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Is Greece Dying?
Confronting the Population Challenge

By Gregory T. Papanikos*

Few nations in the world have persisted continuously since the advent of recorded
history, which—whether by coincidence or design—began with the ancient
Greeks. The population of Greece has endured wars (both civil and national),
prolonged periods of foreign occupation, pandemics, extreme poverty, and other
hardships. Nevertheless, the process of reproduction persisted, ensuring the
survival of the Greek national identity, which, according to Herodotus, the 'father
of history," was defined by common descent, language, religion, and cultural
practices. Over thousands of years, the Greek population has declined during
periods of hardship, particularly during wars, but historically it was able to
recover within one or two generations after such events. However, in recent
decades, Greece’s population has begun to decline during what might be
characterized as a modern golden age. For the past 75 years, Greece has
experienced no wars or significant national crises, and per capita income has
reached unprecedented levels. Yet, the population has continued to decline. The
purpose of this paper is twofold. First, we present descriptive evidence of long-
term trends, examining both the historical trajectory of the Greek population over
the past 75 years (1950-2024) and its projected prospects for the next 75 years
(2025-2100). Second, we propose policy recommendations which, if implemented,
could yield positive effects on Greece’s population in the short, medium, and long
term.
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Introduction

Greece’s population is declining. For the first time in the country’s long and
unique history, this phenomenon is occurring during peacetime and a period of
significant economic growth. The population projections by the United Nations are
grim for Greece. There are growing concerns that the very existence of the nation is
at risk. If this trend continues, the Greek population could reach zero in less than
two centuries.

The purpose of this paper is to analyze population fluctuations in Greece from
the post-World War II period (1950-2024) and to present projections for the next
75 years (2025-2099). It also highlights that per capita GDP has been increasing,
albeit not at a steady rate. The Great Recession, which began in 2008 in Europe, had
a significant impact on Greece’s population, primarily because many young
people—including some with young children—were forced to leave the country in
search of better labor conditions in Europe and beyond. The so-called "brain drain,"
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or loss of skilled population, should be the top priority of any policy aimed at
increasing Greece’s population in the coming years. While some of those who
emigrated may never return, many would be willing to come back under the right
labor market conditions. Recently, due to improved macroeconomic conditions in
Greece, many people have been returning. However, as demonstrated in this paper,
these improvements alone are not sufficient to resolve Greece’s demographic problem.

The paper is structured into five sections, including this introduction. The next
section examines population and per capita GDP trends over the past 75 years. The
third section presents the United Nations’ projections for the Greek population over
the next 75 years. The fourth section discusses relevant policy issues, and the final
section offers conclusions.

Greece's Population and GDP per Capita: The Past 75 Years (1950-2024)

The first half of the 20th century was marked by national wars of independence
(1912-1913), Greece’s participation in the First World War (1914-1918), a disastrous
military expedition in Asia Minor (1920-1922), and wars against invaders—the
Fascists in 1940 and the Nazis in 1941—as part of the Second World War. It also
included strong resistance against the Tripartite occupation forces—Germany, Italy,
and Bulgaria (1941-1944)—and a civil war (1944-1949). In my book on the Greek
Civil War of the 1940s, I examined these developments in detail (Papanikos, 2020a).

All of these events had devastating effects: huge population losses due to wars,
severe hardships and starvation, and tremendous destruction of Greece’s economic
infrastructure, which resulted in a very low per capita GDP. After 1950, a period of
unprecedented peace and economic growth began in Greece, as | have explained
elsewhere (see Papanikos, 2019 & 2020).

This section of the paper will examine (a) trends in Greek per capita GDP in
the post-war period (specifically after 1960, when we have comparable and more
reliable data from Eurostat), (b) the Greek population from 1950 to 2024, and (c)
the possible relationship between population and per capita GDP.

The Long Tendency of Per Capita GDP

After the wars and the unstable political period of the 1950s, Greece experienced
unprecedented growth in its per capita GDP, as shown in Figure 1. Several observations
can be made by simply examining Figure 1.

First, the overall trend is positive. The actual number is estimated below.
However, in the 21st century, we observe large fluctuations in GDP per capita due
to the Great Recession and the pandemic, as explained further below.

Second, per capita GDP in the 1960s doubled, rising from 4.5 thousand constant
2015 euros in 1960 to 8.5 thousand in 1969. This period is often referred to in
international literature as the "Greek economic miracle." In Papanikos (2025), I
compared this period of the 1950s and 1960s with the recent period of economic
growth and concluded that, although the Greek economy is performing relatively
well in terms of GDP growth rate compared to other eurozone countries, no one can
seriously speak of an economic miracle today.
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Third, the Greek economy was hit very hard by the Great Recession of 2007.
In 2008, per capita GDP reached its highest-ever value of 21.6 thousand euros. By
2013, it had decreased to 15.9 thousand—a loss of 26.4%.

Fourth, COVID-19 also had a severe impact on the Greek economy, with per
capita GDP falling again to €15.9 thousand in 2020. The demographic effects were
equally significant. In Papanikos (2020c), I analyzed the demographic impact of
COVID-19 across European Union countries.

Fifth, starting in 2021, the Greek GDP per capita growth rate recovered, and it
is expected to reach 20.3 thousand euros by 2026.

Figure 1. Greek Per Capita GDP (1960-2026)
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Source: Eurostat (AMECO database)

Assuming an exponential growth model, the growth rate of Greece’s GDP per
capita can be expressed as follows:

y=ae
where:

y: GDP per capita

a: a constant term

e: Euler’s number (2.71828)
b: the growth rate

t: time

e expresses how the value of y grows over time at a continuously compounding
rate of b.
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We can linearize expression (1) by taking its natural logarithm:
In(y) = In(a) + bt
Using the data from Figure 1, the equation above is estimated, and the results
are reported in Table 1. The annual growth rate of GDP per capita for the period
19602024 is 1.7%.

Table 1. Exponential Growth Model of Greece’s GDP per Capita, 1960-2024

Variable In(y)
In(a) 2.02
(t-statistic) (39.54)
b 0.017
(t-statistic) (12.76)
Adjusted R-squared 0.7164
F-Statistic 162.7
Prob(F-statistic) (0.0000)

The Long Tendency of Greek Population

During the same period following the Second World War, Greece experienced
an unprecedented stretch of political stability without involvement in wars, despite
the seven-year dictatorship from 1967 to 1974. In 1980, Greece became a full member
of the European Union, and in 2002, it was among the first countries to adopt the
euro as its national currency. Earlier, in 1952, Greece had joined NATO and has
since been a member of all major international organizations. The future appeared
very promising. In the early years of this 75-year period, the Greek population was
growing, despite significant outmigration to Western countries, North America, and
Australia in search of better-paid employment. '

Figure 2 displays Greek population statistics from 1950 to 2024. A third-degree
polynomial provides an almost perfect fit for the population size over this period.
This equation is also shown in Figure 2. The accuracy of the fit is demonstrated by
the coefficient of determination (R?), which is 99.19%.

By coincidence, some trends are similar to the analysis above for per capita
GDP, which might suggest a possible association between the two variables.
However, as demonstrated below, there is no long-term relationship between them.
This issue is further explored in the policy section of this paper.

Table 2 identifies four phases of population growth. In the first 30 years of the
period under examination, the Greek population increased steadily from 7.65
million in 1950 to 9.65 million in 1980, corresponding to an average annual growth
rate of 0.78%. This trend continued into the second phase, which I term the "declining
growth rate" phase, meaning the population still grew during 1981-2010 but at a
slower rate, with an average annual growth of 0.49%. In 2010, the Greek population
reached its peak for the entire period at 11.12 million. The final phase, from 2011 to

In Papanikos (1991), I explained Greek outmigration to Canada during the early decades of this
period as both an economic and political phenomenon.
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2024, marks a sharp decline in population of about one million people, or an average
annual decrease of 0.72%. According to some reports, roughly half of this decline
is attributed to brain drain, an issue discussed further in this study.’

Figure 2. Population of Greece (1950—2024), in Millions
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Source: United Nations (https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/)

Table 2. Phases of the Greek Population, 19502024

Phase Years Min Max éﬁ;?ﬁi{:?:;j‘:)
Increasing growth 1950-1980 7.65 9.65 0.78%
Declining growth 1981-2009 9.75 11.11 0.49%
Maximum 2010 11.12 11.12 -
Declining population 2011-2024 10.05 11.05 -0.72%
Total Period 1950-2024 7.65 11.12 0.5%

Source: Author’s calculations.

As mentioned above, it is noteworthy that both GDP per capita and population
appear to follow a similar cyclical pattern: initially growing at an increasing rate,
then at a decreasing rate, and finally declining. Below, we examine whether these
two variables are linked in the long run.

There are many aspects of population decline that are not examined in this paper. Population
aging has both micro- and macro-level consequences and poses a significant problem in Greece,
as it does in many other countries. For example, see Del Villar (2018) for a case study on the
Philippines. Family-related issues are also relevant, as discussed by Szczepaniak-Sienniak (2014) in
the context of Poland. In general, demographic and population challenges are faced by numerous
countries. Although this literature is not reviewed in detail here, an indicative study is provided
by Iles and Karaci¢ (2024) on Croatia.
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Is There Any Long-Run Relationship Between Population and per Capita GDP?

It is well established in time series analysis that, for two variables to have a
valid long-run equilibrium relationship, they must be integrated of the same order.
This means that both variables must exhibit the same degree of non-stationarity
(e.g., both being I(1), indicating they become stationary after first differencing). If
the variables differ in their orders of integration, their stochastic trends will not align,
and any linear combination of them will typically fail to be stationary. Consequently,
no meaningful long-run equilibrium can exist, as the relationship would not revert
to a stable mean over time, thereby violating the fundamental condition for equilibrium.

Therefore, the first step is to examine the stationary properties of per capita GDP
and population. This is crucial because, for any meaningful long-run relationship to
exist between these variables, they must be stationary or integrated of the same
order. Table 3 presents the results of the augmented Dickey-Fuller unit root test,
which determines whether each variable is stationary or requires differencing to
achieve stationarity.

Table 3. Results of Unit Root Tests
Variable Level 1%t Difference 2" Difference

_ . Failed to reject
Per Capita GDP Rejected (Prob.=0.001) NA

Failed to reject
(Prob. = 0.0033)
Note: The test was performed using all possible combinations of a constant, a trend, and no
deterministic components. The results regarding rejection or failure to reject the null hypothesis
were the same in all cases.

Population Rejected Rejected

The two variables are not integrated of the same order. Per capita GDP is
integrated of order one (I(1)), while population is integrated of order two (1(2)).
Therefore, we conclude that no standard cointegration relationship exists between
them, as they differ in their orders of integration. Consequently, there is no
meaningful long-run relationship between the two variables.

Greece’s Population: The Next 75 Years (2025-2099)

Figure 3 presents the scenario analysis conducted by the United Nations for the
Greek population over the next 75 years. Starting from a population of 10 million in
2024, Greece is projected to decline to 6.3 million by 2099. This projection follows a
linear trend, as illustrated in the graph. By extending this trend, we estimate that the
population would reach zero around the year 2215, approximately 190 years from
now.
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Figure 3. Projected Greek Population in Millions (2025—2099)
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Source: United Nations (https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/)

The problem with assuming linearity is that, while it may serve as a reasonable
approximation over a short period, it generally fails to capture long-term trends,
especially those extending beyond 100 years.

It is important to distinguish between planned and unplanned events. By planned
events, I refer to proactive policies that Greek public authorities can implement.
Unplanned events, on the other hand, typically trigger reactive policy responses. For
example, the mass influx of Asia Minor Greeks in the early 1920s due to war was an
unplanned event. However, the Greek government at that time adopted a series of
reactive policies to address the needs of these refugees.

More recently, the influx of migrants from Ukraine following the Russian
invasion in 2022 led to the implementation of effective reactive policies by the Greek
government, as discussed in Papanikos (2022a). KomusSanac (2024) also examined
the forced migration of the Ukrainian population caused by the war.

Accepting refugees and migrants—whether through planned or unplanned
processes—can serve as an effective short-term solution to population shortages. It is
one of many policy options available to governments for addressing demographic
challenges in the short, medium, and long term. These policies, aimed at reversing the
concerning trend of declining Greek population growth, are discussed in the next
section of this paper.

Short-Term Policies to Increase Greece’s Population

Will Greeks fade away, and what can be done about it? In the good old days, more
than 2,500 years ago, when Greeks faced a problem, they consulted various oracles,
the most famous being the Oracle of Delphi. For example, when asked who the wisest
man on earth was, the Oracle named Socrates. It is now well known that Socrates
interpreted this by saying the reason was that he knew that he knew nothing, while
others believed they knew, if not everything, at least many things.
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What Does the Al Say?

In the modern world, when we face a problem, we ask Artificial Intelligence.
So, I did. Its answer is provided in Box 1.

Box 1. What Are the Best Policies to Increase the Population?
ChatGPT said:
Increasing population growth, especially in countries facing demographic decline,
requires a combination of economic, social, and policy incentives. Here are some of
the best policies that have been effective in different parts of the world:
1. Financial Incentives & Family Support
¢ Direct Cash Payments: Countries like Hungary and Poland offer financial
incentives to families with multiple children.
o Tax Benefits: France provides generous tax breaks for families with
children.
e Free or Subsidized Childcare: Nordic countries like Sweden and Norway
make high-quality childcare affordable.
e Parental Leave: Countries with extended paid maternity/paternity leave
(e.g., Estonia, Sweden) see higher birth rates.
2. Work-Life Balance
¢ Flexible Work Hours: Encouraging remote work or shorter workweeks
helps parents balance careers and families.
e Job Security for Parents: Strong labor protections for parents prevent
career setbacks after childbirth.
3. Housing & Urban Planning
e Affordable Housing Programs: Policies that reduce housing costs (e.g.,
grants, subsidies, low-interest mortgages) can encourage young couples to
start families.
e Family-Friendly Cities: Designing urban spaces with parks, schools, and
safety in mind improves quality of life for families.
4. Immigration & Integration Policies
¢ Pro-Immigration Policies: Countries like Canada and Australia offset low
birth rates by attracting young immigrants.
o Integration Support: Language training, employment assistance, and
social inclusion efforts help immigrants contribute to population growth.
5. Cultural & Social Support
e Changing Social Norms: Encouraging a more family-friendly culture
through media, education, and employer policies.
¢ Reducing Gender Inequality: Countries with strong gender equality (e.g.,
Scandinavia) see higher fertility rates due to shared parenting
responsibilities.
Source: ChatGPT (Asked 12 April 2025).

The Performance of Countries Mentioned by Al

Al is a tool, and researchers should use it with caution. Figure 4 and Table
4 show the populations of the eight countries mentioned by Al for both the past
and the next 75 years. According to UN projections, half of these countries (Estonia,
Hungary, Norway, and Poland) are expected to experience population decline over
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the next 75 years. Therefore, their policies may not serve as good models. Two
countries (France and Sweden) are projected to maintain stable populations,
while only two countries (Australia and Canada) are expected to see population
growth during this period. This growth is primarily attributed to their effective
policies of attracting migrants from around the world. Migration policies, therefore,
represent the most effective short-term strategy to positively impact the Greek
population. This aspect of population policy is examined further in the remainder
of this section.

Policy Implications for Greece

What I propose here are short-run policies aimed at increasing Greece’s
population at the lowest possible transaction cost. I define the short run as a
period of less than five years. I also assume that the most effective, efficient,
competitive, and democratic way to achieve this goal is by attracting young
people to Greece—an approach successfully implemented by countries such as
Australia and Canada. Migration is a complex and sensitive issue, and it requires
a democratic framework, as defined in a series of my previous studies (see
Papanikos 2020b, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c).

The key challenge lies in selecting migrants, as not all migrants are the same.
Greek public authorities should invite and encourage those migrants who impose
the lowest transaction costs in terms of social, political, and cultural integration.

These costs can be minimized by applying Herodotus’s criteria of identity to
prospective migrants. This framework can be further enhanced by incorporating
Isocrates’s criterion. I have explained these criteria in detail elsewhere (Papanikos,
2024a); here, I refer to them as tools for reducing the costs associated with integrating
new people into Greek society.

Figure 4. Population in Selected Countries in Millions (1950-2100)
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Table 4. Countries Classified According to their Population Trends

Country Population Trend
Australia Increasing
Canada Increasing
Estonia Decreasing
France Stable
Hungary Decreasing
Norway Decreasing
Poland Decreasing
Sweden Stable

I provide a brief discussion of how these criteria, as applied to Greece, help
minimize the transaction costs of migration. Language is always an obstacle.
Learning a new language requires both time and money, and migrants often
never fully master it in a way that does not “betray” their status as outsiders
attempting to integrate fully into society. Since English has become a de facto
official language, migrants who already speak English should be preferred.

Religion is also important in Greece. Being Greek Orthodox minimizes the
transaction costs associated with meeting the spiritual and religious needs of new
migrants. Greece is full of Greek Orthodox churches, most of which are underutilized
and fail to benefit from economies of scale. Unfortunately, these churches cannot
take advantage of economies of scope, which would be possible if they could
simultaneously serve followers of other religions. The cost of building and operating
a church in Greece is substantial and is typically borne by the Greek state. I should
emphasize again that my approach here is strictly economic—specifically, minimizing
the cost of accepting new migrants—and not based on any value judgment. Ceteris
paribus, if I had to choose between Greek Orthodox and Muslim migrants, I would
prefer the former. Apart from minimizing economic costs, this might also reduce
the social and political costs associated with the coexistence of different religions.

Table 5. Five Migrant Selection Criteria from Herodotus and Isocrates

Proposed by Criterion Applying to Greece
1 | Herodotus Language Greek/English
2 | Herodotus Religion Greek Orthodox
3 | Herodotus Blood Greek Descent
4 | Herodotus Way of life/Culture South Eurqpean &
Eastern Mediterranean
5 | Isocrates Education Talents/Skills/Manual

The most obvious criterion is ancestry. This is a very important factor, as
many people around the world have Greek ancestry. These individuals are likely
to adapt more quickly, as Greece is, in a sense, "in their blood."

Finally, Herodotus emphasized the importance of a shared way of life—
what we today refer to as culture. Migrants can remain diverse and retain their
own ways of life, but if there are similarities with the Greek way of life, the
transaction costs of settling are reduced. Cultural diversity enriches societies, as
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is evident in Greece itself, where every region has its own customs—expressed
in traditional dress, local dialects, songs, dances, cuisine, and more.

The fifth criterion was proposed by Isocrates, who defined "Greekness" as
encompassing all those who had received an education. In those days, very few
people were educated, and all others—those without education—were considered
"barbarians."

Today, this approach would translate into selecting migrants based on whether
they possess the education and skills demanded by the Greek labor market. This
could also include unskilled labor, such as individuals willing to work as farm
workers or in the thriving Greek tourism sector.

Table 6 provides a short-run plan to increase migrant inflow over the next five
years. Age and family status will be the most important criteria. The ideal migrant
would be under the age of 50 and accompanied by a family with young children.

Each policy category (A to F) requires a distinct set of measures to attract
members of the six target groups. Expatriates are no longer a homogeneous
group as they were in the 1950s and 1960s. Today, they range from manual laborers
to world-renowned scientists with impressive academic and research careers.

Greece faces challenges in attracting these highly skilled expatriates, particularly
because the academic and research sectors are already saturated. Moreover, in the
modern globalized world, scientists often transcend national boundaries—they
collaborate with peers worldwide instantly and seamlessly. Unfortunately, this highly
visible group tends to receive disproportionate media attention.

Table 6. Short-Run Policies to Increase Greece’s Population through New Migration
(Five-Year Plan).

Policies Target Group Number

A Expatriates born in Greece 50,000
First-Generation Greek Migrants (defined as individuals with

B . 20,000
at least one parent born in Greece)

C Second Generation or Beyond 10,000

D Religion-Related New Migrants 20,000

E Culturally Related New Migrants 10,000

F Labor Market—Driven Migrants 40,000

Total 150,000

What is truly needed is a comprehensive census of all Greeks living and working
abroad who would be willing to return under specific conditions. Policies should be
tailored to individuals’ unique circumstances. To support this effort, a dedicated
government office should be established with the sole mission of facilitating the
return of Greeks to their homeland. The issue of return migration has been examined
by Gonzalez Rosas and Zarate Gutiérrez (2018) in the context of Mexico.

Policies B and C target potential migrants to Greece who meet Herodotus’
criterion of having the “same blood.” Unfortunately, Greece does not maintain
census data on how many people of Greek ancestry live around the world. The
country has a long history of migration, particularly in regions such as Asia
Minor, the Caspian Sea area, and Southern Italy (Magna Graecia). Millions of
people in these areas are of Greek descent.
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Of course, while this heritage may serve as a useful marketing tool, it is
unrealistic to suggest that migration policy can explicitly target such broad and
geographically dispersed groups. More recently, since the 19th century, many
Greeks have migrated and settled in countries around the world.

What is needed now is, first, to identify and register individuals of Greek ancestry
abroad, and second, to approach them as a potential pool of new migrants.

Greek Orthodox individuals around the world might be more inclined to
migrate to Greece if they face restrictions in their home countries. A recent
example is the Ukrainians who came to Greece following the Russian invasion.?
Similarly, in many countries, the Greek Orthodox Church is under threat, such
as in Syria and several other Muslim-majority nations. Greek public authorities
could use these circumstances as an opportunity to welcome these individuals to
Greece. Although this may not be the primary objective, it would nevertheless
contribute to an increase in the Greek population.

The fifth category is also of interest because Herodotus believed that Greeks
have a distinct way of life. However, this way of life is characteristic of many
people living in Southern Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean. Among these
groups, I would like to focus in particular on the Turkish people, especially those
living in Asia Minor. Many of them are of Greek descent, as the Ottoman Empire
followed a systematic policy of Islamization and Turkification of its non-Muslim
citizens for centuries. One could argue that these people satisfy Herodotus’s
criterion of having “the same blood.” Regardless of whether this is true, they
share many cultural values with the Greek people. It is no coincidence that many
Turkish citizens have taken advantage of Greece’s Golden Visa policy and
purchased property in the country. After the Chinese, Turkish citizens rank
second in the number of Golden Visa holders.

The last category is the most important one. Greece primarily needs manual
workers to meet the excess demand in the tourism and agricultural sectors. This
presents a great opportunity to select workers from around the world to come to
Greece on five-year contracts with their families and children. At the end of this
period, these migrants would have the option to apply for permanent residency,
which could eventually lead to Greek citizenship.

This approach contrasts with the current situation, where most migrants arrive
alone—primarily men—with little incentive to integrate into Greek society. However,
if they come with their young children, receive various forms of welfare assistance,
and attend Greek schools, these families would have a much greater potential to
integrate successfully into Greek society.

The six target groups mentioned above are not mutually exclusive, and an
individual may belong to more than one group. It is up to policymakers to design
a five-year plan to bring in 150,000 new migrants over the next five years.
Incentives should be shaped by the actual needs and preferences of the people
and offered ex post, rather than being announced in advance and awaiting
reactions. An individualized, person-centered approach is essential.

3I have examined the Russian invasion of Ukraine from multiple perspectives, including the issue
of migration (see Papanikos 2022d, 2022e, 2022f, 2022g, 2022h, and 2024b).
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To summarize the above analysis, it should be noted that it falls under the
broader theme of migration adjustment and the potential costs it may impose on
the host country. Various aspects of this issue have been examined in numerous
studies, including those by Armon and Shamai (2016), Avgoulas and Fanany (2021),
Duca (2014), Lee and Weng (2019), Lorenza Rimoldi and Barbiano Di Belgiojoso
(2016), Maddaloni (2023), Mendoza (2016), Nath et al. (2022), Reddy Edara I
(2020), Salin et al. (2023), Salin et al. (2024), Tseligka (2022), and Stephenson
and Moayerian (2025).

Conclusions

The answer to the question posed in this paper— “Is Greece dying?”—can be
addressed simply by stating that it is a possibility. However, if the right policies are
adopted, Greece’s population has the potential not only to stabilize but also to
increase. Countries such as Israel, and more recently Germany, have achieved
population growth by implementing appropriate policies to reverse aging and shrinking
(Fuchs, 2015).

In this paper, [ proposed that policies should vary depending on the target group. I
examined only policies aimed at increasing migration to Greece, as this has an
immediate positive effect on population. I used five criteria derived from Herodotus
and Isocrates to define six target groups. Greek policymakers should design tailored
policies to attract migrants from each group, based on data collected about the
potential size of each.
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