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Impact on Africa

The primary driver of the divergent outcomes for African countries in the four scenarios is the success or failure of 
integration efforts such as the AfCFTA. But before proceeding with the differences, it is important to recognise the 
continent's complexity.

Most African countries have small populations and economies. In 2025, only 7 countries had economies exceeding 
US$100 billion, while 18 had economies below US$10 billion. While a few countries, such as Nigeria, have large 
populations, 23 African countries had fewer than 10 million people in 2025. Africa is also divided politically, and the 
imprint of Belgian, German, Spanish, Portuguese, British and French colonialism continues to affect domestic and foreign 
policies as well as the poor governance often characteristic of its elderly ruling elites. Because regional organisations such 
as ECOWAS and the African Union lack supranational powers, Africa seldom speaks with one voice on international issues.

In 2025, Africa accounted for less than 3% of the world economy in market-exchange terms. Despite rapid population 
growth, Africa will only constitute 7% in 2050 in the Growth World scenarios, which, together with the Sustainable World, 
deliver the most rapid economic growth. Meanwhile, its population will increase from 19% to 26% of the global 
population. The size of the world economy will increase to US$236 trillion by 2050 in the Growth World scenario and 
US$237 trillion in the Sustainable World scenario, but there will be significant differences in the number of extremely poor 
people, the majority of whom will be in sub-Saharan Africa. A Divided World would result in global economic output of 
US$201 trillion in 2050. A World at War scenario results in a world economy producing a combined GDP of only US$156 
trillion in 2050, with Africa growing particularly slowly despite its much larger population.

The key characteristics associated with the four global scenarios for Africa are summarised in Chart 11.

Chart 11: African scenario characteristics associated with each global scenario

Africa gains most in the Sustainable World, both in terms of the size of its economy (see Chart 11) and of its average GDP 
per capita (see Chart 12).
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The nature of this type of ‘big picture’ analysis inevitably glosses over the different impacts that each scenario has on 
individual African countries. The countries that experience the largest income increase in the Sustainable World scenario 
are Seychelles, Mauritius, Gabon, Cape Verde, and Equatorial Guinea. By 2050, 38 African countries will have extreme 
poverty rates below 3% of their population compared to only nine in 2025.

Carbon emissions from fossil fuel use in Africa will increase across all four scenarios, given Africa's current low energy 
availability and growing population. Because the rate of economic growth in the Sustainable World scenario is significantly 
more rapid in Africa than in the Growth World scenario. Carbon emissions from fossil fuels in Africa are lowest in the 
World at War scenario, which has much lower economic growth rates and higher poverty than other scenarios.

The climate and energy themes provide additional analyses of carbon emissions and Africa's energy transition.

https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/14-climate-change/
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/15-energy/
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The differences in economic well-being are particularly evident in Sub-Saharan Africa, the region with the largest poverty 
burden globally at 487 million people in 2025, equivalent to 37% of its population. The extreme poverty rate in Sub-
Saharan Africa will decline rapidly to 6% in the Sustainable World and be highest in the World at War scenario at 17%, 
equivalent to 130 and 396 million people, respectively.

In the Sustainable World scenario, inequality in Africa decreases by nine per cent between 2025 and 2050 despite rapid 
economic growth that, under normal circumstances, tends to increase inequality. The reason is that, for Africa, the 
Sustainable World scenario increases a large social grant programme, gender empowerment, and women's workforce 
participation, leading to better outcomes on indices that reflect income distribution.

A closed, rigidly divided world (the World at War and even the Divided World) will not benefit Africa. Africa did not do well 
during the Cold War, and instability increased significantly in the years leading up to the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 
1989. The pattern could likely repeat itself in these two scenarios.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, events in Gaza, and unilateral use of force by the US in Venezuela and Iran have accelerated 
global divisions. In the former, a permanent member of the UN Security Council that is mandated to ensure international 
peace and security has invaded another and in the latter, Israel and the US violate international law and ignore Council 
decisions. Views differ, however. Westerners typically support Israel and are typically more pessimistic than people from 
Asia, which is understandable since power and economic weight will continue to shift eastward in all four scenarios. Still, a 
lot depends on what happens between the US and the EU, the choices made by India, the extent to which China and 
Russia cement their alliance, and who joins them.
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Furthermore, choices made in areas such as digital sovereignty will have long-term impacts. Does Africa pursue an 
approach that emphasises the rights of the individual, as in Europe, or prioritises the collective interests of the state, as in 
China? Or does Africa allow for private sector competition that drives costs down and allows the continent to pursue the 
least-cost solution (such as the approach of the US), but which leaves little room for Africa’s private sector without clear 
policies on domestic investment? Procurement choices on digital infrastructure could create a path dependency with 
geopolitical implications. African governments with low state capacity, large youthful populations and characterised by 
insecurity may, for instance, prefer the state-centred stability approach of China over the EU’s orientation towards 
individual rights and democratic freedoms.

Africa will significantly close the gap with other regions in the Sustainable World scenario regarding electricity access, 
literacy rates, the human development index (HDI) and malnutrition. Higher life expectancy, better literacy rates and 
education follow. However, given its historical deficits, it will still rank at the bottom compared to other regions. In 
contrast to the Growth World, the Sustainable World balances economic gains with greater equality and a smaller carbon 
footprint.

Given its marginal position in the global economy, a large and growing population, and the impact of climate change on 
Africa, the Growth World scenario, with its associated high carbon emissions, is disadvantageous to the continent. The 
World at War is a lose-lose scenario for all countries, and the current trajectory towards a Divided World constrains Africa’
s growth and development.

In material power terms, Africa remains a minor player in international affairs, regardless of the scenario, and the reader 
is reminded of the large number of African countries that constitute the continent, meaning that the effective exercise of 
‘African’ power is invariably lower than the sum of its parts. For example, Africa’s GDP in the Sustainable World scenario is 
five times larger than its 2025 size, yet Africa will see its share of global power increase by less than four percentage 
points from its 2025 level to 13.3% of the worldwide total in 2050, using the IFs power index.



© 2026 AFRICAN FUTURES & INNOVATION 
PROGRAMME

AFRICA IN THE WORLD 2043: THEMATIC FUTURES6

Still, as a collective, the African continent could carry more weight towards the middle of the 21st century in the 
Sustainable World scenario. If the African Union could speak with one voice globally and maintain that unity, Africa would 
become a swing region with significant soft power and discourse power, mainly because of its large population numbers 
and the collective voice of its 55 member states.

Meanwhile, the current trajectory towards a Divided World caps Africa’s development potential. Compared to the 
Sustainable World, GDP per capita in Africa will be 33% lower, and extreme poverty in Africa will be 167 million higher, as 
reflected in Chart 15.
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before use and redistribution.
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