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Chapter

Demographic Dividend in 
Sub-Saharan Africa – Toward 
Mitigating Social Inequality? A 
Critical Analysis of the Enabling 
Environment
Zacharie Tsala Dimbuene and Severin Mabanza Matondo

Abstract

In spite of young populations, sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is lagging behind on 
several development indicators. Yet, previous research introduced the concept of 
“demographic dividend” to showcase how a country can capitalize on its population 
age structure to boost its economic growth, which could ultimately mitigate social 
inequality. To reap the demographic dividend, a country should implement major 
and drastic policies, including those necessary to shift its population age structure. 
Indeed, demographic studies showed that change in population age structure is the 
prerequisite to reap the demographic dividend. The proximal factors mediating its 
effects built upon the “enabling environment,” including policies in health, educa-
tion and economics, and governance. Of course, enablers are all important; however, 
this chapter answers the following question: What should be the gradient among all 
factors in the enabling environment? The main argument is that governance, referred 
to as strong leadership and an enlightened vision, is the most important factor in 
the enabling environment. Without a significant shift in leadership in sub-Saharan 
Africa, no miracles could be expected and, likely, most SSA countries will not reap 
demographic dividend.

Keywords: demographic dividend, governance and public policy, social inequality, 
sustainable development goals, sub-Saharan Africa

1. Introduction

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) now belong to the past. Since September 
2015, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) succeeded to MDGs and will be the 
driving development framework for the planet in the next 15 years. Despite the 
observed positive economic growth (3.5% and above), many sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA) countries are still lagging behind on many health and socioeconomic indicators 
after the end of the MDGs and the adoption of the SDGs. The majority of countries 
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listed at the bottom of the Human Development Index (HDI), World Governance 
Indicators, and Global Peace Index (GPI) rankings are located in the SSA region [1]. 
According to previous research, demographic burden or unfavorable demographic 
conditions explain the delay in achieving economic benefits and improving popu-
lation well-being in SSA countries. Indeed, birth rates remain high in many SSA 
countries, whereas child survival has significantly improved. As a consequence, most 
SSA countries experienced rapid population growth. On the opposite, a young popu-
lation’s age structure requires more resources in social services (education, housing, 
health, etc.) and would result in low economic growth [2–4]. Therefore, the demo-
graphic dividend (DD) could be used as a unified framework to define a research 
agenda, advocate for more effective policies, and mobilize resources for accelerated 
economic growth within and across countries [5–7]. Particularly, the economic 
growth in the region is weakening, falling to 3.5% in 2015 compared with an average 
of 5–7% in the last decade [2]. In between, the demographic dividend has jumped 
into the economic debate as a promising avenue for SSA countries to transform youth 
bulge into economic growth to improve population well-being. The overarching goal 
for MDGs, SDGs, and the demographic dividend is to improve the population well-
being within a country, a region, and ultimately the whole planet through a set of 
well-oriented policies. If this trend continues, the relative gain of the last decade will 
be lost, threatening the lives of many million in the region.

This chapter builds on the existing literature on MDGs, SDGs, and the DD in 
sub-Saharan Africa to draw a thorough landscape and predict whether SSA countries 
would reap DD contingent on the actual state of development indicators in the region.

2. Demographic dividend: foundations and ongoing debate

2.1 Foundations of demographic dividend

The concept of demographic dividend (DD) has received increasing attention over 
the last three decades in both scientific and policymaking fora. DD refers to economic 
benefits that a country could gain contingent on a decline in fertility and mortality 
rates (see for more details: [3–7]) that demographers consider key factors for a change 
in population structure [8, 9]. Therefore, a thorough understanding of the demo-
graphic dividend might address the secular debate about the proximate determinants 
of fertility. Specifically, DD refers to the potential economic benefits as a result of sig-
nificant shifts in population age structure, when the working-age group (15–64 years) 
is larger than dependents (0–14 years old and 65 years and above) [10–12].

The state-of-art of the demographic dividend, on our point of view, has focused 
until now on the outcome (economic growth) rather than the processes (e.g., con-
ditions to be met to reap demographic dividend). In other words, is demographic 
dividend guaranteed, and under which conditions? Although both outcomes and 
processes are of chief importance, this chapter argues that processes are more 
important because a mismanagement of, or ignoring processes will lead to poor 
results. Lessons learned from MDGs showed that most SSA countries did not achieve 
MDGs. Yet, there is almost no open debate to understand the rationales behind these 
failures. Are financial, human, and material resources allocated or invested in MDG 
domains sufficient to achieve the goals that were set in MDGs? If SSA countries do 
repeat their MDG experiences, is there a guarantee that they will achieve SDGs? 
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To achieve a demographic dividend, many ingredients are required including invest-
ments in health and education, the implementation of a conducive economic environ-
ment (e.g., good economic policies), and good governance. There have many attempts 
to explain the conditions under which and/or provide frameworks for sub-Saharan 
Africa to reap demographic dividend [13–18]. These works provide a thorough under-
standing of the requirements for sub-Saharan Africa to reap demographic dividend 
[19, 20]. However, they almost all fail to address the issue of “prioritization” because 
governing is most and foremost about planning and prioritization.

The current literature on demographic dividend showed that the linkages between 
population age structure with demographic dividend as the outcome is mediated by 
a set of processes or policies (see Figure 1, [21]). This relationship is mediated by a 
set of policies called “enabling environment” in four main areas: health, economics, 
education, and governance (for more details, see also [3]). The unanswered key 
question in the context of SSA is therefore “What should be the gradient (or ranking) 
of all these policies” while we admit that all the components are important to trigger 
demographic dividend?

2.2 The ongoing debate on the demographic dividend

To answer the questions above, we emphasize that the current debate is silent about 
what should practically be of top priority within the enabling environment to ensure 
that SSA countries reap demographic dividend. Demographic dividend is neither 
automatic nor guaranteed; there are important political and pragmatic actions to be 
taken at higher levels in a country to reap the demographic dividend [13, 18, 22–24].

According to Cobb-Douglas production model [25] in its simplest form, capital 
and labor are important inputs required to get the expected production [16]; these 
inputs will determine the expected outputs. In this model, decisions about the quality 
of the labor force and quantity of capital invested in a firm will determine the prod-
ucts (quality and quantity). In the same vein, the policies implemented in education, 
health, economics, and the quality of governance will likely determine whether a 
country would reap demographic dividend.

Figure 1. 
Policy interventions facilitating demographic dividend (source: [21]).
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Lessons learned from the past indicate that SSA is experiencing the highest 
population growth. The region has been struggling since the 1970s, when the first 
Knowledge, Attitudes and Practices Surveys (KAPSs) were launched to assess knowl-
edge, attitudes, and practices of contraception among women, to take specific actions 
to leverage population growth. Otherwise, how could we explain that Thailand’s 
population structure was comparable with most SSA countries [18, 26]. Thirty-five 
years later, Thailand’s population age structure has radically changed, while SSA 
countries still have many economic dependents due to young population age struc-
tures. With young population age structures, tremendous investments are required 
in education, economics, health, and other social services; therefore, straining the 
fragile economies to invest in production sectors. To reap the demographic dividend, 
a country needs to evaluate its current situation (demography and economy) and con-
sequently invest in what is required to change population structure, and thereafter, it 
takes specific actions for economic policies that are aligned to better achieve demo-
graphic dividend. For instance, Nigeria should wait until 2050 to exhibit a population 
age structure comparable to Thailand in 2000. It also means 50 years of loss in terms 
of demographic dividend.

The enabling environment is critical for a country to achieve the demographic 
dividend. Yet, there aren’t substantial debates regarding the linkages between the 
“enabling environment” and DD. A few exceptions do exist [3, 4, 27]. For instance, 
Groth et al. examined public policies to be implemented to reap DD in SSA [3]. They 
distinguished policies fulfilling necessary conditions (e.g., set of policies to improve 
the demographic dependency ratio—DDR) and those required to produce sufficient 
conditions (e.g., set of policies to improve the employment dependency ratio—EDR 
and the socioeconomic dependency ratio—SDR). Within this exercise however, they 
did not establish a gradient in terms of prioritization of policies given that economies 
in SSA are dependent upon international organizations such as the World Bank (WB) 
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

The programmatic implications of this reasoning are to identify the “magic 
button” within the enabling environment to increase the chances of a country or 
region to reap DD. We assume that policies in education, health, economics, and 
governance are relevant. That said, the underlying question could be thought of in 
terms of prioritization of policies within the enabling environment, especially in 
the context of resource scarcity. Back to Thailand’s illustration, what was done to 
drastically shift from a young population age structure to that where working-age 
share was more important? Also, what was done to efficiently utilize the working-
age population to create national richness? How long did it take to reap the demo-
graphic dividend?

These questions are simple at a glance; however, they are complex and comple-
mentary. Let’s take a look at the education systems in SSA countries. Most policies in 
education in SSA countries address access to and quality of education to ensure that 
youth are well-trained and thereafter, competent in the job market. Previous research 
showed that the number of children and youth enrolled in education systems in SSA 
countries increased substantially in the last two decades [28], even though policies 
implemented in many SSA countries are questionable in terms of outcomes obtained 
so far [29]. Another issue regarding education systems in SSA is the mismatch 
between education curricula and job markets [30, 31]. This is even more important 
in the context of high unemployment rates and its interconnections with human 
development [32] and economic growth [33] in which national governments should 
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be more proactive and create jobs to absorb trained youth, what Groth et al. refer to 
as “labor market absorptive capacity”, they share the labor market is able to utilize to 
sustain economic growth in countries and the region.

This chapter seeks to understand the opportunities and challenges SSA countries 
are facing compared to what is called the “Asian miracle” in Thailand and Asian 
Tigers which reaped DD in the early 1960s to the 1990s [34, 35]. There are certainly 
many paths that can be explored to further our understanding of the “Asian miracle.” 
Here, we assume that the differences between Asian Tigers and the struggles of SSA 
countries could partially be explained by the “leadership” styles. In fact, how could 
you explain that SSA countries are not able to shift their population age structures in 
more than 50 years since the first International Population Conference in Bucharest 
(19–30 August 1974) with a focus on population issues and development. While clear 
population policies were implemented in Asian Tigers (e.g., access to contracep-
tion and safe abortion), women in SSA countries still experience unsafe abortion 
and limited access to contraception, with significant urban-rural differences [36]. 
Commendable efforts have been observed in SSA countries to devise and implement 
family planning programs and policies [4, 5, 37]; however, overall modest progress in 
the implementation of family planning programs and policies has been observed [37]. 
As a consequence, the necessary shift in population age structures in SSA countries is 
still lacking; therefore, postponing the real demographic dividend due likely to poor 
leadership and questionable governance [38–41]. Indeed, governance is crucial to 
create the necessary shift in population age structures [41] and finally to reap DD in 
SSA countries [42–45].

Meanwhile, it is important to unpack, among scientists and policymakers, the 
black box enabling environment (EE). Within the EE, the chapter assumes that “gov-
ernance” is most important. This concept, however, has been referred to as “democ-
racy” or “change of regime”. Since the 1990s, SSA countries have organized at least 
one electoral cycle. Not to add that elections ended up with violence in many coun-
tries; however, discussions regarding transparency in elections are beyond the scope 
of this chapter. Could we infer that elections mean “governance” or “good gover-
nance”? While this chapter admits that democracy and change of regime are ingredients 
to governance, transformational leadership to drive countries on the right path toward 
economic growth and poverty reduction and to responsibly address the barriers 
impeding economic growth which could ultimately improve population well-being is 
lacking. At the microeconomic level, SSA has experienced substantial growth in gross 
domestic product (GDP), averaging 3.3% before the COVID-19 pandemic [46, 47]. 
The Human Development Index (HDI) report showed that most SSA countries have 
low HDI. This also means the persistence of socioeconomic inequalities in most SSA 
countries. Again, one might ask why SSA countries are unable to create more equi-
table conditions in terms of access to education, health, employment, and so forth, 
to ensure that countries can reap DD in spite of favorable conditions (e.g., minerals, 
weather, lands) compared with other regions in the world. This chapter used different 
indicators (governance, democracy, and economy) between 2006 and 2022 to show 
how SSA countries have progressed. Overall, progress is very minimal, and prognos-
tics for better in SSA countries are still very far; therefore, persistent inequalities are 
easily observable in the region.

SSA is full of harmful socioeconomic experiences, including slavery over 
centuries, structural adjustment programs in the 1980s, democratization in the 
early 1990s, political instability, and so on. The region should learn from these 
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experiences and build socioeconomic resilience to better path the future. Overall, 
the same recipes will always produce likely same results. It is therefore important 
that SSA countries think of radical political shifts to get better and different socio-
economic outcomes, including demographic dividend. It is clear from the examples 
above regarding HDI, democracy, and economy that SSA countries are suffering 
from poor leadership. It is not surprising that these countries did not achieve MDGs, 
and likely will not achieve SDGs. Likewise, it is unpredictable what these countries 
will achieve in the next decades. A clear roadmap toward sustainable development 
is a prerequisite to demographic dividend and socioeconomic development. Indeed, 
previous studies showed that strategic planning leads to successful socioeconomic 
development [ 45 ,  46 ]. Definitely, SSA countries have the potential to reap demo-
graphic dividend; however, a radical political shift is compulsory toward strong 
leadership and effective policies benefiting the countries. For example, SSA coun-
tries currently have important working-age population shares worldwide. However, 
high unemployment rates create unfavorable conditions for economic growth in 
SSA countries [ 48 ,  49 ].   Figure 2   [ 48 ] shows that unemployment rates have steadily 
increased since 2015 despite solid economic growth between 2016 and 2020. Under 
these conditions, highly educated youth will not positively contribute to economic 
growth.  

 High unemployment rates also imply that informal employment is still prevalent 
in SSA countries; yet, decent jobs are crucial to generating sustainable income on 
the one hand, and on the other hand, creating pathways to poverty reduction [ 50 ]. 
There are other dimensions to incorporate to better fight social inequalities, including 
gender [ 49 ,  50 ] and rural-urban differences [ 51 ]. In sum, while a shift in population 
age structures is important, effective and efficient policies on health, economics, and 
education are equally important.  

  Figure 2.
  Unemployment rates in sub-Saharan Africa 1991—2023 (source: [ 48 ]).          
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2.3 Digging into governance in sub-Saharan Africa: empirical evidence

This sub-section provides empirical evidence of the progress made so far in SSA 
countries to showcase whether sub-Saharan African countries could reach demo-
graphic dividend under actual conditions, using a dataset from the Bertelsmann 
Stiftung’s Transformation Index (BTI) project [52] on three dimensions: political, 
economic, and governance.1

Figure 3 displays the progress made in Africa toward governance, democracy, and 
economy between 2006 and 2022. Countries were classified into three categories: 
deterioration, no changes, and improvement. From Figure 3, it is clear that most SSA 
countries in Africa were in the “no changes” category between 2006 and 2022. This is 
alarming because, over sixteen years, countries did not make significant progress in 
terms of governance, democracy, and economy. Therefore, how can these countries 
reap demographic dividends without a significant shift in how public affairs are 
ruled? Yet, scholars and practitioners contend that good governance is key to achieve 
positive social and economic outcomes. Some countries have achieved in the last two 
decades interesting results in their economies; however, the social landscapes still 
are marked by inequalities and inequities with increasing share of people living in 
poverty, and those who cannot access decent healthcare.

Figure 4 displays the ranking of countries in Africa based on four indicators 
in 2006 (baseline) and 2022 (endline): status index; democracy status; economy 
status; and governance index. Again, findings indicated that, between 2006 and 
2022, the progress as measured by the status index, democracy status, economy 
status, and governance index is not significant. Most countries in Africa are located 
at the bottom of the charts. This means that these countries are not well ruled out 
on one hand, and on the other hand, they are lacking strong leadership. A closer 
look at Figure 4 showed that the difference in rankings for each country between 
2006 and 2022 is very small. More importantly, Figure 4 shows that many SSA 
countries shifted from left to right, meaning that the indicators have worsened 
between 2006 and 2022. In doing so, the chapter addressed the underlying question 
about the progress of socioeconomic development in SSA countries and how likely 
these countries could not achieve demographic dividend under such socioeconomic 
conditions.

From Figure 1, the chapter argues that governance is the most important building 
block of the “enabling environment”. Evidence showed that SSA countries are not 
well ruled according to the indicators on governance, democracy, and economy. As 
such, these countries would not likely achieve DD. Therefore, the actual portrait of 
SSA countries could jeopardize Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the region. 
Yet, SDGs could eliminate or significantly reduce social inequality within and across 
countries if more effective interventions are implemented in SSA countries.

1 Readers might consult the documentation to better understand the construction of the indicators, which 

is beyond the scope of the chapter. The Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Transformation Index (BTI) project collects 

and publishes every two years, information on developing countries and countries in transition the prog-

ress toward democracy and a market of economy. Overall, BTI classifies countries according to two main 

dimensions: (i) status index measures the state of political (based on five criteria) and economic (based 

on three criteria), while (ii) governance Index measures political leadership (based on five criteria) toward 

democracy and a market of economy. Details can be found here [53].
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Figure 3. 
Evolution of three indicators of leadership between 2006 and 2022. Panel A: governance; panel B: democracy; 
panel C: economy (source: [52]).
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Figure 4. 
Ranking of countries in Africa concerning Status Index (panel A), democracy status (panel B), economy status 
(panel C), and governance index (panel D) between 2006 (baseline) and 2022 (endline) (source: [52]).
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3. A call for action for effective policies and social inequality reduction

Demographic dividend is a politico-driven economic benefit of a country due 
to fertility and mortality declines, and well-oriented economic policies to boost 
economic growth by effectively and efficiently utilizing its working-age population. 
Demographic dividend is not a miracle that the scientific community will bring to 
on table by its tons of presentations and debates. This chapter argues that while all 
components in the enabling environment are necessary, there is a need to establish a 
gradient to better feed up the debate on demographic dividend: some components are 
more important than others even though they are all intertwined. In this short view-
point, we posit that governance through strong leadership and vision is of paramount 
importance if SSA countries want to reap demographic dividends and if they want to 
be on track with SDGs.

Strong leadership and a clear vision highly impact institutional quality within 
a country, which in turn plays an important role in attracting foreign capital. An 
excellent example of institutional quality in attracting foreign capital can be found in 
Costa Rica [54] and Central America [53]. These studies analyzed the final decision of 
Intel to relocate to Costa Rica in 1996. Mexico and Costa Rica were shortlisted in the 
final stage of the decision process. Both countries share similarities; for instance, they 
had a GDP per capita of $US 3000.00 at that time; however, Costa Rica’s stability and 
lower corruption tilted the balance in favor of the country.

One of the key issues impeding the realization of the demographic dividend is the 
lack of clear understanding of the fuzzy phrase of “enabling environment.” In many 
instances, the phrase is vaguely equated with governance, which itself, also lacks a 
precise and clear definition. In many circles, governance is equated with electoral 
democracy. However, the return and proliferation of electoral democracies in many 
SSA countries in the last decade have not led to “good governance.” While electoral 
democracy is key to good governance, it is not a sufficient condition for realizing the 
DD. The key to the realization of the DD is a sustained transformational visionary 
national leadership, which is lacking in the region. By transformational visionary 
national leadership, we mean consistent and nationalistic governments with a well-
thought and dynamic blueprint for national development and population health and 
wellbeing. While most SSA countries have experienced rapid growth in their gross 
domestic product (GDP), they rank very low on the Human Development Index 
(HDI). This is one major difference between the Asian Tigers and SSA countries. In 
Asian Tigers, the DD was realized by a sustained political handiwork of visionary, 
focused, strong, and committed national leaderships, who for a long time, pursued 
and remained committed to a clear agenda of national development and growth. 
For the most part, this involved a sustained stay in power of a truly nationalistic and 
forward-looking political class and leadership with clear development policies and 
agendas as well as unreserved commitment to the development of human resources to 
generate new and appropriate locally relevant knowledge, operationalize and transfer 
of existing technologies, promote and accelerate industrialization, institutionalize 
infrastructural development, and revolutionize social systems to deliver efficient, 
accessible, and people-oriented services to prevent and control diseases, misery, suf-
fering, and reduce threats.

SSA has plenty of interesting historical experiences to guide current efforts to 
harness the DD with the ultimate objective of reducing social inequality in the region: 
slavery, structural adjustment programs, democratization, political instability, and 
imperialism. From these critical socio-economic events, sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has 
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learned about its friends, enemies, challenges, weaknesses, and strengths. SSA also 
learned how to make progress. Prudent, strong, and committed political leadership 
should have avoided many of the mistakes, pains, and troubles from the past. With a 
visionary, focused, conscious, and truly nationalistic leaderships, SSA would avoid 
repeating the recipes that have produced very poor development outcomes in the past. 
Key to the realization of the DD is political leadership that does not merely assert but 
unquestionably demonstrates its commitment to sustainable development and prog-
ress through well-thought-out plans and policies to improve lives and ensure well-
being. Such leadership must be experienced enough to be able to contradistinguish 
between political ends and economic realities and how to truly work for the citizenry, 
not for foreign and personal political and economic interests. The core of the DD 
miracle is a conscientious political leadership that clearly thinks of countries’ social 
inequality reduction, and develops, and implements a meticulous and dynamic devel-
opment path and program. Put differently, SSA countries have the potential to realize 
the demographic dividend. But this is conditional upon an immediate shift toward 
a strong dedicated political leadership with a commitment to long-term national 
development. For example, SSA countries currently have some of the most desirable 
working-age populations worldwide. In most developed countries, the working-age 
population is declining. It will take visionary leadership to take advantage of such a 
population structure and ensure that it is fully harnessed to the benefit of Africa.

Without a significant shift in governance, the demographic dividend in SSA will 
be a vain vow because “there will be no miracles.” SSA countries have made a lot of 
economic progress during the last decades garnering an impressive economic growth 
of close to two digits. However, nothing has changed for the “normal” populations: 
poverty still is rampant; life expectancy is the lowest in SSA compared to the rest of 
the world, and TFRs still are the highest in SSA countries. With the understanding 
of the root problems regarding economic challenges in the region, the remaining 
question is “What does it take to move a step ahead with the right decisions which 
could drive a sustainable socio-economic development?” We are optimistic that SSA 
countries’ governments will seize the potential opportunities to place their countries 
on the right track to reap demographic dividend in this twenty-first century.

4. Summary and concluding remarks

Human capital, measured by the working-age group in most SSA countries, is 
incontestably the greatest and cheapest resource countries can capitalize on to reap 
demographic dividend (DD). Definitively, DD could mitigate social inequality in SSA 
countries if sound and effective policies are implemented. However, statistics clearly 
indicate that SSA countries will not reap DD under current circumstances. In fact, 
socioeconomic indicators showed that most SSA countries are lagging very behind 
with persisting poverty and increasing shares of vulnerable populations. Therefore, 
this chapter addressed the crucial question of the “gradient” in the enabling environ-
ment to ensure that sound and effective policies are implemented with the ultimate 
goal to reap DD on the one hand, and on the other hand, that the resulting economic 
growth from DD to mitigate social inequality and improve population wellbeing in 
SSA countries. A critical analysis of the enabling environment referred to as the medi-
ating factors between population age structure and the expected economic growth, 
showed that governance should be the first pillar to ensure that SSA countries could 
reap DD. Governance is a complex and interdisciplinary bridging concept; however, 
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its most interesting feature is “leadership,” which can really make a difference, 
especially in the context of SSA. Enlightened and visionary leaders create and main-
tain cultures of integrity, competence, and service. Great leaders anticipate emerging 
challenges and opportunities to provide local solutions to global issues. Rampant 
poverty, social inequalities, and inequities in healthcare, high unemployment rates, 
and weird school outcomes could only be tackled with enlightened leadership with a 
clear vision to solve local issues by implementing adapted solutions.

The evidence reported in this chapter has strengths and limitations. Among the 
strengths, conclusions are based on a situational analysis of development indicators 
in SSA countries and reliable databases including The World Bank and BTI. A major 
limitation is that the chapter did not report within countries disparities; this is partly 
due to the lack of reliable data to dig deeper into social inequalities within countries. 
Programmatically, national governments should work to improve data governance to pro-
vide a thorough landscape of social inequalities in their countries based on reliable data.
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