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Labour in Africa compared with China and India

Africa’s portion of the total population considered able to work – which constitutes its labour force – is large and rapidly
increasing, as shown in Chart 3. In 2019, it was estimated at 503 million, very close to India’s 515 million and which it
surpassed in 2021. By 2035, Africa’s labour force is set to be larger than China’s (808 million) and by 2043 it will have
increased to more than 1 billion.

As labour contributes significantly to growth at low levels of development, Africa has substantial potential. But based on
size alone, that potential is misleading without drastic improvements in education and health, and considering that
technology is steadily reducing the traditional contribution of labour to economic growth.

Two key indicators of the ability of a workforce to be productive – education level and general health – are presented in
Charts 4, 5 and 6, which compare the current and 2043 situations in China, India and Africa in the Current Path forecast.
Note that while the x-scale for China and India is the same, 60 million on either side, that for Africa in Chart 6 is
120 million, reflecting Africa’s large labour force in 2043.
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The following differences emerge:

Africa’s population pyramid retains its broad base to 2043, reflecting its youthful population structure and its large
cohort of child dependants, whereas that of India increasingly takes on the image of the Taj Mahal, a fat, rounded belly
of working-age persons who are increasingly well educated. China, in contrast, has a large elderly population, who need
to be supported by a shrinking working class, but is on track to provide a secondary education to the majority of its
younger population by the end of the forecast horizon, a target that India is likely to achieve only several decades later.

Africa lags significantly behind both India and China in providing education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels.[ ]1
Whereas the mean years of education in Africa for adults (15 years and older) was 6.2 years in 2019 and is expected to
increase to 7.6 years by 2043, it was 8.3 years in China in 2019 and is forecast to increase to 10.1 years by 2043. Mean
years of adult education in India will increase from 7.2 years to 9.1 years in this time. Although the amount of education
adults receive in Africa is improving, the continent will slowly fall further behind China and India over the next two
decades.

Men typically are better educated than women. In 2019, Chinese men had about 0.8 years more education than women.
The difference in India is 2 years and in Africa the difference is 1.2 years. In all instances, the IFs Current Path forecast is
for the male-female gap to decline by 2043.

Africa also trails with regard to the quality of education, both currently and likely in the future, as shown in Chart 7. On this
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important measure, the IFs forecast presents poor progress compared to China and India.

A second key indicator of the ability of a workforce to be productive is its general health. To compare countries and
regions, we turn to a combined indicator of premature mortality and the years lived with a disability owing to prevalent
cases of the disease or health condition. The two are combined in the measure termed disability-adjusted life years
(DALYs). One DALY represents the loss of the equivalent of one year of full health and is a combined indicator of
premature mortality and the years lived with a disability owing to prevalent cases of the disease or health condition.

Chart 8 presents the DALYs per capita for China, India and Africa and shows positive convergence over time. In 2019,
DALYs in Africa were 0.47 million per million of its population, compared with 0.33 in India and 0.24 in China. In other
words, the burden of ill health in Africa is almost double that of China. Coming from such a high level, rapid progress is
possible, but it will take time.
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The combined effect of poor education and poor health is that labour productivity in Africa is, on average, significantly
below that of China and India, as shown in Chart 9.
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In 2019, average labour productivity in Africa was about one third of that in China and about US$400 below that of India.
By 2043, the gap will have widened significantly, with labour productivity in Africa being less than half of that in India and
only 17% of that in China. Again, the IFs forecast is for slow improvements in Africa.
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1.  

Endnotes

India is a lower middle-income country (there are 23 in Africa) and China is now an upper middle-income country (there are only seven in Africa).
According to the World Bank, China is on track to be classified as a high-income country around 2023.
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