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Secondary 4 

Population notes 

Chapter 1 

POPULATION CHANGE  
 Population is the number of people living in an area or country.  

Population is a very dynamic geographical element, it changes all the time. A change in 
population size is known as growth whether it is positive or negative.  

World population growth 

1.   Population size can change due to two important variables. It can change due to 
natural increase (birth rate and death rate) or due to migration.   

What is Natural Increase?  

Natural increase of population is the difference between birth rates and death rates. If 
birth rates are higher than death rates population increases and when birth rates are lower 
than death rates, population decreases. When birth rates and death rates are equal, there 
is zero growth of population.  

Birth rates - death rates = Natural Increase.  

Birth rates  

Birth rates refer to the number of children born per thousand of population per year.  

In other words if the total population of a country or area was divided into groups of 
1000 and the total number of children born in that area or country in a year were divided 
equally amongst the groups, how many children would each group of 1000 people get?   

Birth rate is a crude value hence reference to crude birth rates because it includes 
everybody in the population including those people who have only a small chance of 
giving birth and those who have no chance of giving birth. Those people who have a 
small chance of giving birth include women who are not married, women who belong 
to certain religious groups like nuns and so on. Those people who have no realistic 
chance of giving birth include men and old woman beyond the child bearing age and the 
infertile women.  

It is better, therefore, to use a more refined value called fertility rates. Fertility rate refers 
to the number of children born per thousand of women of child bearing age (14-49 years) 
only. It is a refined value because it only includes those people who have a realistic 
chance of giving birth in a population.     



Secondary 4: Geography Notes -Population Term 1-2021   2
  

Birth rates are higher in less economically developed countries than in more 
economically developed countries and there are a lot of reasons for this difference.  

Reasons for High Birth rates in LEDC’s  

(a)   Lack of education on the importance of the use of contraception and family 
planning. A lot of people still do not have access to information and more importantly 
they do not have access to contraceptives. Health centers are too far away in some 
instances for people to walk to get contraceptives. Again there is the problem of lack of 
acceptance of the use of contraceptives in some cases. Economic hardships in some 
countries like Zimbabwe have seen an increase in the number of couples that leave away 
from each other and it is common to hear of conflicts resulting from especially the 
husband finding out that the wife is using contraception. A lot of men still view this with 
suspicion as they feel their spouses are cheating on them. Zimbabwean men who work 
in South Africa and visit their families once a year during Christmas often do not like 
to find their women using contraception. After almost every Christmas visit, the man 
leaves his wife pregnant largely as a way of keeping the woman under control during 
the time that the man is away and also as proof of the man’s virility. This often results 
in higher birth rates than normal. Parts of Zimbabwe such as Tsholotsho, Lupane, 
Plumtree and Kezi are just but a few examples where these problems abound.  

For a lot of people in the LEDC’s, children are viewed as some kind of security for the 
parents at old age. Most people in the LEDC’s have very low incomes during their 
working years and so their pensions are very low when they retire. The need for one to 
be looked after when they are older and retired cannot be over emphasized. Couples 
therefore normally will have a lot of children in the hope that some of those children 
will be good enough to look after them later in life.  

There is still the problem of early marriages in some LEDC’s. A lot of girls leave school 
early and the pressure to get married in the hope for a better life then increases. An early 
marriage means that there is an increased number of years that the woman is sexually 
active with a realistic chance of falling pregnant and hence the many children that she 
is likely to have.  

(b)   Lack of government policies to guide population growth in most LEDC’s has 
also contributed to high birth rates. There are no guidelines in place to keep population 
growth in tandem with economic growth. Governments tend to be silent when it comes 
to giving direction in this regard.  

(c)   Culture has also played a big role in causing high birth rates in LEDC’s. In 
countries such as Swaziland and amongst the Zulu in South Africa, polygamy is still 
practiced. The tendency in polygamous settings is that the women will do everything 
possible to outdo each other especially regarding the number of children they give to 
the husband. Unfortunately the number of children a woman will bear for the husband 
are often mistaken to correspond with how much the woman is loved by the husband. 
In most cultures issues relating to sex are often not talked about even between couples 
let alone in the communities in general. So a woman will continue to have children even 
if she knows the disadvantages of doing so but she cannot talk to her husband about it. 
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Meanwhile the husband may be increasingly frustrated by this woman who continues to 
fall pregnant time and time again because he is finding it increasingly difficult to make 
ends meet for the ever growing family. Sadly none of them is culturally empowered to 
talk about it.  

Reasons for Lower Birth rates in MEDC’s.  

MEDC’s generally have lower birth rates as:  

(a) their literacy rates are higher so that most people understand how to use 
contraception and the importance of family planning. They have access to information 
on the economic and social problems related to having a large family so they can make 
informed decisions. Young people also spend a lot of time improving their education 
and pursuing their careers thus delaying marriage.  

(b)The emancipation of women. In MEDC’s, women are economically and socially 
more independent. They have equal opportunity to education and career prospects. The 
result is that women are empowered to  make informed decisions on issues that affect 
them such as to be or not to be married, to have and or not to have children, how many 
and when to have them.  

(c) Materialism. People in MEDC’s have become more materialistic choosing to buy 
themselves property, going on holidays and eating out instead rather than having 
children. There is an ever-increasing desire to keep up with changing social trends 
instead of spending money on children’s education, food and general up-keep.  

The result of low birth rates in MEDC’s is an ageing population. Countries such as 
Sweden, Switzerland and Japan are now characterized by ageing populations where 
there is an increasing proportion of old people and a decreasing number of children.  

Death rates  

Death rates are also known as mortality rates and refer to the number of people who die 
per thousand of population per year. Death can be caused by endogenetic and exogenetic 
factors. Endogenetic factors refer to internal causes related to the deterioration of body 
systems leading to death. Examples include diseases like cancer and old age. Exogenetic 
factors are environmental related or external conditions that result in death. Examples 
include accidents, murders and death caused by natural hazards.   

In LEDC’s death rates are high while they are lower in MEDC’s.  

Reasons for High Death rates in LEDC’s  

Poor medical care. Most LEDC’s face a lot of financial, material and human resource 
constraints in health service delivery. Constant shortages of medicines and skilled 
personnel such as doctors, nurses, radiographers and the like can result in unnecessary 
deaths. Medical conditions that otherwise should be easy to manage can have 
devastating effects in LEDC’s. Hospitals and clinics are few and far apart.  
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-Poor nutrition  

-Poor hygiene  

-Poor management of natural disasters. A natural hazard occurring in an LEDC will 
be far more devastating than it would be in an MEDC. Most LEDC’s are ill prepared 
for such situations as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, disease outbreaks and droughts 
resulting in unnecessary deaths. The lack of food reserves, trained personnel and lack 
of education of the general public in the event of a disaster all contribute to significant 
increases in deaths from such events.  

-Political instability. Over the years a lot of countries in the developing world have 
found themselves in war situations and political unrest which often cause increased 
death rates. Wars in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia Sudan and political 
unrest in Zimbabwe have not only caused a lot of deaths but have also resulted in the 
displacement of a lot of people from their homes to areas where living conditions are 
difficult for human survival.  

HIV and AIDS have caused more devastation in LEDC’s than in MEDC’s. Aids has 
continued to spread rapidly in most LEDC’s despite all efforts made by governments 
and independent organizations to curb the scourge. Social and economic hardships are 
largely responsible for this spread. Sexual relationships between young girls and older 
infected man for economic gain have become prevalent. These are often referred to as 
transactional relationships. It is difficult to break the cycle of infection as long as 
economic hardships persist. The result is high rates of infection and ultimately high 
death rates.  

Reasons for Lower death rates in MEDC’s  

Although most MEDC‘s have seen an increase in their mortality rates due to bad eating 
habits resulting in obesity, bad social habits such as smoking which causes lung cancer 
and an increase in the number of road accidents, the death rates in these countries are 
generally lower compared with the LEDC‘s. Some of the reasons for the lower death 
rates in MEDC‘s include:   

-good medical care  

-improvements in the management of natural disasters  

-the ability to contain the outbreak of diseases  

-improvements in the management of terminal diseases such as cancer  

-availability of financial resources for the care of old people in care homes.  

Factors Affecting Population Distribution  

Population is distributed unevenly across the face of the earth. This is largely due to a 
number of factors. People tend to live in those areas where they are able to best survive 
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and grow economically, socially and politically. The factors that influence population 
distribution can be classified under human and physical factors. The tables below 
illustrate some of these factors.  

 
Physical Factors  

Relief   
(shape and height of 
land)   

Resources  
 

 
High Population Density   
Low land which is flat e.g. 
Ganges Valley in India  
Areas rich in resources (e.g. coal, 
oil, wood, fishing etc.) tend to be 
densely populated e.g. Western 
Europe  

 

 
Low Population Density   
High land that is 
mountainous e.g. Himalayas  
Areas with few resources 
tend to be sparsely populated 
e.g. The Sahel region.  

 

Climate   

Areas with moderate climates 
tend to be densely populated as 
there is enough rain and heat to 
grow crops e.g. UK and the 
eastern parts of Botswana. 
Climatic extremes pause a lot of 
problems for people.  

Areas with extreme climates 
of hot and cold tend to be 
sparsely populated e.g. the 
Sahara Desert   

   
 

Human Factors  

Political  

Social  

Economic   

 

 
High Population Density   
Countries with stable 
governments tend to have a high 
population density e.g. Singapore  
Groups of people want to live 
close to each other for security 
e.g. USA  
Good job opportunities 
encourage high population 
densities, particularly in large 
cities in MEDCs and LEDCs 
around the world.   

 

 
Low Population Density   
Unstable countries tend to 
have lower population 
densities as people migrate 
e.g. Afghanistan.  
Other groups of people prefer 
to be isolated e.g. 
Scandinavians  
Limited job opportunities 
cause some areas to be 
sparsely populated e.g. 
Amazon Rainforest 

 

  

Population Structure  

The structure of a population refers to the composition of the population in terms of age, 
sex/gender and dependency. Other characteristics of population such as ethnicity, race, 
and colour, religious and political affiliation can also be used to describe the 
composition of population.  

The age and sex/gender characteristics of population can be shown using population 
pyramids. A population pyramid is two bar graphs drawn back to back showing 
population in thousands or percentages of males and females in age groups of five year 
intervals from infants of 0-4 years to the very old.  
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Look at the population pyramids below.  

Fig. 44  

  

Types of population pyramid  

While population pyramids are different from country to country, three types can be 
identified.  

  
(a)  Constrictive pyramid - A population pyramid showing an unchanging pattern of 

birth rates and death rates.   

(b)  Stationary pyramid --- A population pyramid typical of countries with low fertility 
and low mortality, also called a constrictive pyramid. It is common for MEDC‘s like 
Sweden.  Their pyramids show lower numbers or percentages of younger people and 
more older people. The countries will have an ageing population which means that 
people are generally older.  

(c)  Expansive pyramid--- A population pyramid showing a broad base, indicating a high 
proportion of children, a rapid rate of population growth, and a low proportion of 
older people. The wide base indicates high birth rates. Steady upward narrowing 
shows that more people die at each higher age group. This type of pyramid indicates 
a population in which there is a high birth rate, a high death rate and a short life 
expectancy.  

This is the typical pattern for less economically developed countries, due to little access 
to and lack of incentive to use birth control, negative environmental factors such as lack 
of clean water and poor access to health care.   
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Young and Ageing Populations  

Generally, a population pyramid that displays a population percentage of ages 1-14 years 
that is over 30% and ages 75 years and above under 6% is considered a "young 
population" and generally occurs in LEDC’s with a high agricultural workforce. A 
population pyramid that displays population percentage of ages 1-14 years old that is 
under 30% and ages 75 years old and above over 6% is considered an ageing population 
and generally occurs in MEDC’s like Sweden which have adequate health services.  

Dependency Ratio  

A measure of the ratio of a population which is composed of dependents, people who 
are too young or too old to work to those who are economically active is called the 
dependency ratio. The dependency ratio is equal to the number of individuals aged 
below 15 and those above 64 years divided by the number of individuals aged 15 to 64 
years, expressed as a percentage. A rising dependency ratio is a concern in many 
countries that are facing an aging population, since it becomes difficult for pension and 
social security systems to provide for a significantly large older, non-working 
population. Similarly a growing number of children is a source of concern since they 
have to be provided for in term of education facilities, food and general up keep. This 
can be a significant cost to government expenditure.  

Demographic Transition Model  

The changes in population growth rates and the effect on population can be shown on 
the Demographic Transition Model (Population Cycle) - see diagram below: It basically 
shows changes in population over time. The demographic transition model is based on 
the experiences of the Western countries and the assumption is that the less 
economically developed countries will go through the same stages of development.   

The demographic transition model can be divided into four significant stages for easy 
understanding:  

(1) Stage 1 - High Fluctuating  

Birth Rate and Death rate are both high but population growth is slow and fluctuating. 
The population is small and relatively primitive. The high birth rates are a result of a 
number of factors:  

-Lack of family planning   

-High Infant Mortality Rate: putting babies in the 'bank' hoping some will survive the 
harsh conditions.    

-Need for workers in agriculture   

-Religious beliefs   

-Children as economic assets   
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-Death Rates are high because of:  

-High levels of disease   

-Famine   

-Lack of clean water and sanitation   

-Lack of good health care   

-War   

-Competition for food from predators such as rats   

-Lack of education   

Typical of Britain in the 18th century and the Least Economically Developed Countries 
(LEDC's) today.  

(2) Stage 2 - Early Expanding  

Birth Rate remains high and death rates are falling so that population begins to rise 
steadily.  

Death Rate is falling as a result of:  

Improved health care (e.g. Smallpox Vaccine)  

Improved Hygiene (Water for drinking boiled)   

Improved sanitation   

Improved food production and storage   

Improved transport for food   

Decreased Infant Mortality Rates   

Typical of Britain in 19th century; Bangladesh; Nigeria  

(3) Stage 3- Late Expanding  

 Birth rates start to fall and death rates continue to fall. Population is still rising.  

Reasons:  

Family planning available   

Lower infant mortality rates   
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Increased mechanization reduces need for human labour   

Increased standard of living  

Changing status of women  

Stage 4 - Low Fluctuating  

Birth rates and death rates are both low. Population is steady showing very little change. 
This is typical of MEDC‘s like USA; Sweden; Japan and Britain.  

For a more detailed presentation and examples, look at the demographic 
transition model below. 

 
Fig. 47. Source. www.geographyalltheway.com/igcse_geography/po  

Applicability of the Model  

Like all models, the demographic transition model has its strengths and limitations. 
While it provides a wonderful framework for the study of population growth trends, it 
fails to consider or predict several factors and events. For example:  

1   Birth rates in several MEDC‘s have fallen below death rates as is the case in 
countries like Germany and Sweden. This has caused, for the first time, a population 
decline which suggests that it might be useful for the model to have a fifth stage added 
to it.  

2   The model assumes that with time, all countries pass through the same four 
stages. However it now seems very unlikely that many LEDCs, especially in Africa, 
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will ever become industrialized due to various recurrent problems like wars, political 
unrest and the effects natural hazards. A country like Zimbabwe which showed great 
potential in the 80‘s and early 90‘s has gone through a turbulent period of economic 
decline fuelled by corruption, land grabbing and political unrest. Wars in the DRC, 
Rwanda, Burundi and Somalia have pushed these countries’ economies more than 30 
years backwards. Most of these conflicts in Africa seem to have adopted a recurrent 
pattern and it becomes difficult to imagine how and when industrialization will be 
allowed to develop to its maximum potential.         

3.   The model assumes that the fall in the death rates in Stage 2 was the result of 
industrialisation. In some areas rapid industrialization has caused an increase in death 
rates. For example, death rates in many British cities rose, due to the unhygienic 
conditions which resulted from rapid urban growth, and it only began to fall after 
advances were made in medical care. The delayed fall in the death rates in many 
developing countries has been due mainly to their inability to afford medical facilities.   

4.   In many countries, the fall in the birth rate in Stage 3 has been less rapid than the 
model suggests due to religious and political opposition to birth control whereas the fall 
was much more rapid, and came earlier, in China following the government‘s 
introduction of the ‗one child‘ policy. So government intervention can distort the 
normal trend that population growth would otherwise take.  

5.   Several South-east Asian countries such as Hong Kong and Malaysia effectively 
squashed the time scale suggested by the model as they are developing at a much faster 
rate than did the early industrialized Western European countries.  

6.   Countries that grew as a consequence of emigration from Europe USA, Canada 
and Australia did not pass through the early stages of the model. Their populations grew 
as a result of mass migration more than by natural increase.  

    

Population and Resources  

A common misconception is to equate existing and seemingly infinite or "unused" 
spaces with the kind of resources and ecologically productive land needed to support 
human life in an area. In fact, the criterion for determining whether a region is 
overpopulated or underpopulated is not land area, but the carrying capacity of the area.   

Carrying capacity refers to the number of people who can be supported in a given area 
within the limits of the available natural resources without degrading the natural social, 
cultural and economic environment for present and future generations. The carrying 
capacity of any given area is not fixed but it can change due to changing circumstances. 
It can be changed by improved technology, but mostly it is changed for the worse by 
pressures which accompany a population increase. If the environment continues to be 
degraded, its carrying capacity actually decreases, leaving the environment no longer 
able to support even the number of people who could formerly have lived in the area on 
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a sustainable basis. No population can live beyond the environment's carrying capacity 
for very long.   

We must think in terms of "carrying capacity" not land area when we discuss population 
and resources. The effects of uncontrolled population growth drastically reduce the 
carrying capacity of land.  

 Under population  

Underpopulation is a condition where there are too few people to fully utilise the 
resources available in an area such as food, land, and water. Underpopulated countries, 
like Canada and Australia, have a vast wealth of natural resources that could be 
exploited, such as food, energy, and minerals, and are able to export these commodities 
whilst maintaining a high standard of living. They have well-developed economic 
infrastructures and relatively highly skilled populations with generally high incomes. 
While this may sound like a good situation, it is in fact a disadvantage for any area. Most 
underpopulated countries need foreign labour both skilled and unskilled. Undepopulated 
LEDC’s like Botswana tend to lag behind in development since the population is so 
small that there is no stimulus for economic growth.    

Overpopulation  

It is a condition where there are too many people to be adequately supported by the 
available resources in an area or country. Most countries in the developing world are 
overpopulated and find it difficult to provide food, housing, education and the like for 
their people. Generally such countries also have low levels of technological know-how 
to the extent that they even fail to exploit and process the available resources. These 
countries are characterized by high employment in the primary sector and very little 
value addition to their raw materials. So the income made from the sales of these raw 
materials is far less than what could be earned if the raw materials were processed into 
finished products.   

Optimum Population  

Although very ideal, conditions of optimum population rarely exist if at all achievable. 
It is a condition where the size of a population in a country or area is at a level where it 
is perfectly supported by the available resources. There is a balance between population 
and available resources. Ideally the population should be able to produce the highest per 
capita economic return on the available resources. If the population rises above or falls 
below this optimum, the output per capita and standard of living will fall. So it is a very 
delicate balance if it does exist. Population is so dynamic that it is difficult to imagine 
such a balance being maintained for any meaningful length of time.  
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Management of Population Change  

A Case study of China’s One Child per Family Policy  

China's one child policy was established by Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping in 1979 to 
reduce the country‘s rate of population growth. Although it was started as a temporary 
measure, it continues more than a quarter-century after its establishment. The policy 
limits couples to one child. Fines, pressures to abort a pregnancy, and even forced 
sterilization accompanied second or subsequent pregnancies. It is not an all-
encompassing rule because it has always been restricted to ethnic Han Chinese living in 
urban areas. Citizens living in rural areas and minorities living in China are not subject 
to the law. However, the rule has been estimated to have reduced population growth in 
the country of more than 1.3 billion by as much as 300 million people over its first 
twenty years.   

This rule caused untold suffering for female infants; abortion, neglect, abandonment, 
and even infanticide have been known to occur to female infants. The result of such 
stringent family planning has resulted in the disparity ratio of 114 males for every 100 
females among babies from birth through children four years of age. Normally, 105 
males are naturally born for every 100 females. This has resulted in a serious imbalance 
in the ratio of men to women and therefore a significant shortage of wives.  

Recent Effects of the One Child Law  

In 2007, there were reports that in the southwestern Guangxi Autonomous Region of 
China, officials were forcing pregnant women without permission to give birth to have 
abortions and levying steep fines on families violating the law. As a result, riots broke 
out and some may have been killed, including population control officials.   

Although sterilization, and abortion which is legal in China, are China's most popular 
forms of birth control, over the past few years, China has provided more education and 
support for alternative birth control methods.   

Statistically, China's total fertility rate is 1.7, much higher than slowly-declining 
Germany at 1.4 but lower than the  
U.S. at 2.1   

The Future of China's One Child Law  

China's eleventh Five-Year Plan Period is from 2006 to 2010.  The Minister of the State 
Commission of  
Population and Family Planning Zhang Weiqing confirmed in early 2006 that China's 
one child policy is consistent with the nation's plan for population growth and would 
continue indefinitely. He denied rumours that the policy become less stringent to permit 
a second child.  

China has proclaimed that it will continue its one child policy, which limits couples to 
having one child, through the 2006-2010 five year planning period.  
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Now that millions of siblings-less people in China are now young adults in or nearing 
their child-bearing years, a special provision allows millions of couples to have two 
children legally. If a couple is composed of two people without siblings, then they may 
have two children of their own, thus preventing too dramatic a population decrease. 
Although sterilization, and abortion which is legal in China, are China's most popular 
forms of birth control, over the past few years, China has provided more education and 
support for alternative birth control methods.   

Statistically, China's total fertility rate is 1.7, much higher than slowly-declining 
Germany at 1.4 but lower than the U.S. at 2.1   


