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Political Demography: In order to understand the world, one can start by studying  
demography 
 
Napoleon Bonaparte already understood, “If you 
know a country's geography, you can understand 
and predict its foreign policy.” Consequently, cer-
tain scholars claim that to know a nation’s de-
mography, is to better understand and predict its 
foreign policy. Indeed, sound knowledge of the 
dynamics of demography can provide quite pow-
erful insights into geopolitics, national security 
and global development. Therefore, demography 
should definitely be taken seriously by strategic 
planners and policy makers.   
Research on “political demography” embraces 
the relationship between political science and de-
mography and subsequently demonstrates how 
powerful demographic variables are in shaping 
political processes on a global and national level 
(Kaufmann & Duffy Toft, 2012, p.4). This article 
uses Jack A. Goldstone’s publication Political 
Demography: How Population Changes Are Re-
shaping International Security and National Poli-
tics (Goldstone et al., 2012) as a foundation and 
includes several real-life examples to further 
demonstrate this topic’s relevance. 
Demographic variables are at the core of po-
litical dilemmas 
The discussion surrounding how population af-
fects political systems is not a new one. One of 
the most influential theories is Robert Malthus’ 
“Malthusian nightmare” (Goldstone, 2012, p.11). 
The economist wrote a popular and rather som-
ber theory about the overall balance of the total 
population in relation to the total amount of re-
sources available (Urdal, 2005, p.418). In con-
trast to Malthus, political demography shifts per-
spective from total ratios to a disaggregated 
level. Goldstone (2012, p.11) argues that not 
only the overall population, but the size and re-
source endowment of any subgroup have the po-
tential to change the dynamics of a defined soci-
ety.  
This highlights the topic’s relevance in the con-
text of demography and political science. De-
mography acts as a first layer in determining 
size, distribution and shift of groups, while politi-
cal demography represents an additional layer 
by analyzing the reaction of people and social in-
stitutions to changes in these variables (Gold-
stone, 2012, p.13). Therefore, Goldstone defines  

 
this article’s topic as “[the] study of size, compo-
sition and distribution of population in relation to 
both government and politics” (2012, p.13). Fig-
ure 1 illustrates this concept by putting demo-
graphic variables at the centre. Disparities in 
these cause political dilemmas that affect various 
fields of political impact, which all come under the 
overarching concept of political demography, 
which in turn shapes national politics and inter-
national relations. 

 
Figure 1: Visualization of Political Demography. Own 
Illustration 

The paradigm of total population size and 
power remains prevalent up to the present 
day 
The relationship between the size of a population 
and the power of a state is historically shaped by 
the perception that the bigger the population (and 
the economic development that comes with that), 
the more cultural and policy influence a country 
can exercise on a global scale (Howe & Jackson, 
2012, p.37, p.44). This reasoning was as popular 
among ancient scholars (e.g. Polybius and Cic-
ero, see Howe & Jackson, 2012, p.39), as it is 
today, seen in the fact that some political leaders 
explicitly place demographic issues at the top of 
their agenda to reinforce or justify their nationalist 
power position. Examples of these mediating pol-
icies include pronatalist tendencies through fi-
nancial incentives in Russia (Rivkin-Fish, 2010) 
or the radical form of political engineering just re-
cently observed among the Kurdish population in 
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Syria (Gardner, 2019). In addition, one can ob-
serve how social, cultural but also religious 
norms shape demographic characteristics, as 
seen in Sub-Saharan countries where these con-
textual factors impede the necessary decrease in 
fertility rates (Bakilana, 2016). 
 

Policies serving the purpose of the mere exercise 
of power are highly controversial. However, the 
issue of the declining and aging populations of 
developed countries should be urgently consid-
ered by their strategic leaders. The European, 
East Asian and American workforce will undergo 
a tremendous diminishing transition in the long 
run, while Africa’s working population is going to 
explode by 2100, as seen in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2: Population aged 15–64 years old, in mil-
lions. WDA Forum (2019, p.4). 

The subsequent lack of innovation and struggling 
social welfare systems could result in economic 
decline in developed countries and it has the po-
tential to irreversibly reshape the global value 
chain and power hierarchy (Dabbs Sciubba, 
2012, p.65). Scholars state that by 2050 the com-
bined GDP of Europe, the United States and 
Canada will double, while the world GDP will 
grow by a factor of five (Goldstone, 2010, p.33), 
mainly driven by the powerhouses of China and 
India, but also by emerging countries such as In-
donesia, Brazil and Mexico (PWC, 2015, p.3). 
Three points of leverage to remain influential 
in the shift towards multicentricity 
The aforementioned development implies a shift 
towards a multicentric world, where the old and 
established nations’ power is eroding, while new 
forces are emerging, therefore paving the way for 
new conflicts to arise (Kreft, 2013, p.14). This 
shift does not come overnight, but appears to be 
an unstoppable process (Kreft, 2013, p.14). Con-
sequently, there should be a call for action for de-
veloped nations to implement policies in order to 

preserve their capacity to act and remain influen-
tial on a global scale. With a view to taking ap-
propriate countermeasures, the power transition 
theory proposes three dimensions that offer po-
tential points of leverage, as presented in Figure 
3 (Dabbs Sciubba, 2012, p.66). First, the abso-
lute population size (i) can be leveraged by form-
ing and fostering the integration of political units, 
i.e. alliances like the EU or NATO, that bundle 
resources and promote comparative strengths. 
Furthermore, increased immigration can act as 
an effective lever. Related to the absolute size of 
the labor force, productivity (ii) represents a vital 
variable of economic growth, notably by accumu-
lating capital, efficiency and technological inno-
vations. Third and finally, political capacity (iii), 
the state’s ability to advance policy goals, needs 
to be strengthened in order to prevent age-based 
interests from undermining the overall aims 
(Dabbs Sciubba, 2012, pp.68–70, p.74). 

 
Figure 3: Power transition theory. Dabbs Sciubba 
(2012, p.66). 

The striking relationship between age struc-
ture and national stability  
Demographic variables also play a crucial role on 
a national level, notably in the relationship be-
tween political conflict and a country’s age struc-
ture. Nations can be divided into four age-struc-
tural clusters: young, youthful, transitional and 
mature states (Leahy Madsen, 2012, p.83). The 
first two clusters come with the propensity of a 
youth bulge, which in this paper, contrary to the 
common demographic definition, is defined as 
the disproportionate proportion of adults between 
15 and 29 in the working-age population (ages 
15–64) (Cincotta & Doces, 2012, p.100). De-
pending on the underlying social structures, a 
youth bulge can become a factor of instability, as 
there is statistical evidence of a relationship be-
tween age structure and conflict (Leahy Madsen, 
2012, p.83). Research shows that younger age 
structures are prone to instability and conflict, 
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which can therefore affect the government type 
of a country (Leahy Madsen, 2012, p.84). In fact, 
the political volatility and uncertainty associated 
with the presence of a youth bulge is a major im-
pediment to attaining the status of a liberal de-
mocracy (Cincotta & Doces, 2012, p.114). The 
propensity to become a free democracy1 in rela-
tion to its age structure is presented in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4: Age-structural maturity thesis. Cincotta 
(2015). 

A mature age structure is not a completely nec-
essary condition for achieving a free and liberal 
regime. However, Cincotta’s model (2015) 
shows that the higher the median age, the easier 
it is to achieve and maintain a free democracy. In 
his later research, Cincotta (2017) defined a me-
dian age of 28.9 years as the “Free50”, the 50% 
probability of attaining a liberal democracy. Ap-
plying Cincotta’s model to the real world, Tunisia 
with its median age of 31.6 has a high probability 
of keeping the status as a free democracy that it 
achieved after the fall of Ben Ali’s regime 
(Cincotta, 2015). However, one has to be careful 
how to use the model. It should not be used as a 

 
1 As defined of Freedomhouse (2019). 

blunt prediction tool and extended by a qualita-
tive assessment, as like all models, it is based on 
past data and, therefore, cannot take into ac-
count things yet to come (Cincotta & Doces, 
2012, p.115). Nonetheless, the model can help 
us better understand the historic and current 
global trends in political liberalization. 
Measures to convert the demographic bomb 
into a global peace dividend 
As discussed in the previous section, the rela-
tionship between violence and the youth bulge 
also depends on the underlying social structures. 
A pronounced youth bulge implies a large supply 
of individuals with low opportunity costs. Contex-
tual factors influencing a youth bulge’s course in-
clude economic development, education and the 
degree of urbanization. Countries with low devel-
opment, a semi-democratic regime and a large 
absolute size of population are most prone to ex-
periencing higher levels of conflict emerging from 
its youth bulge dynamics (Urdal, 2012, pp.120–
123). 
Nonetheless, youth bulges can also act as a 
driver of a country’s development when that 
country can capture the demographic dividend. 
The demographic dividend is the economic de-
velopment that occurs due to variations in the de-
pendency ratio, i.e. the ratio of the non-working 
age population to the working population (Lin, 
2012). Decreasing the dependency burden is 
positively associated with economic growth, 
which has been observed in the ascent of Asia’s 
Tiger states (Urdal, 2012, p.121). A number of 
developing countries are within or on the verge 
of this demographic transition that may allow 
them to achieve the demographic dividend. Tak-
ing advantage of this dividend will lessen the ef-
fect of the youth bulge on political violence, ulti-
mately transforming into a peace dividend (Urdal, 
2012, p.128). In order to achieve this, policies 
that create opportunities for young people need 
to be implemented, notably by fostering high 
quality education, health, lower fertility rates and 
high employment (UNFPA, 2016). 
The challenges mentioned above show how in-
tertwined and ambiguous our global demo-
graphic issues are. On the one hand, there are 
overaged developed countries with a decreasing 
workforce, while on the other hand, there are de-
veloping countries that need to address their 
youth bulge as a central challenge. Therefore, 
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the question arises as to how one can fix the di-
lemmas faced by both sides and thereby lead the 
world towards a more prosperous future. 
Goldstone proposes to adapt our view of the 
world to a new three-world order based on the 
countries’ demographic maturity, with the first 
world being aging and industrialized nations, the 
second world being states that are fast growing, 
economically dynamic and balanced in age, and 
a third world of fast growing and very young 
countries. The first and second worlds need to 
build efficient partnerships and actively engage 
with the third world by supporting and investing 
in better governance. He therefore sees the inev-
itable adaptation of institutions (e.g. NATO and 
the G7) by integrating the widely underrepre-
sented second world, as their global role in the 
21st century’s economic and security questions 
becomes more and more crucial (Goldstone, 
2010, pp.38–39). 
Furthermore, effectively managed migration can 
act as a developmental vehicle for both devel-
oped and developing nations. Aging states can 
bring dynamism back into their workforce, which 
is tied to the power transition theory. For young 
and fragile states emigration can act as a safety 
valve to mitigate disproportionate youth bulges. 
Goldstone (2019) openly expresses that young 
labor, for example from Africa, should be recog-
nized as a valuable and untapped resource by 
developed countries. With the relevant training, a 
corresponding return migration could create a 
positive cycle in the long run which could further 
improve the development prospects of African 
countries (Goldstone, 2019). 
Strategic leaders need to take an integrated 
perspective on demography  
The application of the concept of political demog-
raphy is diverse and can be observed on an in-
ternational, national or subnational level, as seen 
in the examples of geopolitics, aging and national 
security and the peace dividend.  
The concept and examples presented show how 
important an integrative view on demography 
and political science has become. Today’s de-
mographic challenges are increasingly inter-
linked and require goals that align with each 
other and that are achieved collectively (Dabbs 
Sciubba, 2012, p.77).  
However, one can observe the opposite: “most 
countries are currently enacting policies that ig-
nore or actually run counter to what they need in 

terms of demographic trends” (Goldstone, Inter-
view with the author of this paper, 29 October 
2019). Strategic planners and policy makers 
should acknowledge that changes in demo-
graphic variables are powerful forces and politi-
cal demographers are trying to decode and inte-
grate them into the big picture – or in the words 
of Jack Goldstone: “We need to understand how 
these forces operate, if we are to take control of 
our destiny and shape it” (2012, p.276). 
  



 

 5 

Key References 
Bakilana, A. (2016). ‘Why Are Fertility Rates so 

High in Sub-Saharan Africa?’ Retrieved 
from 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/0
5/why-are-fertility-rates-so-high-in-sub-
saharan-africa 

Cincotta, R. (2015). ‘Will Tunisia’s Democracy 
Survive? A View from Political 
Demography.’ DOI: 
10.13140/RG.2.1.4660.1127. 

Cincotta, R. (2017). ‘8 Rules of Political 
Demography That Help Forecast 
Tomorrow’s World.’ DOI: 
10.13140/RG.2.2.22582.70721. 

Cincotta, R., & Doces, J. (2012). ‘The Age-
Structural Maturity Thesis.’ In J. 
Goldstone, E. Kaufmann & M. Duffy Toft 
(Eds.), Political Demography: How 
Population Changes Are Re-shaping 
International Security and national 
politics (pp.98–116). New York, NY: 
Oxford Uni-versity Press. 

Dabbs Sciubba, J. (2012). ‘A New Framework 
for Aging and Security.’ In J. Goldstone, 
E. Kaufmann & M. Duffy Toft (Eds.), 
Political Demography: How Population 
Changes Are Re-shaping International 
Security and National Politics (pp.63–
77). New York, NY: Oxford Uni-versity 
Press. 

Gardner, D. (2019, October 2). ‘Syria Is 
Witnessing a Violent Demographic Re-
engineering.’ Financial Times. Retrieved 
from 
https://www.ft.com/content/e40cb754-
e456-11e9-b112-9624ec9edc59 

Goldstone, J. (2010). ‘The New Population 
Bomb.’ Foreign Affairs. 89(1), 31–43. 
DOI: 10.2307/20699781. 

Goldstone, J. (2012). ‘A Theory of Political 
Demography.’ In J. Goldstone, E. 
Kaufmann & M. Duffy Toft (Eds.), 
Political Demography: How Population 
Changes Are Reshaping Internation-al 
Security and National Politics (pp.11–
28). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 

 

Goldstone, J. (2019). ‘Africa 2050: 
Demographic Truth and Consequences.’ 
Retrieved from 
https://www.hoover.org/research/africa-
2050-demographic-truth-and-
consequences 

Goldstone, J., Kaufmann, E., & Duffy Toft, M. 
(Eds.). (2012). Political Demography: 
How Population Changes Are 
Reshaping International Security and 
National Politics. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press. 

Howe, N., & Jackson, R. (2012). ‘Demography 
and Geopolitics.’ In J. Goldstone, E. 
Kauf-mann & M. Duffy Toft (Eds.), 
Political Demography: How Population 
Changes Are Reshaping International 
Security and National Politics (pp.31–
48). New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 

Kaufmann, E., & Duffy Toft, M. (2012). 
‘Introduction.’ In J. Goldstone, E. 
Kaufmann & M. Duffy Toft (Eds.), 
Political Demography: How Population 
Changes Are Reshaping Internation-al 
Security and National Politics (pp.3–9). 
New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Kreft, H. (2013). ‘Deutschland, Europa und der 
Aufstieg der neuen Gestaltungsmächte.’ 
Re-trieved from 
https://www.bpb.de/apuz/173793/deutsc
hland-europa-und-die-neuen-
gestaltungsmaechte 

Leahy Madsen, E. (2012). ‘Age Structure and 
Development through a Policy Lens.’ In 
J. Goldstone, E. Kaufmann & M. Duffy 
Toft (Eds.), Political Demography: How 
Population Changes Are Reshaping 
International Security and National 
Politics (pp.81–97). New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press. 

Lin, J. (2012). ‘Youth Bulge: A Demographic 
Dividend or a Bomb?’ Retrieved from 
http://blogs.worldbank.org/developmentt
alk/youth-bulge-a-demographic-
dividend-or-a-demographic-bomb-in-
developing-countries 

 
 
 



 

 6 

PWC. (2015). ‘The World in 2050.’ Retrieved 
from: 
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/the-
economy/assets/world-in-2050-february-
2015.pdf 

Rivkin-Fish, M. (2010). ‘Pronatalism, Gender 
Politics, and the Renewal of Family 
Support in Russia: Toward a Feminist 
Anthropology of “Maternity Capital”.’ 
Slavic Review, 69(3), 701–724. 
Retrieved from: 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25746278 

UNFPA. (2016). ‘Demographic Dividend.’ 
Retrieved from 
https://www.unfpa.org/demographic-
dividend 

Urdal, H. (2005). ‘People vs. Malthus: 
Population Pressure, Environmental 
Degradation, and Armed Conflict 
Revisited.’ Journal of Peace Research, 
42(4), 417–434. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30042334 

Urdal, H. (2012). ‘Youth Bulges and Violence.’ 
In J. Goldstone, E. Kaufmann & M. Duffy 
Toft (Eds.), Political Demography: How 
Population Changes Are Reshaping 
International Security and National 
Politics (pp.117–132). New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press. 

WDA Forum. (2019). Die Demographie des 21. 
Jahrhunderts [PowerPoint presentation]. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About the author 
 
Philippe Hachen is pursuing a master’s degree in 
business management at the University of St. 
Gallen (HSG). In addition, he has completed his 
CEMS master’s in international management at 
HSG and the Hong Kong University of Science 
and Technology. Throughout his studies, 
Philippe gained international work experience in 
the consulting and luxury goods industry. The 
analyses and opinions presented in this article 
are his own, building on Jack A. Gold-stone’s 
publication Political Demography: How Popula-
tion Changes Are Reshaping International Secu-
rity and National Politics (Goldstone et al., 2012). 
 
Contact information:  
philippe.hachen@student.unisg.ch 


