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Size and Quality of Labour in Africa compared with China and India

The size of Africa’s large and rapidly growing labour force is illustrated in Chart 4, comparing Africa with India and China. 
In 2023, it was estimated at 576 million, nearly matching India’s 534 million, which it had already surpassed in 2020. By 
2034, Africa’s labour force is forecast to exceed China’s, and by 2043, it is expected to surpass 1 billion with no significant 
differences in the Current Path and Combined scenario.

Labour plays a crucial role in driving growth at the early stages of development, reflecting Africa’s significant potential. As 
wages in China and India rise due to economic advancement and a shift toward higher-value industries, global labour-
intensive manufacturers and investors are increasingly likely to view Africa as a prime destination for affordable labour, 
provided the continent is also able to unlock larger markets through trade integration. With its large, youthful and rapidly 
expanding workforce, the continent presents positive prospects for labour-intensive industries seeking to remain globally 
competitive. Africa's comparatively low wage levels, along with a growing labour supply and gradual improvements in the 
business environment across many countries, make it an increasingly attractive option for companies looking to reduce 
labour costs and diversify their supply chains.

However, relying solely on Africa’s size and low labour costs presents a misleading picture of its potential without 
significant advancements in education and healthcare. Moreover, the growing role of labour-saving technology is 
gradually diminishing the traditional importance of labour costs on economic growth. Two critical indicators of workforce 
productivity—  levels and overall —are illustrated in Charts 8 to 10, which compare the current state and a education health
2043 forecast for China, India and Africa on the Current Path.

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/06-education/
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/05-health-and-wash/
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The following differences are evident in Charts 8 to 10:

Africa’s population pyramid retains its broad base to 2043 on the Current Path, 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. In the Combined scenario, the 
shape of the African pyramid starts to change towards the end of the forecast horizon, with the number of children 
starting to contract sharply with the promise of more funds available for those already in school and attendant 
educational improvements. China, in contrast, has a large elderly population that needs to be supported by a shrinking 
working class, but is on track to provide secondary education to the majority of its younger population by the end of the 
forecast horizon, a target that India is only likely to achieve several decades later. The impact of the one-child policy on 
China’s population structure is evident in the jagged age cohorts compared to the smooth progression in the evolution 
of India’s population age structure, which did not suffer the same government efforts at population control.

Africa lags significantly behind both India and China in providing education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels. 
Whereas the mean years of education in Africa for adults (15 years and older) was 6.8 years in 2023 and is expected to 
increase to 7.8 years by 2043 in the Current Path, it was 8.9 years in China in 2023 and is forecast to increase to 10.4 
years by 2043. The mean years of adult education in India will increase from 7.6 years to 9.2 years over this period. 
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 when considering the mean years of adult education. In the Combined 
scenario Africa’s mean years of education increases to 8.3 years in 2043 and the continent starts closing the gap with 
India although catch-up will take several additional decades.

Men typically are better educated than women. In 2023, Chinese men had about 0.7 years more education than women, 
doing better than in India and Africa. The difference in India was 1.6 years, and in Africa, it was 1.3 years. In all instances, 
the Current Path forecast is for the male-female gap to decline by 2043 as female empowerment proceeds, although 
slowly. In the Combined scenario, African women have 0.7 years less education than men in 2043, having almost halved 
the gap compared to the Current Path.

Africa also trails with regard to the quality of education measured by adult test scores, both currently and likely in the 
future, as shown in Chart 11. On this important measure, the forecast presents poor progress compared to China and 
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India. In the Combined scenario, Africa’s adult educational quality converges with India by 2043, still significantly below the 
forecast for China.

A second key indicator of the ability of a workforce to be productive is its general health. To compare countries and 
regions, the modelling turns 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 disability-adjusted life years (DALYs). One 
DALY represents the loss of the equivalent of one year of full health.

Chart 12 presents the DALYs per capita for China, India and Africa and shows positive convergence over time on the 
Current Path. In 2023, DALYs in Africa were 392 000 years lost per million of its population, compared with 271 000 in 
India and 209 000 in China. In other words, the burden of ill health in Africa was almost double that of China. Coming from 
such a high level, rapid progress is possible, but it takes time.

Chart 12 also shows the aggresive impact of the Combined scenario on DALYs in Africa. Since the Combined scenario is a 
best-of-best combination of improvements in heatlh, education and various other sectors, Africa does significantly better 
than India and China in this scenario. DALYs in Africa will reduce to 198 000 years lost per million people compared to 266 
000 in the Current Path, equivalent to a 25% improvement. 
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Labour productivity indicates the economic value generated by each worker and reflects how effectively a country 
empowers its people to succeed. Higher productivity leads to greater output of goods and services per worker, resulting in 
higher incomes, better living standards and stronger economies. In addition to a lack of infrastructure and other enabling 
factors, the combined effect of poor education and poor health is that China’s average labour productivity overtook the 
average for Africa in 2001, and India overtook Africa in 2016. On the Current Path, Chinese and Indian labour productivity 
is significantly better than Africa’s, as illustrated in Chart 13. In the Combined scenario, Africa’s labour productivity 
improves by 34% in 2043 in the Combined scenario but is still significantly below that of India, which is more than three 
times lower than that of China.

In 2023, Africa’s average labour productivity was less than one-quarter of China's and about US$1 900 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 
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only about 13% of that in China. The Current Path forecast is for slow improvements in Africa and even in the Combined 
scenario, in spite of significant improvements in health, eduction, infrastructure and other enablers, African productivity is 
still below that of India, although less so.

Having described the size and quality of Africa’s labour force and compared that to India and China, as well as explored 
changes in the African economy in the Combined scenario compared to the Current Path, a next step is to define and 
discuss employment in more detail.
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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.
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