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The Demographics and Health Scenario

This section explains the structure of the Demographics and Health scenario that would accelerate the continent's 
demographic transition, and potentially advance and enhance its demographic dividend compared to the Current Path 
presented in preceding sections. A separate theme provides more detail on , using the same scenario.demographics

Africa’s demographic and health outlook can improve significantly through targeted interventions addressing fertility, 
mortality and WaSH infrastructure.

Chart 11: Demographics and Health Scenario

The scenario consists of the following individual country-level interventions, benchmarked to reflect reasonable but 
ambitious targets for countries at similar levels of development and continentally compared to South America and South 
Asia, the other regions with development indicators most similar to Africa:

The first intervention is the large-scale rollout of modern contraceptives. Since total fertility rates in North Africa are 
already low, the increases in sub-Saharan Africa are more aggressive. In 2025, only 33% of fertile women in sub-Saharan 
Africa were using modern contraceptives, ranging from 85% in Seychelles to 1% in South Sudan. The average rate in 
North Africa was 59%. By 2050, the scenario is expected to increase average usage to 75% in sub-Saharan Africa, 24 
percentage points above the Current Path, and 85% in North Africa. Rates in South America were 79% in 2025 and 64% 
in South Asia, increasing to 93% and 83%, respectively, by 2050.

The next intervention is a reduction in the incidence of mortality from AIDS, diabetes, malignant neoplasm, diarrhoea, 
respiratory infections, respiratory diseases, cardiovascular diseases, digestive diseases, malaria, other communicable 
diseases and other non-communicable diseases in the most highly affected countries. The interventions reduce 
mortality rates for the top five disease types in each African country by 20 percentage points below the Current Path. 
Deaths from respiratory infections (which include COVID-19) and cardiovascular disease are among the top five causes 
of death in all African countries, followed by other communicable diseases, malignant neoplasms and other non-

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/03-demographic-dividend/
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communicable diseases. Chart 12 summarises the number of African countries in which the disease type ranked among 
the top 5 in 2022 (the last year of data coverage), which was used as a benchmark for the intervention. The high 
prevalence of non-communicable diseases, cardiovascular in particular, reflects the extent to which Africa is 
experiencing a double burden of disease.

Chart 12: Number of African countries in which the disease type was among the top five, 2022

A separate intervention is done in the nine countries where the HIV infection rate is above 1% of the population, also 
reducing the rate by 20% below the Current Path.

The next intervention involves the more rapid provision of safely managed water and sanitation, which addresses the 
drivers of Africa’s high communicable disease burden, as well as indirectly improving productivity through the benefits 
of a generally healthier workforce. In the scenario, average urban access rates in sub-Saharan Africa increase from 45% 
in 2025 to 74% in 2050, almost nine percentage points above the Current Path. Rural rates increase from 17% in 2050 to 
45%, compared with 35% on the Current Path. Taken together, the average access rate for sub-Saharan Africa increases 
from 29% in 2025 to 61%, rather than 51%. Total access rates in North Africa (i.e. including both rural and urban areas) 
are already at 78% in 2025, and are projected to increase to 92% by 2050.

The final health-related intervention reduces under-five stunting rates by 20% below the 2050 Current Path in the 39 
African countries where the rate was above 20% in 2021, the latest year of data available. The intervention accelerates 
the decline in the Current Path. Whereas Africa had 30 million stunted children in 2025, that number declines to only 
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12.8 million in 2050, some 3.2 million below the Current Path forecast for the year. Burundi, Eritrea, Niger and the DR 
Congo had the largest rate of stunted children in 2025. By 2050, Burundi will still have the highest rate, now followed by 
Lesotho, Malawi and the CAR, but all with significantly lower rates than in the Current Path.

Improvements in health care are not free. To this end, a final intervention increases health spending by 5%, resulting in 
an additional US$18.9 billion continentwide. Additional infrastructure spending peaks at US$4.7 billion per annum in 
2037.

Each intervention ramps up over 10 years, starting in 2027, and is then maintained at that level.

The pace and scale of impact of the scenario vary across countries and subregions. North Africa, already at an advanced 
stage of its demographic transition, experiences modest additional gains as fertility stabilises near or below replacement 
level. Central and West Africa achieve the largest improvement in the ratio of working-age persons to dependants.

While the scenario is ambitious, it is grounded in real-world interventions that have proven feasible in several countries, 
particularly in key areas such as family planning and infrastructure expansion. The scenario assumptions, therefore, are 
not abstract targets, but are built on empirical benchmarks drawn from best-performing countries at similar income 
levels. For instance, the projected increase in contraceptive use is based on the progress seen in countries like Ethiopia 
and Malawi. Access to safely managed water and sanitation reflects progress in Ghana and Kenya. These comparisons 
suggest that while ambitious, the modelled trajectory is grounded in what has been done before—under challenging but 
comparable conditions. 

The subsequent progress mirrors historical improvements in South America and South Asia. While strides have been 
made, particularly in AIDS-related mortality, Africa will likely fall short of global health benchmarks, highlighting the need 
for sustained investment and policy focus.The subsequent progress mirrors historical improvements in South America 
and South Asia. While strides have been made, particularly in AIDS-related mortality, Africa will likely fall short of global 
health benchmarks, highlighting the need for sustained investment and policy focus.
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