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Conclusion: Working towards Africa’s Demographic Dividend

Until fertility rates are significantly reduced, even the most impressive economic growth rates will not be sufficient to
substantially reduce poverty and improve livelihoods in Africa. Although trends are heading in the right direction, much
more urgent action is needed to accelerate the demographic transition in the continent's many low- and lower-middle-
income countries. To this end, the Demographics and Health scenario models the potential impact and contribution that
could be made in this regard.

Africa’'s demographic transition is well underway, but the pace and inclusiveness of change vary widely. The continent’s
ability to turn its growing working-age population into a foundation for prosperity depends on how effectively
governments align health, education, economic and governance reforms. Each is discussed in a separate theme
elsewhere on this website. Advancing the demographic transition does not guarantee a demographic dividend. Without
appropriate policies that increase productivity growth and institutional capacity, faster demographic change can coexist
with persistent unemployment and social pressure.

Africa’'s demographic transition will unfold over decades, outlasting the duration of political cycles. Many of the
investments needed to advance and capitalise on demographic change, such as education, yield results only over the long
term, while political incentives tend to prioritise shorter horizons. This mismatch complicates the sequencing of reform
and the continuity of public investment. Leaders will need to work hard to maintain focus on the importance of a more
rapid demographic transition.

By improving reproductive health, extending life expectancy and investing in human capital, countries can unlock faster
and more inclusive growth. The Demographics and Health scenario reveals that demographic change is not inevitable and
can be influenced by the implementation of appropriate policy interventions. Countries that combine fertility decline with
progress in education, health and job creation will achieve higher productivity, greater social resilience and an improved
quality of life for their citizens. Those who fail to accelerate the transition risk prolonged dependency and missed
opportunities for economic transformation.

Policy coherence is vital. Investments in health and education must align with economic strategies that create jobs and
expand opportunities for women and youth. Countries that coordinate these efforts—not integrating population policy
with economic planning—are more likely to transform their demographic potential into sustainable development gains.

Africa’'s demographic transition is reshaping the continent’s development prospects and the world’s population balance.
Over the next three decades, Africa will determine whether its growing youth population becomes a foundation for
prosperity or a source of pressure. The direction depends on how quickly countries can lower fertility rates, expand
education, improve health, and create jobs that keep pace with population growth.

In the meantime, many African cities are expanding faster than their infrastructure, housing and labour markets can
absorb. The result is often informal employment, congestion, and inadequate public services—conditions that can limit
the economic potential of a young and growing population. To harness the full potential of urbanisation, governments
need to integrate population and spatial planning. Investments in infrastructure, public transportation, affordable housing
and essential services are crucial for making cities inclusive and productive. Strengthening local governance and data
systems can also improve how cities anticipate and manage demographic change.

The stakes extend beyond the continent. In an ageing world, Africa’s success will underpin global economic dynamism,
innovation and sustainability. The coming decades will test whether governments and partners can convert population
growth into human progress—through education, health, governance and opportunity.
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Finally, Africa’'s demographic transition is progressing unevenly. While some countries are approaching the demographic
window of opportunity, others are decades away from it. These differences reflect variations in fertility, education, health,
governance and economic structure, and they shape each country’s ability to benefit from its demographic change.

Early-transition countries: still high fertility and dependency

In Niger, Chad, Somalia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, fertility rates remain above six children per woman,
and child mortality is still high. The combination of large youth populations and limited access to reproductive health
services, education and employment opportunities keeps dependency ratios elevated. Rapid population growth in these
countries continues to offset gains in income per capita, and most remain far from entering the first demographic
dividend.

In such contexts, policy priorities must focus on reducing child mortality, expanding girls’ education and improving access
to voluntary family planning. These interventions are crucial for accelerating fertility decline and initiating the
demographic transition.

Mid-transition countries: approaching the demographic window

Countries such as Kenya, Ghana, Rwanda and Senegal have made significant progress in reducing fertility, now standing at
between three and four births per woman. Expanding education, urbanisation and access to health services are driving
this shift. Dependency ratios are declining, and the share of the working-age population is rising.

These countries are entering the early stages of their demographic window, where the potential for accelerated economic
growth begins to emerge. However, success depends on their ability to absorb new labour market entrants. Expanding
manufacturing, improving agricultural productivity and strengthening education and skills systems are key to converting
demographic change into productivity gains.

Late-transition countries: capitalising on the dividend

A few African countries—Mauritius, Seychelles, Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria, South Africa and Cabo Verde—are already
benefiting from a maturing age structure. Their fertility rates have stabilised below three births per woman, dependency
ratios are low and median ages range from the late 20s to mid-30s. These countries are positioned to capitalise on their
demographic dividend, provided productivity gains are sustained, and labour markets remain inclusive.

However, they also face emerging challenges linked to ageing populations and the need to sustain productivity growth.
Strengthening innovation, deepening capital markets and building inclusive social protection systems will be essential to
maintain momentum as their demographic window gradually narrows. The demographic future is not predetermined. It is
a choice shaped by investment, leadership and inclusion. Seizing the dividend will demand patience, persistence and
vision; missing it will have consequences for generations. The window of opportunity is open—but not indefinitely.
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Chart 21: Recommendations.

Recommendations

Accelerate fertility decline through expanded, voluntary access to modern
contraceptives, especially in high-fertility and early-transition countries.
Prioritise girls’ education and female empowerment, as the most durable
drivers of lower fertility and higher productivity.

Reduce child and maternal mortality to reinforce fertility decline and
improve long-term human capital outcomes.

Scale up investments in basic health systems, addressing both
communicable and non-communicable diseases to sustain a productive
workforce.

Expand access to safe water and sanitation (WaSH), particularly in rural
and fast-growing urban areas, to lower disease burdens and improve labour
productivity.

Shift public spending from expanding basic services to improving the quality
of education and health, as population growth slows.

Integrate population policy with economic planning, ensuring
demographic change aligns with growth, employment and industrial
strategies.

Prepare labour markets for rapid workforce growth through job creation,
skills development and productivity-enhancing reforms.

Promote well-planned, infrastructure-led urbanisation, enabling cities to
act as engines of fertility decline and economic growth.

Strengthen governance and institutional capacity to translate demographic
change into sustained economic and social gains.

Reduce high dependency ratios early to advance entry into the
demographic window of opportunity, especially in sub-Saharan Africa.
Invest in human capital across the life course, recognising that
productivity gains, not labour expansion alone, drive long-term growth.
Anticipate and manage youth-bulge risks by expanding education,
employment and political inclusion for young adults.

Prepare for long-term ageing in late-transition countries through
productivity, innovation and inclusive social protection systems.

Maintain policy continuity over decades, recognising that demographic
transitions extend well beyond electoral cycles.
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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
	Conclusion: Working towards Africa’s Demographic Dividend
	Jakkie Cilliers


	Conclusion: Working towards Africa’s Demographic Dividend
	Chart 21: Recommendations.

	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

