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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.

Chart 3: Comparing GDP per capita, economic and population growth rates, and total fertility rates, 2000-2050
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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 AFl 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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Reuse our work

* All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the Creative Commons BY license. You have the
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.

All of our charts can be embedded in any site.

Cite this research

Jakkie Cilliers (2026) Africa Demographics Forecast. Published online at futures.issafrica.org. Retrieved from https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic
/03-demographic-dividend/ [Online Resource] Updated 28 May 2026.

AFRICA DEMOGRAPHICS FORECAST: THEMATIC FUTURES © 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION
PROGRAMME



https://www.nepad.org/
https://www.sida.se/en
https://southafrica.hss.de/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://help.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/embed.htm
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/03-demographic-dividend/
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/03-demographic-dividend/

ISS| AFRICAN FUTURES

About the authors

Dr Jakkie Cilliers is the founder and former executive director of the ISS. He currently serves as chair of the ISS Board of Trustees, head of the African Futures and
Innovation (AFI) programme at the Institute's Pretoria office, and an extraordinary professor at the University of Pretoria. His 2017 best-seller Fate of the Nation
addresses South Africa’s future from political, economic and social perspectives. His three most recent books, Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution (March
2020), The Future of Africa: Challenges and Opportunities (April 2021), and Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity (June 2022) offer rigorous analyses of the
continent as a whole. From August to December 2025, Cilliers was a Richard von Weizsacker Fellow at the Robert Bosch Academy in Berlin.

About African Futures & Innovation

Scenarios and forecasting can help Africa identify and respond to opportunities and threats. The work of the African Futures & Innovation (AFI) program at the
Institute for Security Studies aims to understand and address a widening gap between indices of wellbeing in Africa and elsewhere in the world. The AFI helps
stakeholders understand likely future developments. Research findings and their policy implications are widely disseminated, often in collaboration with in-country
partners. Forecasting tools inspire debate and provide insights into possible trajectories that inform planning, prioritisation and effective resource allocation. Africa’
s future depends on today's choices and actions by governments and their non-governmental and international partners. The AFI provides empirical data that
informs short- and medium-term decisions with long-term implications. The AFl enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the ISS, its trustees, members of the Advisory Council or donors. Authors contribute to ISS publications
in their personal capacity.



https://futures.issafrica.org/books/fate_of_the_nation
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/africa-first
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://futures.issafrica.org/books/

	Demographics
	Africa’s Economic Growth Prospects
	Jakkie Cilliers


	Africa’s Economic Growth Prospects
	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

