
18.9 SkillBuilder: Comparing population profiles
18.9.1 Tell me
What is a population profile?
A population profile, sometimes called a population pyramid, is a bar graph that provides information about
the age and gender of a population. The bars identify the proportion of a country’s population within a
particular age group. The graph is split to show information about males and females. The shape of the
population profile tells us about a particular population.

Why are population profiles useful?
Population profiles help us to interpret and understand a list of statistics. Any patterns are easily identified
and compared. A triangular shape that is widest at the base, as in FIGURE 1, tells us that the population
is growing rapidly. A square shape, as in FIGURE 2, indicates that population growth is slow. An inverted
triangle, as in FIGURE 3 (a prediction of Germany’s population in 2050), tells us that there is negative
growth — that is, the population is decreasing.

A population profile is used to show us the structure of a population.• If the lower bars of the profile are wide, then the population is young (that is, there is a larger
proportion of young people than older people in the population).• If the upper bars of the profile are wide, then the population is ageing.• Comparisons can be made of the numbers of males and females within a population.• Exceptions, particularly indents, in the shape may be due to significant events, such as war, disease,
emigration or natural disasters.• Expansions in the shape may be due to factors such as immigration, changes in birth control laws or
the ending of a war.

FIGURE 1 Population profile of Niger, 2009
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FIGURE 2 Population profile of Germany, 2009
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FIGURE 3 Population profile of Germany, 2050
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Population profiles are useful for:• comparing populations of different countries or places• planning future urban developments• determining the facilities required in an area — for example, a widening in the bars showing the 5–14
years age groups means more schools will be needed, while a widening in the bars showing the 60+
years age groups means aged care facilities will be required• planning by governments for services for the future.

Model
In FIGURE 4, Indonesia’s profile does not fit a triangular shape; it is not very wide at the bottom, suggesting
that it has relatively fewer young people and an ageing population. The profile of Vanuatu is widest at the
base (the 0–4 years age group) and tapers in a triangular shape, indicating that it has a youthful population.
Vanuatu will have to consider the needs of its population carefully in the future.

In Vanuatu, 41.8 per cent of the population can be regarded as dependent (very young or very old),
but in Indonesia the dependent population makes up 32.5 per cent of the population. People in Vanuatu’s
population could be expected to live into their 70s, whereas those in Indonesia can expect to live into
their 80s.

In Vanuatu the gender balance is skewed to males (the bars show that the male population is slightly
larger than that of females in most age groups), whereas in Indonesia the numbers are more evenly balanced
(although the proportion of females increases in the 60+ years age groups).

FIGURE 4 Population profiles of Indonesia and Vanuatu, 2010
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Percentage of total population
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A clear comparison of population profiles has:• identified the countries to be compared• considered the three categories of level of dependence (see Step 2)• provided quantification (numbers) from the population profile• compared male populations with female populations.

18.9.2 Show me
How to compare population profiles

Video eLesson: Comparing population profiles (eles-1704)

You will need:• two population profiles to compare — these can be for the same place at different times, or for two
different places at the same time (as in FIGURE 4).
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Procedure:
Step 1
To complete a comparison of population profiles, you must have two or more population profiles for the
same place at different times, or for different places at the same time. For this example, we will use the
population profiles for Indonesia and Vanuatu shown in FIGURE 4.

Step 2
Populations can be broadly grouped into three categories according to the level of dependence of the age
groups:• children (0–14 years) — dependent population, i.e. those that need others to provide their basic needs• adults (15–64 years) — economically productive and independent, i.e. the workforce of a population• aged (65 years and over) — economically inactive and dependent, i.e. no longer earning money and

therefore relying on other means of support such as pensions or savings.
A population is considered to be old when less than 30 per cent of the population is younger than

15 years and more than 6 per cent is aged 65 years and over. A population is considered to be young when
more than 30 per cent of the population is younger than 15 years and less than 6 per cent is aged 65 years
and over.

For each population profile, calculate the percentage of males and females in each of the three categories
described above. You can do this by using the Population pyramid weblink in the Resources tab and
selecting the country and year that you want to research. Alternatively, use the US Census Bureau weblink
in the Resources tab and select the report type ‘Population by five year age groups’, then choose the country
and year that you want to research. You will find that population figures (as a percentage or the actual
number of people) are produced for each age group. Calculate the total population in each of the three
categories of dependence. What does this tell you about the population in each of the population profiles?

Step 3
Look for patterns revealed by each population profile. Look at the gender structure — the number of males
and females — of the graph. Is it in balance — that is, are there as many males as females? Often there are
more females than males in the older age groups because females tend to have a longer lifespan. Migration
can result in the movement of one gender more than another. War can affect the gender structure as a higher
proportion of men may be killed. After a war, however, more births are likely to occur. Government policies
such as the one-child policy of China (since 1979, and became less restrictive in 2016), where males are
favoured, has changed the gender balance in affected countries. Write a statement about the balance of the
population profiles.

Are the profile shapes for Indonesia and Vanuatu similar? If not, at what age groupings do the variations
appear? Write a few statements to summarise your findings. Some key points you could cover include
Vanuatu’s economic development and Indonesia’s mass education and family planning programs of the
1990s.

Step 4
Consider any unusual aspects. Traditionally, population profiles were called population pyramids because
they were shaped like a pyramid or triangle — wide at the base and narrow at the top. Are there any indents
(places where the graph narrows unexpectedly) or extended age groupings? Can you suggest why these may
occur? Historical and economic events are an important consideration. A country’s history — for example,
conflicts or natural disasters — can often explain unusual changes. When economic times are tough, fewer
children are born; when economic times are good, parents feel they have the finances to support larger
families. You will need to research the background of a country to gain information that will allow you to
make an accurate interpretation of its population figures.

Checklist
I have:• identified the countries to be compared• considered the three categories of level of dependence
Pdf_Folio:44

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 18

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS
 

 



• provided quantification (numbers) from the population profile• identified and utilised male population and female population numbers• compared the total populations in each gender.

Interactivity Comparing population profiles (int-3284)

Weblinks Population pyramid

US Census Bureau

18.9.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

Using the Population pyramid weblink in the Resources tab, find the population profile for South Africa in 2010
and compare it with the population profile for Thailand in 2010 by writing a paragraph about population structure
(using the steps above to help you).
Spend some additional time on the website looking at the changes in population pyramids over time and for

other countries. It is amazing what you will discover!

18.9 ACTIVITIES
1. What percentage of people in Thailand are aged less than 10 years? Compare this with the figure for South

Africa — what percentage of people in that country are aged less than 10 years?
2. In which country, South Africa or Thailand, is a female most likely to live longest?
3. Which population profile is narrowest in the 0–4 years age group?
4. At what point does the population structure for South Africa take on a pyramid shape?
5. Which country, South Africa or Thailand, is likely to have more people in the workforce in 2025? Give

reasons for your answer.
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