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Components of population change

• Three variables determine the fluctuations of a country’s population: births, deaths,

and migration flows. The COVID-19 pandemic is disrupting all three.

• The pandemic is disrupting birth, death, and immigration rates, and the SA population

could reach its lowest growth rate in 100 years.

• Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the forces that have begun acting on SA’s

population are dramatic departures from the norm.

• Every year for the past 100 years, the population of SA has grown. During that time,

though, its growth rate has slowed as birth rates have fallen. Demographers expect

this deceleration to continue through the 21st century.
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Components of population change

• The COVID-19 pandemic very likely will not change

the long-term population trajectory in SA.

• The varied and devastating effects that COVID-19 has

had—and will continue having—will (likely) slow the

population’s growth rate even more, pushing it to its

lowest level in the past 100 years.

• The last time the SA population shrank was in 1918,

which also happened to be a pandemic year.

• In this session, we will examine how the COVID-19

pandemic might shape those three key variables

that determine Population Change in SA.
The St Louis Red Cross Motor Corps on duty with mask-wearing women holding stretchers at the
backs of ambulances during the global flu epidemic, St Louis, Missouri, October 1918. Photo by
Underwood Archives/Getty Images.
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Deaths
• Of the three variables, deaths will be most directly affected by the COVID-

19 pandemic.

• COVID-19 is a brutal disease, and according to The John Hopkins COVID
Resource Center, COVID-19 has so far been officially linked to the deaths of
more than a million people globally (with more than 17 000 of these
deaths having occurred in SA to-date). The deaths are on an upward
trajectory.

• That number was projected to rise to about 43 000 people by the end of
this year, according to the LOW Scenario model estimates from a study
conducted by BMR in May 2020.
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Deaths
• Although the pandemic has caused the deaths of many people who

otherwise would not have died this year, it has in theory also kept alive
some people who otherwise might have died—if indirectly.

• During economic slowdowns, mortality rates typically decline in wealthier
areas. The drop-off in deaths is thought to be caused, in part, by a drop-off
in daily activity.

• Car crashes and workplace accidents, for instance, were responsible for
fewer deaths during and after the Great Recession, 2007 – 2009.
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Deaths
• That said, the number of people saved by the relative inactivity of the

pandemic is far smaller than the number whose lives it takes.

• In fact, the pandemic has so thoroughly distorted the nature of everyday life
that previous patterns may not hold.

• For instance, even though fewer cars have been on the road in the past few
months - in some areas, deaths caused by car crashes may have gone up
(apparently because some people were driving at much higher speeds than
usual).

• Indeed, a recent study by the SA Medical Research Council (Aug 2020) found
that during May – August 2020, the number of (excess) deaths—from natural
causes in SA was about 39 000 higher than would have been expected in the
absence of a pandemic.

• In the same period, the NDoH reported around 12 000 deaths from COVID-19.
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Deaths
• The world may experience a recurring epidemic due to

COVID-19.

• We may thus continue to experience morbidity and mortality
due to COVID-19 even in the presence of a vaccine.

• We still experience, in SA, deaths due to Influenza at an
average of 40 000 per year, in the presence of a vaccine for
Influenza.
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Migration

• Just as the pandemic has slowed
people’s movement at the level of
local and provincial areas, it has
also slowed movement at the level
of nations.

• We have seen almost a complete
shutting down of immigration and
related services.

• From 2016 to 2021, for instance,
net international migration is
estimated to add nearly 1.07M
people to the SA population.
Gauteng accounts for 47.5% of net
international migration.
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Migration

• Normally, immigration is a
significant contributor to South
Africa’s population growth each
year.

• The reduction in immigration this
year could mean fewer people
residing in South Africa.

• In all likelihood, once the threat of
the COVID-19 pandemic is gone
immigration will tick up again.
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Births

• The birth rate will very likely decline because of the pandemic. In times of
heightened uncertainty, people are less likely to bring children into the world.

• The future is doubly uncertain: Potential parents are likely worried both
about their, and their children’s, future health, and future finances.

• One recent survey by the Guttmacher Institute in the US indicates that
women aged 18 to 49 were planning to postpone or forgo child-bearing
because of the pandemic.

• One view is that this could put 2021 babies in an unusual beneficial position.
Being born into a small cohort has consequences for how many classmates
they have in school and how the labour market looks when they graduate
from high school or university.
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Births

• The birth rate of different population groups will also likely be
affected differently by the COVID-19 pandemic.

• For example, those with stable jobs, the ability to work from home,
and employer-provided medical aid - are being spared much of the
instability that is affecting everyone else, and thus might be less
likely to review their expected parenthood timeline.

• Whatever their plans are, (for this category of the SA population),
they would have more resources to be able to achieve those
parenthood plans.
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Births

• The burdens of instability thus fall excessively on certain population
groups. We expect people who have the least in society to delay child-
bearing because of the adverse economic and health effects of the
pandemic.

• The pandemic has also made the challenges of being a working parent in
SA even stronger and clearer.

• People who were previously considering having a child might postpone
doing so after becoming ‘hyper-aware’ of the burdens of parenting in
general, and ‘pandemic-parenting’, specifically.

• Women, in particular, might be more conscious of the effects that
parenthood can have on their career.
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Births

But will there be a baby boom?

• Will there be a baby boom as a result of the
pandemic?

• A baby boom is generally a natural response to
high mortality levels, usually because of wars,
physical separation of couples, and in populations
where birth control is limited. Moreover, for a
baby boom to take place, there must be certain
confidence levels.
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Births

• In cases of war – the Second World War, for
instance, one observes a tendency for people to
optimistically consider that it is ‘the last of the
wars.‘

• In the current climate we doubt there will be an
increase in fertility for the exact opposite
reasons, i.e. uncertainty (and anxiety) regarding
the present and future.

• These delayed births will likely gradually occur at
the end of this global crisis.
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Implications

And our general population figures?

• Will they still be meeting international
(UN) standards of estimation of
population parameters in the aftermath
of the coronavirus pandemic?

• The three variables that determine
population change are all shifting: Deaths
are increasing, immigration is falling, and
birth rates, in all likelihood, will start to
decline at the end of the year.
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Implications

And our general population figures?
• Will they still be meeting the international (UN)
standards of estimation of population parameters
in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic?

• All we know is that COVID-19 might have
accelerated the deaths of people who would
have died in any event due to old age or chronic
disease.

• On the other hand, because of confinement and
decrease in population movements, deaths due
to external causes such as road accidents or
violence (except domestic violence) have also
drastically decreased.
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Implications

And our general population figures?
• Will they still be meeting the international (UN)
standards of estimation of population parameters
in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic?

• Therefore, in many instances, as history has
taught us, mortality may remain stable, with
one phenomenon balancing the other.

• The longer and the faster the virus infects
populations, the more people will die, but the
impact may not be as severe as one would
imagine.
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Implications

And our general population figures?
• Will they still be meeting the international (UN)
standards of estimation of population parameters
in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic?

• Of course, even if a population dip were to
happen, during the next few years, it would be
temporary.

• My sense of the immediate consequences of
the pandemic for the population is that they
will be small in the long run.
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Implications

And our general population figures?
• Will they still be meeting the international (UN)
standards of estimation of population parameters
in the aftermath of the coronavirus pandemic?

• If a vaccine is found soon, then the impact of
the pandemic on the SA and Global population
should not be too significant.

• But this is seen purely from a scientific and
demographic perspective.

• However, from a human perspective, a life is a
life, and when one’s life is reduced, it always
has a human impact.
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Thank you
Any questions?

Contact us at

madeleine.goetz@bmr.co.za

joshua.kembo@bmr.coza

carel.vanaardt@bmr.co.za
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