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Six Demographic Realities 
• Population projections are not 

forecasts

• Populations can be growing and 
ageing at the same time

• Population ageing is unavoidable

• Population age structures are more 
important than population size and 
growth rates 

• Population measures such as size and 
growth rate are an aggregation of 
decisions made by people 

• Aspiring for demographic resilience is 
essential for the 21st Century 



1. Population projections are not forecasts



Some misunderstandings
 Population is a fixed variable 

✓ It’s not (and nor is it constant or linear)
✓ A population is made up of humans and humans are not the same

 Demography provides a crystal ball into the future
✓ Demography provides data-informed foundations for decision-making and planning 

for the future 

 Population projections have always been wrong
✓ Projections are not intended to be right nor wrong
✓ Projections are an indication of what is likely to happen if assumptions informing the 

projections hold true
✓ If a particular projection does not transpire it is because the population and its 

components have stopped following that trend (i.e. the assumptions no longer hold 
true).



Projections V Forecasts
Population projections - official data

• Every 5 years, post ABS Census of Population and 
Housing 

• Look back to look forward

•Based on assumptions in relation to the components 

of population change:

▪ Natural Change (births – deaths)

▪ Net Internal Migration (arrivals – departures)

▪ Net Overseas Migration (arrivals – departures)

Informed by:
▪Recent demographic trends 
▪Analysis of Census data
▪Datasets e.g. births and deaths register
▪Birth rates
▪Death rates - including life expectancy 
▪Patterns of migration - internal and overseas

Population forecasts, particularly at a small area level, 
are usually commissioned. 

Can include assumptions about other non-
demographic factors such as:

• Economic performance 

• Dwelling assumptions or approvals

• Household size

• Housing units and composition 

• Land use strategy 

• Can take a ‘bottom-up’ approach 

• New policy positions 

• “What if” scenarios 

Forecasts are often used to look into the future to 
determine the demographic impact of predicted or 
major changes or developments in the area.



Challenges for population projections
Slow Demography (20th Century)

• Dominated by natural increase (60% +)
• Predictable, more reliable projections
• Enabled longer term planning

Fast Demography (21st Century)

• Dominated by migration (60% +)
• Complex and volatile
• Less predictable
• Susceptible to policy changes and external forces

7 LGAs in Australia are currently experiencing slow demography

All other LGAs are experiencing fast demography

Traditionally used by local government as an evidence 
base for longer term planning purposes – almost static 

Given fast demography, use needs to evolve to also 
inform interventions to shape the future population

Use needs to:

▪ Be underpinned by comprehensive understanding of 
the underlying assumptions informing the projections

▪ Be considered against the drivers of population 
change in the area

▪ Be tracked against projections and their assumptions 
over time by component of population change

▪ Inform decision-making over short, medium and 
longer term.

▪ Inform interventions to shape the future population



2. Populations can be growing and ageing at the same time
• The 20th Century was defined by population growth

• The 21st Century is defined by population momentum and eventual population decline 



The Demographic Transition
• Global model 
• Theoretical framework underpinning the discipline 

of demography
• Five stages 
• Process moving from high birth and death rates to 

low birth and death rates
• Between is a period of population growth 
• Assumed the end point would be stable 

population
• Second Demographic Transition now resulting from 

persistent below replacement level fertility rates
• Global population decline projected from 2084
• Australia now well advanced into Stage Five and 

the Second Demographic Transition
• TFR below replacement rate (2.1)for five decades

Limitations of the model
• Does not account for migration at the country or 

sub-national level 
• Migration increases complexity



3. Population ageing is unavoidable
4th and 5th stage of the Demographic Transition 



Three types of ageing
Hyper-ageing Structural Ageing Numerical Ageing

Definition

Where more than 20% of the 

population is aged 65 years or 

older. 

Proportion of the population 

which is young-old (65+) or 

older-old (85+). 

The absolute number of people 

getting older

Explanation

Considered to be the point-of-

no-return for longer term 

population growth scenarios. 

Caused by declining fertility 

rates as well as the age profile 

of inward and outward 

migrants. 

Caused by increase in life 

expectancy combined with 

large cohort of babies born 

1945-1971. 

Insights 

Reproductive age is smaller 

than the older population. 

Natural increase eventually 

transitions to natural decline.  

Provides insights into the fiscal 

implications of ageing.

Provides an insight into the 

potential demand for older-

age related products and 

services. 

Implication 

Fewer children to replace older 

population and declining future 

workforce. 

The ability to fund age-related 

services like the pension and 

health and care related 

services.

Meeting the changing needs of 

more and more young-old and 

older-old people. 

Policy response: Indirect – pro-natal policies
Intergenerational Reports

Grow the economy – 3Ps
Fractured 

293 LGAs are in a state of 

hyper-ageing



4. Population age structures are more important than 
population size and growth rates 
For decision making, planning and policy purposes 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographic_transition
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Population age structures 
A visual representation of the composition 
of population by age and sex

Tell a very different story to the size and 
growth rates of a population

In scenarios of either growth, slow growth or 
decline, a population age structure will be 
continually changing.

The needs of the population will change 
with it.  

This chart demonstrates how Australia’s 
population age structure is predicted to 
change between 2022 and 2062 based on 
three different Total Fertility Rate (TFR) 
scenarios. 

Source: Centre for Population, Australian Government 



5. Population measures such as size and growth rate are an 
aggregation of decisions made by people 
• Individuals, couples or families 

• Where to live

• Whether or not to have children and how many to have 



Data reflects choices made by humans

Stage in 
the life 
cycle

Voluntary 
or 

involuntary

Internal 
and 

external 
forces

New or 
changed 

policy 
positions



6. Aspiring for demographic resilience is 
essential for the 21st Century
Demographic resilience is the ability of a Local 
Government Council to withstand, recover from, 
and/or adapt to demographic change or shocks 
such as changes in fertility, mortality, or migration. 

Demographic resilience is a six-step sequential - and 
on-going - process and refers to the ability to:

1. Understand changing population dynamics 

2. Predict demographic change

3. Understand the implications of this change

4. Develop informed planning and policy 
responses to proactively shape, strengthen and 
sustain economic and social systems over the 
longer term 

5. Track and monitor population change against 
projections

6. Continue to adapt to changing population 
dynamics



Summary

Points for decision-makers

• The 21st Century will be a period of population momentum and 
slowing growth or decline 

• changing population age structures will become more important in 
informing decision-making 

• Predictions about the future don’t always eventuate because 
we don’t fully understand why what is happening is happening.

• Data reflects decisions being made by humans but human 
behaviour is complex and increasingly heterogenous.

• Population projections will only be as good as the data being 
inputted and the level of understanding about the relationship 
between the components of population change and other 
parameters which influence human behaviour.

• If a particular projection does not transpire it is because the 
population and its components have stopped following that 
trend (i.e. the assumptions no longer hold true).

• Projections often influence action so that future population 
change will potentially be different, or even very different.

• From a decision-making perspective, aspiring for demographic 
resilience will enable more predictable planning for the future 
and meeting community needs.

Dr Lisa Denny – Demographer

www.lisadenny.com.au

0400 190 964

lisa@lisadenny.com.au
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