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Malawi: Current Path

Chart 2 presents the Current Path of the population structure, from 2020 to 2043.

Throughout much of the 1970s, Malawi’s annual population growth rates were well above the average for African 
countries, and in the latter half of the 1980s, growth rates in Malawi were among the highest globally. In the first half of 
the 1990s, growth rates plummeted as HIV/AIDS-related deaths coincided with the mass repatriation of refugees back to 
Mozambique after the civil war there ended.

Since 2000, Malawi has maintained a high population growth rate, averaging 2.3% per year. The population has 
significantly increased from 3.6 million people in 1960 to an estimated 21.1 million in 2023. On the Current Path, Malawi’s 
population will reach 33 million by 2043. By mid-century, it is likely that Malawi will be home to 37 million people, and by 
2063, the population is expected to reach 43 million.

The total fertility rate in Malawi peaked in 1980 when the country recorded 7.8 births per woman — the third highest in 
Africa. Since then, the government of Malawi has made significant strides in reducing fertility rates, and the decline in 
fertility rates between 2010 and 2019 was . This decline, in part, can be among the three fastest reductions globally
attributed to a significant push to provide access to modern contraceptives, with numerous government and donor plans 
and programs active within the family planning domain. Significant attention to this sector has led to an estimated 66% 
prevalence rate of modern contraception use in 2023 among women aged 15 to 49 years. This is the second-highest 
prevalence rate among low-income Africa and is well above the estimated 36% average rate for the continent.

Despite this promising trend, the current fertility rate of 3.7 births per woman in 2023, while below the average for Africa 
and its low-income countries, remains unfavourably high. The government has reiterated that population growth 
management remains a critical priority in meeting the country’s social and economic development goals. This is currently 
prioritised as a focus area in the first MW2063 10-year Implementation Plan (MIP–1). The targets, as set out in the 
outcomes indicators, are to improve family planning and access to modern contraceptives to reduce fertility rates further 

https://copenhagenconsensus.com/sites/default/files/mp_family_planning_report.pdf
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to 3.4 births per woman by 2030. The Current Path shows that Malawi is on track to meet its fertility rate targets, reaching 
a marginally higher 3.5 in 2030. However, the country will fall significantly short of reaching 100% of modern contraceptive 
use, reaching only 71% in 2030.

Several  show that the prevalence rate of contraceptive use is lowest among the younger and poorer population studies
cohorts. Political and community leadership and raising awareness among this population cohort must address this 
challenge and meet the MIP–1 target. Interventions targeting the youth must be mainstreamed within the current policies 
and programs.

Life expectancy in Malawi has seen significant fluctuations over the decades. It improved from 37.8 years in 1960 to 48.4 
years in 1990 but declined sharply to 44.7 years by the turn of the century due to the devastating impact of the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic in the 1990s. While the past few decades have brought gradual improvements, with life expectancy reaching 
65.7 years in 2023, it remains slightly below the average for low-income African countries (66.4 years). In the Current Path, 
life expectancy is projected to reach 70 years by 2043 and 74.1 years by 2063—still falling short of the MW2063 target of 
80 years.

High fertility rates coupled with persistent low life expectancies resulted in Malawi having one of the most youthful age 
structures in Africa at the turn of the century. The median age in 2000 was 16.4 years, the seventh lowest in Africa, a 
figure that stagnated for years. The past decade, however, has seen the start of a slow transition in Malawi’s age 
structures, with the median age climbing to 18.4 in 2023. This is on par with the average for low-income African countries, 
with half of the population below the age of 18.

The Current Path shows that the median age in 2043 is likely to be 23.7 years and by 2063 will have improved to 30.3 
years (3.5 years more than the average for low-income Africa). This gradual ageing of the population is most noticeable in 
the decline in the population below 15 years, with associated growth in the economically active age group. In 2023, 42% of 
the population was below the age of 15 years. On the Current Path, with an expected drop in fertility rates, it is forecast 
that by 2043, 33.5% of the population will be below 15 years, and 24% by 2063. This large cohort of children below 15 
years of age requires huge and ongoing investments in education and healthcare.

An increase in life expectancy is also evident in the growing elderly dependant population group (aged above 64, which 
will increase from 2.6% in 2023 to 3.7% in 2043 and to 7.5% by 2063.

The working-age population cohort (between 15 and 64 years) will increase from 55.6% in 2023 to 63% in 2043 and to 
68.5% by 2063. This growing workforce could allow Malawi to enter a potential demographic window of opportunity by 
2041. This shift creates an opportunity for increased productivity and economic development, provided it is supported by 
investments in education, health, job creation and effective economic policies.

https://contraceptionmedicine.biomedcentral.com/counter/pdf/10.1186/s40834-021-00163-8.pdf
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Chart 3: Population distribution map, 2023

Chart 3 presents a population distribution map for 2023.

Malawi is divided into three regions: Northern, Central and Southern, which are further subdivided into 28 districts. The 
capital and largest city, Lilongwe, located in the Central Region, has a population of 1 115 815. Other major urban centres 
include Blantyre (902 588), Mzuzu (249 564) and Zomba (118 440).

The country’s population size relative to its geographic size makes it one of the ten most densely populated countries in 
Africa. In 2023, Malawi's population density was 223 persons per square kilometre. The Southern Region is the most 
densely populated, followed by the Central and Northern Regions.

Population densities are projected to more than double over the next four decades, reaching 458 persons per square 
kilometre by 2063, placing significant pressure on land use planning and resource management.
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Chart 4 presents the urban and rural population in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

Together with population growth and structural demographic changes, Malawi is also expected to see a dramatic shift 
towards urban areas. Malawi is a predominantly rural country and one of the least urbanised in the world. In 2023, still 
only 18% of the population resided in urban areas, accounting for 3.8 million people. This slow urbanisation trend is the 
result of pro-rural policies such as the very aggressive integrated rural development plan contained in the 2006 Malawi 
Growth and Development Strategy.

Urbanisation is critical to economic growth and development as it fosters entrepreneurship and increases productivity. 
Cities in Africa generate between 55% and 60% of the continent’s GDP. Urban development in Malawi has gained traction 
with the government, and the need to accelerate urbanisation is supported as pillar 3 in MW2063. The government 
launched the Malawi Secondary Cities Plan (MSCP) in 2022 — a new spatial master plan that aims to decongest the 
existing cities through the development of eight additional secondary cities. These catalytic locations aim to be centres of 
government, industry, agriculture, tourism, mining activities and investment. The secondary cities are expected to provide 
economic opportunities, easy commuting and close connectivity to social amenities while playing a vital role in the 
decongestion of current cities.

On the Current Path, urbanisation rates will continue to increase but at a much lower rate compared to the objectives set 
out by the government of Malawi. The Current Path is that the urbanisation rate for Malawi will be 24% in 2043, below the 
government’s desired target of 36%. By 2063, in the Current Path, Malawi’s cities and towns will be home to 35% of the 
population, significantly below the 60% target of MW2063.

This is very likely the result of the urbanisation lag that followed historical pro-rural policies and underinvestment in urban 
spaces. While new plans, such as the MSCP, will support the transition, it will take some time for urbanisation to gain 
critical momentum. To align with MW2063 targets, strategic interventions such as increased investment in secondary 
cities, improved rural-to-urban migration policies and the development of essential infrastructure will be required. 
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However, without comprehensive urban planning, these efforts could also lead to increased urban poverty, informality 
and unstructured development. Ensuring that urban growth is well-managed through proactive policies and investments 
in sustainable city planning will be crucial for Malawi’s long-term development.

Chart 5 presents GDP in market exchange rates (MER) and growth rate in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

In 2023, GDP (MER) was US$10.5 billion and is forecast to reach US$28.6 billion in 2043.

The recent withdrawal of more than US$350 million in USAID funding, which accounted for over 13% of Malawi’s national 
budget, has had a profound effect on the economy. This sudden decline in financial support has created budget deficits in 
essential sectors like healthcare and education, worsening the country's fiscal challenges and slowing down development 
initiatives. Additionally, the reduction in aid has aggravated foreign exchange shortages, putting further pressure on the 
already struggling economy.

Malawi’s economic growth continues to face significant challenges from recurrent climate shocks and persistent 
macroeconomic instability. These factors disrupt development progress and threaten the country’s long-term economic 
aspirations.

The goal of MW2063 is to graduate Malawi to a low-middle-income country by 2030 and to an upper-middle-income 
country by 2063. For Malawi to transition into the lower-middle-income bracket, it must achieve a gross national income 
(GNI) per capita of US . Between 2018 and 2023, the GNI per capita rose by 25%, increasing from US$500 to US$623. $1 086
In 2021, GNI per capita reached a record high of US$648 before declining in 2022 and 2023, primarily due to external 
shocks. For Malawi to remain on track to achieve middle-income status by 2030, it would require adopting aggressive 
reform strategies and achieving an unlikely annual GDP growth rate exceeding . The projected average economic 10%
growth rate between 2023 and 2043 is about 5%, and across the forecast horizon, the maximum economic growth rate in 
Malawi is 6.1%.

https://npc.mw/2024/07/mip-1-annual-progress-report-2023-2024-national-dissemination/
https://npc.mw/2024/07/mip-1-annual-progress-report-2023-2024-national-dissemination/
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Malawi is confronting significant fiscal challenges that jeopardise its aspirations to achieve middle-income status by 2030. 
As of March 2024, the country's total public debt reached trillion (approximately US$8.49 billion), representing MK 14.71 

 of its GDP. This marks a substantial increase from  of GDP in the 2019/20 financial year.93% 60%

The escalating debt has led to unsustainable debt servicing costs, with projections indicating that  of total government 42%
revenue for the 2024/25 financial year will be allocated to debt repayments.

This heavy debt burden constrains the government's capacity to invest in critical sectors such as infrastructure, education 
and healthcare, which are essential for long-term economic growth. An example is the , a major Nacala Logistics Corridor
regional infrastructure network to connect the inland mining and agricultural hinterland in Malawi and Moatize in Tete 
Province, Mozambique, to the deep-water port of Nacala in Northern Mozambique.

Chart 6 presents the size of the informal economy as per cent of GDP and per cent of total labour (non-agriculture), from 
2020 to 2043. The data in our modelling are largely estimates and therefore may differ from other sources.

The informal economy comprises activities that have market value and would add to tax revenue and GDP if they were 
recorded. Countries with high informality face a host of development challenges, such as low revenue mobilisation. 
Economic growth tends to be  in these countries.below potential

However, the informal sector is the lifeblood of the growing population of young Malawians. In the absence of formal 
sector opportunities, around 68.1% of total employment was estimated to be in the informal sector in Malawi. On the 
Current Path, informality is expected to decline to 62% by 2043.

The size of the informal sector in Malawi was equivalent to 35% of GDP in 2023. On the Current Path, the level of 
informality will slowly decline to 31.4% of GDP by 2043 and to 27.3% of GDP by 2063.

https://finance.gov.mw/phocadownload/2023-24%20Annual%20Debt%20Report.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://finance.gov.mw/phocadownload/2023-24%20Annual%20Debt%20Report.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://finance.gov.mw/phocadownload/2023-24%20Annual%20Debt%20Report.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://times.mw/malawi-in-fiscal-crisis-world-bank-says/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://aimnews.org/2023/10/09/mozambique-malawi-and-zambia-sign-agreements-for-nacala-corridor-management/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.imf.org/Publications/fandd/issues/2020/12/what-is-the-informal-economy-basics
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The Malawian government has recently introduced several initiatives to formalise small businesses and enhance financial 
inclusion. The  established the Small and Medium Enterprises Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSME) Bill 2024
Development Corporation (SMEDCO) to regulate and support MSMEs. Additionally, the Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA) 
has encouraged small businesses to register for the revamped Presumptive Tax, which applies a tiered tax system to 
businesses earning under MWK 12.5 million annually. On financial inclusion, the National Financial Literacy and Capability 

 aims to improve financial literacy and decision-making across the country. Meanwhile, theStrategy (2024-2030)  National 
 seeks to ensure that 95% of adults have access to at least one formal Strategy for Financial Inclusion III (2024-2028)

financial service by 2028. Additionally, the , supported by  Financial Inclusion and Entrepreneurship Scaling (FInES) Project
the World Bank, is addressing capital access issues for MSMEs. These initiatives reflect Malawi’s ongoing efforts to create a 
more structured business environment and increase access to financial services.

Addressing informality is essential to promote inclusive wealth creation in Malawi. Gradual formalisation of Malawi’s 
informal sector is essential for inclusive economic growth. Instead of abrupt enforcement, policies should focus on 
reducing business registration costs and bureaucracy to ease the transition. Tax incentives can encourage small 
enterprises to formalise, while vocational training and entrepreneurship programs will equip individuals with skills to 
sustain formal businesses. Expanding access to financial services through initiatives like the National Strategy for Financial 
Inclusion III (2024-2028) and the FInES Project is also crucial. Additionally, investments in job creation and quality 
education will ensure formalisation supports long-term economic stability.

Chart 7 presents GDP per capita in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043, compared with the average for the Africa income 
group.

In 2023, Malawi had the 35th largest GDP in Africa. However, it ranked 48th out of Africa's 54 countries in terms of GDP 
per capita. Malawi’s heavy reliance on agriculture, limited industrialisation and rapid population growth continue to strain 
resources and dilute GDP gains. Additionally, high dependency on foreign aid has created economic vulnerability, with 
recent aid cuts worsening fiscal deficits.

https://malawilii.org/akn/mw/doc/bill/2024-09-02/micro-small-and-medium-enterprises-bill-2024/eng@2024-09-02
https://www.dvv-international.mw/malawi/news/article/malawi-launches-national-financial-literacy-and-capability-strategy
https://www.dvv-international.mw/malawi/news/article/malawi-launches-national-financial-literacy-and-capability-strategy
https://www.afi-global.org/publication/malawi-national-strategy-for-financial-inclusion-iii/
https://www.afi-global.org/publication/malawi-national-strategy-for-financial-inclusion-iii/
https://www.finesproject.mw/#:~:text=Financial%20Inclusion%20and%20Entrepreneurship%20Scaling%20(FInES)%20Project%20is%20a%20five,support%20from%20the%20World%20Bank.
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Malawi’s GDP per capita (PPP) was US$1 436 in 2023, well below the average of US$1 814 for low-income African 
countries. Projections suggest that Malawi's GDP per capita will remain below the average of its income peers on the 
Current Path. By 2043, the country will achieve a real GDP per capita of US$2 242, still below the average of low-income 
African countries projected to reach US$2,986. While these figures indicate gradual improvement, they reflect the 
persistent challenge of achieving parity with similar economies, highlighting the need for sustained and inclusive 
economic growth strategies.

Chart 8 presents the rate and numbers of extremely poor people in the Current Path from 2020 to 2043.

In 2022, the World Bank updated the poverty lines to 2017 constant dollar values as follows:

The previous US$1.90 extreme poverty line is now set at US$2.15, also for use with low-income countries.

US$3.20 for lower-middle-income countries, now US$3.65 in 2017 values.

US$5.50 for upper-middle-income countries, now US$6.85 in 2017 values.

US$22.70 for high-income countries. The Bank has not yet announced the new poverty line in 2017 US$ prices for high-
income countries.

Monetary poverty only tells part of the story, however. In addition, the global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) 
measures acute multidimensional poverty by measuring each person’s overlapping deprivations across 10 indicators in 
three equally weighted dimensions: health, education and standard of living. The MPI complements the international 
US$2.15 a day poverty rate by identifying who is multidimensionally poor and also shows the composition of 
multidimensional poverty. The headcount or incidence of multidimensional poverty is often several percentage points 
higher than that of monetary poverty. This implies that individuals living above the monetary poverty line may still suffer 
deprivations in health, education and/or .standard of living

https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/Country-Profiles/MPI/TZA.pdf
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Poverty in Malawi remains a significant and persistent challenge, shaped by a confluence of demographic trends and 
economic pressures that complicate efforts to reduce poverty levels over the coming decades. Structural poverty in the 
country stems from several interrelated factors, including low agricultural productivity, volatile economic growth, rapid 
population growth, poor human capital development, limited access to financial services, the increased frequency of 
climate-related shocks and  safety net programs.underperforming

Malawi’s narrow tax base, underpinned by a predominantly informal economy and low income levels, severely limits the 
government’s capacity to generate revenue. This fiscal constraint hampers critical investments in public services such as 
education, healthcare and infrastructure—essential drivers of poverty alleviation and sustainable economic growth. 
Additionally, the high poverty rate compounds these fiscal challenges, as a substantial share of the population earns 
below taxable thresholds. This creates a vicious cycle wherein limited fiscal resources curtail meaningful poverty reduction 
and economic expansion. Exacerbating the situation is Malawi’s substantial debt burden, which diminishes public 
investment, slows income growth and reduces fiscal space for social spending due to the high costs of debt servicing.

While the proportion of the population living below the international poverty line of $2.15 per day is expected to decline 
from 72% in 2023 to 67% in 2043 and further to 21% by 2063, the absolute number of people living in poverty will 
continue to rise due to high population growth. From 15.2 million in 2023, the number of people living in poverty will rise 
throughout the 2040s, reaching 22.1 million by 2043 before gradually declining to 8.9 million by 2063.

The forecast highlights the critical need for Malawi to adopt accelerated poverty reduction strategies, focusing on 
economic diversification, job creation and strengthening social protection systems. Additionally, addressing high 
population growth will be crucial to ensure that development gains are not offset by demographic pressures.

Chart 9: National Development Plan of Malawi

https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/youth-transforming-africa/cultivating-resilience-how-malawi-can-transform-social-protection-and-end-poverty-afe-1224
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1.  

2.  

Chart 9 depicts the National Development Plan of Malawi.

Launched in 2000,  aimed to transform Malawi into a technologically advanced middle-income nation by 2020. Vision 2020
However, its implementation fell short of expectations. Persistent challenges, including slow economic growth, 
widespread poverty and inadequate infrastructure hindered progress. Additionally, Vision 2020 was criticised for its lack 
of mid-term benchmarks and specific short-term goals, which made it difficult to track progress effectively.

 On 19 January 2021, the Malawian government introduced  as a successor to Vision 2020. This Malawi 2063 (MW2063)
long-term development blueprint envisions transforming Malawi into an inclusive, wealthy and self-reliant industrialised 
upper-middle-income country by the year 2063. The new vision addresses the shortcomings of its predecessor by 
adopting a phased implementation plan with clear milestones. The operationalisation is structured into 10-year 
implementation phases, starting with the Malawi Implementation Plan I (MIP-1), which runs from 2021 to 2030. MIP-1 
aims to achieve two key milestones: elevating Malawi to lower-middle-income status by 2030 and meeting most of the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the same year.

MW2063 is anchored on three key pillars that are essential for achieving its vision: 

Agricultural productivity and commercialisation: This pillar emphasises enhancing agricultural output and integrating 
commercial practices to boost food security and economic growth. 

https://npc.mw/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Vision-2020-Review-Report.pdf
https://npc.mw/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/MW2063-VISION-FINAL.pdf


© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

MALAWI DEVELOPMENT FUTURES: GEOGRAPHIC FUTURES12

2.  

3.  

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  
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7.  

Industrialisation: Focused on developing new industries and adding value to local products, this pillar aims to reduce 
import dependency and increase exports through enhanced manufacturing capabilities. 

Urbanisation: This pillar promotes sustainable urban development and improves living standards by creating vibrant 
urban centres, supporting a growing population.

To support these pillars, MW2063 identifies seven enablers crucial for fostering an environment conducive to 
development: 

Mindset change: Encouraging a shift in citizens' attitudes towards innovation and productivity. 

Effective governance systems and institutions: Establishing transparent and accountable governance structures to 
facilitate development initiatives. 

Enhanced public sector performance: Improving efficiency and effectiveness within government services to better meet 
citizens' needs. 

Private sector dynamism: Promoting entrepreneurship and private sector growth as drivers of economic development. 

Human capital development: Investing in education and skills training to build a knowledgeable workforce supporting 
industrialisation efforts. 

Economic infrastructure: Developing robust infrastructure such as roads, energy supply and communication networks 
to support economic activities.

Environmental sustainability: Ensuring development initiatives are environmentally friendly and promote sustainable 
resource management.
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