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INTRODUCTION
Although African countries have achieved reasonable
economic growth of over 4 % per annum in the past
two decades, many of them have failed to transform (1)
their economies and substantially improve the living
standards of the people. Lack of or limited progress
in economic transformation has left many African
countries vulnerable to external shocks such as commodity price volatility and most recently the Covid-19
pandemic. Pre-Covid, the continent was already experiencing a slowdown in growth and poverty reduction overall, although with large variations among
countries. For example, over the period 2015–2019
average gross domestic product (GDP) growth ranged
from 1.2 % (Nigeria) to 8.9 % (Ethiopia), while the
poverty headcount ratio at USD 1.90 per day ranged
from 27.3 % (The Gambia) to 85.8 % (Democratic
Republic of the Congo) (2). Africa’s growth has not
created enough productive employment opportunities
for the growing workforce. And the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated the employment challenges.
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Summary
›

Current projections point to a boom in
Africa’s working-age population by 2035
that could result in either a demographic
dividend or demographic time-bomb.

›

A ‘business-as-usual’ scenario argues that
Africa could fail to achieve the dividend
if current trends persist. In this scenario,
fertility rates and dependency ratios remain high and economic growth is not fast
and inclusive enough to create decent jobs.
Climate and unemployment challenges
lead to increased migration and violence.

›

In a more optimistic scenario, productive
employment opportunities are created by
investing in education and health, diversifying the economy, addressing climate
risks and closing the infrastructure gap.

›

The danger that growing youth unemployment could fuel violence and political instability needs to be addressed. Policies to
scale up skills training to prepare young
people for the labour market and accelerate the fertility transition will help African
countries to reap the dividend.
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The World Bank has estimated that the pandemic
may have pushed 34 million people in sub-Saharan
Africa (SSA) into extreme poverty in 2021 (3).
While the outlook appears grim, the pandemic has
afforded an opportunity to scan the future horizon
and explore how Africa could ‘build back better’.
This second Brief in the Imagine Africa series analyses Africa’s biggest resource: its youth (4). Declining
mortality, high and slowly declining fertility, and the
youthful age structure are driving Africa’s rapid population growth (5). Africa’s working-age population
(aged between 15–64) was estimated to be 750 million
in 2019 and is forecast to exceed 1 billion before 2030
and to reach 1.1 billion by 2035 (6), with young Africans
(aged between 15–24) entering the labour force at a
rate of about 20 million each year (7). The boom in
Africa’s young population could result in either a demographic dividend or a demographic time-bomb (8).
The Brief explores both of these scenarios. Based on
trends in fertility, education, job creation, climate
risks and economic growth, a business-as-usual scenario argues that Africa will miss the demographic
dividend in 2030, if current trends continue. A more
optimistic scenario shows instead how the dividend
can be achieved as a result of effective policy actions
to address the frontline issues of population growth,
education and climate risks.

SCENARIO 1: AFRICA MISSES
OUT ON THE DEMOGRAPHIC
DIVIDEND IN 2030
It is 2030 and the demographic transition is still progressing slowly in Africa due to a slow decline in fertility, which remains high in comparison to other regions of the world. Africa’s Total Fertility Rate (TFR)
has remained virtually the same as a decade earlier
(4.2 children per woman of reproductive age in 2021,
4.0 in 2030), almost twice the global average of about
2.4 births, with large variations across and within
countries (9), and is projected to only reach around 3.0
in 2050 (10). Most African countries have not reached
the TFR threshold of 2.8 or lower required to trigger the demographic dividend before the turn of the
century, which has hampered faster economic growth
and economic transformation (11).
Although Africa’s share of the working age population has been rising since 1987, the dependency ratio
(the ratio of those not in the labour force to working age workers) has not been falling fast enough.
In 2030 it is still much higher than the average for
Latin America and Asia (see diagram). This slower
pace of decline in the dependency ratio has been due
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to the slower rate of fertility decline in Africa relative
to these regions which achieved their demographic
transition around 2010. While a declining dependency
ratio points to a potential demographic dividend, the
size of the dividend depends on how fast the dependency ratio falls. In Africa’s case, the ratio peaked at
a very high point, but is falling slowly which implies
that the prospects for a continental-wide dividend
could be limited.
Past economic growth in Africa has not been fast
and inclusive enough to provide decent employment
opportunities for the ever-increasing population of
young people. On the basis of the pre-Covid average
GDP growth rate of around 5 % per annum, Africa
was set to miss the Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) 1 of eliminating extreme poverty by 2030. And
indeed, 35 % of the population of SSA is still living
in extreme poverty as of January 2030 (12). By 2035,
about 20 million formal jobs would need to be created
each year compared to an average of 3 million formal
jobs being currently created per year (13). Only 40 % of
the workforce is engaged in productive employment,
with about 70 % in vulnerable employment (14), while
the unemployment rate average is about 8 % (15).
Agriculture continues to account for the largest share
(around two-thirds) of total employment, especially
in the low- and middle-income countries. The sectoral composition of employment is still virtually the
same as it was in 2015, with agriculture still dominating the share of total employment. The expected shift
to more jobs in manufacturing has failed to occur.
African youth face serious unemployment challenges.
Nearly 16 million young people, around 12.4 % of the
total labour force of 15 to 24-year-olds, were unemployed in 2019 (16). This was more than twice the unemployment rate of those aged over 25+ (6.1 %) (17).
The youth employment challenge is being exacerbated
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by the ongoing Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR)
which increasingly demands digital and science,
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
skills that are in short supply. Employment prospects
over the medium term will remain bleak due to the
poor growth outlook. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic
and the slow vaccine rollout in 2021–2022, the region
returned to pre-crisis growth levels in 2024 as predicted by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (18)
and growth is currently around 4 %. But the economy
should have been growing by at least 6.8 % annually
in order to be able to absorb the 20 million workers
entering the workforce each year (19).
In 2030, the persistent unemployment problem
continues to drive more young people to migrate to
wealthier countries in Europe and the US. Inadequate
government efforts to address climate change have
led to an increase in the frequency of droughts, floods
and storms. Higher temperatures in 2030 have reduced Africa’s crop yields by more than 20 % (20).
Failure to address the climate risk has also led to a
rapid decline in natural resources such as freshwater
resources and some 35 million Africans are now living in water stressed areas (21). The climate and unemployment challenges have contributed to a rise in
violence and political instability in the region as predicted by various studies a decade ago (22).

SCENARIO 2: AN INCLUSIVE
AND MORE PROSPEROUS
AFRICA IN 2030
In 2030, Africa has achieved the demographic dividend. Economic growth has more than doubled from
a decade ago. This has been done by reforming the
education curricula to respond to the evolving labour
market, creating productive employment opportunities, taking measures to accelerate the demographic
transition, building climate resilience among farmers, exploiting Africa’s abundant renewable energy
resources to increase energy access, and by deepening regional integration and collaborating to promote
regional public goods.
Education and skills training have been scaled up by
expanding secondary and tertiary enrolments, with
emphasis on STEM and technical and vocational education and training (TVET) focusing on new technologies, especially digital technologies of the 4IR. The
gender bias in STEM and TVET has been eliminated
by using innovative mechanisms such as awareness campaigns, performance-based contracts and
cash and in-kind transfers targeting girls to increase
their enrolment and attendance, and improve their

academic performance. Education systems and TVET
programmes have been overhauled and scaled up
across the continent to respond closely to the needs
of the market by partnering with the private sector
for programme design and financing. The large informal sector is formalised through digital innovations, establishing learning and apprenticeship programmes that co-opt informal learning systems in
partnership with NGOs and private agencies, leading
to certification of the participants.
Opportunities for productive employment for young
people are being created by diversifying the economy
from reliance on raw commodity exports to modernised agriculture and high value-added manufacturing
and services. Agriculture has been climate-proofed
through increased spending on agricultural R&D
which has enabled appropriate climate-smart agriculture technologies to be scaled up. This has led to
a 50 percentage-point increase in productivity compared to 2020 levels (23). Value-chain activities such
as storage, logistics and input services have been
upgraded and the workforce has been successfully
reskilled for 4IR jobs. This has resulted in around 20
million new jobs being created annually across the
continent compared to 3 million in 2020 (24).
By the end of the 2020s, the African Union’s Programme
for Infrastructure Development in Africa (25) has been
fast-tracked to vastly reduce Africa’s infrastructure
gap in electricity, telecommunications, roads, and
railways. Through concerted regional collaboration,
power generation from renewable energy sources has
been progressively scaled up to achieve 100 % energy accessibility (26). Regional collaboration has also
improved cross-border labour mobility to facilitate
the free movement of skilled labour to areas of demand within the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA), leading to increased job creation.
Investments in education and health as well as enhanced employment opportunities have helped to
accelerate the demographic transition. In particular, the TFR has been reduced from 4.2 children per
mother in 2021 to 2.0 in 2030 through programmes
to enhance women’s empowerment. These include
investments made to improve educational quality
and close the gender gap in secondary and tertiary
education enrolments. Other measures taken include
expansion of immunisation programmes and other
communicable disease prevention programmes, improvement in health data systems, and boosting the
quality of clinical care. Around 90 % of countries in
the region have adopted legislation to recognise girls’
and women’s rights as citizens and give them greater
autonomy in decision-making (27).
Successfully tackling the frontline challenges of providing productive employment opportunities and
managing climate risks has been possible because
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African countries have deepened regional integration,
namely through the AfCFTA, and collaborated to provide regional public goods such as transport corridors
and well-managed river basins. Furthermore, this
has been achieved as a result of committed leadership
promoting citizen engagement at all levels including
the political class, the public sector, private sector,
academic, media and civil society.

CONCLUSION
Africa’s growing demographic bulge of young workers offers an opportunity for the continent to reap
a demographic dividend that can lead to faster economic growth and improved prosperity. This will,
however, not occur automatically. The foregoing
analysis suggests that Africa could miss out on the
dividend entirely or at best make only a modest gain.
This can be attributed to several reasons including
the fact that fertility rates across the continent remain stubbornly high despite improvements over the
past three decades. Past economic growth has not
been sufficiently rapid and inclusive to create decent
jobs for the fast-growing workforce. On the negative side, the growing youth unemployment problem
could be a catalyst for violence and political instability, as we are already witnessing in some West
African countries. This scenario can, however, be reversed with the aid of policies to scale up education
and skills training to prepare the workforce for 4IR
jobs. To reap the demographic dividend, African governments should accelerate the fertility transition by
implementing programmes to close the gender gap
in education and economic opportunities, and by instituting laws and institutional reforms to recognise
women’s rights and grant them greater autonomy in
decision-making. International development partners (e.g. the EU, United Kingdom, United States)
can assist the process with resources and knowledge
transfers.
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