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Abstract. The process of population decline in highly developed countries is commonly perceived as a problem, 
particularly in some regions of these countries. Population growth is likewise seen as a daunting challenge. 
This indirectly leads to the conceptually faulty conclusion that the one and only balanced and safe population 
size is the current one. In reality, negative population growth on both national and regional levels also has its 
advantages – which do not typically garner much interest or consideration, obscured by the unsubstantiated 
argument that depopulation is mostly damaging to the well-being of the nation. Regardless of the pros and cons 
of depopulation, the fact that the process is underway is undisputable. Depopulation is generally accompanied 
by accelerated rates of aging in a given population. Given the dearth of effective tools to reverse these trends, 
it is wiser to cease all attempts to reverse the irreversible and instead focus on preparing the organizational 
structures of states and regions for the economic and social ramifications of depopulation.

Keywords: depopulation, population policy, demographic optimum, emigration, natural decrease.

Introduction 

Changes in the population of a country typically provoke concern, irrespective of whether a given 
change involves decline or incremental growth. This observation holds irrespective of whether 
the trend results from natural population growth or from migration, because changes of this kind 
always entail new challenges for the administrative apparatus of the country. These challenges 
can be manifold, depending on the country’s level of economic development and the trend of 
demographic changes.

High rate of natural growth, which is characteristic of less developed countries, may lead to ever 
greater difficulties in feeding their citizens, in addition to furthering the risk of urban overcrowding. It 
can impede the state from ensuring the citizens access to basic technical infrastructure, from fighting 
unemployment or from developing the education system. Negative natural growth, which is a reality 
in a large part of the world’s most developed countries and the former Soviet bloc alike, partly due 
to increased mortality rates resulting from aging societies, generates fears related to the growing 
costs of insurance and, in more dramatic forecasts, the eventual breakdown of pension systems and 
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a general slowdown in economic growth. In the political realm, the position of the country on the 
international stage may be described as having been undermined, as reflected to some extent in its 
population. On its part, the population decline itself is understood as worrying and detrimental to the 
country. A high positive migration rate stokes fears that the immigrants will create competition for 
the autochthons on the labor market, in addition to the inevitable clash of cultures and the tension 
that may result from it. Finally, high outmigration of native inhabitants may result in labor shortages, 
as well as in difficulties in assembling a quality work force, and in a breakdown of the pension system, 
which in many countries revolves around intergenerational money transfers. All the examples given 
here are commonly invoked by those who fear the ramifications of population change. A closer look 
at them, however, may reveal that many result from the destabilizing effect of changes on society’s 
collective notion of security. They are not necessarily caused by a real and imminent threat created 
by the new demographic situation. 

The aim of this paper is to take a critical look at the issue of population decline and to tackle the 
idea that this process is inherently a negative and damaging one. The paper has no ambition to create 
an exhausting analysis of depopulation of any given area but rather to point to shortages of not-well-
argued but prevalent assumption that depopulation should be fought against with all accessible 
means as it is of highly devastating nature. The elaboration will employ multiple spatial dimensions 
with examples derived from both global and country levels, down to regional and city levels, as 
changes of population are visible at all these levels and generally they are perceived negatively. First, 
global scale will be examined against the background of former demographic forecasts and their 
then-expected disastrous effects, now easy to verify. Then exemplary threats to countries, regions 
and cities resulting from depopulation will be presented along with proposed counteractions. Finally, 
the commonly overlooked benefits of depopulation will be demonstrated. 

Depopulation as a threat – predictions and facts

At the beginning of 1960s, the world population stood at about 3 billion people, and was growing 
rapidly. This gave rise to frequent and vocal concerns about the future of the Earth, our capacity to 
feed the world population and secure basic demand for resources, including energy. Though much ink 
was spilled on the topic in that and later periods, there were several highly influential publications 
that suggested the Earth was on a collision course to reaching peak capacity, overpopulation, and 
global economic catastrophe. Most notable among these are The Population Bomb (Ehrlich 1968), 
The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1973), and the most recent The Population Explosion (Ehrlich 
& Ehrlich 1991). One recurring prediction was that hundreds of millions of people would be dying of 
hunger by the end of 1970s. At the same time, before the end of the millennium, the supply of all 
basic non-renewable energy sources – including fuel – would dwindle. Similar publications were seen 
in later periods, including recently, which signals a need to rein in major decreases and increases in 
population size and draw practical conclusions on the effect humans have on the environment. Some 
of these are scientific in nature; others simply rehash and disseminate neo-Malthusian concepts, 
which generates increasing fear of overpopulation among readers who are not embedded in the 
scientific field (see Kunzig 2011).

Human use of essential resources and generation of pollutants has surpassed sustainable rates. 
Unless there are significant reductions in material and energy flows, the world faces an uncontrolled 
decline in per capita food output, energy use, and industrial production. (Meadows et al. 1992: 14).
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The neo-Malthusian thrust of the citation above leaves little room for interpretation – humanity 
should decrease its pressure on the natural environment if it purports to survive in the mid- to 
long-term. Easing the pressure is possible as long as we first decrease the average consumption of 
resources per capita or the population total.

As has already been discussed, population growth has for years been widely considered to be a 
serious problem. The indirect assertion brought forth by supporters of curbing population growth 
is that the only balanced and safe population size is the current one, whatever it may be. Depending 
on when this assertion is made, this target population size is larger or smaller. In the 1960s, the 
then-current population of 3-4 billion was seen as the norm. Fast-forwarding to the modern day, 
the current figure of about 7 billion does not cause alarm in itself, but its continued rise triggers 
uneasiness and anxiety. This reaction is valid on psychological grounds – we fear the unknown while 
what is familiar to us simply isn’t perceived as a threat (Riemann 2005). What is more difficult to 
comprehend is why research and scientific analysis remain in agreement with those fears, beholden 
to fear of the unknown.

Paradoxically, the human race is afraid not only of the consequences of excessive growth, but 
also excessive decline, despite the fact that we have experienced a lower overall population before. 
Scientific articles, popular science, and journalists all speak in one voice: we are facing a looming 
demographic and economic catastrophe, to which we will have to own up as a result of population 
decline. Low birth rates and high outmigration are both pictured as deleterious. For instance, writing 
in a purportedly rigorous and serious Internet forum (forsal.pl), Żółciak (2012) states already in the 
headline that: The demographic bomb is ticking: 500 communes, 70 districts and two voivodeships 
[regions] will disappear. In the article itself, which refers to the predictions made by the Central 
Statistical Office of Poland, we find out that by 2035 there will be a considerable decline in the 
population of some voivodeships – 17% in Lubelskie, 15% in Świętokrzyskie, and 14% in Łódzkie. 
There are also assorted warnings regarding the erosion of local budgets, problems in maintaining 
existing infrastructure, the specter of closing down of schools and withdrawing of investments, and 
the pauperization of large swathes of the country. The less-than-cheerful summary informs us that 
[…] instead of the vibrant, colorful city life, we will increasingly be treated to the sight of open-air 
museums, forgotten and forlorn.

The consequences of depopulation and coping strategies

In reality, population decline may also be beneficial to the region it affects, despite popular opinion 
and the widespread belief that a shrinking population has largely negative consequences (Burke 1997; 
Burke 1999; Bouvier 2011). The tacit assumption is that a slight increase in the population count 
would be beneficial to a country or region while a decline, however slight, leads directly to social 
and economic catastrophe. A number of scholars view this assumption as fundamentally false (e.g. 
Meyerson 2001). For instance, a drop in the human population, seen in the context of overpopulation 
in many parts of the world, may yield real benefits to the environment and will almost certainly 
entail smaller overall demand for resources. Grant (2001) offers several examples, including lower 
greenhouse gases emissions, lower emissions of gases that cause acid rain (sulfur dioxide and nitrogen 
oxides), lower overall pollution of rivers, and improvements in the conservation status of certain 
plants and animals that today are threatened with extinction. Economic problems may crop up in 
the transitional phase between the point where a society reaches a certain population count and 
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the point where it reaches a record low. It is therefore all the more important to properly address 
the issue of a smooth transition between the two, instead of undertaking desperate efforts to halt 
the decline (Abernethy 2001).

Transitioning to a less populous society and achieving social and economic stability in the new 
paradigm raises the greatest doubts. However, it is possible. One of the most commonly highlighted 
problems is that of labor shortage, discernible in the demographic profiles of many developed coun-
tries, resulting from second demographic transition. It is estimated that the working-age population 
of the EU-15 will shrink by about 43 million (17%) by 2050. In some countries this process will take 
place much faster than the average – in Italy, for example, it is likely to shrink by 39% (Ivanov 2005). 
According to a different estimate that assumes a stable and consistent migration trend for the next 
50 years, in line with the early 21th-century migration dynamics, the workforce in 27 EU countries will 
shrink by 12% by 2052. Were it not for the influx of external migrants, the decline would reach 28% 
(65 million people) while the total population of the region in question would fall by about 16% (Bijak 
et al. 2005). This deficit can be reversed through efforts to make better use of the potential of the 
current workforce or by falling back on the unemployed, particularly those who are in the working age 
but do not have a job (Grant 2001; Prskawetz & Fent 2004). Within the EU member states there are 
considerable labor force reserves of the unemployed and the passive workforce whose reasons for 
inactivity is neither age nor health, but rather national policies. This includes social and professional 
groups that are entitled to early retirement. Who exactly enjoys these rights differs by country; quite 
often it is law enforcement officers (soldiers, police officers, firemen), but also groups that operate 
high-risk machinery and regularly face threats to their health, life, and well-being (Saczuk 2005).

Another way to counter the expected labor shortage would be to raise the retirement age. At 
the end of the 20th century, the most common retirement age in highly developed countries was 
60 or 65, often depending on gender. These rules were established at a time when average life 
expectancy in this part of the world hovered below 70 years. Given that in most of the countries in 
question, life expectancy has now surpassed 80 years, adjustments to the pension system seem to 
be not only justified, but even essential, regardless of society’s endorsement (Meyerson 2001, see 
also Golini 2005; Saczuk 2005). It is also necessary to revamp pension systems in such a way that each 
worker accumulates his or her own contributions for his or her own retirement – as opposed to the 
all-too-popular common pool system to which the workers of today contribute so that the workers 
of yesterday may benefit from it (Golini 2000; Espenshade 2001).

On both a global and individual national level, predictions of population change suggest that using 
migrants from less developed countries to make up for labor shortages and restore a ‘healthy’ age 
structure of the workforce in highly developed countries is entirely unfeasible. In order to maintain the 
current demographic balance in Italy, one of the most rapidly aging states in the world, the country 
would have to accept 2.2 million immigrants per year. This would mean that, in 2050, there would be 
194 million people living in Italy, of which 79% would be immigrants and their children (Grant 2001, 
see also Replacement Migration… 2000). Cases like this one imply that the only realistic, feasible, 
and sensible solution is to create the conditions necessary to ensure functionality, development, 
and prosperity for a society and economy with a reduced population (Abernathy 2001; Espenshade 
2001). It is futile to attempt to go back to a society with the same age structure as several decades 
ago, primarily due to changes in fertility and mortality rates, both of which are affected by the natural 
growth taking place also among immigrant groups (see White 2006). According to Bijak et al. (2005), 
rather than battling the natural order of things and fighting in vain to reverse the slow yet enduring 
process of aging, it is better to focus on introducing changes to the structure of social life that will 
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constitute a precise response to inevitable demographic changes. Supporters of this view point out 
that immigration should be understood as part of the toolkit for implementing large-scale change, 
but that we should expect it to induce improvements on the social and economic level rather than 
act as pure demographic salvation.

The benefits of depopulation

One indirect illustration of the beneficial results that outmigration may have for the source countries 
is the fact that certain states have actively encouraged their citizens to migrate, both today and in 
the past. This has been the case in Poland in the interwar period, when the government not only 
endorsed migration, but also took active steps to stimulate it, even though it took care to keep its 
efforts inconspicuous. State-funded societies and associations organized and facilitated settlement in 
South America; emigrants were entitled to discounted train tickets; and they were often relieved of 
passport fees (Kicinger 2005). These are but a few examples of a large set of factors that vicariously 
propped up outmigration from Poland. The added value that could potentially be gained from a 
sizable group of expatriates was the prospect of Poland acquiring colonies on other continents; the 
‘migrant method’ of shifting human resources to other parts of the world was considered to be 
relatively cheap and effective. As history would later show, this aim was not achieved. Elsewhere in 
Europe, emigration was actively promoted, for example in the Netherlands (Jackson 1986), while in 
the direct aftermath of World War II, it was a very common phenomenon across Europe, which was 
commonly seen as overpopulated (European Commission 2003). In the contemporary era, similar 
campaigns are wedged in countries such as Mexico or the Philippines (Abernethy 2001). Relatedly, 
the existence of serious internal problems or strife in a given country makes emigration seem like 
a viable remedy for social and economic issues, including unemployment (see Koryś 2003).

If outmigration countries as a category can reap certain benefits from a shrinking population, then 
the same applies to regions with negative net migration rates. On the local level, this may lead to lower 
population density, with the myriad consequences it entails. In urban areas, a declining population 
can yield e.g. shorter transit and commuting times – a change caused by a smaller concentration of 
vehicles on the road. It may have a positive effect on the environment (through reduced emissions and 
pollution levels) as well as on the population of the city. Shorter commuting times mean less stress, 
which means greater efficiency at work as well as attenuating the negative effect of stress on overall 
health (circulatory problems, mental disorders, suicidal tendencies etc.). Having fewer inhabitants also 
brings down the price of rentals for both apartments and commercial space. One example of a city in 
which a significant population decline brought major social benefits is Leipzig, Germany. Setting aside 
the historical peak of its population (more than 700,000 inhabitants in the 1930s), Leipzig went from 
a city of 550,000 on the eve of German reunification to fewer than 450,000 ten years later, which the 
citizens have deemed highly beneficial to various aspects of everyday life as well as overall standards 
of living (Janicki 2009).

As outlined above, changes in the population of a given country or region may have both negative 
and positive consequences. There is no universal, conclusive tally or diagnosis of these consequences 
for countries or regions, irrespective of what their migration balance is. The conditions that shape 
the situation of any given region are unique to each of them. In spite of this, in states with negative 
net migration, academic publications and public opinion remain convinced that emigration has 
predominantly negative consequences. At the same time, in states where net migration is positive, 
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the same groups believe that it is immigration that is harmful to their society. In either case, someone 
is left dissatisfied.

Neither emigration to other countries nor internal migration to other regions of the same country 
should be viewed as failures on the road to development, but rather as natural components of the 
development strategy of regions that are less developed than others (Skeldon 2003). Similarly, the 
inflow of migrants from other countries or regions should be treated as one of the components of 
social and economic transformations taking place in the modern, increasingly globalized world – one 
where growing inequalities in living standards constitute strong push factors that stimulate outmigra-
tion (Castles 2006). In practice, migration policies that radically stem the flow of incoming or outbound 
migrants lead to legally registered migrants being replaced by illegal migrants rather than truly limiting 
the overall movement of people.

Conclusion

The declining population of highly developed countries or certain regions thereof is an undeniable 
fact. This phenomenon gains much attention and is popularly seen as a demographic threat. However, 
recommendations that form the foundation of social policies that are often formulated based on 
common approach to depopulation, will not let the expected goals to be achieved. Time and time 
again it has been empirically proven that reversing the demographic falling trend or the aging of our 
societies is impossible. Neither programs that aim to increase the fertility rate nor increasing the 
influx of migrants are able to compensate for the losses resulting from natural demographic changes 
in aging societies; a return to the social and age structures of the past is simply not possible. Political 
solutions implemented in several countries and intended to arouse birth rates with economic or 
social stimuli are badly oriented and will not gain the expected results. 

As such, instead of focusing our efforts on counteracting trends that are irreversible by nature, we 
should tailor and prepare the organizational structure of our countries and societies for the economic 
and social consequences of ongoing and future demographic changes. We should rather search for 
answers to demographic problems on non-demographic grounds. This can involve making better use 
of the potential of the current workforce, lifting pensionary privileges and early retirement of certain 
social groups, increasing the general retirement age regardless of society’s endorsement and inducing 
improvements of labor market of the country with the use of wisely managed migration policy. A 
change of paradigm therefore becomes absolutely necessary; continuously dodging and ignoring the 
problem is a road to nowhere.
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