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Africa’s Economic Growth Prospects

In many low-income economies, a significant portion of the population is active in subsistence agriculture or informal 
activities where productivity (output per worker) is very low. In these early stages of development, economic growth is 
driven largely by transferring large pools of low-productivity workers into more productive jobs and by basic 
improvements in labour utilisation and skills. Thus, in developing regions such as Africa, the larger and more productive 
the labour pool relative to dependants (children and the elderly), the faster the economy can grow.

The average annual growth rate of the African economy from 2000 to 2025 was 3.8%. Because Africa has a young and 
rapidly growing population (meaning the proceeds of growth have to be shared among more people), this translates into 
an average improvement of only 1.2% in gross domestic product per capita in purchasing power parity (GDP per capita in 
PPP). Meanwhile, average economic growth rates in the rest of the world (i.e. the world except Africa) over the same 
period were slightly lower, at 2.9%. However, because populations there grew more slowly (at an average annual rate of 
0.9%), GDP per capita grew much more rapidly, at 2.2% per annum.

Chart 3 shows the impact comparison of GDP per capita, economic and population growth rates and total fertility rates 
from 2000 to 2050. The Current Path forecast is that the African economy will expand by a healthy 5% from 2026 to 2050, 
compared to the 2.6% average for the rest of the world (i.e., the world excluding Africa). Largely due to rapid population 
growth (2.2% per annum in Africa compared to only 0.24% in the rest of the world), it will translate into GDP per capita 
growth of only about 1.6% per annum in Africa, similar to the average rate of expansion in the rest of the world, despite 
Africa’s more rapid economic growth. Things are improving in Africa, but the pace is generally slower than elsewhere, 
leaving the continent behind in key measures, such as average GDP per capita.

For Africa to start narrowing the GDP per capita gap with the global average, growth rates in Africa would need to average 
significantly higher. To this end, various themes on the AFI website model the potential improvements through better 
education, a manufacturing transition, and more.

From a demographic point of view, the most effective way to improve development outcomes for sub-Saharan Africa is to 
advance the point at which the region enters a demographic dividend, which will enhance the contribution that labour 
makes to economic growth while simultaneously pursuing other productivity improvements, such as better education, 
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health, trade integration and a manufacturing transition. North Africa is much further along in its demographic transition 
than sub-Saharan Africa, hence the focus on the latter. While advantageous from a development perspective, it is 
important to maintain fertility rates at above 2.1 children in the long term to avoid the type of population contractions 
evident in Europe and Asia.

To understand what Africa’s population growth means for development, it helps to first examine the various stages of the 
typical demographic transition.
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permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors. 
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data 
before use and redistribution.
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