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Population structure and fertility

Chart 14 presents the demographic dividend for selected regions from 2000 to 2075. The default compares the ratio of 
working-age persons to dependants in the Current Path and in the Demographics and Health scenario for Africa with the 
Current Path forecast for the EU27. The divergence in trends between these two regions is one of the most impactful long-
term factors shaping future relations between them.

The Demographics and Health scenario will accelerate Africa’s fertility decline, slowing population growth and in turn, 
population size. In 2025, the average TFR in Africa was 4 children. Instead of the Current Path forecast of a TFR of 2.8 
births per woman in Africa in 2050, the number will be 2.1 (2.3 in sub-Saharan Africa and 1.7 in North Africa). By 
comparison, the fertility rate in the neighbouring EU is stagnant at 1.4 children per fertile woman, translating into a steady 
population decline and likely, a stagnant or smaller economy.

The scenario has two positive effects:

The first is that almost 84 million fewer African children will be born from 2025 to 2050 (cumulatively), which means that 
more money will be available to invest in the education and health of a smaller cohort of pupils and students, thereby 
enhancing productivity.

Second, because it will change the ratio of working-age persons to dependants, the scenario will improve the 
productivity structure of Africa’s population by increasing the percentage of workers in the total population.
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For these two reasons, the continent will start to benefit from a more productive demographic structure even before 
achieving the 1.7:1 ratio. However, it will take several years before the drag on economic growth from labour declines.

In the Demographics and Health scenario, Africa will have a more mature population structure, with the start of a 
distinctive bulge appearing in the age cohorts below 20 years, compared with the more youthful structure seen in the 
Current Path, complemented by higher percentages of persons with primary, secondary and even tertiary education.

Chart 15 compares the human capital distribution in Africa in 2050 between the Current Path and the Demographics and 
Health scenario. Rapid progress is expected in Africa by 2050, both in educational attainment and in progress towards a 
demographic dividend, characterised by a sharp decline in the number of children and an improvement in the 
contribution that labour makes to growth. Note that the display is for absolute numbers and notthe percentage of 
persons per cohort. 

By 2050, more Africans (as a percentage of the total) will be able to enrol and complete their education, since more funds 
will be available to spend on the smaller number of students. Mean years of education will increase, particularly for the 
younger cohorts, and education quality will also improve, given the larger pots of money available for fewer students.

All these effects are a function of reduced fertility and improved health, and separate themes model the impact of better 
 and technology. Over time, the result is a more productive labour force, more rapid economic growth and Education

higher living standards.

The introduction has already noted that, according to the Current Path, Africa’s population is projected to reach 2.586 
billion in 2050 and 3.850 billion in 2100, accounting for 27% and 39% of the global population, respectively. It will then still 
be several years away from its peak. By contrast, in the Demographics and Health scenario, Africa would have 167 million 
fewer people in 2050 compared to the Current Path, and 836 million fewer in 2100, having stabilised and started to 
decline, which is a significant difference.

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/06-education/


© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

AFRICA DEMOGRAPHICS FORECAST: THEMATIC FUTURES5

Chart 16 shows the population forecast for Africa and the World in the Current Path and the Demographics and Health 
scenario from 2000 to 2100. According to the Current Path, the global population is expected to peak at around 10.156 
billion around 2076. In the Demographics and Health scenario, the peak is expected to occur a decade earlier, at 
approximately 9.685 billion people, with positive implications for global sustainability.

By 2050, average life expectancy in Africa in the Demographics and Health scenario is projected to be 75.3 years 
(compared to 73.4 years in the Current Path), having closed much of the gap with life expectancy in the rest of the world (i.
e. the world except Africa), which is forecast at 79.5 years.

In the Demographics and Health scenario, Africa enters its potential demographic dividend in 2042, a decade earlier than 
on the Current Path, and peaks at a higher ratio of 2.2:1 instead of 2:1, with all the attendant welfare and economic 
benefits, although these benefits are realised considerably later. By contrast, the rate in the rest of the world declines to 
below 1.7:1 by 2053, implying that labour will be a drag on economic growth rates thereafter, but with the potential for 
Africa to serve as a source of labour.

To the north of Africa, the EU27 is already experiencing demographic decline. It is expected to exit a potential window in 
2027, implying slow economic growth that will require additional capital investment and labour-saving technology to 
maintain GDP per capita growth. By 2050, the size of Africa’s labour force (i.e. the economically active population in the 
formal and informal sectors) will have increased from 616 million in 2025 to 1 180 million people by 2050 in the scenario 
(marginally below 1 188 million on the Current Path). The EU’s labour force will have declined from 223 million to 200 
million by 2050. While Africa’s labour force is expected to increase by 564 million, the EU's is projected to decline by 23 
million.

However, due to the low rates of increase in formal-sector employment (57% of Africa’s 2025 labour force depended on 
the informal sector, declining to 49% by 2050), many Africans will likely remain in the informal sector. Some of these 
dynamics are explored in the  theme.Work/Jobs

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/13-work-jobs/
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Leaving aside issues of populism and xenophobia for the moment, Africa has the potential to compensate the EU and 
other regions for the decline in the size of its neighbours' labour forces. Although the African labour force generally has 
less education than their compatriots in the EU and a higher disease burden, this can be ameliorated with early action. To 
this end, Chart 17 provides a snapshot of the human capital distribution in the EU for 2025 and 2050 in millions of people.

Chart 18 presents a forecast of population growth rates, economic growth rates and rates of growth in GDP per capita (in 
PPP) from 2025 to 2050 for Africa and the EU on the Current Path and in the Demographics and Health scenario. 
According to the Current Path, Africa’s GDP per capita growth will average 1.6% per annum to 2050; however, it could 
reach 1.8% in the Demographic and Health scenario. The difference of two percentage points may not sound impressive, 
but bear in mind that the African economy will be US$131.1 billion larger in 2050 when comparing the Current Path and 
the Demographic and Health scenario, despite its population being 167.3 million smaller. As a result average GDP per 
capita in 2050 will be US$493 higher. That is a large increase considering that the African population will still number more 
than 2.4 billion people in the scenario.
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Of course, Africa needs much higher growth rates to start closing the gap with the rest of the world. To this end, various 
themes on the website model the potential improvements through better education, a manufacturing transition, and 
more.

With a rapidly expanding workforce and a growing consumer market, the African continent has the potential to become a 
significant economic hub—but success will depend on strategic investments in infrastructure, education, governance and 
innovation to drive sustainable and inclusive growth.

Prosperity and poverty rates

The impact of the Demographics and Health scenario is a smaller, healthier, wealthier and better-educated population. In 
2050, Africa's average GDP per capita would be US$387 higher than in the Current Path. Also, the average African in the 
15-24-year age group would have almost a year more education compared to the Current Path. Africa would gain 119 
million years of life due to lower levels of premature death or disability, and average life expectancy would increase by 
two years. Furthermore, 48 million fewer Africans would be considered extremely poor in 2050, with the most significant 
reductions in DR Congo, Nigeria and Madagascar—a remarkable testament to the contribution that family planning and 
better healthcare can make to Africa’s reduction of poverty. Although Africans would spend more on health and WaSH 
infrastructure in this scenario, the costs are eventually offset by faster growth.

Chart 19 allows the user to compare the impact of the scenario with the Current Path for each African country and region 
in five dimensions, namely the increase in GDP per capita (in PPP), increase in economic size (in MER), rate of extreme 
poverty, mean years of education for the 15-24 age group and population size from 2025 to 2050.
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By accelerating fertility decline and improving health, African countries can realise measurable gains in growth and well-
being, but only if complementary investments sustain this progress.

Global impacts

Africa’s growing demographic weight will reshape global trade, migration and investment patterns. Labour shortages in 
ageing economies—especially in Europe and parts of Asia—are likely to increase demand for young workers from Africa, 
potentially boosting remittances and cross-regional economic ties. By the late 21st century, the world’s demographic 
centre of gravity will have shifted decisively southward. Africa’s relative youth and expanding workforce contrast with the 
ageing populations of high-income regions, where dependency ratios are rising steeply. This divergence will shape global 
demand, innovation and investment flows.

At the same time, a larger youth population at home will require massive job creation and skills development. Without 
sufficient opportunities, demographic pressure could fuel instability or irregular migration. Managing this balance—
between domestic absorption and international mobility—will be central both to Africa’s demographic strategy ato global 
stabilike.

In the Current Path, the average median age in Africa in 2050 will be about 25.5 years and 28 years in the Demographic 
and Health scenario, compared to 46 in Europe and 42 in East Asia. These age gaps will influence global consumption 
patterns and market opportunities, with Africa representing an increasingly dynamic base of consumers and producers. If 
Africa’s demographic potential is harnessed, the continent could provide the human capital and demand needed to 
sustain global economic dynamism in an ageing world. If it is not, the consequences will be felt far beyond its borders.

The world’s demographic future is interconnected. Africa’s capacity to translate its growing population into prosperity will 
affect global growth, sustainability and security. Partnerships that expand education, green infrastructure, digital access 
and health systems are therefore not acts of aid but investments in a shared global future.

Implications for stability and democracy
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As societies transition from large youthful populations to large elderly populations, mostly good things happen. Amongst 
others, young societies are more prone to ideological extremism and political violence. Older populations are less so. 
Often, major changes in older societies are typically peaceful rather than violent; however, the heavy burden of providing 
expensive social services such as medical care to an elderly population eventually strains public finances, as seen in 
countries like Japan, South Korea and much of Europe.

Even a society’s political regime is generally tied to its age structure: very young societies typically have authoritarian 
government, and if they try to democratise, it is almost always unstable, while societies with older populations are, with 
few exceptions, stable democracies, although that too comes with risks evident with the rise of populism in Europe and 
North America.

To be more precise, three age groups can be considered: young, intermediate and mature, which provides a slightly more 
granular approach than the dependency ratio used previously.

Young in this context refers to a median age of 25.5 years or below (roughly equivalent to a ratio of 1.7 working age to 
every dependant and lower), meaning that a young country would have a population where half of its people are younger 
than 25.5 years of age and half are older than that. Forty-six African countries, ranging from Egypt (with a median age of 
25.4 years) to the CAR (with a median age of 15.7 years), fell into this category in 2025, with some on the cusp of moving to 
the next group. These societies generally have authoritarian governments, and if they have some democratic institutions, 
they are often unstable. This group will almost certainly experience an ongoing and elevated risk of internal conflict, as 
well as a high risk of intermittent or persistent revolutionary conflict. This is not unique to Africa, but generally holds 
throughout the world, though there are always exceptions to these general findings. On the Current Path, 35 African 
countries would have a median age of 25.5 years or less in 2050.

Societies with a median age of 25.5 to 35.5 years, i.e., the intermediate group between those with a youthful or mature 
population, tend to be in a process of transition, also in respect of governance, with most having mixed regime types. 
They exhibit some democratic characteristics, such as regular elections; however, these may not be entirely free and fair, 
and incumbent elites often manipulate their constitutions to extend their stay in power, generally referred to as 
anocracies or mixed regimes (mixed in the sense of having both autocratic and democratic characteristics).

Societies with a median age of 35.5 years and older (equivalent to a ratio of 2 working-age persons to every dependant) 
are generally stable democracies. This is the ‘mature’ category. Mauritius is the only African country currently in that age 
group. On the Current Path, six African countries are projected to have a median age above 35.5 years in 2050, while an 
additional 23 countries are expected to be in the intermediate age bracket of 25.5 to 35.5 years.

Chart 20 presents the number of African countries in the young, intermediate and mature catetories in the Current Path 
and the Demographics and Health scenario from 2025 to 2050.
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In the Demographics and Health scenario, eight countries would be in the mature group, an additional 37 would be in the 
intermediate group and the remaining 10 would be in the young group.

A different way to consider the relationship between population structure and a country's median age is to examine the 
concept of a youth bulge, typically measured as the size of the cohort of young adults aged 15 to 24 relative to the total 
adult population aged 15 years and older. Generally better-educated, risk-taking young adult males are amenable to 
political mobilisation in an environment where alternative options for economic and social mobility are limited, as was the 
case in North Africa during the Arab Spring at the end of 2010. If this cohort accounts for 40% or more of the total adult 
population, it would indicate a greater risk of large-scale violence. In criminology, this is known as the “ ”: age-crime curve
individual-level analyses often show that crime (especially violent and property crime) peaks in late adolescence/young 
adulthood (roughly ages 15 to 29) and declines as people age, underpinning concerns that youth bulges may increase 
social instability. The potential for violence declines significantly once that portion declines to 34% or less (equivalent to a 
median age of 30 years). The relationship therefore is an inverted U-shape starting at low levels in late childhood, rises 
sharply during adolescence, peaks in the late teens to early twenties, and then declines through adulthood into later life. 
Peak offending rates typically occur between ages 15 and 19.

In 2025, seven African countries had a youth bulge of less than 34%; by 2050, this would increase to 11 on the Current 
Path and to 13 in the Demographics and Health scenario.

https://legalclarity.org/what-is-the-age-crime-curve-in-criminology/
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