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Simple version

• Natural change = 

Births – Deaths

• Net migration = 

In-migration – out-migration

Less simple version

• Fertility rate

• Mortality rate

• Population age structure 

• Migration flows by age and sex

What drives population change? 



• 1960-1990: natural change

• 1990-2010: Mostly net migration, 

but natural change is still positive

• 2010-2020: natural change is 

increasingly negative, but net-

migration is positive enough to 

ensure total population growth

Determinants of EU population change



Total fertility is far below 
replacement level

The total fertility 

rate is above the 

replacement level 

in only 4 out of 

1169 NUTS-3 

regions (0.3%): 

Mayotte, Guyane, 

La Réunion and 

Melilla



2020-2029



2030-2039



2040-2049



2050-2059



• The age group 0-29 was 44 million 

people smaller than age group 30-

59 in 2020

• Because migrants tend to be 

younger, migration will reduce this 

gap, but not fill it

• As a result, population reductions 

become highly likely

• Changes in the age structure also 

affect the total number of births

Population momentum



Population pyramids urban-rural 2020



Population pyramids urban-rural 2030



Population pyramids urban-rural 2040



Population pyramids urban-rural 2050



Population pyramids urban-rural 2060



Population pyramids urban-rural 2070



The EU population will start to shrink slowly



• In 2025, 75% of the rural 

population lives in shrinking 

region which increases to 90% 

by 2060

• For intermediate regions, it goes 

from 50% to 80% 

• For urban regions, the share 

grows from 20% to 60%

And more and more regions shrink





Access to primary and
secondary education

• Depends on location and size of 

schools and the distribution of the 

population

• The number of children and teen 

ages is projected to drop by 9 

million between 2020-2040, a 

reduction of 10%.

• What does this imply for the number 

of schools and class sizes? 



• Working age population is projected 

to grow in 20% of the regions

• Increase employment rates of older 

workers, women, migrants…

• Invest more in innovation and 

laboursaving technology

• Improve digital connections

• Invest in less developed and rural 

regions

Responding to a shrinking 
working age population





• Is likely to lead to more demand for 

healthcare and long-term care

• But wages in the care sector are low 

and working conditions are tough

• How can we promote healthy and 

active ageing? 

• How to deal with depopulation?

• Public transport needs to 

accommodate more passengers 

with reduced mobility or disabilities 

(barrier free)

• Digitalisation can help to improve 

access to services, but poses 

challenges for the elderly in rural 

regions both from a connections 

and a skills perspective

Meeting the needs of an ageing population



• Lower in less developed Member States 

and regions, but gaps have narrowed over 

the past two decades

• Southern Member States tend to have 

higher life expectancy

• Capital regions often do better as 

compared to the other regions in the 

same region

Gaps in life expectancy



Male life expectancy by urban-rural, 2020



Male life expectancy by urban-rural, 2030



Male life expectancy by urban-rural, 2040



Male life expectancy by urban-rural, 2050



Male life expectancy by urban-rural, 2060



Male life expectancy by urban-rural, 2070



• Population projections are not predictions, they show what happens under a 

set of assumptions. It can help to decide what changes are (im-)plausible.

• Demographic change is an oil tanker, it cannot be changed overnight. The 

impact of the current age structure has consequences decades down the line.

• Total population is projected to start shrinking slowly at the EU level. The 

number of regions with a (slowly) shrinking population is projected to grow.

• Working-age population is already shrinking which requires actions by 

multiple levels to boost education, innovation, employment rates (and extend 

working life?).

Conclusions I



• The number of children is projected to shrink in most regions. Big reductions 

will have consequences for access to schools, especially in rural areas. 

• The number of people 65 and older is projected to grow, but active and 

healthy ageing can reduce the impact the need for care (and its costs). Still 

regions and cities will need to adapt to more people with mobility limitations.

• Many politicians decry population reductions; in part because it reduces their 

number of voters and funding. 

• Ageing and population reductions do not have to reduce quality of life, but 

policies which ignore demographic change may undermine it.

Conclusions II



Thank you

© European Union 2020

Unless otherwise noted the reuse of this presentation is authorised under the CC BY 4.0 license. For any use or reproduction of elements that are 

not owned by the EU, permission may need to be sought directly from the respective right holders.

Slide xx: element concerned, source: e.g. Fotolia.com; Slide xx: element concerned, source: e.g. iStock.com

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

