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Governments and civil society should collabo-
rate on reproductive health programs, which 
must be long-term efforts with ongoing support 
from bilateral and multilateral donors.

Progress along the demographic transition 
is achieved through declines in mortality and 
fertility rates, which produce a more balanced 
age structure over time. These changes occur 
through access to basic health care, nutrition, 
and sanitation. The increased availability and 
use of modern contraceptive methods and high-
er levels of female educational attainment have 
both been shown to promote smaller family 
sizes (Bongaarts et al., 1990). Many countries—
including Mexico, Thailand, and Tunisia—have 
successfully initiated a shift to smaller family 
sizes through state-supported voluntary family 
planning programs that provide free or afford-
able contraception, counseling, and related 
reproductive health care. In addition, countries 
in which most girls attend secondary school 
have lower fertility rates and better maternal 
and child health indicators (Abu-Ghaida & 
Klasen, 2004). This trend enables future gen-
erations of girls to be educated, and allows more 
women to join the labor force and increase their 
families’ income.

Finally, policies and programs in countries 
at the beginning of the demographic transition 
must focus on the needs of and opportunities 

for young people. People sometime misinterpret 
the fact that countries with youthful popula-
tions have been more vulnerable to conflict and 
poor governance to mean that young people 
are, in and of themselves, a security threat. This 
assumption could not be further from the truth. 
In fact, young people are an asset for any society, 
and their well-being and success determine the 
future of a country’s development. When edu-
cation, health care, and employment are avail-
able, young people renew and revitalize a coun-
try’s economy and institutions. Unfortunately, 
these opportunities are not widespread in many 
countries that face a continually growing popu-
lation. Providing them must be a major priority 
of these countries’ development programs.

Note

1. Countries with a very young age structure outside 
of sub-Saharan Africa include Afghanistan, Cambodia, 
Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Iraq, Laos, Nicaragua, the 
Palestinian Territories, Syria, and Yemen.
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