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Intensifying demographic crises, including fertility decline, population aging, and spatial-generational
imbalances, have prompted governments to adopt population interventions. However, some
interventions may rely more on symbolic and selective actions than on structural reform. This article
conceptualizes “demographic washing” as a pattern of representation in population governance in which
policies, data, and demographic narratives are selectively or symbolically used to create a more favorable
image of policy performance or responsiveness, without that image necessarily corresponding to the
extent to which structural determinants are addressed. An exploratory qualitative design was employed.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with experts in population
policymaking and analyzed using thematic analysis. Participants associated demographic washing with
three groups of conditions: structural, institutional, and cognitive-behavioral, and described four forms:
data-driven, discursive, policy/action-based, and spatial. They also regarded declining public trust,
persistence of low-impact policies, inappropriate resource allocation, intensification of some
inequalities, and weakened institutional learning as potential consequences. By offering an initial
conceptual formulation, the study provides a basis for distinguishing demographic washing from policy
failure, symbolic policymaking, and direct data manipulation, and for its further empirical examination.

Introduction

Declining fertility, population aging, changes in age structure,
and spatial-generational imbalances have led governments to
design and implement a wide range of population
interventions. Evaluation of such interventions typically
focuses on effectiveness, feasibility, and outcomes; however,
the ways in which policies are represented, data are selected
and interpreted, and official narratives are constructed may
also shape public perceptions of policy performance. The
literatures on symbolic policymaking, quantification and data
governance, and critical population studies each explain part of
this issue, yet the relationship among policy, data, and
narrative in population governance has less often been
examined within a single conceptual formulation. This study

proposes the concept of “demographic washing” to describe a

pattern of representation in population governance in which
policies, data, and demographic narratives are used selectively
or symbolically to create a more favorable image of policy
performance or responsiveness, without that image necessarily
corresponding to the extent to which the structural
determinants of the problem are addressed. In this definition,
policy ineffectiveness, high cost, or limited impact alone is
insufficient to constitute demographic washing. Nor does
demographic washing necessarily require fabrication or direct
manipulation of data; it may occur through the use of accurate
data by selecting indicators, removing explanatory context,
timing disclosure, or selectively framing information. The study
aims to provide an initial conceptual formulation of

demographic washing, clarify the boundaries between it and
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related concepts, and identify the conditions, forms, and
consequences associated with it on the basis of experts’

experiences and perceptions.
Methodology and Data

The study employed an exploratory qualitative approach. The
target population consisted of experts, practitioners, and
decision-makers whose academic, executive, or policy
experience provided familiarity with population governance,
public policymaking, and the use of demographic data.
Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball
sampling, and 20 in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted. Participants were drawn from demography,
policy,
administration, statistics, media, planning, and social studies in

economics, political science, public public
order to preserve diversity of perspectives and professional
experience. Interviews were conducted mainly face to face and
lasted approximately 60 minutes. Sampling continued until
informational adequacy was reached. After the eighteenth
interview, new data primarily reinforced the patterns already
identified, and two additional interviews were conducted to
ensure the richness of the dataset. Data were analyzed using
thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s six-phase
framework. Initial coding was predominantly inductive and
data-oriented, while concepts drawn from the literatures on
symbolic policymaking, quantification, and data governance
were used at later stages as sources of theoretical sensitivity for
developing and interpreting themes. To enhance analytical
transparency, the progression from raw data to codes,

subthemes, and major themes was documented and reviewed.
Findings

The analysis identified three groups of conditions that
participants associated with the emergence of demographic
washing: structural, institutional, and cognitive-behavioral
conditions. At the structural level, participants emphasized
economic and fiscal constraints, pressures generated by long-
term demographic change, and the difficulty of responding
rapidly to problems whose consequences become visible only
after considerable delay. At the institutional level, they
highlighted short policy horizons, weak coordination and
oversight, limited implementation capacity, and pressures to
demonstrate rapid results. At the cognitive-behavioral level,
cognitive biases, selective perceptions of problems, and certain
individual or organizational considerations were reflected in
experts’ accounts. Participants described four principal forms
of  demographic  washing: data-driven, discursive,
policy/action-based, and spatial. In the data-driven form,

selecting, omitting, or highlighting particular indicators may
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create a different picture of the demographic situation even
when the underlying data are not false. The discursive form
concerns framing and narrative construction around
demographic issues. The policy/action-based form refers to
interventions whose presentational or symbolic function may
become more salient than their implementation outcomes. The
spatial form concerns highlighting particular regions or groups
while downplaying territorial heterogeneity. Participants also
regarded declining public trust, persistence of low-impact
policies, inappropriate allocation of resources, marginalization
of structural issues, intensification of some social and
intergenerational inequalities, and weakened institutional
learning as potential consequences of these patterns. These
relationships were identified in this study at the level of
experts’ perceptions and experiences and should not be

interpreted as established causal effects.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate the importance of distinguishing
demographic washing from policy failure. A policy does not
constitute demographic washing merely because it is
ineffective, costly, or poorly implemented. The distinguishing
element is a pattern of selective or symbolic representation that
creates a gap between the image of policy responsiveness and
the extent to which the structural determinants of the problem
are addressed. From this perspective, demographic washing
overlaps with symbolic policymaking, but its focus is the
specific configuration of demographic data, policy narratives,
and symbolic actions within population governance. It also
differs from statistical manipulation because it may occur
without fabricating or directly altering numerical data. This
study offers an initial and exploratory conceptual formulation,
and its evidence is insufficient to estimate the prevalence of the
phenomenon, establish the conscious intent of actors, or infer
causal relationships. The validity and scope of the concept
therefore need to be tested in future research using policy
documents, demographic data, media-content analysis, case
studies, and comparative designs. The proposed formulation
may provide a basis for examining policy performance, the use
of data, and the representation of demographic issues
simultaneously and may support the future development of
operational indicators for empirical testing of demographic

washing.
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Table 1. An illustrative example of the study’s data analysis process
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Table 2. Profile and characteristics of the interview participants
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Table 3. Main themes and subthemes derived from the analysis of expert interviews
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Table 5. Multilevel consequences of demographic washing
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Table 6. Conceptual distinctions between demographic washing and related concepts
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Figure 1. Conceptual map of themes derived from the analysis of expert interviews
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