
POPULATION GROWTH (WEEK 5)

Causes and rates of change

The three main causes of population change

 Births - usually measured using the birth rate (number of live births per 1,000 of 
the population per year).

 Deaths - usually measured using the death rate (number of deaths per 1,000 of 
the population per year).

 Migration - the movement of people in and out of an area.

Rate of change
Births and deaths are natural causes of population change. The difference between 
the birth rate and the death rate of a country or place is called the natural increase. 
The natural increase is calculated by subtracting the death rate from the birth rate.

natural increase = birth rate - death rate
The rate of natural increase is given as a percentage, calculated by dividing the natural 
increase by 10. For example, if the birth rate is 14 per 1,000 population, and the death 
rate is 8 per 1000 population, then the natural increase = 14 - 8 = 6. That is 6/1000, which 
is equal to 0.6 per cent.

Patterns of population growth
Rates of population growth vary across the world. Although the world's total population 
is rising rapidly, not all countries are experiencing this growth. In the UK, for example, 
population growth is slowing, while in Germany the population has started to 
decline. MEDCs have low population growth rates, with low death rates and low birth 
rates.
Population will decline if death rate is greater than birth rate.
Population will increase if death rate is less than birth rate.
LEDCs have high population growth rates. Both birth rates and death rates in LEDCs 
tend to be high. However, improving healthcare leads to death rates falling - while birth 
rates remain high.

The table shows data in selected LEDC and MEDC countries. The figures are per 1,000
of the population per year.

MEDCs

Country Birth rate Death rate Natural increase Population growth rate (%)

UK 11 10 1 0.1

Canada 11 7 4 0.4

Bulgaria 9 14 -5 -0.5

LEDCs

Country Birth rate Death rate Natural increase Population growth rate (%)

South Africa 25 15 10 1

Botswana 31 22 9 0.9

Zimbabwe 29 20 9 0.9



In Bulgaria, the birth rate is 9/1,000 and death rate is 14/1,000. As birth rate is less than the 
death rate, Bulgaria has a declining population.

In South Africa, the birth rate is 25/1,000 and death rate is 15/1,000. South Africa has an in-
creasing population with a population growth rate of 1 per cent.

The Demographic transition model

The demographic transition model shows population change over time. It studies how 
birth rate and death rate affect the total population of a country.

The five stages of the demographic transition model

1. Total population is low but it is balanced due to high birth rates and high death 
rates.

2. Total population rises as death rates fall due to improvements in health care and 
sanitation. Birth rates remain high.

3. Total population is still rising rapidly. The gap between birth and death rates nar-
rows due to the availability of contraception and fewer children being needed to 
work - due to the mechanisation of farming. The natural increaseis high.

4. Total population is high, but it is balanced by a low birth rate and a low death 
rate. Birth control is widely available and there is a desire for smaller families.

5. Total population is high but going into decline due to an ageing population. There
is a continued desire for smaller families, with people opting to have children later
in life.

As a country passes through the demographic transition model, the total population 
rises. Most LEDCs are at stage 2 or 3 (with a growing population and a high natural in-
crease). Most MEDCs are now at stage 4 of the model and some such as Germany 
have entered stage 5.



The demographic transition model

As populations move through the stages of the model, the gap between birth rate and 
death rate first widens, then narrows. In stage 1 the two rates are balanced. In stage 2 
they diverge, as the death rate falls relative to the birth rate. In stage 3 theycon-
verge again, as the birth rate falls relative to the death rate. Finally in stage 4 the death 
and birth rates are balanced again but at a much lower level.

Limitations of the model

1. The model was developed after studying the experiences of countries in Western
Europe and North America. Conditions might be different for LEDCsin different 
parts of the world.

2. The original model doesn't take into account the fact that some countries now 
have a declining population and a 5th stage. Most texts will now show this stage 
as it is relevant to an increasing number of MEDCs in the 21st century.


