Responsible Growth to 2050
Kirk Hamilton & Ian Johnson
Growth is essential to reducing poverty and to reaching the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. But growth at any cost is not sustainable. Responsible growth—growth that embraces both environmental
sustainability and social development—is needed to maintain the
increases in human welfare in consumption, in health, in human skills, in
social equity, that are the targets of the MDGs.
Consider a vision of the world of 2050. The world population could be
9 billion, up from 6 billion today (Figure 1).1 Almost all that increase will

Figure 1: Historical and projected population
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Source: World Bank (2002b) and United Nations Population Division (2000).
Note: ‘Low income’ countries are those with GDP per capita of less than $9260 in 2000. This corresponds to the low and middle-income category in World Bank (2002b).
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This is roughly the medium population projection from United Nations Population Division (2000).
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show up in the cities and towns of developing countries. With 2 percent
growth of per capita gross domestic product (GDP) in rich countries (the
average over the past 20 years) and 3.3 percent in low- and middle-income
countries (an optimistic figure, representing the growth experienced in
the 1960s and 1970s), world income would be more than US$135 trillion,
up from US$35 trillion today.2 With these growth rates to 2050, 40 percent
of world income would be in low- and middle-income countries, twice
their share of 20 percent today (Figure 2).
With per capita incomes in low- and middle-income countries rising at
3.3 percent a year from today, the average income in these countries would
be US$6,300 by 2050. Basic human needs for shelter, food, and clothing
could be more than met. And people would be healthier and more skilled.
Even pessimistic estimates place life expectancy in today’s low- and middle-income countries at 72 years (up from 64 years today) and under-5
mortality at 17 per 1,000 live births (down from 85 per 1,000 today). Adult
illiteracy rates could be less than 5 percent, a fifth of today’s 25 percent.3

Figure 2: Historical and projected GDP
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All dollar figures are constant 1995 dollars, at nominal exchange rates.
Life expectancy, child mortality and illiteracy rates are extrapolated from year 2000 cross-sectional data.
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