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Introduction 

This paper gives an exploration of the prospects, opportunities and challenges of demographic 

dividend in Africa and Uganda in particular. The focus brings out the perspective from the 

African block, drawing examples from other regions outside Africa and the entire globe. 

Demographic Dividend: Is accelerated economic growth that may result from a decline in a 

country's mortality and fertility and the subsequent change in the age structure of the population 

(www.pai.org)   

This is the economic growth potential that can result from shifts in a population’s age structure, 

mainly when the share of the working-age population (15 to 64) is larger than the non-working-

age share of the population (14 and younger, and 65 and older). In other words it is “a boost in 

economic productivity that occurs when there are growing numbers of people in the workforce 

relative to the number of dependents.”(UNFPA). As countries move through the demographic 

transition from a high fertility and high mortality to a low fertility and low mortality equilibrium, 

the size of the working age population mechanically increases. This can create virtuous cycles of 

economic growth commonly referred to as the “demographic dividend, which is our topic of 

discussion 

Bloom, Canning and Sevilla (2003) explore this concept of the demographic dividend in detail 

and compare the variation in the age distribution across countries and regions. Less developed 

countries have a large proportion of their population in the younger age groups as fertility rates 

are high and life expectancy is low. More developed countries have lower fertility rates and 

higher life expectancy and thus a large proportion of their population is at higher ages. 

 

Implications of demographic dividend to Africa as region and Uganda as a country  

Due to the dividend between young and old, many professionals especially economists and 

demographers argue that there is a great potential for economic gains whenever demographic 

dividend comes by in an economy. It is further noted that, in order for economic growth to occur 

the younger population must have access to quality education, adequate nutrition and health 

including access to sexual and reproductive health. But, what is the case for Africa? Look at 

country by country and/or region by region. This may not be the case for all and may be the 

majority of African countries. However, this drop in fertility rates is not immediate. The lag 

between, produces a generational population bulge that surges through society. For a period of 

time this “bulge” is a burden on society and increases the dependence ratio.  What is in our states 

today? Has really Africa as block and Uganda as a country realized this trend?  If this concept is 

to be achieved in Africa as continent, then the fertility rates must continue to fall and older 

generations (Non productive) have shorter life expectancies, the dependency ratio  will decline 

dramatically.  

Opportunities of Demographic Dividend for Africa. 

Africa will account for 80 percent of the projected 4 billion increases in the global population by 

2100. The accompanying increase in its working age population creates a window of 

opportunity, which if properly harnessed, can translate into higher growth and yield a 

demographic dividend. We quantify the potential demographic dividend based on the experience 

http://www.pai.org/


of other regions. The dividend will vary across countries, depending on such factors as the initial 

working age population as well as the speed and magnitude of demographic transition. It will be 

critical to ensure that the right supportive policies, including those fostering human capital 

accumulation and job creation, are in place to translate this opportunity into concrete economic 

growth (Paulo Drummond, Vimal Thakoor, and Shu Yu1, August 2014).  

 

What do we then say or do?  
Transforming Africa’s increased potential from the demographic transition into concrete 

dividends will require appropriate policies. This implies that the nations must be more 

democratic than they are today to allow for this transformation. 

A case for comparison is between Asia and Latin America which suggests that economic 

outcomes can differ significantly for broadly similar transitions. Asia’s more favorable outcomes 

have been attributed to a stronger focus on human (education and health) and physical capital. 

An initial emphasis on labor-intensive export-led growth created employment opportunities and 

supported the transition into sectors with higher total factor productivity. Increased employment 

opportunities and higher labor participation rates, including for women, allowed Asia to 

maximize the benefits from the increase in labor force.  So may be Africa can copy these aspects. 

 

Family planning as a strategy for Demographic Dividend in Africa 

Many scholars and demographers in perspective have argued that without increased investments 

in family planning, many countries in sub-Saharan Africa may miss their opportunity for 

accelerated economic growth.  

Much of sub-Saharan Africa has experienced impressive economic growth over the last decade, 

with an annual average growth rate in gross domestic product of 5.2 percent. But population 

growth rates, which average about 2.6 percent per year, have slowed per capita gains, and more 

than 70 percent of people survive on less than $2 per day. 

To achieve the levels of accelerated economic growth seen by the Asian Tigers, the countries of 

sub-Saharan Africa will need to increase investments and political support for voluntary family 

planning.  

Lowering fertility levels and shifting the age structure of the population is a critical first step 

toward achieving a demographic dividend. In sub-Saharan Africa, nearly two out of three women 

who want to avoid a pregnancy for at least two years are not using a modern family planning 

method.7 Many longstanding barriers to family planning use stand in their way, including 

concern about health risks or side effects, traditional views and social norms, problems of access 

or cost, partner opposition, and lack of knowledge of methods (James gribble et al 2012) 

 

What can we borrow from other regional blocks like Asia?  East Asia provides some of the 

most compelling evidence to date of the demographic dividend. The demographic transition in 

East Asia occurred over 5–15 years during the 1950s and 1960s, a shorter time period than 

anywhere previously. During this time, East Asian countries invested in their youth and 

expanded access to family planning allowing people to start families later and have fewer 

children.  

 

 

 

 



Improved Health, Education, and Gender Equity  

In Africa we shall need additional investments in health, education, and gender equity as an 

opening window opportunities for African countries, 

While family planning is necessary for establishing the conditions for a demographic dividend, 

African countries must also make investments in health, education, and gender equality to 

accelerate economic growth. These investments are critical first steps in achieving a 

demographic dividend, but by themselves only, do not ensure accelerated economic growth  

Child health. The world’s nations are making great progress in improving child survival, but 

among the world’s poorest families, as many as one in five children dies before age 5.11 Health 

programs need to help these poor families. As child survival improves, the demand for family 

planning will increase. In much of sub-Saharan Africa, and especially in rural areas, couples still 

desire large families. However, norms related to family size are changing, and research indicates 

that families will choose to have smaller families when they know that each child has a better 

chance of surviving.12 And when parents have fewer children, they are better able—and more 

willing—to invest in their children’s health, education, and well-being. Family planning also 

contributes to child health through promoting healthy timing and spacing of pregnancies. For 

example, children conceived less than two years after the previous birth have a much higher risk 

of dying (1.5 to 3 times higher) that those children conceived three or more years after the 

previous birth.13 Furthermore, for young women family planning can help delay their first 

pregnancy until an age when they are physically, psychologically, and socially prepared for 

childbearing, thus improving health outcomes for both mother and infant. But the central 

question for Africa’s development today is this: How do we harness the dividend from the 

continent’s current youthful population? 

Solving this issue has never been more fundamental to Africa’s development than it is today. For 

decades many, African countries have come up with a variety of ‘development’ plans. But often 

missing in these documents is how best to harness the potential of the youthful population for the 

transformation of the continent. Therefore, strategic investment to harness the potential of the 

youth population can no longer wait. 

“African governments must know that efforts to create a demographic dividend are likely to fail 

as long as vast portions of young females are denied their rights, including their right to 

education, health and civil participation, and their reproductive rights” 

The grounds for change in Africa 

Africa is undergoing important demographic changes, which provide immense economic 

opportunities. Currently, there are  about 251 million adolescents aged 10-19 years in Africa 

compared with 1.2 billion worldwide, which means that around one in five adolescents in the 

world comes from Africa. Africa’s working age population is growing and increasing the 

continent’s productive potential. If mortality continues to decline and fertility declines rapidly, 

the current high child dependency burden will reduce drastically. The result of such change is an 

opportunity for the active and employed youth to invest more.  With declining death rates, the 

working age population in Africa will increase from about 54 percent of the population in 2010 



to a peak of about 64 percent in 2090. This increase in the working age population will also 

create a window of opportunity  that, if properly harnessed, should translate into higher 

economic growth for Africa, yielding what is now termed a ‘demographic dividend’ – or 

accelerated economic growth spurred by a change in the age structure of the population. Reaping 

the demographic dividend requires investments in job creation, health including sexual and 

reproductive health and family planning, education and skill and development, which would lead 

to increasing per capita income. Due to low dependency ratio, individuals and families will be 

able to make savings, which translate into investment and boost economic growth. This is how 

East Asian countries (Asian Tigers) were able to capitalize on their demographic window during 

the period 1965 and 1990. The impact of such a demographic transition on economic growth is 

no longer questionable – it is simply a fact.But this transformation requires that appropriate 

policies, strategies, programs and projects are in place to ensure that a demographic dividend can 

be reaped from the youth bulge. 

Challenges for Africa 

Without concerted action, many African countries could instead face a backlash from the 

growing numbers of disgruntled and unemployed youth that will emerge. In the worst-case 

scenario, such a demographic transition could translate into an army of unemployed youth and 

significantly increase social risks and tensions as the case for many countries like Uganda and 

others where may youths are quite unemployed which has brought about diversity in social risks. 

To seize the opportunity, African states will need to focus their investments in a number of 

critical areas. A priority will be the education and training of their youth. African governments 

must know that efforts to create a demographic dividend are likely to fail as long as vast portions 

of young females are denied their rights, including their right to education, health and civil 

participation, and their reproductive rights. If these efforts are to succeed, this will demand 

addressing gender disparities between today’s boys and girls especially, but more specifically, 

addressing the vulnerabilities of the adolescent girl. 

Public speaking 

As we move toward the post-2015 development agenda, unleashing the potential and power of 

Africa’s youth should be a critical component of the continent’s developmental strategies, as 

reflected in the Addis Ababa Declaration on Population and Development – the regional 

outcome of ICPD beyond 2014 – and the Common African Position on the post-2015 

development agenda. 

  

http://icpdbeyond2014.org/uploads/browser/files/addis_declaration_english_final_e1351225.doc
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