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Population trends will play a 

meaningful role in shaping the future 

we will live in. Climate change is a 

long-term challenge that humanity 

must respond to, and over the 

long term the size of the human 

population will be among the decisive 

factors easing or complicating that 

response. But population growth 

rates and the number of people 

can’t tell the story on their own. 

Where people live, how they live, 

the agency they have in their lives, 

and their access to resources and 

opportunities—all of these factors 

are critical to understanding how 

population trends will affect our future.

These factors are also important 

to understanding how population 

growth matters for climate change 

vulnerability. In this report, we’ve 

looked at specific ways in which 

population growth affects people’s 

climate change exposure, sensitivity, 

and adaptive capacity, and we’ve 

shown that because population 

is growing disproportionately in 

countries that are already highly 

vulnerable to the impacts of climate 

change, incorporating a deeper 

consideration of population growth 

trends in the context of adaptation 

planning is warranted. 

A deeper consideration of population 

growth trends includes investigating 

gender inequity and deficits in sexual 

and reproductive health and rights, 

both of which worsen vulnerability 

and limit adaptive capacity. It is 

then possible to create climate 

change adaptation strategies that 

incorporate the significance of 

these trends and their intersections 

and craft interventions designed to 

tackle them. Examples highlighted 

in this report—from Bangladesh, 

Niger, the Philippines, Uganda, and 

the United States—offer insights and 

inspiration for such strategies. These 

examples are worthy of greater 

investment, replication, and scale up.

The malleability of population 

trends, while not well understood 

by policymakers and the public, is 

among the most hopeful in a range 

of promising aspects of the needed 

societal responses to human-

caused climate change. We know 

that population trends will follow a 

more sustainable path in response 

to better access to and more use 

of contraception; more education 

for young people; and sustained 

improvements in gender equality and 

the autonomy of women, girls, and 

LGBTQ+ people. And we know that 

climate change adaptation plans will 

be stronger and more durable when 

such plans incorporate interventions 

that empower people while ensuring 

a more sustainable population 

future, including investing in rights 

and opportunities for women and 

girls, addressing people’s sexual 

and reproductive health needs, and 

advancing reproductive autonomy.

Rights build resilience, and resilience 

gives us the tools to weather the 

impacts of a changing climate 

together.
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