
 

Last updated 28 May 2026 using IFs v8.55Jakkie Cilliers

 

Demographics
The Demographic Transition



 

Table of contents

The Demographic Transition                                                                                    3

Briefly                                                                                                                    3

Why fertility rates matter for productivity                                                      6

Urbanisation’s role in the demographic transition                                       7

Donors and Sponsors                                                                                              10

Reuse our work                                                                                                        10

Cite this research                                                                                                     10



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

AFRICA DEMOGRAPHICS FORECAST: THEMATIC FUTURES3

The Demographic Transition

Briefly

Why fertility rates matter for productivity

Urbanisation’s role in the demographic transition

Briefly

The demographic transition describes how societies move from high fertility and mortality (or death) rates to low fertility 
and mortality rates as they develop.

Modernisation and prosperity are closely tied to lower fertility and urbanisation. As countries become more prosperous, 
their fertility rates tend to decline. In fact, no country has modernised socially and economically while maintaining high 
fertility and a predominantly rural population. Countries with high child mortality tend to have high fertility, currently most 
evident in Central Africa. Then, reduced child mortality sets off a virtuous cycle as more children survive and parents 
choose smaller families. Smaller families, in turn, improve maternal and child health and education. Female education has 
the most powerful long-term effect on reducing fertility, but the most powerful short-term impact is generally a result of 
access to modern contraceptives.

Chart 4 shows the five stages of the demographic transition. Different African countries are at varying stages of this 
transition as part of a gradual process unfolding over long time horizons, each with distinct population structures and 
policy implications. 
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Chart 4: The five stages of the demographic transition

Stage 1 (Pre-transition) - High fertility and high mortality: At this stage, both birth and death rates are high, keeping 
population growth low and volatile. Most of Africa was in this stage until the mid-20th century. High child mortality, poor 
sanitation, limited access to healthcare and food insecurity constrained population growth. Only a few fragile or conflict-
affected states remain close to this pattern today.
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Stage 2 (Early transition) - Mortality decline: Improvements in the provision of adequate food, sanitation, vaccination and 
healthcare reduce mortality—especially among children—while fertility remains high. This triggers rapid population 
growth. Much of sub-Saharan Africa entered this stage between the 1950s and 1980s. Chad, Somalia, the DR Congo, the 
Central African Republic and Niger are still here today, with fertility rates around 6 births per woman.

Stage 3 (Mid-transition) - Fertility decline: As education expands, child survival improves and urbanisation increases, 
fertility begins to fall. Families choose to invest more in fewer children, and the dependency ratio starts to improve. Many 
countries, including Tanzania, Ghana, Zambia and Senegal, are in this middle stage, with fertility rates between 3 and 5 
births per woman. This phase marks the onset of a potential first demographic dividend, explained in more detail below.

Stage 4 (Late transition) - Low fertility and low mortality: Both fertility and mortality stabilise at low levels, slowing 
population growth and gradually ageing the population. Countries such as Morocco, Tunisia, Mauritius and South Africa 
are in this late-transition stage. Here, the demographic window of opportunity is open: the working-age population is large 
relative to the number of dependants, and with facilitating government policies, productivity gains can translate into 
sustained income growth.

Stage 5 (Post-transition) - Rising death rates and low birth rates: Fertility falls below replacement level (around 2.1 births 
per woman), leading to population ageing and, eventually, decline. This stage characterises much of Europe and East Asia 
today. No African country has reached this stage, although some small islands and North African states are approaching it.

Africa’s demographic transition is highly uneven but steadily progressing. The average fertility rate in North Africa was 2.6 
children per woman in 2025, followed by Southern Africa at 3.6 children, East Africa at 4 children, West Africa at 4.3 
children and Central Africa at 5.5 children. The median age varies from under 17.4 years in Central Africa to 19.3 years in 
West Africa, 19.6 years in East Africa, 22 years in Southern Africa and 27.6 years in North Africa. On the Current Path (or 
business-as-usual) forecast, by 2050, these numbers would be:

North Africa TFR of 1.8 children, with a median age of 34.5 years

Southern Africa TFR of 2.5 children, with a median age of 26.6 years

East Africa TFR of 2.7 children, with a median age of 25.2 years

West Africa TFR of 3 children, with a median age of 24.1 years

Central Africa TFR of 5.6 children, with a median age of 21.1 years

The reason why the high TFR in West Africa is not translating into a lower median age compared to East Africa is that 
infant and child mortality rates in West Africa are the highest amongst the five African regions. Mortality rates from 
various disease categories, such as other communicable diseases, respiratory infections and malaria, are also higher in 
West than in East Africa. As a result, average life expectancy in West Africa is lower than in East Africa, but not as low as it 
is in Central or Southern Africa.

As of 2028, life expectancy in Central Africa will be the lowest amongst the five sub-regions in Africa, having been 
overtaken by Southern Africa as it recovers from the impact of the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
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Chart 5 displays the population pyramid by income group for each five-year cohort in the selected geography for 2025 
versus 2050. The data is expressed as a percentage of the total population and can be changed to totals. The data is for 
the Current Path forecast, and expressed as a percentage of the total cohort.

Understanding where each country sits along this demographic continuum—and where it will sit in the future—is critical 
to designing realistic, sequenced policies to advance and ultimately capitalise on the demographic dividend.

Why fertility rates matter for productivity

The relationship between fertility and productivity lies at the core of the demographic transition. As fertility rates decline, 
families have fewer dependants to support, allowing for more investment in each child’s health, education and future 
earnings potential. At the same time, a smaller share of children in the total population increases the relative size of the 
labour force, enabling faster economic growth—provided that the expanding workforce is healthy, skilled and 
productively employed. Should a country have a very young population, such as Niger, it spends most of its education, 
health and infrastructure spending on building additional schools, hospitals and other infrastructure to meet the growing 
demand. Once the population matures, some of that expenditure can shift towards better (and possibly eventually fewer) 
schools, improved health facilities and infrastructure. This is an important dynamic: governments with more mature 
population structures can spend more of their budgets on improving the productivity of the existing population, leading 
to greater output and higher rates of economic growth.

The same dynamic holds at the family level. High fertility rates constrain household and public resources. Families with 
many children must divide their limited income among them, reducing the amount available to spend on nutrition, 
schooling and healthcare per child. Some children may even not be able to complete schooling if sufficient funds are not 
available.

When fertility declines, these constraints begin to ease. Parents can invest more per child, girls are more likely to stay in 
school and maternal health outcomes improve. Public spending can shift from quantity to quality—fewer pupils per 
teacher, more secondary and tertiary education and better health systems. This creates a virtuous cycle in which lower 
fertility results in improved human capital and to higher productivity over time.



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

AFRICA DEMOGRAPHICS FORECAST: THEMATIC FUTURES7

The demographic transition alters the composition of the population. A smaller youth cohort and a growing share of 
working-age adults expand the pool of potential workers, while rising education and health levels, resulting from 
increased funding for improvements in each sector, enhance their productivity. In the long term, productivity gains rather 
than labour expansion drive income growth.

For countries at early- or mid-transition stages, this means that reducing fertility is not an end in itself but a catalyst for 
broader transformation. The combination of a healthier, better-educated population and more employment opportunities 
can shift economies from dependency-driven growth to productivity-driven development.

Lower fertility enables more women to enter and remain in the labour force, particularly where education, norms and job 
opportunities are available. In Africa, female participation rates remain high in informal and subsistence work but low in 
formal, well-paid sectors. Expanding women’s access to education, finance and decent jobs not only reduces poverty but 
also amplifies the economic benefits of fertility decline. Each additional year of female education is associated with lower 
fertility and higher household income, strengthening the link between gender equality and productivity.

Fertility reduction alone cannot guarantee growth, although it is likely to contribute, as explained in the preceding 
paragraphs. Productivity depends on complementary investments in education, health, infrastructure and good 
governance. Countries that combine population policies with economic reforms—encouraging investment, innovation and 
inclusive labour markets—are better able to translate demographic change into sustainable development gains. Lower 
fertility creates the conditions for growth, but investments in human capital and opportunity turn that potential into real 
prosperity.

Urbanisation’s role in the demographic transition

Each year, urban Africa grows by an estimated 24 million people. As a result, Africa’s urban population is projected to 
double from approximately 711 million in 2025 to more than 1.4 billion by 2050, with most growth expected to occur in 
small and medium-sized cities. 

Historically, urbanisation has been a catalyst for growth and development, closely linked to the demographic dividend. As 
people move from rural to urban areas, or remain in urban areas, fertility rates tend to decline, household sizes shrink, 
and access to healthcare, education and employment improves. These shifts reinforce one another, accelerating the 
demographic transition and supporting more productive economies. Smaller living spaces, higher living costs and 
exposure to new lifestyles increase the perceived value of investing in fewer children. As the share of people living in cities 
grows, these behavioural shifts gradually extend to peri-urban and even rural communities, accelerating fertility decline at 
the national level.

The theme on  explains that it is easier to provide safe water, improved sanitation and basic Health and WaSH
infrastructure within an urban setting, where bulk services such as clean water, improved sanitation and household 
electricity can be provided to people in denser settlements than to a population spread out across large rural areas—but 
that is only possible if urbanisation proceeds at a pace that allows authorities to preposition the associated infrastructure.

Upgrading infrastructure in existing urban areas is a complex and expensive undertaking. Initial phases of urbanization 
therefore typically raise productivity because cities concentrate labor, reduce transaction costs, and facilitate innovation.
Generally cities provide better access to education, healthcare and family planning services, all of which contribute to 
lower fertility rates. Urban women typically have fewer children than their rural counterparts, largely due to higher levels 
of education, later marriage and increased participation in the workforce. In countries such as Ethiopia, Ghana and 
Tanzania, fertility rates in capital cities are now close to replacement level. At the same time, those in rural areas remain 
above five or six births per woman.

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/05-health-and-wash/
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According to an  analysis, urbanisation has accounted for about one-third of per capita GDP growth in Africa over OECD
recent decades. Urbanisation concentrates labour, infrastructure and services, creating conditions for innovation, 
entrepreneurship and economies of scale. When managed effectively, cities become engines of job creation and 
productivity growth, enabling countries to capitalise on their demographic dividend. The structural shift of economic 
activity toward urban areas (i.e. from agriculture) has been a major driver of national income gains through increased 
labour productivity, more skilled and higher-value employment, and enhanced access to markets and regional value 
chains. The relationship is complex and non-linear, however. Very high levels of urbanisation the may act as a drag on 
economic growth, particularly at rates exceeding 70%, as infrastructure bottlenecks, traffic congestion and service delivery 
gaps arise,which may explain why Latin America and the Caribbean, with the highest percentage of its population residing 
in urban areas (83%), struggle to benefit from high urbanisation rates. It is likely that the infrastructure and institutional 
setting typically associated with higher levels of urbanisation make all the difference.

In 2025, Africa's average urbanisation rate stood at 46%, with Gabon at 90% and Burundi at 15%. These rates are 
significantly lower than the global average of 59%, indicating potential for substantial growth. Only South Asia, which 
includes rural countries such as Sri Lanka, Nepal and Afghanistan, had lower levels of urbanisation in 2025 than sub-
Saharan Africa. As a result, rates of urban population growth in sub-Saharan Africa (at 3.7% in 2025) are significantly 
higher than in other regions of the world.

East Africa is the most rural part of the continent. It will likely remain so, with levels of urbanisation currently more than 
25 percentage points lower than in North Africa, the most urban region. Along with Central Africa, East Africa is 
experiencing the fastest rates of urbanisation.

Currently, Gabon, Libya, Djibouti, São Tomé and Principe, Algeria, Equatorial Guinea, Botswana and Tunisia are the most 
urbanised countries in Africa, with urbanisation rates of over 70%. Malawi, Rwanda, Niger and Burundi are technically the 
least urbanised, with less than 20% of their populations considered urban. However, population density in Rwanda and 
Burundi is the second- and third-highest on the continent, meaning that the distinction between urban and rural is often 
an administrative decision with little resonance on the ground.

Population density is therefore an important additional consideration, and Africa has several countries with exceptionally 
low densities, such as the Central African Republic, Mauritania, Botswana, Libya, Namibia and the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (Western Sahara), all of which had average densities of less than one person per hectare in 2025. The 
island of Mauritius has the greatest average density, at 6.4 persons per hectare, followed by Rwanda and Burundi, 
mentioned previously.

Without the productivity benefits of a larger share of its population eventually concentrated in urban areas. The 
associated drag of very high fertility rates means that, African countries with a large component of their population in 
rural areas will struggle to grow incomes, even as subsequent high urban growth rates are likely to challenge the 
authorities' ability to manage it. Chart 6 depicts urbanisation rates for different regions in 2025 and 2050.

https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/urbanisation-infrastructure-and-development.html
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The management of its urban areas will present African leadership with many challenges, including political ones. 
Urbanisation has powerful socio-political implications. It has become an essential consideration in explaining political 
change, where urban areas are often the first to turn away from supporting the governing party, as evident in cities as 
diverse as Algiers, Addis Ababa, Harare and Cape Town. As elsewhere, African urbanites tend to be more politically 
engaged than rural residents, reflecting higher levels of education and access to media and information. Inevitably, it is in 
the larger cities that support first goes to opposition parties. Chart 7 shows the number of urban agglomerations by size, 
ranging from 300 000 to 25 million or more, highlighting how the number of urban centres are likely to grow rapidly.

Africa’s urban growth, therefore, presents both challenges and opportunities. If well-planned, it can accelerate fertility 
decline, improve access to education and employment opportunities, and create hubs of innovation that drive long-term 
development, requiring preparatory investment and planning.



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

AFRICA DEMOGRAPHICS FORECAST: THEMATIC FUTURES10

Donors and sponsors

Reuse our work

All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the . You have the Creative Commons BY license
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  in any site.can be embedded

Cite this research

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

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/


 

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.

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,  (March Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution
2020),   (April 2021), and  (June 2022) offer rigorous analyses of the The Future of Africa: Challenges and Opportunities Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity
continent as a whole. From August to December 2025, Cilliers was a Richard von Weizsäcker 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 AFI enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The 
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

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
	The Demographic Transition
	Jakkie Cilliers


	Table of contents
	The Demographic Transition
	Briefly
	Chart 4: The five stages of the demographic transition

	Why fertility rates matter for productivity
	Urbanisation’s role in the demographic transition
	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

