparative analysis of 195 countries and territories in 

2021 concluded that focusing on human capital, especially in education and health, greatly bene-

fits a country’s economic growth.32 A recent European study even highlights the potential of in-

creasing per-capita investments in education to improve individual health and well-being, thereby 

addressing the economic challenges of demographic change.33 

Can Japan maintain its high standard of living despite its overaged popula-
tion? 
Japan is another example of a country that has increased its investment in defense in the face of 

massive aging and is actively promoting the revision of its pacifist Constitution. This shift is also 

driven by a perceived threat scenario: 

China, a great power, with which Japan has territorial disputes in the East China Sea, is massively 

expanding its military capacities. North Korea is also regarded as constituting a major security risk 

due to its nuclear program and its growing capabilities with long- and medium-range missiles that 

can reach Japan. Despite reservations among the population and financial bottlenecks in the na-

tional budget induced by demographic change, the Japanese Government has decided to increase 

defense spending by two percent of GDP by 2027. This mirrors Germany’s defense spending in 

2024, which was the first time Germany reached this level since reunification. The focus of Japan’s 

defense spending is on new military technologies, partly due to demographic factors.34 In compar-

ison, Japan’s planned defense expenditure appears modest against its public social spending, 

which was 24.5 percent of GDP in 202235. Japan’s comprehensive social welfare system is similar 

to Germany’s and provides social assistance such as unemployment benefits and basic income to 

those in need. The centralized Japanese healthcare system is regarded as one of the best in the 

world. Japan’s high life expectancy, averaging 85 in 2022, indicates excellent health-promoting liv-

ing conditions, including good care even outside large cities. Additionally, Japan is also among the 

top performers when it comes to education, with Japanese school pupils scoring above the OECD 

average in mathematics, reading, and natural sciences according to the PISA study. 

Moreover, Japan is considered to be the blueprint for the phenomenon of “shrinkonomics”. The 

country has experienced stagnation accompanied by deflation for most of the time since the early 

1990s, and Germany recently overtook Japan as the world’s third-largest economy. Its population 

has fallen since the 2010s, from approximately 128 to about 125 million. This shrinkage is the re-

sult of both a permanently low birth rate since the 1980s, and Japan’s restrictive immigration pol-

icy. Despite these demographic challenges, this East Asian country has managed to maintain a 

high standard of living so far. The increased use of Artificial Intelligence and robotics has played a 

significant role in this, as has the rise in employment rates in recent years – from 56.5 percent in 

2012 to almost 61 percent in 2022.36 By 2022, half of Japanese individuals aged 65-69 were in 

gainful employment.37 Several factors have contributed to this increase: expanding childcare op-

tions, improving the work-family balance, creating numerous jobs for the low-skilled, and imple-

menting mechanisms that allow Japanese pensioners to continue working. 38 German studies also 

highlight the positive impact of measures to improve the work-family balance. Research indicates 

that expanding childcare in particular helps to increase the birth rate.39 However, Japan’s high 
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level of national debt and low labor productivity pose significant risks to the sustainability of its 

economic model. 

Can India make use of its demographic dividend? 
The positive impact of a large population, particularly when it consists of largely working age indi-

viduals, on a country’s economic development is demonstrated by the current most populous 

country in the world. As of April 2023, India surpassed its northern neighbor and rival China to be-

come the most populous nation in the world. According to projections, India’s population growth 

has not yet peaked.40 The current birth rate is approximately two children per woman, albeit there 

are significant regional differences. While the population in the North continues to grow, it is ag-

ing in the more prosperous South, presenting major challenges for policymaking. 

The fastest-growing economy in the G20 – with ambitious plans to become one of the world’s Top 

3 in the next decade – stands to benefit significantly from its young population: 47 percent, or 650 

million people, are under 25 and the median age is 28.7. More than 1.1 billion people (75 percent 

of the population) are of working age. Combined with English as its lingua franca, and an interna-

tionally competitive IT and tech industry, these factors provide substantial advantages in interna-

tional competition – particularly vis-à-vis countries like China. 

Whether India will manage to capitalize on its demographic dividend in economic terms will 

largely depend on its ability to create sufficient jobs for the approximately ten million young peo-

ple entering the Indian labor market each year. There is talk of needing 90 million new nonfarm 

jobs by 203041, or one million new jobs each month42. Failure to meet this demand could lead to 

unrest, as seen in 2022 in the Northern State of Bihar, where twelve million people applied for just 

35,000 jobs with Indian Railways. 

India also needs to make adjustments in the training and education sector. While the country is 

very successful in the service sector, including IT, it does not have enough trained specialists for 

the high-end manufacturing industry, which is crucial for attracting foreign investment. In terms 

of foreign investment and job creation, India is lagging behind countries like Bangladesh and Vi-

etnam, whose populations are experiencing faster demographic aging.43 

A third critical area where India must invest to capitalize on its demographic dividend is urban in-

frastructure. Cities like New Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai and Kolkata are experiencing ongoing immi-

gration, leading to a strain on housing, water supply and public transportation systems. Mumbai 

alone is expected to grow to 27 million people by 2025. Climate change is likely to exacerbate in-

ternal migration to urban areas, increasing the pressure on these already overstretched re-

sources. Additionally, India’s growing population drives up demand for finite natural resources 

like water, while deforestation, environmental degradation, and air pollution worsen. The coun-

try’s emissions from coal, oil and gas are projected to rise by 6 percent due to this population 

growth.44 

There is no doubt that Indian policymakers still have a short window of opportunity in which to 

reap the benefits of the demographic dividend, and in doing so to cope with the diversity between 

a still-growing population in the North and an already aging population in the Southern States. In-

dia´s sheer population size and status as the world’s largest democracy afford it significant geo-

political weight. To become a global power, however, the country’s economic strength would have 

to increase significantly, and domestic reforms, particularly on the labor market, in education, 

qualifications and infrastructure, would have to be tackled. 
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The demographic giant Nigeria: On the path to become a superpower? 
One of the countries where the challenge of reaping the potential of its many young people ap-

pears to be even greater is Nigeria. As the most populous country in Sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria is 

one of the eight nations projected to  account for half of the world’s population growth between 

2022 and 2050.45 Its current population of 226 million people, which makes it the sixth most pop-

ulous country in the world, could almost double in size to 400 million inhabitants by 2050, driven 

by a very high birth rate of 5.1 children per woman. 

This rate is falling, but the number of women having children is still on the rise. Roughly 70 per-

cent of the population is under 30; the median age is below the African average, at 18.5. 

Nigeria is only the 30th largest economy in the world but can certainly compete with the economy 

of industrialized South Africa. However, the standard of living remains very low. Nigeria ranks 

129th worldwide in terms of purchasing power-adjusted per capita GDP. According to the World 

Bank, around 40 percent of the population live below the national poverty line of $1.90 per day. In 

absolute figures, more people in Nigeria live in extreme poverty than in India, a country with more 

than six times as many inhabitants as Nigeria. Life expectancy is the third lowest in the world, at 

55, due to inadequate healthcare and many chronic and infectious diseases. Approximately 19.4 

million Nigerians – almost ten percent of the population – faced food insecurity in 2022. According 

to UNICEF, 20 percent of the world’s children who are out of school live in Nigeria (roughly 10.5 

million children, the vast majority of them girls). Nigeria ranked 158th of 185 countries in the 2019 

Human Development Index.46 

Against this background, it appears to be a major task to make use of the potential offered by the 

many young people in Nigeria, and thus to create a framework for the country’s (economic) devel-

opment, in order to translate demographic growth into power policy. Reducing the birth rate 

could have a positive impact on the country’s economic power: calculations suggest that reducing 

the rate by one child per woman would lead to a 13-percent rise in the national per capita income 

over the next 20 years (or 25 percent in 50 years).47 Along with the obvious tasks facing Nigerian 

policy-makers in poverty reduction and necessary improvements in the health and education sys-

tem (especially for girls), the poor security situation in the country overall needs to be addressed. 

This could include creating opportunities for young people who join crime gangs and terrorist or-

ganizations out of economic need and lack of prospects.  Additionally, effectively combating en-

demic corruption is essential. Moreover, the emigration of well-trained people is hindering eco-

nomic development: according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the number 

of people leaving the country doubled between 1990 and 2013, with 51 percent of emigrants hav-

ing completed higher education. For instance, more than half of the 72,000 physicians registered 

with the Medical and Dental Council of Nigeria are practicing outside the country.48 

Mexico: Migration as an influencing factor 

The degree to which migration can influence a country’s development is also shown by the exam-

ple of Mexico. This country, which now has the tenth-largest population in the world (2022: 

roughly 127.5 million inhabitants), will continue to grow into the 2060s, although falling birth rates 

are likely to eventually reverse this trend. Mexico’s population would grow even more rapidly if 

not for the emigration of so many young people of reproductive age to the USA. At the same time, 

migration to the North acts as an escape valve for Mexico’s surplus workforce. The remittances 

sent by Mexicans working there play a significant role in economic terms for Latin America’s sec-

ond-strongest economy (place 14 in the world). Moreover, an increasing number of senior citizens 

are returning to their former home once they have stopped working. It is not unusual for them to 

lack access to Mexico’s state pension and healthcare system. Migration from Central America, and 
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increasingly from Africa and Asia, along with the associated economic, integration and security is-

sues, further influences the situation in Mexico. 

The international trend of aging is not limited to Mexico; it is a widespread phenomenon through-

out Latin America, where this process will in fact continue to accelerate: The share of the over-60s, 

who accounted for 6.3 percent of Mexico’s population in 2010, will increase to almost 23 percent 

by 2050. These elderly Mexicans are disproportionately affected by poverty in this country 

marked by significant social inequalities. Working older people are a common sight in Mexico. Alt-

hough there is now a state pension system funded by workers, employers, and the state, only 

roughly half of all Mexicans are in formal employment. State assistance for the elderly is scarce, 

resulting in a considerable dependence on relatives for care and financial support for the great 

majority of people of the “tercera edad” (“third age”), as this stage of life is referred to in Mexico.49 

The lack of care for the elderly, coupled with the growing share accounted for by this population 

group, is creating pressure on the working population and the state. This diverts resources that 

are then unavailable for individual and societal innovation as well as economic development. As 

part of the large North American Economic Area50, and with a competitive manufacturing sector, 

Mexico has significant potential, which could be further amplified in times of de-risking, nearshor-

ing and friendshoring. Whether the country can leverage this potential in economic policy terms 

and benefit from it in future when positioning itself on the international stage depends not only 

on how it meets challenges posed by green energy, infrastructure and new technologies. It also 

depends on whether it finds solutions to broader societal issues such as the poor quality of train-

ing and education, significant social inequalities, a two-tier healthcare system, and a precarious 

security situation prevalent in many areas. 

The USA: A superpower of the past? 
The topic of immigration, and the direct influence it exerts on demographic development, has 

played a significant role in the USA’s ability to gain and retain its global power status. A sustained 

high birth rate has ensured favorable demographic development in the USA. US demographer 

Nicholas Eberstadt referred to this rare combination of a relatively high birth rate and strong im-

migration as “American Demographic Exceptionalism”.51 The baby boom that followed the Second 

World War was even more pronounced in the USA than in Europe, with the USA experiencing a 

second baby boom between the late 1970s and the mid-2000s: the birth rate rose from 1.74 in 

1976 to  2.1 in 1990, a rate  it maintained until 2007. In contrast, Europe’s birth rate fell from 2.06 

to 1.52 children per woman in the same period. 

The USA too has seen its birth rate fall since 2007, decreasing from 2.12 to 1.67 children per 

woman between 2007 and 2022. The US Census Bureau recorded the lowest population growth 

rate since its founding in 1990, at just 0.12 percent, between 2020 and 2021.  Despite this, the 

population of the USA grew by seven percent between 2010 and 2020 and might still grow to 

roughly 410 million people in the 2060s (from 333 million today), primarily due to higher birth 

rates among the Hispanic and Asian-origin populations, as well as ongoing immigration. The share 

of the white majority population fell by 2.6 percent in the same period (2010 to 2020). According 

to William Frey, an expert at the Brookings Institution, the demographic situation in the USA 

would be similar to that of Japan or Russia, were it not for the higher-than-average birth rate 

among ethnic minorities and the immigration factor.52 

In addition to the dropping birth rate demographic development in the USA is also severely influ-

enced by public health problems. “Deaths of despair” – deaths of white US men caused by suicide, 

drug overdoses and liver failure – as well as violent offences, are negatively impacting life expec-

tancy in the USA.53 At 76.4, it is already one of the lowest among economically developed coun-

tries today.54 
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However, the population in the USA will continue to grow overall, and among people of working-

age in particular, up to around 2040, thanks to the good demographic starting position, and fur-

ther immigration. This will give the country a head-start in the medium term vis-à-vis countries 

such as China or Russia, which have had low birth rates and an older population overall for some 

time already. Today’s lower birth rate will become noticeable from 2040 onwards. Immigration 

numbers too are not stable and are heavily dependent on domestic policies. If the population 

shrinks, and there are also challenges in health and education, this might well have a deleterious 

effect on the USA’s current geopolitical power position in the medium and long term. 

Immigration as an influencing factor 
To sum up, immigration is a decisive factor when it comes to a country’s demographic develop-

ment, and hence also its economic dynamics. Immigration can halt demographic shrinking pro-

cesses and even foster population growth. Countries in East Asia, such as China or Japan, which 

are particularly affected by aging and shrinking, traditionally pursue highly restrictive immigration 

policies, making it unlikely that population declines will be offset by immigration. Conversely, im-

migration could benefit traditional immigration countries, mostly democracies such as the USA, 

Australia, Canada, and countries in Europe – which Morland refers to as a “demographic disaster 

area”.55 However, the benefits of immigration are contingent on successful integration, minimizing 

social conflicts, effectively combating irregular migration, and creating conditions for the immigra-

tion of qualified, skilled workers as needed. In Europe, not a single country reaches a reproduc-

tion level of 2.1 children per woman56, which suggests that there is no alternative to immigration 

to maintain population levels. Eastern European countries such as Bulgaria, Latvia or Moldova are 

among the most rapidly shrinking countries in the world.57 

Falling birth rates are a global megatrend, evident also in African countries, although their popula-

tions will continue to grow in the medium term. Demographic change will eventually reach Sub-

Saharan Africa in a few decades. By then, the populations of European or East Asian countries will 

have dropped by millions, and in some cases by one-sixth of their current size. It is possible that 

countries might then compete for immigrants. 

Conclusion 

When compared to neighboring or rival countries, a nation’s population size can offer insights into 

its economic and military capacities, and thus its overall power potential. However, for great 

power status, sheer population size alone is not sufficient.  Greater significance lies in human cap-

ital and investments in it. Efforts to improve education, increase female employment, extend 

working lives, and harness technological progress as well as skilled immigration, can enhance a 

country’s human capital. These strategies help mitigate the adverse effects of shrinking popula-

tions and aging societies. 

Conversely, where populations are growing, there is a critical need to invest in human capital: if 

population growth outpaces economic growth, and the education system and infrastructure are 

unable to keep up, this imbalance can lead to political instability and a lack of economic develop-

ment. 

There are clear signs that autocratic countries in particular often neglect domestic demographic 

challenges in favor of geopolitical ambitions. This can be detrimental, as focusing on the needs of 

one’s own (aging) population can have a positive impact on a country’s international standing. In-

vesting in health, education and conditions that enhance individuals’ ability to engage in the labor 

market is crucial. Such investments improve labor market participation, willingness to learn, 

productivity and overall population well-being, all of which are essential for bolstering economic, 

political and military strength. Germany and the EU should learn from this approach and create a 
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framework in which the potential of their shrinking populations can be utilized to the greatest 

possible extent. This involves maintaining and enhancing the quality of the education systems, en-

suring that old-age pension systems can be financed in the long run, and improving conditions in 

the nursing care sector. Additionally, it is crucial to create a societal climate that supports family 

life, which requires facilitating a balance between work and family responsibilities for both men 

and women, expanding access to childcare, and increasing the availability of affordable housing. 

Finally, there is a need for an honest political debate about the appropriate level and type of im-

migration Germany and Europe need to keep the economy productive and to fund social welfare 

systems fund. By effectively addressing these areas, Germany and the European Union have a 

chance to keep pace with great global powers like China and the USA, despite their shrinking pop-

ulations. 
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