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Africa's Position in Global Development

In assessing Africa's position in the world, it is useful to draw on the forecasts elsewhere on this website, specifically on
Africa’s current development trajectory, the Current Path, and the continent's development potential, the Combined
scenario.

In 2025, Africa's economy accounted for 3% of the global economy. On the Current Path, it will increase to 5% of the world
economy by mid-century, but could get to 7.3% in the high-growth Combined scenario. Rates of growth in African
economies are steadily rising, and even under the Current Path forecast, the region is set to grow faster than any other
region for much of the 21st Century because of rapid population growth.

On the Current Path, the combined size of the African economy should, before the end of the 21st Century, have
overtaken the EU27 and India, and may even approach that of China and the US. But that is comparing the combined
economic size of 55 countries with a single country, such as India or China, and only makes sense if Africa has, by then,
achieved meaningful economic and political integration. Mid-century prospects are more modest.

Within Africa, Nigeria's economy accounts for 16% of the continent's total. By mid-century, Egypt and Nigeria are likely to
have the largest economies on the continent, then comparable to Vietnam, Saudi Arabia and the Netherlands, placing
these two African countries in the top 20% of global economies. By 2050, more than 25% of the world's population will be
African, and Nigeria will be the country with the third-largest population, overtaking the US shortly after 2040.

Much can happen in the intervening years. Various themes on the website model the impact of efforts to advance growth
and development across different economic sectors, such as through improved education and a manufacturing transition.
In the Combined scenario, the African economy will be roughly 60% larger by mid-century compared to the Current Path.
The top three African economies (Egypt, Nigeria and South Africa) would be among the top 15% of global economies by
size, rather than the top 20%, and the total African economy would have surpassed India in size by mid-century.
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Since 2000, African countries such as the Seychelles, Mauritius and Botswana have performed well, with Ethiopia and
Rwanda experiencing some of the fastest economic expansions in the world, averaging more than 7.5% per year in recent
decades. However, with some exceptions since independence, Africa has not been able to narrow the gap with the rest of
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the world on key well-being indicators, such as infant mortality rates and life expectancy. Measures of income have done
even worse.

Using a crude measure, such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita in purchasing power parity (PPP), the gap
between Africa and the average for the rest of the world (i.e., the world excluding Africa) has steadily increased, even
when comparing Africa with other developing regions such as South Asia and South America. Chart 2 illustrates the recent
history of the growing gap in average GDP per capita between Africa, South Asia and South America from 2000 and
includes a forecast to 2050.

Chart 2: GDP per capita, infant mortality and life expectancy in Current Path and Combined scenario, 1975-2050 |SS| AFI
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In recent years, seven successive shocks have accelerated the trend of increasing divergence in development indicators
across Africa and other regions. These are: (1) the impact of the 2008/09 global financial crisis, (2) the COVID-19 pandemic,
(3) Russia's invasion of Ukraine and associated tensions, (4) the deteriorating relations between China and the West, (5)
the resurgence of hostilities in the Middle East following events in Israel, Gaza and Iran, (6) the rise of populism in the US
with the second presidency of Donald Trump and the subsequent disruption of trade and aid, and finally (7) populist
trends in Europe with the resurgence of right-wing parties, leading to anti-migrant sentiments and reductions in
development aid.

The world is entering uncharted territory, with the accelerated effects of climate change and the disruptive impact of
generative artificial intelligence. Climate change could be particularly impactful, given Africa's reliance on imported food
and its limited infrastructure. Among other climate-related risks is the growing threat of simultaneous harvest failures
across the six global breadbaskets, which produce 60% of the world's corn, rice, soy and wheat. Thus, the UN Secretary-
General's report, Our Common Agenda, notes that ‘we are at an inflexion point in history’ facing a stark choice between
‘breakdown’ and ‘breakthrough’.

On the one hand, one can ask to what extent the growing divergence between averages for Africa and the rest of the
world will impact global sustainability and stability, including the demand for critical minerals and increased migration to
Europe and within the continent. Is it possible to envisage a stable world so starkly divided between Europe and Africa in
wealth and quality of life? For example, the average GDP per capita in Africa is only 11% of that in the European Union
(EU), and there is a 14-year gap in average life expectancy. We expect these differences to only reduce marginally over the
next two decades.

D AFRICA IN THE WORLD 2043: THEMATIC FUTURES © 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION
PROGRAMME


https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/will-the-worlds-breadbaskets-become-less-reliable?hlkid=c563193b00b143f5b6861ca4afe878c0&hctky=9322113&hdpid=0a3ae483-55ef-4685-bcdf-75ce3830ac33
https://www.un.org/en/common-agenda

On the other hand, global disruptions mean that growth paths are diverging, and trade and financial systems no longer
hold as strongly. What we are witnessing is not a temporary disruption but a reality shock: a moment when inherited
narratives collide with a world that is fragmenting, competing and reshaping itself in real time. African resilience will
require more robust, capacitated states with fit-for-purpose institutions, enhanced security and improvements across
various economic and human development sectors, many of which are within Africa’s domestic policy space. We examine
many of these considerations in separate pages on this website as part of our geographic and thematic analyses.

Rapid development in Africa will also require a facilitating global environment—the subject of this theme. Therefore, we
ask: what is the impact of geopolitics on Africa's development? To explore the potential implications, we model Africa's
development across four future global scenarios, outlined below.
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Reuse our work

* All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the Creative Commons BY license. You have the
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.

All of our charts can be embedded in any site.
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