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Comparative perspectives on depopulation: 
The United States, Europe and Japan

László J. Kulcsár
Kansas State University

Demographic causes of depopulation

Shock events altering population structure
Excess mortality (war, famine)
Population displacement due to a catastrophic event

Fertility decline
TFR permanently falls below 2.1 (after accounting for 
the population momentum)

Negative net migration
Prolonged outmigration may even top above-
replacement fertility
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National and local impacts

Depopulation at the national level is usually a 
combination of long term fertility decline and 
overall international migration loss
Local depopulation typically results from either 
structural changes in the local economy or 
shock events establishing a new pattern
Is demography destiny? Why are we concerned 
with depopulation?

Economic impact: recession?
Cultural and psychological impact: withering away?
Political impact: changing constituents?

Depopulation outcomes

Shrinking population size
This may not be a grave problem if composition 
remains balanced

Aging (following age selective outmigration)
Aging fundamentally changes composition, and 
undermines a future demographic growth pattern

In most cases, particularly at the local level, 
population decrease and aging occur together, 
triggering further depopulation
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The vicious cycle of depopulation

Population 
loss

Loss of 
consumers

Loss of 
businesses

Loss of 
revenues

Loss of 
services
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Germany

Germany’s population 
peaked in 2003 with ~82 
million people
Differences between the 
East and West are quite visible,
and have been present long before the peak
The main driver is migration preferences

People leave depressed regions (East to West)
People move to cities (in both East and West)
Immigrants move to specific areas

Berlin

Munich

Percent population change, 2000-2010

United States

Depopulation is typically 
a result of structural 
changes in the economy 
(i.e. farming)
Residential preferences 
favor only specific rural 
areas (natural amenities)
Urban expansion, but 
mostly in the suburban 
ring (see Detroit’s plight)
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Challenges I. (national)

Workforce shortage
Pensions and social security

Depending on the pension and healthcare system, 
social security may become unsustainable (especially if 
life expectancy increases)
Who is responsible for covering the costs? (state vs. 
municipalities vs. individuals)

Entrenched social norms and deficient 
institutions

Changing family size/structure
Handling immigration
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Challenges II. (local)

The local economy is 
vulnerable to small 
changes – but it also 
takes less effort to fix
Less diversified local economies are more at 
risk of a prolonged demographic decline
Municipalities typically have fewer resources to 
address the problems, but they may be more 
flexible to find solutions

Challenges III. (local)

Place attachment refers to
subjective, intangible bonds
to a location (and the 
community) based on individual preferences
Place attachment works both ways

If strong, it mitigates economic decline, giving extra 
time to the community to stay afloat
If weak, it erodes communities by itself

Place attachment often varies in the life course
Return migration after retirement is a potential 
source of revenues
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Example I: Finney County, KS
(one-sided economy)

1980s and 1990s

2000s

The Christmas fire, 2000
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• EF5 tornado in 2007
• 11 people died, at least 90% of the 

buildings were destroyed
• The town was rebuild as a ”green town”
• Enough to change long term trends?

Example II: Greensburg, KS
(natural catastrophe)
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Addressing depopulation

At the national level, governments have two choices
Boost fertility (maternal benefits vs. working mothers vs. the 
culture of family models)
Encourage immigration (integration?)

EU responses to local depopulation
Explicit rural development strategies (mostly rural tourism, and 
promoting a positive social image of the countryside)
This is a costly policy

US responses to local depopulation
No intervention: let communities raise resources according to 
their needs, building on local amenities
This is the neoliberal market logic, however, farming is heavily 
subsidized, keeping many of these places afloat

Conclusions
Global fertility decline and aging provides the 
context, but migration is increasingly dominant in 
demographic dynamics
So is demography destiny?

There is always time to identify the problems, and 
apply realistic planning

Japan is not in a fundamentally unique situation
All components of the demographic challenges, as 
well as their “solutions” have been present elsewhere
The difficulty is managing the short term challenge 
(aging workforce) while preparing a long term 
solution
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How to tackle depopulation?

• Job security, work-life balance
• Social norms on childbearing
• Look at Scandinavia and France

Establish a long 
term fertility 

reversal policy

• Immigration covers many schemes
• Integration is challenging, but doable
• Look at Canada or Germany

Manage 
immigration as a 
short term fix

• One size never fits all!
• Provide resources to municipalities
• Look at the US or the UK

Improve local 
capacity to find 
local solutions
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