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INTRODUCTION
Education is a key determinant of levels and trends of 
fertility, mortality and migration. In turn, coverage and 
investment in education are influenced by the rate of 
growth and the age structure of the population. Education 
and training over the life course are critically important 
to sustain socioeconomic development, especially in 
modern economies increasingly driven by innovation and 
productivity growth. From a macroeconomic perspective, 
a well-trained and well-educated workforce reinforces 
the positive impacts of the demographic dividend and 
tempers the fiscal and economic challenges associated 
with rapidly ageing populations, while contributing to 
the achievement of various Sustainable Development 
Goals and to the realization of the Vision Statement of 
the Secretary-General on Transforming Education.1 This 
policy brief summarizes some policy implications in these 
and other interlinkages between population, education, 
and sustainable development.2

POPULATION AGE STRUCTURE AFFECTS 
EDUCATION SPENDING, HUMAN CAPITAL 
FORMATION AND ECONOMIC GROWTH
Per capita investment in human capital relative to GDP 
per capita varies widely across countries and tends to 
be negatively associated with the ratio of young people 
to the working-age population, illustrating the trade-off 
between the number of children and per capita invest-
ments in human capital. For countries with high fertility 
and large proportions of children and youth, per capita 
spending on the human capital of young people is typi-
cally less than half as much as in countries with older 
population age structures.3

GLOBAL SCHOOL-AGE POPULATION 
WILL PEAK BEFORE 2035 IN MOST REGIONS…
The global school-age population aged 6–11 years (range 
associated to primary education), is expected to reach an 

1	 https://www.un.org/en/transforming-education-summit/
sg-vision-statement.

2	 Contained in E/CN.9/2023/2.
3	 E/CN.9/2023/2, figure I.
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Key Messages

	» The demographic transition, including decreased fertility and 
child dependency, brings opportunities to boost the human 
capital of young people and adults alike

	» Completion of at least secondary education is key to 
preventing child marriage and early childbearing

	» Despite significant progress in reducing the gender gap 
in school enrolment, much remains to be done to improve 
completion, the quality of education and to translate into 
women’s access to decent jobs

	» Access to education and recognition of credentials are key 
to migrant integration and to maximizing the development 
benefits of migration

all-time high of 820 million in 2023. It is projected to drop 
to 774 million in 2032, reach a secondary peak of around 
806 million in the early 2050s, and decline continuously 
thereafter.

The projected global trend of the school-age population 
aged 12–17 years (associated to secondary education) and 
of those aged 18–23 years (associated to tertiary educa-
tion) is similar to the projected trend of the school-age 
population aged 6–11 years, shifted in time by 6 and 12 
years, respectively. Thus, the global school-age popula-
tion aged 12–17 years is projected to reach a peak of nearly 
816 million in 2029 and then begin to fall. The school-
age population aged 18–23 years (tertiary education) is 
projected to reach an all-time high of 811 million by 2035 
and follow a similar downward trend thereafter.

…WITH THE EXCEPTION OF AFRICA 
AND WESTERN ASIA
Figure 1 shows the projected regional trends by age 
group. Eastern and South-Eastern Asia are expected to 
experience the largest decline in the school-age popula-
tion aged 6–23 years between 2022 and 2050. The second 
largest decline over this period will take place in Central 
and Southern Asia. Sub-Saharan Africa will see the largest 
increase across all the three age segments.

Population, education and sustainable development: 
interlinkages and select policy implications



2 	 United Nat ions Depar tment  of  Economic and Socia l  Affa i rs 	 Apr i l  2023

school-age population would permit large increases in 
spending per student, reaching the average levels of per 
capita expenditure of OECD countries and facilitating the 
achievement of universal secondary education with little 
or no increase in taxes.

From the mid-2010 to 2020, public spending on education 
as a share of GDP had risen gradually for countries in all 
income groups, but this trend was abruptly interrupted in 
many countries by the COVID-19 pandemic. Even before 
the pandemic, there were large inequalities in public 
spending per capita: in 2020, average spending in sub-
Saharan Africa was $254 and South Asia, $358, a small 
fraction of the average level in Europe and Central Asia, 
$6,156.7 Low-income and lower-middle-income countries 
will need to make an extraordinary effort to recover from 
learning losses and resume progress towards the universal 
completion of primary and secondary education by 2030, 
as prescribed by target 4.1 of the Sustainable Development 
Goals. International cooperation in this regard is needed 
now more than ever.

7	 World Bank and United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), “Education finance watch 
2022”, 2022.

FERTILITY DECLINE FACILITATES 



https://undocs.org/en/E/CN.9/2022/2
http://www.unicef.org/education/early-childhood-education
http://www.unicef.org/education/early-childhood-education
https://www.firstthingsfirst.org/early-childhood-matters/investing-in-early-childhood/
https://www.firstthingsfirst.org/early-childhood-matters/investing-in-early-childhood/
http://data.uis.unesco.org
http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/total-net-enrolment-rate
http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/total-net-enrolment-rate
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IMPROVED EDUCATION OF WOMEN 
HAS NOT ERASED GENDER GAPS IN 
ALL REGIONS OR IN LABOUR MARKETS
The gender gap in school enrolment and attendance has 
declined globally over the past two decades. In 2020, the 
global out-of-school rates for primary, lower-secondary 
and upper-secondary levels of education had a gap of less 
than 2 per cent each.15 However, larger gender gaps remain 
at each level in sub-Saharan Africa and in Northern Africa 
and Western Asia. Low-income countries are farthest from 
gender parity in enrolment, as they have made significant 
yet relatively slow progress over the past 10 years. For 
lower-secondary education, enrolment rates for young 
women in low-income countries are still 5 percentage 
points lower than for young men, while at the upper-
secondary level the disadvantage was 9 percentage points.

Globally, girls have an advantage regarding completion 
rates at each education level, with timely completion two 
percentage points higher for girls than for boys in 2020. 
However, girls’ completion rates lag in Central and Southern 
Asia and subSaharan Africa at the upper-secondary level. 
In some regions, the female advantage in enrolment, 
educational achievement and school performance has been 
long-standing. However, those gains have not translated 
into equivalent success in the labour market, where women 
remain at a disadvantage in most countries.16

LIFELONG LEARNING MORE IMPORTANT 
NOW THAN EVER
Demographic changes, along with new technologies and 
globalization, are transforming the world of work, bringing 
fresh opportunities and novel challenges for people to 
access decent jobs and for companies to thrive and adapt. 
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted labour markets world-
wide and accelerated structural transformations related 
to remote and flexible work, digitalization and the demand 
for new types of jobs and skills.17

These changes are taking place in the context of progres-
sive ageing of the global population. With unprecedented 
numbers of people surviving to advanced ages, lifelong 

15	 UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report: Gender Re-
port – Deepening the Debate on Those Still Left Behind (Paris, 
2022). The gender gap in enrolment is defined as the dif-
ference between female and male rates for the official age 
range for a given education level.

16	 In Latin America and the Caribbean, for example, women are 
underrepresented in fields related to information and com-
munications technologies, engineering, industry and con-
struction, helping to perpetuate their low level of partici-
pation in research and development, scientific production, 
publication of academic research and other areas associat-
ed with better paying, more stable employment. See Social 
Panorama of Latin America and the Caribbean: Transforming 
Education as a Basis for Sustainable Development (United 
Nations publication, 2022).

17	 ILO, Shaping Skills and Lifelong Learning for the Future of 
Work (Geneva, 2021).

learning and the re-skilling of workers are more important 
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ACCESS TO EDUCATION AND 
RECOGNITION OF CREDENTIALS ARE KEY 
TO MIGRANT INTEGRATION AND SUCCESS
Immigrants and their children, sometimes even those 
born in the host country, face various barriers in accessing 
quality education and learning opportunities. They are 
less likely to be enrolled in early childhood education, 
which can negatively impact their academic performance 
and lifetime educational attainment. Overcoming these 
barriers is critical for improving the educational outcomes 
of migrant children and promoting their integration into 
host societies.

The proportion of Governments giving migrants access 
to public education varies across regions. Countries in 
Central and Southern Asia and in Eastern and South-
Eastern Asia had the lowest proportion of Governments (50 
per cent each) reporting that they provided equal access to 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/73/195
http://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data/world-population-policies
http://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data/world-population-policies

