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A MISSING VARIABLE: DEMOGRAPHICS AND THE G20 

 

 

 

1. Introduction. 

Created with focus on aiding in the governance of the International Finance System, the 

G20 has progressively expanded its agenda to encompass social and environmental 

issues, besides an enlarged economic portfolio. The sequence from 2022 to 2025, with 

four Global South presidencies, Indonesia, India, Brazil and South Africa -three also 

BRICS members, has raised expectations for a more balanced and effective view to not 

only pressing sustainable development issues, but also a broader consideration of “the 

Rest”, a set of more than 170 countries spread around the planet. 

In fact, how representative are the 19 members1 of the G20 is a question always 

present and that should not be forgotten. If in terms of population and GDP, they indeed 

amount to the lion’s share of both world totals, in many other dimensions they fail to 

qualify as representative.  

This Note is not going to discuss representation issues, but rather call attention to 

a key variable, demographics, where the G20 amounts to an at least biased representation, 

a partially diversified and peculiar sample. A shortcoming with important consequences 

as regards both standpoints and conclusions, if concern is over world policies, neither 

select nor class-specific. 

Section 2 is a brief overview of the G20 demographics, showing they represent, 

with exceptions, a special kind of demographic regime: ageing or close to populations. 

Section 3 elaborates on the implications of the bias while section 4 concludes, with 

suggestions to improve on this situation. 

 
 Leonid Garnitskiy (Analyst, FGV IIU) contributed to this Note. 
1 The European Union, for reasons and supposed rights not to be discussed here, is the 20th “country”, 
besides the presence of three of its members … This odd configuration has been somewhat balanced by 
the inclusion, during the 2023 Indian Presidency, of the African Union. 



 

2. G20 Demographics. 

Despite a predominantly “aged population” pattern –as will be shown- some diversity 

exists among the 19 members. 

Table 1 presents basic demographic data; given that 2021 was the last year of the 

COVID epidemic, death rates might be somewhat overstated.  

Germany, Italy, Japan and the Republic of Korea are in a serious demographic 

stage –all with negative growth rates, with Brazil, Canada, China, France, the UK and 

the US borderline, and the Russian Federation in what perhaps is a special situation. 

Australia shares some characteristics of the borderline group. 

 
 
 

Table 1: Crude Birth, Death and Natural Growth Rates (both per 1000 population), Fertility 
Rate (live births per woman) and Life Expectancy (years) for G20 countries, in 2021. 

 

  Birth Rate Death Rate Natural Growth Fertility Rate Life Expectancy 

Argentina 13,9 9,0 4,9 1,9 75,4 
Australia 12,1 6,7 5,4 1,7 83,3 
Brazil 12,9 8,3 4,6 1,6 72,8 
Canada 9,6 7,8 1,8 1,4 82,6 
China 7,5 7,2 0,3 1,2 78,2 
France 10,9 9,7 1,2 1,8 82,3 
Germany 9,6 12,3 -2,7 1,6 80,9 
India 16,4 9,4 7,0 2,0 67,2 
Indonesia 16,4 10,1 6,4 2,2 67,6 
Italy 6,8 12,0 -5,2 1,3 82,8 
Japan 6,6 11,7 -5,1 1,3 84,4 
Mexico 14,9 9,4 5,5 1,8 70,2 
Korea, Rep. 5,1 6,2 -1,1 0,8 83,5 
Russian Federation 9,6 16,7 -7,1 1,5 69,4 
Saudi Arabia 17,5 2,9 14,6 2,4 76,9 
South Africa 19,8 11,4 8,4 2,4 62,3 
Turkey 14,7 6,4 8,3 1,9 76,0 
United Kingdom 10,1 9,7 0,4 1,6 80,7 
United States 11,0 10,4 0,6 1,7 76,3 

 Source: The World Bank  
 
 



  Four of the seven “younger countries” (as inferred from Table 1) –Argentina, 

Australia, India, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa and Turkey- have fertility rates 

below the (minimal) reproduction rate (2.1)2, and three present low life expectancies 

(below 70 years old)3. India, a BRICS country, belongs to both subgroups. 

All countries, but Indonesia, Saudi Arabia and South Africa, show fertility rates 

below the reproduction rate. Death rates are high for the older countries, the Republic of 

Korea being an exception, and to most borderline ones. India, Indonesia and South Africa 

also present high rates, probably due to social and infrastructure problems. Russia 

confirms its outlier character. Six countries have a natural growth rate (= birth rate – death 

rate) lower than 1, three of them negative. 

Life expectancies are higher –above 80 years- for the developed, old or borderline 

countries, with Australia making for the “younger exception” and showing a high value 

(the third top one). 

Table 2 divides the population of each of the 19 members into three age brackets4. 

Younger countries have shares above 35 percent in the lower bracket, signalling their 

scope for providing enough people to the labour force and, as a second outcome, partially 

contributing to a normal (or close to) age pyramid. Older countries show high shares in 

the last group, from around 16/17 percent up to Japan’s impressive 28 percent. 

The middle group includes the active population, working and paying for the 

retirement and social security systems. Apparently, it nuances the young-old dichotomy, 

as the Republic of Korea and China have the largest and second largest, respectively, 

shares. The thirteen countries with shares above 50 percent are either fairly stable or in 

transition from normal to more complex demographic stages. The full interpretation of 

this photograph of a dynamic process needs the age pyramids to complement and validate 

statements. 

Table 3, derived from the previous one, shows the difference between the two 

extreme shares, and the ratio of the second to the third one.  

 
2 Argentina, Australia, India and Turkey. 
3 India, Indonesia and South Africa. 
4 For the two lower brackets, sometimes ‘up to 19 years old’ coupled with ‘from 20 to 65 years 
old’ is also used. 



The six biggest differences belong, as expected, to the young countries: they have 

at least a 30 percent population excess over the old. The six lowest ones refer to the older 

group, with France a little better than Canada; China lies well outside them. 

 

Table 2: G20 countries: Percentage of population in three age groups, 2023. 
 

  

Population under 
25 years old 

Population between 26 
and 65 years old 

Population above 
66 years old 

Argentina 40 48 12 
Australia 33 52 16 
Brazil 37 54 10 
Canada 28 53 19 
China 29 58 13 
France 31 49 20 
Germany 24 54 22 
India 44 50 6 
Indonesia 42 51 7 
Italy 23 55 22 
Japan 23 49 28 
Mexico 43 50 7 
Korea, Rep. 23 60 17 
Russian Federation 28 56 16 
Saudi Arabia 40 56 4 
South Africa 44 50 7 
Turkey 39 53 9 
United Kingdom 30 52 18 
United States 32 51 17 

 Source: United States Census Bureau, International Database  
 

Heuristic knowledge traditionally supposes that 4 active people are needed for 

each old individual. Following this parameter, ten members –plus a borderline Argentina- 

are in bad shape, Australia and Canada included. It is worth noticing that Canada fared 

badly in the two indicators, strongly suggesting that it is around a transition point.  

Exhibit A1 in the Annex displays ten age pyramids of G20 members.  

It becomes clear that Brazil, China and Germany are at or close to contraction, 

while Japan and the Republic of Korea are already beyond this point.  

China, Japan and the Republic of Korea have 2 percent or less females in the first, 

lowest step of their pyramid, a quite worrying fact. It is also disturbing that the core peaks 



in the working population of all the three –from 50 to 59, in China; 45 to 54 in Japan, and 

40 to 64 in South Korea- are not going to be replaced by those in the younger brackets, 

the same applying to the 55 to 64 core in Germany. 

 

Table 3. Population indicators for G20 countries, 2023. 

  

Difference between the 
share of the population 
under 25 and the one 

above 66 y. o. 

Share of population 
between 26 and 65 you. 

divided by that of population 
above 66 y. o. 

Argentina 28 4,1 
Australia 17 3,3 
Brazil 27 5,5 
Canada 8 2,8 
China 16 4,5 
France 10 2,4 
Germany 3 2,4 
India 38 8,0 
Indonesia 35 7,3 
Italy 1 2,5 
Japan -5 1,8 
Mexico 35 6,8 
Korea, Rep. 6 3,6 
Russian Federation 12 3,5 
Saudi Arabia 37 14,9 
South Africa 37 7,4 
Turkey 30 6,2 
United Kingdom 12 2,9 
United States 15 3,0 

Source: United States Census Bureau, International Database 

  

Australia and Canada confirm to be approaching transition, both pyramids are 

already skyscrapers with Canada’s basis starting to erode -as confirmed by its previous 

statistics. The US approaches a potentially problematic moment, the contraction of the 

basis has already begun, and the data in Table1, notably natural growth and fertility rates, 

indicate it will continue. 

The Russian Federation is not in good shape either: the asymmetry of its pyramid, 

above the age of 45, is worth noticing, as well as its pagoda shape. 

 



3. Consequences. 

The high-level objectives of the G20 Brazilian Presidency Agenda for 2024 are: 

* Social inclusion and the fight against hunger and poverty; 

* Sustainable development and energy transitions; 

* Reform of global governance institutions. 

These three broad goals unfold into several sub- themes and issues, which pick up 

select instances in each of them. Some issues are transversal, like finance, which is key 

for fighting poverty, a main tool to ease and many times make true the transitions in the 

second objective and, under the guise of the International Monetary System, unavoidable 

in the last one. 

In broad terms, seven wealthy members, Australia, Canada, France, Germany, 

Italy, Japan and Republic of Korea do not experience either hunger or poverty. The same 

applies to Saudi Arabia and, moderately, to the US, an unequal society. With the exception 

of Saudi Arabia, all are old or previous-to-old countries: the key issues in the first 

objective are fairly unknown to them; they do not suffer such problems, which touch them 

indirectly or through migration –a different poverty- and inequality-creation mechanism. 

It is hard to believe they have the desired attention, sensibility and indeed interest 

in tackling such problems, despite a general sense of goodwill. Moreover, given the 

demographic stage of most of them, social problems are mainly associated to pensions 

and retirement schemes, and the correlated health requirements of an ageing population. 

In ten of the remaining members, either demography or culture set non-negligible 

differences. “Young India” has priorities and strategies to deal with poverty that cannot 

be similar to those effective for “old China”, two members culturally and 

demographically apart. 

 Looking at transitions, similar incongruences appear. Besides basic supply needs 

by all energy-dependent economies, sustainable development practices, for the wealthy 

and old members, are more a matter of technical advances combined with a mix of taxes 

and subsidies, together with access to crucial resources, like critical materials. Transition 

for younger countries cannot be separated from labour creation and the provision of basic 

and minimally decent education and health facilities. Cheap energy is many times a must, 



and sustainability may reach meanings far away from its understanding in old (and less-

green-than-proclaimed) European economies.  

Examples of divergent interests and strategies can be multiplied, combining the 

demographic with the wealth cleavages. This does not mean that consensus or common 

endeavours cannot be designed, or solely amount to a listing of differences separating a 

broad Global South from (an equally broad) Global North.  

However, it raises two important caveats. 

The first is that discussion of policies to attain the set objectives must always keep 

in mind the demographic diversity in order to balance priorities according to the different 

“groups of age pyramids”, while addressing as well issues that matter to each specific 

group.  

The second is a considerable increase in the difficulty of designing useful 

proposals that do not end up as general statements, so common to international 

organisations meetings. 

Moreover, to be useful, G20 proposals must positively change the condition of the 

Rest, and the Rest is host to plenty of countries in earlier demographic stages, still with 

high child and infant mortality rates and many times quite high fertility rates, posing a 

peculiar hunger-poverty dynamics. Today, Egypt, Ethiopia, Nigeria and the DR Congo, 

amount to 566 million people; during the 2050 decade, adding Tanzania, Sudan, Angola 

and Uganda, they may be near two billion people, and these are only eight African 

countries… 

Moving to the third objective, questions of power-sharing come to the fore. 

“Young countries” would rather prefer a renewed architecture, not a revamping of 

existing institutions, while “old countries” tend not to move too far from the status quo. 

Nevertheless, population is also power; the two economic giants are in different moments 

of their demographic transitions, though certainly declining. Combining this with the 

example above, involving less than ten African countries, the population/power balance 

will be completely different less than three decades years from now.  

Reform will have to tread a tortuous line and keep a wise eye on future trends as 

the one above, in order to arrive at common and sensible denominators. Results are not 

evident. 



Similar attention must be given to transversal issues, like finance and its myriad 

of instruments and requirements. Even simple parameters like amortisation rates and 

durations, length of loans or repayments, interact with the demographic stage of the 

country, bearing different values and consequences.   

 

4. Conclusion. 

Enlargement of the G20 agenda could not come without costs and added complexity. To 

assemble the 19 members to find together ways out of the financial crisis and jointly 

design precautionary financial measures is one thing. To gather them to produce common 

policy efforts to tackle a variety of social, environmental and even cultural problems is 

completely different. 

 The G20 is for sure bigger than the G7, but does not at all solve all questions of 

representation and validity as a world voice. At the side of the known disparities among 

the 19 members, other, missing variables, play important roles. Demography is one of 

them and, unfortunately, has passed unnoticed until now. 

 This Flash Note calls attention to what amounts considering demographics in G20 

discussions. The approach is neutral as there is no advocacy that one demographic stage 

is better than another, though the adjective ‘serious’ has been used to those stages that 

signal a vanishing population. 

The demographic differences nuance so-called common goals and may answer for 

disagreements and conflicting viewpoints in fashioning the detailed elements of a given 

policy. Distinct stages require different emphases and specific goals beneath the broad 

banner of a general objective. 

Proposals must consider such differences and probably will become less 

encompassing but surely a little more realistic. Objectives should perhaps have been 

fashioned differently at the start -a suggestion for the next, South African G20. 

Irrespective of this, an overall measure to deal with the problem is to present some of the 

decisions and policies according to the different demographic stages in the world. 

 



If the Rest –implicit in any G20 objective- is brought to the table, the whole 

argument is even more cogent, as it brings forth a much greater variety of demographic 

stages, not even present in the G20 nations. 

 

  

ANNEX 

Exhibit A1: Age pyramids for ten G20 members. 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 


