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displaced persons reached the highest absolute 
levels ever recorded in 2015, with 244 million 
international migrants and roughly 65 million 
displaced persons. In short, one in every 112 
persons in the world is a refugee, an internally 
displaced person, or an asylum seeker. Growth in 
the number of international migrants, refugees, 
asylum seekers, and internally displaced 
persons is likely to continue due to major 
income disparities between areas, persistent 
conflicts, and festering ethnic and religious 
tensions. The number of people on the move will 
remain high or even increase as environmental 
stresses become more pronounced.

 . . . And More Are Male. The recent increase 
in men compared to women in many countries 
in the Middle East and in East and South Asia 
signals countries under stress and the lasting 
influence of culture. Largely due to sex-selective 
abortion, female infanticide, and female 
selective neglect, China and India are already 
seeing significant numbers of men without 

although over time—and with training and 
education—such policies could address 
critical labor shortfalls in aging societies.

• Population growth will continue to 
concentrate in areas vulnerable to sea-level 
rise, flooding, and storm surges. By 2035, 
roughly 50 percent more people than in 
the year 2000 will live in low-elevation 
coastal zones worldwide, with the number 
in Asia increasing by more than 150 
million and in Africa by 60 million. Many 
megacities, such as Bangkok, Ho Chi Minh 
City, Jakarta, and Manila, will continue to 
sink because of excessive groundwater 
extraction and natural geologic activity.

More Are On The Move . . . Migration flows 
will remain high during the next two decades 
as people seek economic opportunity and flee 
conflict and worsening environmental conditions. 
International migrants—or persons who reside 
outside their countries of birth—and forcibly 
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Global Urban Population Growth Is Propelled by the Growth of Cities of All Sizes

The lion’s share of the 
world’s 20-percent 
population increase 
between 2015 and 
2035 will end up in cities, 
as inflows of people 
from rural settings join 
already-growing city 
populations. Cities of 
all sizes will continue to 
increase in number, led by 
“megacities” of 10 million or 
more residents, which will 
be found on every continent 
except Australia.

Source: United Nations, Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 
“World Urbanization Prospects, 2014 Revision.”



Extreme Poverty Is Declining. Economic 
reforms in China and other countries, largely 
in Asia, have fueled a historic rise in living 
standards for nearly a billion people since 
1990, cutting the share of the world living in 
“extreme poverty” (below $2 a day) from 35 
to around 10 percent. Two dollars a day hardly 
makes life easy but does move people beyond 
surviving day-to-day. Improved living standards, 
however, lead to changed behaviors while raising 
expectations and anxieties about the future.

Western Middle Classes Are Squeezed. A global 
boom in low-cost manufacturing—together with 
automation driven in part by cost pressures from 
increased competition—hit US and European 
middle-class wages and employment hard over 
the past several decades. At the same time, 
however, it brought new opportunities to the 
developing world and dramatically reduced 
the costs of goods for consumers worldwide. 

prospects for marriage. Gender imbalances 
take decades to correct, generating increased 
crime and violence in the meantime.

The Global Economy Is Shifting

Economies worldwide will shift significantly 
in the near and distant futures. Wealthy 
economies will try to halt recent declines 
in economic growth and maintain lifestyles 
even as working-age populations shrink and 
historically strong productivity gains wane. 
The developing world will seek to maintain its 
recent progress in eradicating abject poverty 
and to integrate rapidly growing working-age 
populations into its economies. Developed 
and developing alike will be pressed to identify 
new services, sectors, and occupations to 
replace manufacturing jobs that automation 
and other technologies will eliminate—and 
to educate and train workers to fill them.

11NATIONAL INTELL IGENCE COUNCIL

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

Megacities of 
10 million or more

Large cities of 
5 to 10 million

Medium-sized cities 
of 1 to 5 million

Cities of 500,000 
to 1 milllion

Urban areas smaller 
than 500,000

2030
(estimated)

20141990

Population (million)

731

558

63

41 cities

28 cities
43

417

525
10

294
239
21

Global Urban Population Growth Is Propelled by the Growth of Cities of All Sizes

The lion’s share of the 
world’s 20-percent 
population increase 
between 2015 and 
2035 will end up in cities, 
as inflows of people 
from rural settings join 
already-growing city 
populations. Cities of 
all sizes will continue to 
increase in number, led by 
“megacities” of 10 million or 
more residents, which will 
be found on every continent 
except Australia.

Source: United Nations, Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 
“World Urbanization Prospects, 2014 Revision.”

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

20152000198019601940192019001880186018401820

World population (billions)Extreme poverty is defined as 
living at a consumption (or income) 
level below $1.90 per day in real, 
purchasing-power parity terms 
(adjusted for price differences 
between countries and inflation).

Number of 
people living in 

extreme poverty

Number of people 
not living in 

extreme poverty

World Population Living in Extreme Poverty, 1820-2015

Source: OurWorldinData.org  Max Roser based on World Bank and Bourguignon and Morrisson.



-25 0 25 50 75 100

Polynesia

Micronesia

Melanesia

Australia/New Zealand

OCEANIA

United States

Mexico

Canada

NORTH AMERICA

South America

Central America

Caribbean

LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

Western Europe

Southern Europe

Northern Europe

Russia

Eastern Europe

EUROPE

Western Asia

Southeast Asia

India

South Asia

Central Asia

South-Central Asia

China

Eastern Asia

ASIA

Western Africa

Southern Africa

Northern Africa

Middle Africa

Eastern Africa

AFRICA
64.5

73.2

34.4

15.3

64.4

14.8

1.7

2.3

22.5

21.2

22.6

20.9

18.0

32.7

-1.4

-7.4

-5.4

9.5

-2.8

3.0

17.1

9.8

22.5

15.6

15.6

15.5

20.8

13.5

26.6

23.0

20.1

13.0

38.8

57.3 Percent Change Per Capita GDPa

0-3,000
3,000-8,000
8,000-16,000
16,000-32,000
32,000 or more

160

Population Change by Region, 2015-35
The world’s population will probably grow by about 20 percent between 2015 and 2035, according to UN 
projections. However, this growth will be unevenly distributed. The population of Africa, with a per capita 
income average of only about $5,000—despite including a number of dynamic, growing economies—will 
grow by nearly three-fifths; by contrast, the population of Europe, with an average income more than six 
times as large as Africa’s, will actually decline without substantial inflows of migrants from other regions.

aPer capita GDP for 2015 in purchasing power parity (PPP) dollars.
Sources: UN population data (median projection); International Monetary Fund.
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In 2035 the world’s population will be larger, older and more urban than today, but change will progress 
unevenly across regions, with rapid growth in many promising but still-developing economies offset by 
stalled growth—or even shrinking populations—in many developed countries. These trends will 
challenge the former to provide infrastructure and opportunities for their growing populations and the 
latter to use technology to minimize their need for new workers and to smoothly integrate migrants 
from developing countries who seek improved prospects. 

• By 2035, world population will have increased by almost 20 percent to 8.8 billion, while the
global median age will have risen from 30 in 2015 to 34 years.

• By then, more than three-fifths of the world’s population will likely live in urban areas, an
approximate 7-percentage point increase from 2016.
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Continued Urbanization. The world’s urban population first exceeded the rural population about a 
decade ago, and it continues to grow through natural causes and migration while rural-population 
growth has been flat in recent years.  Urbanization will shape global social and political dynamics, but its 
effects are likely to be uneven and depend on states’ capacity to manage the political, economic, and 
social stresses that urban growth causes. 

With proper planning, urbanization can provide the setting, the underlying population base, and 
momentum for sustainable growth by enabling governments, businesses and individuals to reduce 
transaction costs; more efficient public infrastructure and services; and greater knowledge generation 
and diffusion.  By some estimates, the world’s “megaregions”—networks of metropolitan areas that 
share environmental systems and topography, infrastructure, economic links, settlement, and land-use 
patterns—account for 66 percent of the world’s economic activity and are the breeding ground for 85 
percent of all technological and scientific innovation.  Poorly-managed cities and urban centers, 
however, can serve as incubators for poverty, inequality, crime, pollution, and disease.  Near-term 
decisions on infrastructure for developing megacities will determine their vulnerability to extreme 
events and climate change. 

• Increased urbanization enables new social and political movements by concentrating social
stresses without adequate capacity to deal with demands on infrastructure.  In particular,
urbanization without sufficient economic development and consideration of environmental
sustainability contributes to poverty and poor living conditions.  Such stresses have spurred calls
for social change and resource redistribution that adds to volatility at the local political level and
causes regional spillover if people move elsewhere.

• Even if city development is efficient, urban areas will challenge city planners and governments,
including some in Europe, to fund adequate infrastructure, transportation, energy, clean water
and air, stable food systems, and healthcare.
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Natural and human-induced changes in many of Earth’s ecosystems during the coming decades are likely 
to weaken the planet’s resilience and expose humans to new health, food, water, energy, and 
infrastructure vulnerabilities and demands.  With changes in climate, weather will become less 
predictable and suitable for the status quo.  The oceans’ biodiversity will plummet as they become 
warmer and more acidic, fragile, and polluted.  Human and animal health will face threats from 
heatwaves, cold snaps, and the altered dynamics of pathogen spread.  These risks will be distributed 
unequally in time and geography but have the potential to harm most of the world’s populations and 
ecosystems—severely in some cases, and catastrophically in others. 

Environmental and climate changes will challenge systems in different dimensions; heat waves, for 
example, stress infrastructure, energy, human and animal health, and agriculture.  Climate change—
observed or anticipated—almost certainly will become an increasingly integral component of how 
people view their world, especially as populations are projected to swell in those areas most vulnerable 
to extreme weather events and sea-level rise, including coastal megacities and regions already suffering 
from water scarcity.  Many of the ecological and environmental stresses from climate change—and the 
infectious diseases it will affect—will cut across state borders, making coordination among governments 
and international institutions crucial to effective responses.  Policies and programs to mitigate and adapt 
to these challenges will spur opportunities for those well-positioned to benefit. 
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Major Trends 

Changes in Earth Systems.  Climate change, sea level rise, and ocean acidification are likely to amplify 
stresses already felt from population growth, urbanization, inadequate environmental protection, and 
the use of energy and past natural resources.  Although new climate policies could reduce the rate of 
greenhouse gas emissions over time, past emissions already have locked in a significant rise in global 
mean temperature, which will in turn drive more frequent and intense extreme weather events, such as 
heatwaves, droughts, and floods.  The steady run of record-setting weather and growing frequency of 
extreme events suggest to many scientists that climate change is hitting harder and sooner than the 
gradual change often projected.  The intensity of the disruptions could vary widely, spawning unpleasant 
surprises, particularly given that an increasingly significant fraction of the planet’s species already are at 
increased extinction risk. 

• Forecasting changes with greater regional and time precision becomes increasingly uncertain,
but the stresses will probably disrupt the most vulnerable—or unlucky—populations in
countries at all levels of development.

• Storm surges, augmented by sea level rise, are likely to threaten many coastal systems and low-
lying areas, and this environmental volatility almost certainly will disrupt food production
patterns and water availability, fueling broader economic, political and social stresses. Changes
in the Arctic will exceed those felt in the middle latitudes, and reductions in summer sea-ice will
make the Arctic more accessible than any time in human history.

Human and Animal Health Under Pressure.  Changing environmental conditions and increasing global 
connectivity will affect precipitation patterns, biodiversity, and the geographic distribution of pathogens 
and their hosts, which will in turn affect the viability and vitality of crops and agricultural systems; the 
emergence, transmission, and spread of human and animal infectious diseases; and potential medical 
and pharmacological discoveries. The direct impact by environmental stressors to human health from 
increased heat stress, floods, drought, and increased frequency of intense storms will force difficult 
decisions on how and where to live, particularly in low-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia. 

• Indirect environmental threats to population health will emerge in the form of food insecurity,
under-nutrition, and air and water quality declines as a result of pollution.  Troubling trends in
communicable diseases—in particular, emerging zoonotic diseases, antimicrobial resistant
(AMR) pathogens—and noncommunicable diseases (NCDs)—including heart disease, stroke,
diabetes, and mental illness—may be the result of these effects,

• These concerns will be further intensified by demographic and cultural trends, such as aging
societies in Europe and Asia; inadequate nutrition and sanitation in Africa and India,
urbanization and development in uninhabited areas and the rise of megacities; and a widening
inequality gap.  Perversely, increased longevity—an almost-universal goal—will reduce food and
water security in places that are only marginally capable of supporting their populations.

Unaddressed disease-control deficiencies in national and global health systems will make outbreaks 
more difficult to detect and manage, increasing the potential for epidemics far beyond their points of 
origin.  Increasing contact between people and the easier spread of diseases mean that chronic 
infectious diseases that are already widespread—such as tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS, and hepatitis—will 




