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Figure 2 The demographic transition model

Figure 1 Population pyramid for London compared to UK (2011)

London population UK population

00 0.50.5 1.01.0 1.51.5 2.02.0 2.52.5

90+
85–89
80–84
75–79
70–74
65–69
60–64
55–59
50–54
45–49
40–44
35–39
30–34
25–29
20–24
15–19
10–14
5–9
0–4

Age

Male Female

Population (millions)

Stage 1

High
fluctuating

Stage 2

Early
expanding

Stage 3

Late
expanding

Stage 4

Low
fluctuating

Stage 5

Decline

Total
population

Death
rate

Birth rate

Natural
increase in
populationNatural

decrease in
population

Low

High

B
ir

th
s 

an
d

 d
ea

th
s

p
er

 1
,0

00
 p

eo
p

le
p

er
 y

ea
r

Time

Exploring 
population 
pyramids

geographical skills

As a GCSE geographer you  
will be expected to understand 
and interpret population 
pyramids. You must be able to 
explain what they show about 
the demography of a country, 
compare population pyramids 
of different countries and link 
them to geographical theories

Population pyramids are a type of 
graph used to show the population 

structure of a country. The graph plots 
the percentage of people in different age 
groups and divides it into female and 
male, as shown in Figure 1. Population 
pyramids are a type of a histogram as 
they show continuous data and when 
drawn the bars are touching.

As you can see from Figure 1, 
population pyramids can be used to 
compare the population structure of a 
specific place to the national average. 
Figure 1 shows that in 2011 most 
people living in the UK were between 
45–49 years old, whereas in London 
more people were between 25 and 34. 

Why are they important?
The population structure of a country can 
tell you about its level of development 
and the challenges and opportunities 
it may be facing. For example, a tall 
population pyramid will show a country 
has a high life expectancy. A wide-based 
population pyramid will show a country 
has a high birth rate.

Population pyramids with steep sides 
(such as India — see Figure 3) indicate a 
country has a youthful population, but 
countries with a more bell-shaped or 
barrel-shaped pyramid (such as the UK 
— see Figure 1) have a falling birth rate. 
Pyramids with a narrow base and wider 
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India’s population pyramid shows 
that it has a very high birth rate and 
a relatively young population
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Figure 3 Population pyramid for India (2011)

Answers
1 The UK is currently at stage 4 of the 
DTM. Its population pyramid is a bell or 
barrel shape due to a falling birth rate 
and an ageing population.
2 Your sketch should show a triangular 
pyramid, with a wide base and steep 
sides.
3 India is at stage 3 of the DTM. It 
has a falling birth rate, making its base 
smaller than stage 1, and people are 
now living longer, shown by a taller 
peak.

indicating a low life expectancy. Here 
the population is stationary but as birth 
rates fall in stage 2 the population 
begins to grow.

At stage 3, there is a lower death 
rate so the pyramid has straighter 
sides and also a slightly narrower base 
showing a falling birth rate. Here the 
population is expanding but by stage 
4 will become stationary as birth and 
death rates level out.

At stage 5 there is an ageing 
population with a high life expectancy 
and birth rates have fallen, therefore 
the pyramid has a narrow base and a 
wider top. It resembles a tall, inverted 
pyramid. Here the population is 
contracting.

apex show a country with an ageing 
population and a low birth rate.

It is important to recognise that a 
country’s population pyramid is likely to 
change over time in response to different 
factors, such as changing birth or death 
rates, in- or out-migration, economic 
development and government initiatives 
such as China’s One Child policy.

The demographic 
transition model
The demographic transition model 
(DTM) is used to show how a 

population of a country may change 
over time. As you can see from Figure 2, 
the DTM is a line graph which plots time 
on the x-axis and both birth and death 
rates on the y-axis. It shows how birth 
rates, death rates and total population 
change over time as a country develops 
economically. Population pyramids 
can illustrate changes to population 
structure at each stage of the DTM.

At stage 1, birth rates and death 
rates are high so the population 
pyramid has a wide base and steep 
sides. It is also relatively short, 

Over to you

Use this article and its figures to 
complete the following activities.
1 Using Figures 1 and 2, explain what 
stage the UK is on the demographic 
transition model (DTM).
2 Using Figure 2, sketch a population 
pyramid for stage 1.
3 Using Figures 2 and 3, state which 
stage India would be on the DTM and 
give reasons. 
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