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Foreword: Lost in Inequality?

Is there such a thing as a Kuznets curve?

The growing disparity between the rich and poor remains one of the critical challenges of 
recent decades, affecting countries across all continents, irrespective of their gross domestic 
product per capita. This widening gap not only impedes efforts to eradicate extreme poverty 
but also hinders progress toward social justice and resilience-building. Rising inequalities 
pose substantial barriers to sustainable development, and it is within this context that this 
book, Inequalities in Sub-Saharan Africa: Multidimensional Perspectives and Future Challenges, 
contributes to ongoing debates, offering a comprehensive analysis of the current challenges and 
future perspectives of inequality on the African continent.

With the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development fast approaching, the lack of significant 
progress on Sustainable Development Goal 10, which aims to reduce inequality within and 
among countries, is alarming. This failure, as noted by Melonio and Tremel (2021),1 contrasts 
sharply with the proliferation of international initiatives aimed at addressing inequality. The 
United Nations recently underscored the urgency of the matter by launching the “Pact for the 
Future,” which explicitly highlights the central role that reducing inequalities must play in 
building peaceful, just, and inclusive societies. Similarly, the G-20 has reiterated its historical 
commitment to promoting social, economic, and political inclusion, with a focus on tools such 

1 Melonio, Thomas, and Laëtitia Tremel. 2021. “Climate, Biodiversity, Inequalities … How to Steer the SDGs 
Back on Track.” AFD Policy Paper No. 7. Agence française de développement, Paris. https://www.afd.fr/sites 
/ afd/files/2021-07-05-39-38/PP007_Climate_biodiversity_inequalities_SDGs.pdf.

https://ideas.repec.org/p/avg/wpaper/en12794.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/avg/wpaper/en12794.html
https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2021-07-05-39-38/PP007_Climate_biodiversity_inequalities_SDGs.pdf�
https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2021-07-05-39-38/PP007_Climate_biodiversity_inequalities_SDGs.pdf�


xviii  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

as wealth taxation and minimum corporate tax rates, championed by scholars like Gabriel 
Zucman2 and Lucas Chancel3 as critical mechanisms to combat wealth concentration.

These initiatives have gained further relevance in the context of post-COVID recovery and the 
ongoing geopolitical crisis resulting from the Russian Federation’s invasion of Ukraine. The 
resulting spikes in food and energy prices have disproportionately impacted both low- and 
high-income countries, further exacerbating global inequalities. In addition, rising sovereign 
debt levels, compounded by the fiscal pressures of transitioning to a low-carbon economy, have 
intensified the need to expand the fiscal base. Brazil has placed the fight against inequality at 
the forefront of its G-20 presidency, and we expect South Africa, the next G-20 presidency, to 
maintain that priority. In Europe, efforts to tax large technology companies reflect not only a 
desire for tax fairness but also the need to protect local economies and address the inequality 
gap these corporations have widened.

Despite the intensification of calls for wealth taxation and inequality reduction, progress has 
been slow. A key challenge lies in creating a viable political path for implementing progressive 
taxation policies. Resistance from those benefiting from the current system often stalls 
efforts, making progress difficult. Moreover, reducing inequality requires not only ex-post 
redistribution but also pre-distribution mechanisms that address inequality at its roots. Policies 
targeting education, competition, financial markets regulation, and industrial development all 
hold the potential to create more-equitable economic opportunities, ensuring access to credit, 
job creation, and more-balanced economic growth.

Africa, despite facing unique and profound challenges, is often overlooked in these global 
discussions. This book seeks to place the continent’s specific issues—such as income inequality, 
unequal access to education and health care, climate vulnerability, and inclusive growth—at the 
center of the conversation.

This book goes further by advocating for innovative “outside the box” policies, including 
competition reforms and bargaining frameworks that shift the balance between capital and 
labor. Given that inequality in Africa is deeply rooted in historical, economic, and institutional 
factors, a stronger focus on pre-distribution policies is necessary. These systemic changes can 
help reshape the conditions under which inequality emerges and persists.

In addition to policy reforms, it is vital to strengthen the research and academic infrastructure 
that underpin our understanding of inequality. Equity concerns must be addressed within the 
scientific field, and African research capabilities must be bolstered. This volume, written in 

2 Zucman, Gabriel. 2024. “For a Coordinated Minimum Taxation Standard for Ultra-High-Net-Worth 
Individuals.” https://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/report-g20.pdf.
3 World Inequality Lab. 2022. “World Inequality Report 2022.” https://wir2022.wid.world/www-site 
/ uploads/2021/12/WorldInequalityReport2022_Full_Report.pdf.

https://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/report-g20.pdf�
https://wir2022.wid.world/www-site/uploads/2021/12/WorldInequalityReport2022_Full_Report.pdf
https://wir2022.wid.world/www-site/uploads/2021/12/WorldInequalityReport2022_Full_Report.pdf
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collaboration with the African Center of Excellence for Inequality Research, calls for a greater 
focus on empowering African researchers as part of a broader development strategy. By doing 
so, it aligns with the Agence française de développement’s commitment to supporting research 
as a critical tool for sustainable development.

Thomas Melonio
Chief Economist
Executive Director of Innovation, Strategy and Research
Agence française de développement (French Development Agency)





xxi

Acknowledgments

The Agence française de développement and the editors of this book express their deepest 
gratitude to the many individuals and institutions that have contributed to the completion of 
this book on multidimensional inequalities in Africa.

This work would not have been possible without the invaluable research and insights 
contributed by the diverse group of scholars and institutions that have partnered with 
the African Centre of Excellence for Inequality Research (ACEIR). The work represents 
a contribution from this remarkable partnership over ACEIR’s first 5 years as a center of 
excellence within the African Research Universities Alliance. Their rigorous analyses and 
dedication have been instrumental in shaping the breadth and depth of the research presented 
in this volume.

Many of the analyses presented in the book draw on work that has been undertaken within 
the framework of the EU-AFD Research Facility on Inequalities, funded by the European 
Commission. We would like to thank Mathilde Cournut and Antonio Teixeira for their 
continued support of the research projects funded through the EU-AFD Research Facility on 
Inequalities.

We are grateful for Etienne Charrière’s valuable support throughout the editorial process. We 
would also like to thank Hélène Djoufelkit, Sophie Salomon, Isabelle Ensarguet, Haajirah Esau, 
and Felipe Korreales, whose support has made this book possible. We are also grateful for 
Harald Winkler’s valuable feedback and suggestions.

This collective effort reflects our shared vision of advancing knowledge to foster a more-
equitable future for Africa. Heartfelt thanks are also extended to the reviewers whose valuable 
feedback and insights considerably improved this book.





xxiii

About the Editors and Contributors

Editors

Anda David is a senior researcher at the Agence française de développement (French 
Development Agency [AFD]) and the lead economist on inequality. Her current research 
centers on inequality and sustainability. Between 2004 and 2015, Anda collaborated with 
various international organizations on these issues, including the International Labour 
Organization, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, and the World 
Bank. She joined AFD’s Research Division in December 2015 and leads the research program 
on inequalities. Anda is currently scientific coordinator of the European Union–AFD Research 
Facility on Inequality and, since January 2021, has been based at the AFD’s regional bureau 
for Southern Africa in Johannesburg, South Africa. She holds a PhD from Paris Dauphine 
University in development economics, with a focus on migration and labor markets.

Murray Leibbrandt is the chair of poverty and inequality research at the University of Cape 
Town and director of the African Centre of Excellence for Inequality Research (ACEIR) 
within the African Universities Alliance. He served as director of the Southern Africa 
Labour and Development Research Unit at the University of Cape Town from 2002 until 
July 2023. Leibbrandt is a member of the Academy of Sciences of South Africa (ASSAf) and 
a nonresident senior research fellow at the United Nations University–World Institute for 
Development Economics Research (UNU–WIDER), as well as has recently served on the 
Executive Committee of the International Economics Association. From 2007 to 2019, he 
was founding principal investigator on the National Income Dynamics Study, South Africa’s 
national longitudinal study. Currently, he is principal investigator for the national panel study 
in the Health and Aging in Africa: Longitudinal Studies in South Africa project. Throughout his 
career, Leibbrandt has worked closely with policy communities in Africa, especially in South 
Africa. He holds a BSocSc (Hons) in economics from Rhodes University in South Africa and a 
master’s degree and PhD in economics from the University of Notre Dame in Indiana. 



xxiv  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Vimal Ranchhod is a professor in the School of Economics at the University of Cape Town, 
deputy director of the Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit, and head of 
ACEIR’s South African Node. His research focuses on labor markets, education, poverty and 
inequality, and discrimination. Ranchhod has published articles in several journals, including 
the British Journal of Sociology, Economics of Education Review, Journal of Development 
Economics, World Bank Economic Review, and World Development. His research was awarded 
a Best Paper Prize at the African Econometrics Society conference, as well as the Francis 
Wilson Memorial Prize for Best Published Paper. Ranchhold is a member of the ASSAf and is 
currently an elected member of the council of the Economics Society of South Africa. He has 
taught courses on labor economics, applied econometrics, microeconomic theory, development 
economics, and the economics of inequality. He holds an MA and PhD in economics from the 
University of Michigan, as well as a bachelor’s of commerce with honors in economics from the 
University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. 

Rawane Yasser is a researcher at the AFD working on inequalities, poverty, labor markets, and 
international migration. She has worked at the Interdisciplinary Laboratory for the Evaluation 
of Public Policies at Sciences Po Paris on gender inequalities in the labor market as the 
Women in Business Chair. Yasser has coordinated and implemented impact evaluations at the 
International Food Policy Research Institute, evaluating the impact of agricultural development 
projects in Djibouti, Ghana, Kenya, and Tanzania. She joined the AFD Research Division 
in November 2021. Yasser holds a master’s degree in development economics from Paris 1 
Panthéon Sorbonne at the Institute of Economic and Social Development Studies, with a focus 
on the economic evaluation of development policies and projects. 

Contributors

Richmond Atta-Ankomah is a development economist and senior research fellow at the Institute 
of Statistical, Social and Economic Research (ISSER), University of Ghana. Before joining ISSER 
in early 2017, he was research associate at the Development Policy and Practice Unit, School 
of Social Sciences and Global Studies, The Open University, United Kingdom. He has worked 
as a research associate at the ACEIR since 2018 and was visiting research fellow at The Open 
University between 2017 and 2019. His research interests broadly converge around development 
issues concerning households and firms in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). He has extensive experience 
in designing and implementing various research protocols, including those used for impact 
evaluations. He holds a PhD in development economics from The Open University.

Fabio Andrés Díaz Pabón is a research fellow on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 
the African Agenda 2063, hosted by ACEIR at the University of Cape Town in South Africa. 
He is honorary research associate in the Department of Political and International Studies at 
Rhodes University in South Africa and a member of the Comunicación y Democracia research 
group of the Universidad del Tolima in Colombia. He is a transdisciplinary researcher who 



ABoUT THE EDIToRS AND CoNTRIBUToRS  xxv

critically engages global challenges by integrating insights from multiple fields, including 
economics, development studies, sociology, politics, and systems thinking. His current areas 
of research explore challenges to achieving the SDGs and the African Agenda 2063 in Africa; 
the role of international treaties, such as the Maputo Protocol, in reducing gender inequities in 
Africa; the impact of technological innovation on development outcomes; and the interaction 
of labor earnings and capital income in conditioning income and wealth inequalities. He holds 
both an MA and PhD in development studies from Erasmus University, Rotterdam, and an MSc 
in industrial engineering from Universidad de los Andes.

Hélène Djoufelkit is deputy executive director of sustainable solutions at AFD. She began her 
career with AFD in 2004 in the Research Department, working mainly on the link between 
economic rents and development in resource-rich countries; franc zone macroeconomics; 
and innovative financing instruments, such as a debt service suspension mechanism for AFD 
loans. In 2008, she was appointed senior advisor to the executive director for France at the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, in charge of African issues. Starting in 2012, 
she spent 4 years as deputy country director of the AFD Office in the Arab Republic of Egypt. 
In 2016, she returned to Paris as head of the Corporate Strategy and Accountability Unit. She 
holds a PhD and MA in development economics from the Centre d’études et de recherches sur 
le développement international.

Samuel Kipruto is a senior analyst and advisor to the National Information Platform for 
Food and Nutrition project, an initiative of the European Commission supported by the 
United Kingdom Department for International Development and the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation. Prior to the current appointment, he was senior economist and statistician at the 
Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, with more than 25 years of experience working in survey 
design, data collection, processing, and analysis, with a strong focus on nutrition, poverty, and 
inequality. Kipruto has a wealth of experience handling large data sets, including censuses and 
large surveys. He is currently a member of the ACEIR’s East Africa Node, working on inequality 
trends and diagnostics, as well as the impact of fiscal policy on inequality and poverty, among 
other projects in Kenya. He holds a master’s degree in economic policy management from the 
University of Ghana, Legon. 

Damiano Kulundu Manda is an associate professor of economics in the Department of 
Economics and Development Studies, University of Nairobi, Kenya. He has 34 years of 
experience teaching at the university level, with more than 25 years of teaching and supervising 
postgraduate research papers and theses. He has vast experience in managing research at 
national-level institutions and international research networks. His research focus covers 
applied research in labor markets, inequality, poverty, gender, climate change, and other 
cross-cutting issues. Previously, he was associate director, School of Economics, University of 
Nairobi (2017–19); head, Social Sector Division, Kenya Institute for Public Policy Research 
and Analysis; and manager of research, African Economic Research Consortium (AERC). 
He is currently coordinator of the ACEIR’s Kenya Node at the University of Nairobi. He is a 



xxvi  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

researcher and member of the AERC, ACEIR, and the Economists Society of Kenya. He has 
done consultancy work for the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the UNU–WIDER, 
and the World Bank, among others. He holds a PhD in economics from Gothenburg University, 
Sweden, and master’s and undergraduate degrees in economics from the University of Nairobi.

Monica Lambon-Quayefio is an applied microeconomist whose broad research focuses on 
gender and labor markets, social protection, education, and digital innovations in agriculture. 
Her research uses a mix of experimental approaches and quantitative methods to explore the 
impact of interventions and policies. Lambon-Quayefio is an affiliate of the Abdul Latif Jameel 
Poverty Action Lab and senior lecturer in the Department of Economics at the University of 
Ghana. She holds a PhD and MA in economics from Clark University in Massachusetts.

Jacqueline Mosomi is an economist with more than 10 years of experience specializing in 
microeconomics, labor economics, and household survey data analysis and management. 
Her research is dedicated to understanding and addressing gender disparities in economic 
outcomes, particularly in developing country contexts. Her current research continues to 
explore the intersection of gender, labor markets, and economic development, aiming to inform 
evidence-based policy making and promote inclusive economic growth and equitable societal 
outcomes. Mosomi holds a PhD in economics from the University of Cape Town, focusing on 
trends in the gender wage gap in the labor market.

Moses Kinyanjui Muriithi is an associate professor of economics and head of the Economics 
Unit in the Department of Economics and Development Studies at the University of Nairobi, 
Kenya. In addition to teaching, Muriithi is engaged in research and consultancies, especially with 
the Kenyan Ministries of Health, Planning and Finance, and with international organizations, 
such as the AERC, the International Development Research Centre in Canada, the Joint United 
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, the Regional Consortium for Generational Economics 
Research (CREG), UNICEF, the United Nations Foundation, the United States Agency for 
International Development, the World Bank, the World Health Organization, and the World 
Resources Institute. He has more than 18 years of experience in leadership and applied research, 
with research affiliations with the ACEIR, based at the University of Cape Town, South Africa; the 
AERC, in Nairobi; CREG, in Dakar, Senegal; Global NTA, based at the Universities of Hawaii and 
California at Berkeley; and the Rural Access and Agricultural Marketing Project in Washington, 
DC. He holds a PhD in health economics from the University of Nairobi.

Reuben Mutegi is a lecturer on educational planning and the economics of education at 
the School of Education, University of Nairobi, Kenya. His research areas are related to 
education and health policies, impact evaluation, monitoring and evaluation, labor dynamics, 
inequality, intergenerational accounting, and demographic dividends. He is a team member 
of the National Transfer Accounts and Counting Women’s Work global research projects. He 
previously worked at the United States International University–Africa. He received an African 
Research Universities Alliance–Carnegie Early Career Research Fellowship in 2022. He holds a 



ABoUT THE EDIToRS AND CoNTRIBUToRS  xxvii

doctoral degree in educational planning and a master’s degree in educational planning and the 
economics of education from the University of Nairobi.

Germano Mwabu is professor emeritus of economics at the University of Nairobi, Kenya. 
His research interests are in poverty and inequality analysis, health economics, national 
transfer accounts, and development economics. He codirected (jointly with Professor Erik 
Thorbecke) an AERC collaborative research project on poverty, income distribution, and 
labor markets in SSA from 1998 to 2005. He has held short-term research appointments at the 
Brookings Institution, Cornell University, Kobe University, Leuven University, the University of 
Gothenburg, and the World Bank. He holds a PhD in economics from Boston University.

Abena D. Oduro is an associate professor in the Department of Economics at the University 
of Ghana, Legon. Her current research is in women’s economic empowerment; gender and 
trade policy; gender and employment security; and poverty, inequality, and vulnerability 
analysis. Oduro has published on gender-responsive budgeting, intimate partner violence, 
and gender and asset ownership. She is associate editor of Feminist Economics and coeditor 
of the journal’s planned special issue on “Gendering the Debt Crisis: Feminist Political 
Economy Perspectives on Debt and the Global South.” She is a member of the ACEIR and the 
International Association for Feminist Economics. Recent publications include the chapters 
“Gender and Development” (with Vera Acheampong, in Handbook of African Economic 
Development, 2024) and “Individualizing Wealth and Asset Measures in the Global South: 
Challenges and New Directions for Research” (with Hema Swaminathan, in A Research Agenda 
for Financial Resources within the Household, 2024). Obduro holds an MLitt in economics from 
the University of Glasgow, United Kingdom. 

Annalena Oppel is a research fellow in the Atlantic Fellows for Social and Economic Equity 
program, where she contributes to fellowship curriculum development, teaching, and 
mentoring. Her work involves interdisciplinary approaches to inequality research, particularly 
those focused on inequality perceptions, political preferences, and economic uncertainty. Oppel 
also works on social protection and taxation in contexts in the Global South. Prior to joining 
the London School of Economics, she was a research associate at the UNU–WIDER; a visiting 
fellow at Harvard University; and a consultant with partners such as the German Agency for 
International Cooperation, the Global Development Network, and the Overseas Development 
Institute. She holds a PhD in development studies from the Institute of Development Studies at 
the University of Sussex, United Kingdom.

Robert Darko Osei is an associate professor at the ISSER, University of Ghana, Legon, as well 
as vice dean for the School of Graduate Studies. His main areas of research include evaluative 
poverty and rural research, the macro and micro implications of fiscal policies, aid effectiveness, 
and other economic development policy concerns. He holds a PhD in economics from the 
University of Nottingham in the United Kingdom, examining aid, trade, and growth in rural 
Ghana.



xxviii  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Nkechi S. Owoo is an associate professor of economics at the University of Ghana, Legon. 
Her research focuses on spatial econometrics, health and demographic economics, poverty 
and inequality, gender economics, and climate change and environmental sustainability. She 
currently represents the Africa region on the Governing Board of the International Union 
for the Scientific Study of Population, based in France, and is an invited researcher with the 
Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab. Owoo has been a visiting scholar in the World Bank’s 
Development Economics Research Group in Washington, DC; a nonresident research fellow at 
the Center for Global Development in Washington, DC; and research fellow at the IZA Institute 
of Labour Economics in Bonn, Germany. She is associated with the Partnership for Economic 
Policy in Nairobi, Kenya, and the ACEIR and the Environment for Development Initiative, 
both in Accra, Ghana. Owoo was nonresident senior research fellow at the Population Institute 
in Washington, DC, and visiting research fellow at Cornell University and the University of 
Michigan, as well as the University of Pretoria in South Africa and the University of Bristol in 
the United Kingdom. She holds a PhD in economics from Clark University in Massachusetts. 

Cecilia Poggi is an economist and social protection research officer at the AFD. Her projects 
explore the evolution of social protection systems and program extension, the study of 
households’ and workers’ vulnerabilities, and the reinforcement of regulations to promote 
decent employment. She has extensively researched the role of informal work, digital labor 
platforms for workers in emerging and developing countries, and gender inequality. She 
trained as a development economist with specialization in labor economics and quantitative 
analysis. Before joining AFD in 2018, she worked as a consultant for research institutes, the 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, and the World Bank on issues related to 
employment, migration, poverty, and data collection tools for households and enterprises. 
She holds a PhD in economics and an MSc in development economics from the University of 
Sussex, United Kingdom.

Serge Rabier is a sociodemographer at the AFD, where he initiates and coordinates research 
programs on population issues and themes related to gender equality. After a career in the 
banking sector, consulting, and working as an educational engineer in France and Southeast 
Asia, Rabier focused on the consideration and integration of gender in public policies, 
particularly in sexual and reproductive health and rights and population policies, as the 
executive director of a development organization (2001–15). He has carried out various 
missions as a gender expert on population policies, in particular for the African Development 
Bank (2018–19). Between 2012 and 2018, he worked as an associate lecturer in development 
policies at the Universities of Paris Descartes and Paris 1 Panthéon Sorbonne in the master’s 
programs. From 2013 to 2019, he was a member of the High Council for Equality between 
Women and Men, an advisory body reporting to the Prime Minister of France. In September 
2019, he joined AFD as a research fellow in the Economic Diagnostics and Public Policies 
Department. Rabier holds a PhD in demography from the Sorbonne Paris Cité University and a 
master’s degree in political science from the Institut d’Etudes Politiques Paris.



ABoUT THE EDIToRS AND CoNTRIBUToRS  xxix

Mike Savage is a professor of sociology at the London School of Economics, where he was 
founding codirector of the International Inequalities Institute, one of the world’s leading 
centers for teaching and research on multidimensional inequality issues. He works on class and 
stratification, and his research with the BBC on the Great British Class Survey attracted huge 
public interest on its launch in 2013. Savage is a fellow of the British Academy and was awarded 
the Seigfried Landshut Prize by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research in 2023. His recent 
publications include the coauthored Social Class in the 21st Century (2015) and The Return of 
Inequality: Social Change and the Weight of the Past (2021). Savage holds an MA in modern 
social history and a PhD in sociology from the University of Lancaster, United Kingdom. 

Muna Shifa is a senior research officer at the Southern Africa Labour and Development 
Research Unit at the University of Cape Town, South Africa. She is also a member of the 
research team at the ACEIR. Her research interests include measuring multidimensional 
poverty and inequality, socioeconomic-related inequalities in health outcomes, climate change–
related social vulnerability, climate change impacts and welfare outcomes, inequality and 
conflict, social cohesion and inequality, gender and intersectional inequality, and land tenure 
systems and rural livelihoods. She holds a PhD and a master’s degree in economics from the 
University of Cape Town, as well as a BSc in statistics from Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia.

Linda Zanfini is a development economist responsible for research on education, training, 
and vocational integration at the AFD. Her research also focuses on the research institutions 
and systems of the Global South. Before joining AFD’s Research Department, she worked as 
an evaluator of cooperation policies; as a policy advisor in France’s Ministry for Europe and 
Foreign Affairs; and AFD’s Strategy Department, where she was responsible for corporate social 
responsibility. She also lectured at the University of Paris–Sud. She holds a PhD in development 
economics from the University of Paris Ouest-Nanterre La Défense.

Claire Zanuso is head of the Impact Evaluation Team at the AFD. She joined the AFD in 
2016 and has since led the development of impact evaluations, including geospatial impact 
evaluations, within the agency’s evaluation portfolio. Her current research focuses on labor 
market issues, youth aspirations, and impact evaluation of sustainable infrastructure in 
developing countries. Zanuso holds a PhD in development economics from Paris-Dauphine 
University.

Mary Zhang is a research fellow and departmental lecturer on global and area studies at the 
University of Oxford, United Kingdom. She is a social policy researcher. Her research aims 
to enhance an equitable, inclusive, and sustainable future for marginalized and vulnerable 
groups. Zhang’s work is organized around investigating the intersectionality among poverty, 
marginality, social justice, and other significant challenges, such as food insecurity and climate 
change; enhancing gender equality, linking the empowerment of women and sexual and 
gender minority groups in global value chains with the quality of governance; and advancing 
sustainable development, addressing environmental and climate challenges and adaptation 



xxx  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

strategies for a just transition to a greener future. She holds an MPhil and PhD in psychology 
from the University of Cambridge, United Kingdom.

Rocco Zizzamia is a postdoctoral researcher at the Center for the Study of African Economies 
in the Department of Economics and at the Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford, United 
Kingdom. He is affiliated with Somerville College in Oxford as a Fulford Junior Research Fellow 
(2023–25). His research focuses on social protection and labor markets. In his current work, 
Zizzamia is studying the potential to leverage innovations in the design and delivery of social 
protection systems to increase household resilience to poverty and extreme climate events, such 
as floods and droughts. He has researched labor markets, inequality, poverty alleviation, poverty 
dynamics, and social stratification. He is a research affiliate with the Southern Africa Labour 
and Development Research Unit, University of Cape Town, South Africa, and currently editor 
of the Centre for the Study of African Economies, University of Oxford’s Working Paper Series. 
Zizzamia holds a PhD in international development and a master’s degree in development 
studies from the University of Oxford, United Kingdom.



xxxi

Background and Context

The adoption of the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015 signaled 
the commitment of world leaders to reduce inequalities. Sustainable Development Goal 10 
has been devoted to this challenge, having the aim of “reducing inequalities within and across 
countries.” This goal stems from two recognitions.

First, by addressing inequalities, the goal of eradicating extreme poverty can be reached more 
quickly. Second, the current levels of inequalities in many countries are high, with significant 
consequences for their development trajectories, such as impeding growth, macroeconomic 
stability, and poverty reduction. Socioeconomic inequalities can cause political, social, and 
economic instability and undermine the resilience required to adjust to shocks. Therefore, 
reducing inequalities is crucial not only to eradicate poverty but also to achieve social justice, 
cohesion, and development.

In Development as Freedom, Sen (2000) approached inequalities through the lens of 
capabilities. He noted that inequality of incomes can differ substantially from inequality in 
several other “spaces,” such as well-being, freedom, and aspects of quality of life. These aspects 
can include health, labor, education, and social protection, thus highlighting inequality as a 
multidimensional phenomenon. As such, a holistic approach is needed to address the various 
drivers and consequences of inequalities.

This has been the approach of the European Union–Agence française de développement 
(EU–AFD) Research Facility on Inequalities, under which more than 100 papers have been 
published since 2017. One of the program’s leading partners is the African Centre of Excellence 
for Inequality Research (ACEIR), whose goal is to contribute to deep, multidimensional, and 
interdisciplinary understanding of inequalities in African country contexts and to continental 

Executive Summary
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and global understanding of how inequalities can be overcome. The content of this book 
draws from the extensive research led in the framework of the EU–AFD Research Facility on 
Inequalities and by the network of ACEIR researchers.

Thus, this book focuses on economic and social inequalities in Africa, with the former relating 
primarily to disparities in income or wealth and the latter referring mainly to differences in 
opportunities, including disparities in access to services, health care, education, and decent 
employment. The book examines vertical inequalities among individuals or households, as well 
as horizontal inequalities between groups (that is, gender, ethnicity, religion, race, or space).

Among the striking global trends of the past decades, the decrease in extreme poverty is one 
of the most important. The African dynamics within this global picture are interesting. Over 
the past 30 years, Africa has experienced an important rise in economic growth. However, the 
progress in reducing poverty has been slow. The incidence of poverty on the continent is higher 
than elsewhere and, while Africa has been part of the growth miracle, this has not translated 
into massive reductions in poverty as in other regions. This phenomenon implies that many 
individuals are locked outside the growth process, reflecting the noninclusiveness of growth in 
Africa. Perhaps the high and increasing inequalities and the texture of these are the principal 
culprits involved in failing to translate growth into poverty reduction (Clementi et al. 2022).

Africa hosts 7 of the world’s 10 most unequal countries and stands out as a region of extreme 
inequality by international standards (Chancel et al. 2019; Odusola et al. 2017). The continent 
also has the highest gap between the average incomes of the top 10 percent and the bottom 
50 percent, which is larger than the gaps in other regions with extreme inequality (Chancel 
et al. 2019). On average, in Africa, the richest 10 percent received 54 percent of total income in 
2019, while the bottom 50 percent received only 9 percent (Chancel et al. 2023). Beyond income 
inequalities, the long-run impact of colonialism in Africa has resulted in the intergenerational 
transmission of wealth, land, education, and health, which drives the persistent characteristic of 
inequalities on the continent.

Because of the specific nature of its inequalities and its growing role in global inequality, Africa 
is integral to the global discussion about inequality. The African context raises important 
research and policy gaps in the global discussion. Moreover, the continent is increasingly 
important, because the major driver of global population growth is population growth in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Today’s African population is, on average, a very poor population, located mostly within the 
bottom end of the global income distribution. As such, the people of Africa are crucial to the 
discussion about global inequalities. Drawing on recent research, this book illuminates African 
inequality dynamics, including the distribution of outcomes and opportunities.

The study of inequalities has gained significant importance, with the publication of several 
acclaimed books showing that reducing inequality, as a reflection of the texture of society, 
can translate economic growth into poverty reduction and development more generally 
(Bourguignon 2004). This work includes important research on African inequality, with major 
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reports published in recent years (Chancel et al. 2023; Odusola et al. 2017; World Bank 2022). 
This body of work highlights, among other things, that Southern Africa is the most unequal 
subregion in the world. Yet, given the currently available data and its limitations in availability 
and quality, the ability to conduct research and provide results on African inequality is severely 
limited. 

This book adds to these analyses by offering a holistic and in-depth discussion on African 
inequality. A range of case studies, including for countries such as Burkina Faso, Ghana, 
Kenya, Malawi, South Africa, and Zambia, are included, thus capturing the heterogeneities and 
commonalities of African inequalities from a wide range of perspectives. By understanding the 
major challenges and identifying where the biggest knowledge gaps are, the book provides an 
important review of and new contributions to the research on inequality on Africa.

Key Messages

The book highlights the main levels and trends of inequalities across regions and countries 
within Africa before providing a detailed analysis of the multidimensional aspects of 
inequalities in the continent and the new policy actions. The key messages from the book 
follow. 

Part 1: State of Play
1. The overview of inequalities in Africa illustrates a multilayered heterogeneity, with different 

levels and trends across regions and countries within Africa’s aggregate level of inequality, as 
well as obstacles and limits to measuring, understanding, and conceptualizing these 
inequalities (chapter 1).

A common thread emerges around the high and increasing inequalities in many African 
countries. Detailed and context-sensitive analysis is crucial to account for sociocultural and 
institutional specificities and the historical factors that have shaped the continent’s trajectory.

2. To capture the multilayered and multidimensional aspects of inequalities in Africa, better-
quality data are needed that go beyond income and consumption (chapter 2).

Given that multidimensional inequalities work together to produce aggregate levels of 
inequality, each dimension and aspect of inequality must be quantified. However, regular and 
good-quality long-term data are scarce in Africa. Recent methodological advances that combine 
tax, national accounts, and survey data can solve some of the challenges in estimating wealth 
and income inequality based on survey data only.

Part 2: Analyzing and Tackling Multidimensional Inequalities
3. Education and health are key aspects of people’s well-being, and inequalities in these areas 

fundamentally skew opportunities to participate in the labor market, which undergirds 
consequent income inequality (chapter 3).
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For the most part, disparities in access to health care, health outcomes, and educational 
attainment are driven by similar factors, such as household socioeconomic circumstances 
and poverty, geographical location, and gender. Social norms are also key determinants of 
households’ and women’s access to quality health care and education. Collectively, these 
inequalities can shape opportunities for individuals to escape from poverty and move up in 
income distribution through favorable labor market outcomes.

4. With its large share of informal and casual employment, a relatively small formal sector, and 
the precariousness of the youth population, labor market dynamics are key to understanding 
inequality dynamics in Africa (chapter 4).

Wage inequality is relatively high in many African countries. In addition to wage dispersion, 
unemployment rates are very high, particularly in Southern Africa. Countries with 
low unemployment rates tend to have large informal sectors, raising concerns about the 
underemployment, precariousness, and vulnerability of the people employed in those sectors. In 
terms of horizontal inequalities, women are more likely to find employment in informal jobs or be 
self-employed, and they are disproportionately likely to be engaged in unpaid family work. These 
employment and wage differentials also apply to certain racial and ethnic groups in some countries. 
Finally, Africa has the highest levels of youth who are not in employment, education, or training.

5. With their intersectional characteristic, gender inequalities are deep-seated in African 
countries and have persisted in three dimensions: (1) economic (participation in income-
generating activities and access to and ownership of resources), (2) social (access to health and 
education), and (3) political (participation in decision-making at the household, community, 
and national levels) (chapter 5).

The influence of gender norms and stereotypes is considerable in all African contexts. Gender 
inequalities are particularly manifested in the household, with women often having limited 
voice and decision-making power, being burdened by unpaid care work, and being subjected 
to domestic violence. Through formal rules and informal norms, these inequalities extend to 
communities and societies, and discrimination against women severely constrains African 
societies. A gender lens must be applied to the policy-making process to limit discrimination 
against women in the social, economic, and political spheres.

6. Within-country spatial inequality in access to basic services (electricity, safe sanitation, and 
clean water) is a key component of national inequality in most African countries, with 
significant implications for health, education, and labor market employment opportunities 
(chapter 6).

The emergence and persistence of contemporary spatial inequalities in Africa originate in the 
long-run, colonial legacies that have impacted the nature of each country’s postindependence 
political settlements. The importance of spatial inequalities is made clear by large differences 
across areas in specific demographic characteristics of households, such as gender of the 
household head, levels of educational attainment within the household, and racial or ethnic 
composition of the area.
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7. In Africa, substantial rural-to-urban migration in many countries and substantial 
international migratory movements are occurring, most of which are happening within the 
region, with inequality being both a driver and an outcome (chapter 7).

The financial and social constraints of migration correlate with inequalities in sending areas. 
Those who are poor, vulnerable, and are subject to discrimination are often unable to migrate. 
Migration can have direct and indirect effects on inequality. Direct effects occur through 
remittances sent back to migrant households, which then can change the patterns of household 
expenditures. Indirect effects occur predominantly through labor market shifts within the 
sending and receiving communities and because of the new patterns of expenditure and 
investment. Beyond economic inequalities, norms, institutions, and climate change are major 
contemporary forces shaping the interlinkages between migration and inequality.

8. The evidence on intergenerational (between generations) and intragenerational (over a person’s 
lifetime) mobility suggests that high levels of immobility exist in Africa (chapter 8).

The evidence highlights an imperative to focus policy attention on the structural factors 
underlying inequalities of opportunity and consequent inequalities in earnings, income, and 
wealth. These factors include both formal policies and rules and informal norms that can affect 
equitable access to quality health care and education, as well as the distribution of labor market 
opportunities, assets, and wealth across and within generations. Across generations, the future of 
children is still strongly linked to the socioeconomic status of their parents. Within generations, 
the persistence of poverty, risk of falling into poverty, and low rates of upward mobility into a 
stable middle class and elite indicate the persistence of inequality over a person’s lifetime.

9. Policies to tackle inequality range from conventional instruments that change incomes directly 
(“inside the box”), such as labor market policies, tax policies, and social expenditure policies, to 
policies that change the social relations that condition incomes (“outside the box”), such as 
competition policy and bargaining frameworks that alter the relative rewards to capital and 
labor (chapter 9).

Traditional policies for inequality reduction, such as social safety nets, taxation, and labor 
market policies, have been used extensively in Africa, with varying levels of success across 
countries. Although traditional policies remain important, they face constraints in many 
African countries, including high informality, low industrialization with high foreign 
ownership, and high poverty rates. These limiting factors and the climate emergency make 
the case for rethinking policy options to include regulatory frameworks for the adoption and 
development of new technologies and asset- and capital-sharing schemes.

Part 3: Pushing Knowledge Frontiers and Policy Actions
10. Climate change has been responsible for increasing inequalities both between and within 

countries, with Africa disproportionately affected by temperature change and extreme weather 
events, even though the continent contributes less than 5 percent of global carbon emissions 
(chapter 10).
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The climate crisis is marked by significant inequalities between Africa and the rest of the 
world, as well as between and within African countries, with vulnerability to climate impacts 
strongly linked to income and wealth. Thus, it is vital to develop a better understanding of 
climate change inequalities, both between and within countries, when designing adaptation and 
mitigation actions.

11. Inequality has played a central role in impeding sustainable and inclusive economic growth in 
Africa, making it imperative to think beyond economic growth and explicitly consider 
environmental boundaries (chapter 11).

Patterns of economic growth in Africa have not been inclusive due to several key factors, 
including high levels of initial inequalities, high dependence on mining and extractive 
industries, and low responsiveness of employment to economic growth. Global economic 
growth patterns have been unsustainable from an environmental perspective. These issues 
require explicit attention to forge growth processes that provide an enabling environment 
for the whole population in African economies and ensure that transitions to inclusive and 
sustainable growth in developed countries do not hamper development in low-income 
countries.
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Chapter 1

Overview of Inequalities in Africa
Anda David, Rocco Zizzamia, Murray Leibbrandt, Rawane Yasser, and Vimal Ranchhod

Introduction

While development agendas have focused primarily on poverty reduction in Africa, discussions 
of global inequality have paid little attention to inequalities in the region. Yet, the world’s 
10 most unequal countries are in Africa, which stands out as having extreme inequality by 
international standards (Chancel et al. 2019; Odusola et al. 2017). 

Recently, Africa has witnessed distributional issues that have become more central in policy and 
public debates because of how inequality shapes inclusive growth (or the lack thereof). Over the 
past few years, the continent has experienced an important rise in economic growth; however, 
progress in reducing poverty has been slow, implying that much of the population is locked 
out of the growth process. High and increasing inequality could be the principal reason for the 
failure to translate growth into poverty reduction (Clementi et al. 2022). 

Africa has the highest gap between the average incomes of the top 10 percent and the bottom 
50 percent, which is even larger than the gaps in other regions with extreme inequality (the gap in 
Africa is around 20 times that in the Brazil, India, and the Middle East) (Chancel et al. 2019). This 
striking characteristic of inequality on the continent deserves both analytical and political attention.

However, several challenges may hamper this analysis. First, given the current data and their 
limitations in availability and quality, the ability to conduct research and provide results on 
inequalities in Africa is limited. Data quality in Africa has lagged behind other regions. The World 
Income Inequality Database (WIID)1 indicates only 5 high-quality, country-year observations 
of distributional indicators for Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) from 1900 to 2006, compared to 65 for 
Central and South America and 719 for Western Europe (Zizzamia, David, and Leibbrandt 2021). 
Second, unlike poverty, inequality lacks a normative and commonly acknowledged approach, 
because inequality is a relative concept with changing boundaries and no universal norm.

Moreover, inequality reduction is more difficult than poverty reduction, especially in 
Africa. Due to the strong intergenerational transmission of status engendered by the 
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colonial past, asset distribution is persistent, rendering inequality more assiduous than 
poverty and growth. Another reason is that the structures that shape policies, and thus 
inequalities, such as institutions, social norms, and political regimes, do not change easily.

This chapter provides an overview of inequality in Africa and highlights some specificities 
and heterogeneities among countries in the region. The chapter also examines the evolution of 
inequality in Africa compared to other countries, by looking at income and wealth distributions 
over the years, and explains the distinct features of this inequality.

Inequality in Africa: Levels and Trends

Despite the difficulties of measuring and reducing inequalities, several reports and databases 
provide an idea of the levels and trends of inequality in Africa. Among world regions, Africa has 
the highest level of income inequality. This section explores the levels and trends of inequalities 
in Africa as a whole, as well as at the regional and country levels.

Inequality in Africa as a Whole
Before exploring the evolution of inequality over the recent decades in Africa, this chapter 
examines the current inequality levels of the continent as a whole. 

Levels
The most recent update of the World Inequality Database (WID) estimates that, on average in 
Africa, the richest 10 percent of the population received 54 percent of the total income in 2019, 
while the bottom 50 percent received only 9 percent (Chancel et al. 2023). These figures place 
Africa as a continent with one of the highest levels of income inequality. The income share of 
the top 10 percent is 34 percent in Europe, 47 percent in the United States, 55 percent in Latin 
America, and 61 percent in the Middle East. 

What distinguishes Africa’s income distribution is the large gap between the income shares of the top 
10 percent and the bottom 50 percent. In Africa, the average income of the top 10 percent is about 
30 times higher than that of the bottom 50 percent. This ratio is lower in other regions and countries 
with extreme inequality, such as Brazil, India, and the Middle East, where the ratio is around 20. 
These findings point to the heavily polarized nature of income inequality in Africa.

According to the WIID, the average Gini coefficient in Africa in 2020 was 0.53, compared to 
the other low-income and lower-middle-income countries, at 0.41 (UNU-WIDER 2023). The 
upper bound of Africa’s range of Gini indexes exceeds that of the other developing countries, 
highlighting a distinct feature of Africa, which is extreme inequality. A total of 76 percent of 
African countries (41 of 54) have Gini indexes above the median Gini for all low-income and 
lower-middle-income countries.

Trends
This overview on the recent level of inequality is complemented by examining the evolution of 
inequality in Africa in recent decades. A replication of Lakner and Milanovic’s (2016) elephant 
curve of global income growth between 1990 and 2016 illustrates that, in Africa, a majority of 
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individuals make up the lowest part of the income distribution (the poorest individuals, who 
are locked out of growth) (refer to figure 1.1). Based on data from the WID, figure 1.1 shows 
the shares of Sub-Saharan Africans in each income group in 1990 and 2016, replicating the 
curve of global inequality and economic growth. The figure indicates that the Sub-Saharan 
African population became more concentrated in the bottom quarter of the distribution, with 
33 percent of the population of the world’s 10th percentile of the income distribution residing 
in SSA in 2016, compared to 21 percent in 1990, and almost no representation of Sub-Saharan 
Africans in the top 0.1 percent. From this figure, it is evident that, compared to the rest of the 
world, the condition of the Sub-Saharan African population has worsened as Africa’s share in 
the lowest 30 percent of the income distribution has increased.

Figure 1.1 SSA’s Share of the Global Income Distribution and Income Growth, 1990 and 2016
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Source: Authors' calculations based on replication files from the world Inequality Database.
Note: The left y-axis is the cumulative growth rate between 1990 and 2016 of pre-tax national income measured in 2016 
purchasing power parity euros. In 2016, 33 percent of the population in the world’s 10th percentile of the income distribution 
were residents of SSA. The figure includes the following countries and the available surveys used for each country: Benin 
(2003, 2011, 2015), Burkina Faso (1994, 1998, 2003, 2014), Burundi (1998, 2006, 2013), Cameroon (1996, 2001, 2007, 
2014), Côte d’Ivoire (1985–88, 1993, 1998, 2002, 2008, 2015), Ethiopia (1995, 1999, 2004, 2010), Ghana (1991, 1998, 
2005, 2012), Guinea (1994, 2002, 2007, 2012), Guinea-Bissau (1991, 1993, 2002, 2010), Kenya (1994, 1997, 2005), 
Lesotho (1994, 2002, 2010), Madagascar (1997, 1999, 2001, 2005, 2010, 2012), Malawi (1997, 2004, 2010), Mali (1994, 
2001, 2006, 2009), Mauritania (1995, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2014), Mozambique (1996, 2002, 2008), Niger (1994, 2005, 
2007, 2011, 2014), Nigeria (1992, 2003, 2009), Rwanda (2000, 2005, 2010, 2013), Senegal (2001, 2005, 2011), South 
Africa (1996, 2002, 2006, 2008, 2011), Tanzania (1991, 2000, 2007, 2011), Togo (2006, 2011, 2015), Uganda (1992, 1996, 
1999, 2002, 2005, 2009, 2012), and Zambia (1991, 1996, 1998, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2015). SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Figure 1.2 Total Income Growth in Africa, by Percentile of the Income Distribution, 1980–2016
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Source: Authors' calculations based on replication files from the world Inequality Database.
Note: Real income growth is the cumulative growth rate between 1980 and 2016 of pre-tax national income 
measured in 2016 purchasing power parity euros. Income in the bottom 10 percent of the top 1 percent of global 
earners grew at 13 percent between 1980 and 2016. The top 1 percent captured 27 percent of total growth.

Figure 1.2 presents the growth incidence curve for Africa between 1980 and 2016. The figure 
shows that inequality has increased, benefiting wealthy and super-wealthy individuals. The 
well-being of other segments of the population has barely improved, with the top 1 percent of 
earners capturing 27 percent of total growth. A decomposition analysis shows that 75 percent of 
African inequality can be attributed to within-country inequality (Chancel et al. 2023).

A recent update from the WID shows that the share of the top 10 percent in Africa decreased 
from 55 percent to 54 percent, while the share of the bottom 50 percent increased from 
8 percent to 9 percent (refer to figure 1.3).

The overall high level of inequality in Africa hides important regional variations, which are 
explored in the next subsection.

Levels and Trends at the Regional and Country Levels
The consensus from the research is that Africa is characterized as having had heterogeneous 
inequality levels and trends in recent years, prompting studies to look beyond the continental 
averages and examine inequalities at the country level.
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Figure 1.3 Evolution of Income Distribution in Africa
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Levels
There is great regional variation in the level of inequality across the continent, with a 
concentration of high inequality in Southern Africa and less inequality in the Sahara and the 
northern part of the continent (Chancel et al. 2019; Odusola et al. 2017; Zizzamia et al. 2021), 
with 7 of the world’s 10 most unequal countries in SSA. This pattern is confirmed across 
inequality measures, such as the top 10 percent of shares versus the bottom 40 percent, or the 
Gini indexes of the countries (refer to maps 1.1–1.3).

Southern Africa is considered the most unequal region, with countries such as South Africa 
and Botswana having the top 10 percent of shares exceeding 65 percent (Chancel et al. 2023). 
Central Africa has lower inequality levels, but they are high from an international 
perspective (refer to maps 1.1 and 1.2). In the Republic of Congo in 2022, 56 percent 
of national income was held by the top 10 percent of the distribution, while the bottom 
40 percent income share was 6 percent. Countries in East Africa have lower levels of income 
inequality. For example, in Kenya, the bottom 40 percent of income share in 2022 was 
around 8 percent, while the top 10 percent received 49 percent of national income.

Inequality is lower in the North and West regions of Africa. The lowest levels of inequality 
are in Northern Africa. Algeria is the least unequal country on the continent: In 2022, the 
top 10 percent of the distribution received 38 percent of national income, while the bottom 
40 percent received 13 percent. However, these numbers should be read with caution given 
concerns about the reliability and availability of data in many African countries.
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Map 1.1 Top 10 Percent of Income Shares in Africa, 2022
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the world Inequality Database from 2022.
Note: The estimates combine survey, fiscal, and national accounts data.
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Map 1.2 Bottom 40 Percent of Income Shares in Africa, 2022
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the world Inequality Database from 2022.
Note: The estimates combine survey, fiscal, and national accounts data.

A distinctive feature of African inequality is the prevalence of extreme inequality in some 
countries, which is not observed in other developing regions. In Africa, eight countries have 
Gini coefficients that are higher than 0.60: Angola, Burkina Faso, the Central African Republic, 
the Republic of Congo, Eswatini, Namibia, South Africa, and Zambia (UNU-WIDER 2023) 
(refer to map 1.3).
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Map 1.3 Gini Coefficients of African Countries, 2020
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Trends
The heterogeneity across countries also appears in the evolution of inequality. In Africa from 
1991 to 2011, the level of inequality declined in 17 countries, but it increased in 12 countries 
(Cornia 2017).

Most of the continent-level income inequality comes from the within-country component 
rather than from average income differences between countries (Chancel et al. 2023). Inequality 
remained stable from 1990 to 2019, with the exception of Southern Africa, where it increased 
significantly. Studying the income distribution in South Africa since 1913, Alvaredo and 
Atkinson (2022) found that the share of the top 1 percent was over 25 percent in 1913; for the 
top 0.5 percent, the share was around 18 percent; and for the top 0.1 percent, it was around 
8 percent. There was a downward trend until the 1980s, when the share of the top 1 percent was 
halved, although it increased again after 2002.
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Wealth Inequality
A distinguishing feature of African inequality is the level and persistence of wealth inequality 
(World Bank 2022; Zizzamia et al. 2021). In this context, understanding the role of wealth in 
replicating inequality or breaking the cycle of intergenerational poverty is important. However, 
wealth inequality in Africa remains under-researched, mainly because of a lack of access to data 
on wealth. Because wealth is not taxed directly in most countries, there are insufficient fiscal 
data on wealth; therefore, obtaining reliable data requires compiling data from several sources. 
The recent expansion of household and panel surveys across Africa provides new possibilities to 
study the relationship between income and wealth inequality.

De Magalhães and Santaeulàlia-Llopis (2018) used panel data from Malawi, Tanzania, and 
Uganda to study the channels of transmission between income and wealth distribution. They 
found a low correlation between income and wealth inequality in these countries, which 
points to an inability to accumulate wealth based on income. Rural households also exhibited 
a lower transmission of income to wealth inequality compared to urban households. The top 
1 percentile of the income distribution of rural households holds a smaller share of wealth 
compared to the top urban households. The findings point to high levels of income mobility 
for all households, whereby income volatility constitutes a constraint on the accumulation of 
wealth. Therefore, those who are rich in income do not remain rich long enough to accumulate 
wealth, which points to the persistent characteristic of wealth inequality in Africa.

A recent report by the World Bank (2022) focused on the countries in the Southern African 
Customs Union, which are characterized by significant inequalities in all dimensions of wealth. 
The top 10 percent of the population holds 56.9 percent of total household assets in Botswana 
(2018), 68.4 percent in Namibia (2018), and 68.6 percent in South Africa (2019). The distribution 
of total household wealth is also highly concentrated in the top 10 percent of the income 
distribution, led by South Africa at 71.7 percent and Namibia at 71.3 percent (World Bank 2022).

In South Africa, wealth inequality may even be higher than consumption or income inequality 
(Shifa et al. 2023). Focusing on the distribution of wealth between 1993 and 2017 shows the 
extreme level of wealth concentration in South Africa, with the top 10 percent owning 86 
percent of aggregate wealth, and the top 0.1 percent owning close to one-third of aggregate 
wealth (Chatterjee, Czajka, and Gethin 2022). Such high levels of inequality are observed in 
all forms of assets—housing, pension funds, and financial assets—and have shown no sign of 
decreasing since the end of apartheid.

An important dimension of wealth inequality in Africa is gender inequality in access to and 
ownership of assets and land (refer to chapter 5). Large differences exist between men and 
women in the ownership of assets, as well as in who controls assets and wealth (Gaddis, Lahoti, 
and Swaminathan 2022; Gaddis, Lahoti, and Wenjie 2018).

Beyond Income and Wealth Inequalities
Although measures of income and wealth inequalities provide an overarching view of inequality 
in Africa, focusing on inequalities beyond monetary measures is crucial for understanding the 
dynamics of how inequalities are created and perpetuated. This work entails understanding 
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how inequalities evolve in other dimensions and how these dimensions interact. Inequalities in 
education, health, labor markets, and climate are critical forces that drive and are interlinked 
with the observed income and wealth inequalities.

Access to quality education plays a central role in reducing inequalities. SSA has the highest 
rates of educational exclusion of any region (refer to chapter 3). Although access to primary 
education has increased in most African countries, inequalities persist in secondary and higher 
education, and gender disparities remain. The unequal distribution of educational opportunities 
results in the transmission of unequal opportunities across generations, as inequalities in 
education also impact labor market outcomes. The labor market is one of the strongest drivers 
of inequalities in Africa (refer to chapter 4), with a large share of informal labor, precariousness 
among youth, and a relatively small formal sector. Africa also experiences persistent inequalities 
in access to health care services, particularly maternal, newborn, and child health services, and 
has the highest maternal mortality rates in the world. Another deep-seated aspect of inequalities 
in most African countries is the significant level of gender inequality, which has persisted in 
access to health and education, employment, income-generating activities, and assets and 
wealth (chapter 5).

Climate change–related inequality is the most-challenging development issue in Africa, as 
it is the continent most vulnerable to its consequences. The impacts of climate change are 
not equally distributed across the world. Africa, in particular, is disproportionately affected 
by temperature change, extreme weather events, and the spread of disease, even though the 
continent contributes less than 5 percent of global carbon emissions (refer to chapter 10). 
Within countries, vulnerability to climate impacts is strongly linked to inequalities in income 
and wealth.

Finally, Africa is characterized by a deep urban-rural divide and unequal access to basic services 
and infrastructure (Clementi et al. 2022). Understanding both rural and urban contexts and the 
interaction between them is crucial for analyzing African inequalities (refer to chapter 6).

Particularities of Inequality Analysis in Africa

The diversity of income and wealth inequalities in Africa reflects specific characteristics that 
have shaped inequality dynamics on the continent. Historical and institutional features have led 
to the region’s extreme income and wealth inequalities.

The current levels of inequality in Africa and their evolution over recent decades reveal their 
persistence. The region’s history has been marked by its colonial legacy. Many studies have 
pointed to the type of colonization experienced by most African countries as the main driver 
behind the continent’s high levels of inequalities (Alvaredo, Cogneau, and Piketty 2021; Chancel 
et al. 2023; Cornia 2017). European settler colonialism has resulted in a high concentration of 
productive assets (land and capital) and limited Indigenous people’s access to education and 
employment. Further, in the countries with the highest income shares of the richest 10 percent, 
such as Botswana, Eswatini, Namibia, and South Africa, a significant number of people of 
European descent remains.
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The consequences of colonialism have continued after independence and still shape inequalities 
in Africa. The colonial past has had long-term impacts on institutions, societies, the nature of 
growth, and therefore, on the persistence of inequality. The concentration of assets and wealth 
in the hands of a minority of settlers has created a dualistic structure of colonial administrations 
and companies specializing in exporting natural resources, which has persisted after 
independence through the expansion of extractive industries (Alvaredo et al. 2021; Chancel 
et al. 2023). Characterized by high capital intensity and limited employment creation, extractive 
industries can perpetuate income inequality.

The long-term impact of this type of colonialism has shaped African inequalities through the 
intergenerational transmission of wealth, land, education, and health that drives the persistence 
of inequalities on the continent. Access to and ownership of land are specific sources of wealth 
and assets important in the African context. The unequal distribution of land that took place 
during the colonial period has continued well after independence (Chancel et al. 2023). The 
legal and normative rules for land and other assets are key for understanding livelihood 
trajectories and socioeconomic mobility in Africa. In contrast with many developing countries 
in Asia, land reforms in Africa have been limited, hampering a more-equal distribution of land.

Another important dimension of inequality in Africa is the nature of the continent’s pattern of 
growth, which has been characterized by low poverty alleviation elasticity compared to other 
regions, implying that noninclusive growth is driven by high levels of inequality (Odusola 
et al. 2017). An important strand of literature has explored the role of structural transformation 
in the evolution of inequality. Unlike other regions, where value-added shares shifted from 
agriculture to manufacturing, research points to a shift in the percentage structure of value-
added shares from low-inequality to high-inequality sectors in Africa (Cornia 2017; Odusola 
et al. 2017). As agricultural employment decreased, labor was absorbed in services or urban 
unemployment rather than manufacturing.

The patterns of inequality in Africa are also a reflection of the region’s fiscal space, which is 
small compared to that of other developing regions, and the distributional effectiveness of 
policies remains disputed (Chancel et al. 2023). Research has shown the positive impact of 
social protection on inequality reduction, suggesting that social protection should be a priority 
(Odusola et al. 2017). Yet, the coverage and quality of social protection in Africa remain below 
global averages. In Africa, redistribution through taxation is limited, and most tax systems tend 
to be regressive (Odusola et al. 2017). Government expenditure on public services also falls 
below global averages, especially in education and health.

Intrahousehold inequality is important, as the social relations inside the household are crucial 
for inclusive growth for women and youth. However, income statistics are typically collected 
at the household level, which assumes that all income and consumption are equally divided 
among household members. Ignoring inequality within households leads to underestimating 
overall inequality. De Vreyer and Lambert (2021) have attempted to account for the weight of 
intrahousehold inequalities, finding that intrahousehold consumption inequalities account 
for 14 percent of inequality in Senegal. Often, intrahousehold inequalities follow gender lines. 
The high frequency of polygamous households and large sizes of households in some African 
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countries are important specificities that shape inequalities (Zizzamia et al. 2021). Accurate 
assessment of inequalities in the African context entails accounting for such particularities.

In many African countries, household assets are held jointly by men and women; however, this 
does not imply that there is equal access to or control of assets. Thus, understanding the decision-
making processes within households is necessary. Gender disparities in ownership and asset use 
are significant in Africa, especially in SSA. As chapter 5 further elaborates, a more-egalitarian 
pattern can be achieved through structural change in the growth process, by moving away from 
the existing patterns of wealth distribution. Closing the gender gap in land ownership could 
promote a more-egalitarian gender distribution of asset ownership (Oduro and Doss 2018).

Inequality of opportunity and slow social mobility can affect people’s livelihoods, as well as the 
distribution of wealth and assets. It is important to understand the role of wealth in replicating 
inequality to be able to make more-equitable policy decisions. Inequality of opportunity implies 
that inherited circumstances, such as gender, race, location of birth, and family background, can 
affect an individual’s life outcomes, such as earnings, educational attainment, and occupation. 
Inequality of opportunity can manifest in disparities in access to health care, health care 
outcomes, access to quality education, and educational outcomes (refer to chapter 3). These 
disparities can contribute to the persistence of inequalities and thus hamper social mobility. 

Intergenerational mobility is the extent to which people’s life outcomes are correlated with 
those of their parents, and inertia in the transmission of assets between generations makes 
inequality more persistent than poverty. This issue is especially concerning in Africa, where 
children’s futures are still strongly linked to their parents’ socioeconomic status (SES; refer 
to chapter 8). Brunori, Palmisano, and Peragine (2016) have estimated that exogenous and 
group-based circumstances account for 30 percent to 40 percent of total inequality in 11 SSA 
countries. Malawi, Tanzania, and Uganda have the highest shares of inequality of opportunity 
in total inequality measured at the national level, and the Comoros, Madagascar, and Rwanda 
have the lowest shares. In South Africa, evidence has shown that the opportunities available 
to children are closely related to their parents’ SES, pointing to a high degree of persistence of 
intergenerational earnings (Finn, Leibbrandt, and Ranchhod 2017; Piraino 2015).

Conclusion

This chapter’s overview of inequalities in Africa shows a picture of multilayered heterogeneity, 
with different levels and trends across regions and countries but also different obstacles and limits 
to measuring, understanding, and conceptualizing inequalities. Nonetheless, a common thread 
emerges, showing high and increasing inequalities in many African countries. Better data are 
needed that go beyond income and consumption and beyond the accessibility and affordability of 
basic services. In addition, contextualized, detailed analyses that account for not only sociocultural 
specificities but also the institutional and historical factors that have shaped countries’ trajectories 
are needed. To tackle inequalities, these must be understood in terms of their determinants and 
current manifestations in society. Over the past decades, development interventions across the 



OvERvIEw OF INEQUALITIES IN AFRICA  15

continent have focused on poverty reduction. A shift toward inequalities and the roles they play 
in reducing poverty and creating more-resilient economies must involve a variety of stakeholders, 
including governments, development agencies, financial institutions, and academia.

Note

 1. WIID is developed by UNU-WIDER and presents a comprehensive set of information on 
income inequality statistics. The database provides information on income inequality through 
different sources of income inequality measures for each country. The World Inequality 
Database (WID), developed by the World Inequality Lab, provides information on the 
historical evolution of the distribution of income and wealth based on a methodology 
combining different data sources (national accounts, survey data, fiscal data, and wealth 
rankings) to provide accurate series.
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Chapter 2

Measurement of Inequality
Muna Shifa, Richmond Atta-Ankomah, and Samuel Kipruto

Introduction

Although the role of inequality in economic and social well-being outcomes has been 
recognized in recent years, a unified and simple approach to conceptualizing and measuring 
inequality is lacking. Inequality is a multidimensional phenomenon including both economic 
(for example, income and other labor market outcomes) and noneconomic (for example, life 
satisfaction and health status) dimensions of well-being. Therefore, before analyzing inequality, 
it is important to determine the relevant evaluative space,1 which can often be linked to the 
purpose of the inequality analysis (Sen 1992).

Even if the focus is confined to measures of economic inequality, there is still a need to 
distinguish among its different aspects. The analysis must respond to the questions of inequality 
of what and among whom. For example, vertical inequality measures inequalities among 
individuals or households, and horizontal inequality measures inequalities among social groups 
(for example, ethnicity or gender) or spatial units. Another contrast is between intragenerational 
mobility, which compares an individual’s economic status across their lifetime, and 
intergenerational mobility, which compares a person’s economic status to that of their parents. 
Furthermore, analysis of inequality of outcomes measures inequalities in the distribution of 
economic outcomes such as income or earnings, and analysis of inequality of opportunities 
measures inequalities in the distribution of opportunities to acquire those outcomes. Knowing 
these differences is critical for understanding the impacts of various forms of inequality on 
other social outcomes and policy discussions. For example, work on the relationship between 
inequality and negative social outcomes has found that horizontal inequality, rather than 
vertical inequality, matters in explaining conflict outcomes (Hillesund et al. 2018).

Although Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 10 emphasizes assessing progress on multiple 
dimensions of inequality, income data have traditionally been used as the welfare basis for 
measuring inequality. The fundamental premise in using income to evaluate welfare is that 
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income is a critical means for obtaining other well-being outcomes. Moreover, income and 
wealth inequality are often associated with other dimensions of inequalities, such as inequality 
in access to basic services. In addition, using prices is the best way to aggregate the values of the 
goods and services that are important for well-being.

Yet, the limitations of using income or other resources to measure individual well-being have 
been widely acknowledged (Sen 1992; Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2009). Neither income nor 
consumption data capture free or subsidized social transfers. In addition, people have different 
levels of ability to convert income or other resources into valuable achievements, because 
many factors, like social and institutional structures (such as the role of women in society), 
power structures, personal conditions (such as physical and mental health), environmental 
characteristics, and other factors, can affect the extent to which people can convert income and 
other resources into valuable achievements (Sen 1992, 1999).

According to Sen’s capability approach (Sen 2004), individuals’ living conditions should 
be assessed for functionings, capabilities, and achievements.2 Thus, capabilities, which 
represent individuals’ actual opportunities for well-being, should be regarded as a relevant 
evaluative space for analyzing well-being inequalities. The capability approach has been used 
as a conceptual framework for calculating the Human Development Index and the global 
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI),3 as well as for developing the Multidimensional 
Inequality Framework (MIF).

Measuring trends in inequality in practice is challenging in many developing nations, regardless 
of whether the analysis considers resources or functioning and capabilities as the relevant 
evaluative space. In Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), only a few countries gather high-quality, timely 
data on income or other well-being indicators (refer to figure 2.1). This chapter provides 
an overview of some of the main challenges for assessing inequality in SSA, as well as the 
approaches utilized to address them.

Overview of Data Availability in SSA

The availability of high-quality, timely household survey data is critical for monitoring progress 
toward poverty and inequality reduction and achievement of the SDGs. Despite the increase 
in the number of surveys since the 1980s, most SSA countries have a gap in the frequency and 
quality of survey data available. Since the 1980s, only 20 of the 46 SSA countries that completed 
income or consumption surveys have collected at least five surveys (refer to figure 2.1). 
Between 1900 and 2006, the World Income Inequality Database contained only 5 country-year 
observations of high-quality income or consumption data for SSA, compared to 65 for Central 
and South America and 719 for Western Europe (Zizzamia, David, and Leibbrandt 2021). 
Similarly, according to the 2022 Poverty and Shared Prosperity report (World Bank 2022), only 
9 of the 91 countries that completed 2 comparable household surveys between 2014 and 2019 
are in SSA. Such data gaps make it impossible to carry out timely assessments of the impacts of 
policies or shocks.
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There has been a significant increase in the number of surveys used to measure nonmonetary 
welfare indicators, such as education, nutrition, and living standards (refer to Alkire and 
Robson 2022). In particular, Demographic and Health Surveys (DHSs) and Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys are widely used to measure multidimensional poverty and key SDG 
indicators.4 Although the DHS data provide relatively comparable indicators for measuring 
the nonmonetary dimensions of well-being across time and countries, comparing progress 
on reducing inequality across countries is difficult due to differences in survey timing and 
frequency (refer to Shifa and Leibbrandt 2022).

Figure 2.1 Survey Data Availability in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1980–2019
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Main Challenges for Inequality Measurement in SSA

This section highlights the key problems in analyzing the various dimensions and elements 
of inequality in SSA. It then considers recent methodological advancements that have helped 
overcome some of these obstacles, focusing on Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa.

Measuring Income Inequality
The Gini coefficient is the most widely used measure for estimating income inequality. Other 
commonly used measures include percentile ratios, such as the shares of income that go to the 
top 10 percent and the top 1 percent, and the Palma ratio (the top 10 percent income share 
divided by the bottom 40 percent income share). The Gini coefficient (G) can be calculated 
using the following formula:

  (2.1)

where, yi and yj denote the income levels of individuals i and j, respectively; N is population 
size; and μ is the mean income of the society. The Gini coefficient ranges in value from 0 to 1, 
where a value of 0 represents perfect equality such that income is distributed equally across 
all members of a society, and a value of 1 represents perfect inequality such that one person 
receives all the income in that society. 

The Gini coefficient is a measure of relative inequality. Relative inequality measures satisfy the 
scale-invariant property: increasing everyone’s income by the same proportion will not change 
relative inequality measures.5 

In contrast, a proportionate change in everyone’s income will increase measured inequality 
if an absolute inequality measure is used, like the absolute Gini coefficient or standard 
deviation. Although there is no right or wrong approach to choosing an inequality 
measure, using relative and absolute inequality measures can reveal contradicting trends 
in inequality (Niño‐Zarazúa, Roope, and Tarp 2017; Ravallion 2020). For instance, Niño‐
Zarazúa et al. (2017) demonstrated that, whereas measures of absolute inequality reveal 
an increasing trend in global income inequality, measures of relative inequality indicate a 
declining trend.

Given the prevalence of informality and self-employment in the agriculture and other sectors 
in many SSA countries, measuring income is difficult. As a result, inequality analyses in 
SSA rely heavily on consumption data. Using consumption data rather than income can 
lead to an underestimation of the level of income inequality (Clementi et al. 2020), because 
traditional consumption surveys do not adequately represent the goods and services used by 
the top income deciles. Another reason for underestimation arises because rich individuals 
and households tend to save more, while poor individuals and households tend to smooth 
consumption more. In addition, high-income individuals and households are underrepresented 
in both income and consumption surveys (Ravallion 2022).
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Various approaches have been used to correct the underestimation of income inequality due 
to the use of consumption data and missing high-income earners. These approaches include 
reweighting the data, using a micro-behavioral model to address selective survey response, 
and using external data like income tax records and national accounts (Chancel et al. 2023; 
Ravallion 2022). Clementi et al. (2020) have shown that, after adjusting for underreporting 
of consumption data in six SSA countries,6 the Gini coefficient estimates increased by about 
20 percent.

An alternative approach is to transform consumption data into income data, by using modeling 
and data from similar countries that have both income and consumption data (Chancel et al. 
2023; Gradín 2021). Chancel et al. (2023) have estimated income inequality in African countries 
between 1990 and 2019 by combining surveys, tax data, and national accounts. However, these 
approaches make strong assumptions and have limitations. In addition, few countries in SSA 
conduct surveys that collect both types of data.

South Africa has relatively better data from tax records and other surveys that collect income 
and consumption data. Recent research combining tax and survey data in South Africa suggests 
that income and wealth inequality in the country has continued to increase after 2008 (Alvaredo 
and Atkinson 2022; Assouad, Chancel, and Morgan 2018; Bassier and Woolard 2021; Chatterjee, 
Czajka, and Gethin 2022). However, based only on survey data, the evidence suggests that 
income inequality has remained stable or even decreased since 2008 (Checchi, Cupak, and 
Munzi 2021; Hundenborn, Leibbrandt, and Woolard 2018; Stats SA, SALDRU, and AFD 2019).

In Ghana, the primary source of data for measuring both consumption and income inequality 
is the Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS). There have been seven rounds of the GLSS, 
beginning with the first round in 1998/99, with an average time interval of about 4–5 years 
between rounds. However, the methods and content of the questionnaires used for measuring 
consumption and income have changed significantly, raising concerns about the comparability 
of the inequality measures over time (Atta-Ankomah, Lambon-Quayefio, and Osei 2023). In 
addition, public payroll data on wages have been used to measure inequality in Ghana, but 
these data cover only a small proportion of the population. Information from Ghana’s Ministry 
of Finance indicates that just more than 2 million people, or 8.2 percent of the working 
population, pay income taxes in Ghana.

Because of the unavailability of reliable income data in most SSA countries, including 
Ghana and Kenya, Gradín (2021) used a Gini series on consumption to estimate income 
inequality based on parameter estimates from the relationship between income inequality and 
consumption, using countries that have data on both measures.

Measuring Wealth Inequality
Using income does not adequately reflect the disparities in access to economic resources. 
Wealth is a key economic resource used to smooth consumption and assist individuals in 
mitigating the negative effects of shocks. Measuring wealth at the household or individual level 
requires information on the value of the stock of assets (financial and nonfinancial assets) at a 
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given point in time, as well as the total value of outstanding liabilities. Wealth is defined as the 
net worth of the stock of total assets less the value of all liabilities. Because many families have 
negative or zero net wealth (that is, the total value of liabilities for these families is greater than 
or equal to the value of total assets), standard inequality indexes such as the Gini coefficient 
are inappropriate. Other measurements, such as the top 10 percent and the bottom 50 percent 
wealth shares, as well as the mean or median net wealth ratio, are used.

Data for assessing wealth are scarce in developing countries, including those in SSA. The 
National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) is one of the few recent household surveys that 
have gathered data on wealth (assets and liabilities) in South Africa. The evidence from 
using wealth data demonstrates that wealth is far more unequally distributed in South 
Africa than income (Daniels and Augustine 2016; Mbewe and Woolard 2016). Efforts have 
been made to collect similar data in Ghana. However, the information on the value of 
assets is based on a subjective valuation by the respondents, or the method assumes that 
the respondents have perfect information concerning the market value of assets, which 
may not be true, especially in a developing country. Consequently, most studies on wealth 
inequality have often used asset indexes created from a household’s ownership of durable 
assets as a proxy measure of wealth. The results from such studies show no consistent 
trend (upward or downward) in asset inequality (refer to, for example, Atta-Ankomah et al. 
2020). A study by Oduro and Doss (2018) has shown changes in the portfolio of household 
wealth over time in Ghana.

When evaluating wealth inequality using household surveys, it is difficult to capture the top 
owners of wealth. To account for the missing information, some studies have combined survey 
data with tax data to estimate wealth inequality in South Africa (Chatterjee et al. 2022; Orthofer 
2016). Chatterjee et al. (2022) have assessed the distribution of personal wealth in South Africa 
between 1993 and 2017 by combining microdata from income tax returns, household surveys, 
and macroeconomic balance sheet statistics. Nevertheless, replicating such an analysis in other 
SSA countries would be difficult due to a lack of survey data on wealth and of sufficient fiscal 
statistics given that income and wealth are not effectively taxed in most countries. Furthermore, 
because of tax evasion, even administrative tax figures are likely to underestimate the amount of 
wealth disparity in SSA (Zizzamia et al. 2021).

Considering Intrahousehold Income and Wealth Inequality
Income, consumption, and wealth statistics are typically collected at the household level. 
In addition, to account for household size and composition, per capita or adult equivalent 
techniques are used. These approaches assume that all income and consumption are pooled 
within families and divided evenly among household members. Ignoring inequality within 
households leads to underestimating both overall inequality and poverty levels. For example, 
using a survey with disaggregated consumption data, De Vreyer and Lambert (2021) showed 
that intrahousehold consumption inequality accounts for 14 percent of inequality in Senegal. 
Collecting nationally representative, complex surveys in a similar manner would be difficult, 
and such surveys are rare.
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Analysis of income or wealth inequality by gender is challenging due to a lack of disaggregated 
income or wealth data. Well-being indicators such as education are often used to measure 
individual-level outcomes and gender inequalities. Likewise, earnings data have been used to 
examine gender inequality, but the quality and availability of such data are relatively limited in 
most SSA countries. For example, whereas South Africa has reasonably good quality and high-
frequency labor force surveys (refer to Kerr 2021), such data are not gathered as frequently in 
Ghana and Kenya.

The most recent independent labor force survey in Kenya was done in 1998/99. However, 
most of the country’s national surveys, such as the Welfare Monitoring Surveys (1992, 1994, 
and 1997), the Kenya Integrated Household Surveys (2005/06 and 2015/16), and the Kenya 
Continuous Household Survey Programme (2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022), have included labor 
modules.

In the case of Ghana, only one labor force survey has been collected to date, and these data are 
helpful only for studying inequalities in wage income across individuals, which is similar to the 
GLSS data sets (refer to Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020). A recent analysis of public sector payroll 
data is also helpful, but this encounters similar challenges, as it does not capture the private and 
informal sectors (GSS 2022). For studies of wealth and assets, some researchers have collected 
new data with relatively smaller sample sizes to examine gender gaps and inequalities in 
wealth and assets at the individual level in Ghana (Deere et al. 2013; Doss, Meinzen-Dick, and 
Bomuhangi 2014; Oduro, Deere, and Catanzarite 2015).

Analyzing Horizontal and Spatial Inequality
Horizontal inequality assesses inequality in well-being outcomes across well-defined social 
groups (Stewart 2008). In general, ethnic characteristics (such as tribe, religion, or language) 
are used to describe social groups in the examination of horizontal inequality in SSA countries. 
Furthermore, because ethnic groups tend to cluster in spatial units (Alesina, Michalopoulos, 
and Papaioannou 2016), assessing ethnic inequality frequently corresponds to measuring spatial 
inequality (inequality between regions in a given country).

Horizontal inequality can be measured using inequality measures such as the population-
weighted Gini coefficient and population-weighted coefficient of variation. While the Gini 
coefficient for measuring ethnic inequality is calculated by comparing the average income of 
every ethnic group with that of every other ethnic group, the coefficient of variation compares 
the average income of a given group with the overall average income.

The population-weighted coefficient of variation (GCOV) is the most commonly used index for 
measuring spatial inequalities (Gluschenko 2018). It is calculated using the following formula:

  (2.2)

where m is the number of groups (racial, ethnic, or spatial units), pg is the population share of 
group g,  is the population share weighted average income of the groups (the overall mean of 
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the income variable), and Yg is the average income for group g. The higher the value of GCOV, 
the larger the inequality between the groups (there is greater horizontal inequality).

In addition to the data availability and other measurement issues that come with assessing 
vertical inequality, quantifying and comparing horizontal inequalities across countries and over 
time present a set of challenges (Canelas and Gisselquist 2019; Leipziger 2023). Information 
on ethnicity is not generally captured in standard household surveys that measure welfare 
outcomes such as income or consumption. In household surveys that do collect information 
on ethnicity, such as the DHS, minority groups tend to be underrepresented because they are 
generally found in distant or conflict-prone locations. In countries with many ethnic groups, 
the sample size often is not representative enough to estimate horizontal inequality among all 
ethnic groups. Thus, when analyzing horizontal inequality, many minority ethnic groups are 
grouped together as “other,” which ignores the extent of inequality between the “other” groups. 
Ghana is a good example of a country with many ethnic groups—it has more than 90 ethnic 
groups.7 Interestingly, the available studies of horizontal inequality in Ghana tend to focus on 
analyzing inequalities between spatial units (regions and districts) rather than ethnic groups 
(Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020; Cooke, Hague, and McKay 2016; GSS 2015). This issue is due to the 
above-mentioned challenges associated with using household surveys for measuring horizontal 
inequalities.

Assessing spatial inequality in SSA presents similar challenges (refer to Shifa and Leibbrandt 
2022). Standard income and consumption surveys do not provide a representative sample 
beyond the first geographic administrative regions. For example, Ghana’s GLSS data provide a 
representative sample at the regional level but not for the districts, which are smaller geographic 
administrative units within the regions.

Census data provide information on ethnicity and representative subsamples in most countries; 
however, censuses provide limited information on welfare indicators. Due to a lack of income 
or consumption data, spatial inequality analysis frequently relies on measuring inequalities 
in access to basic services. South Africa is an exception, with income data collected using the 
national census and large surveys, such as community surveys. This information enables the 
estimation of spatial income disparities at lower levels of spatial units. 

However, due to a lack of spatially disaggregated price data, spatial income inequality analysis 
frequently fails to account for price disparities within a given country. Furthermore, frequent changes 
in administrative units make long-term comparisons of spatial disparities within a country difficult. 
In Ghana, for example, administrative regions have gone through a series of reorganizations, with 
the number of regions increasing from 5 in the early 1960s to the current 16. Similarly, the number 
of administrative districts has increased from 110 in the late 1980s to 216 at present.

Recent studies have used nighttime luminosity data as a proxy indicator (or predictor) of 
economic activity to overcome the challenge of measuring ethnic and spatial inequalities over 
time and across countries (Alesina et al. 2016; Lessmann and Seidel 2017). Alesina et al. (2016), 
for example, combined satellite image data on light density with ethnographic maps that locate 
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ethnolinguistic group homelands to analyze ethnic inequality globally. One challenge is that 
using nighttime luminosity data to estimate spatial inequality is likely to underestimate spatial 
inequality in areas where primary activities such as agriculture are the main economic activity, 
as is the case in many SSA countries (Gibson et al. 2021). Furthermore, ethnographic maps may 
be less precise in areas where ethnic groups are not spatially clustered, as is common in urban 
areas due to migration.

Including Social Mobility and Inequality of Opportunity
There are two types of mobility analysis: intragenerational mobility, which examines an 
individual’s economic status over time, and intergenerational mobility, which compares an 
individual’s economic status to that of their parents. Researchers have used various methods 
to measure social mobility (Chetty et al. 2014; Fields and Ok 1996; Iversen, Krishna, and Sen 
2021). Absolute and relative mobility metrics can be used to measure both types of mobility. 
Absolute intergenerational mobility, for example, assesses the magnitude of a person’s positive 
or negative change in well-being outcomes compared to their parents (or to their own starting 
position for intragenerational mobility). Relative intergenerational mobility measures the degree 
to which an individual’s well-being status is independent of their parents’ well-being status. One 
widely used relative intergenerational mobility measure is the rank-rank slope measure, which 
can be calculated using the following formula:

   (2.3)

where Rankit measures the rank of a child in the income distribution, Rankpt-1 is the rank of the 
child’s parents in the income distribution, and α1 denotes the extent to which the child’s rank in 
the income distribution (as an adult) is related to their parents’ rank in the income distribution. 
A larger α1 implies less mobility across generations. 

Income transition matrixes can also be used to measure relative mobility, with the proportion 
of children moving into the top quintile and whose parents were in the bottom quintile being of 
particular interest. The main limitation of such measures of relative mobility is that the change 
could be driven by the worse outcomes of children from high-income families rather than the better 
outcomes of children from low-income families. One option is to use absolute upward mobility 
measures, such as calculating the probability that a child with parents in the 25th percentile of the 
income distribution will have an income level above the national poverty line (Chetty et al. 2014).

The concept of inequality of opportunity is strongly linked to social mobility. Inequality in a 
particular outcome (for example, income or education) is caused by circumstances (factors 
over which individuals have limited control), effort levels (factors over which individuals 
have influence), and policy (Brunori, Ferreira, and Peragine 2013; Roemer 2002). Analysis 
of inequality of opportunity focuses on measuring the extent to which factors other than 
effort levels influence an individual’s well-being outcomes. However, there are various 
conceptualizations and frameworks for measuring inequality of opportunity (refer to Bosmans 
and Öztürk 2021; Brunori et al. 2013).
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Empirical analysis of inequality of opportunity often involves estimating the extent to which 
individuals’ well-being outcomes may differ due to disparities in ascribed traits (such as 
parental socioeconomic situations). For example, one study in Ghana has conceptualized and 
measured inequality of opportunity using differences in personal circumstances such as place 
of birth, locality of residence, parental education, and presence of parents in the household 
(Lambon-Quayefio et al. 2020). Using mediation analysis with data from two waves of the 
Ghana Socioeconomic Panel Survey (GSPS), Lambon-Quayefio et al. (2020) found that 
inequality of opportunity accounts for 8.1 percent of total consumption inequality in Ghana.

Social mobility and cross-sectional inequality are also strongly linked. Higher inequality is 
associated with lower levels of social mobility (Corak 2013; DiPrete 2020), primarily because 
opportunities for achieving better well-being outcomes are more unequally distributed in 
countries with high levels of cross-sectional inequalities (Brunori et al. 2013; Corak 2013). In 
this sense, all three concepts—inequality, social mobility, and inequality of opportunity—are 
interrelated. To explain these relationships, several underlying mechanisms have been proposed 
(Durlauf, Kourtellos, and Tan 2022).

Measuring mobility or inequality of opportunity requires data that follow individuals over time 
as well as information about parental characteristics. In general, data on income (or earnings), 
education, or occupation status are used as common metrics in mobility analyses. However, 
unlike in developed countries, where data on income, administrative data, or occupation are 
readily available, such data are not readily available in developing countries (refer to Iversen 
et al. 2021).

Analyzing welfare dynamics in SSA is challenging, because few countries collect nationally 
representative panel data (Dang and Dabalen 2019). To address these issues, Dang and Dabalen 
(2019) have created synthetic panels for 21 SSA countries (Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, 
Chad, Democratic Republic of Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Ghana, Madagascar, Malawi, 
Mauritania, Mozambique, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, 
Uganda, and Zambia), using at least two comparable cross-sectional surveys.8 In most cases, the 
available panel data sets are household panels rather than individual panels, and they span short 
time periods. For example, the GSPS, has only three available waves of the panel data (2009/10, 
2013/14, and 2018). 

Researchers face similar challenges with using panel data to estimate welfare mobility at the 
individual level. For example, the relevant welfare concept (that is, consumption) can be 
measured only at the household level and not at the individual level, and individual income 
mobility analysis is restricted to wage income and available only for those in paid employment 
from one period to the other (refer to Atta-Ankomah et al. [2020] and Atta-Ankomah and Osei 
[2021] for welfare mobility analysis using Ghanaian panel data).

The NIDS in South Africa provides panel data that follow individuals over time, allowing for the 
measurement of income mobility between 2008 and 2017. Although household and individual 
panel data sets can be useful for intragenerational mobility analysis, they are not suitable for 
measuring intergenerational mobility because information on the income levels of partners 
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and adult children is not available. Due to a lack of such data, the analysis of intergenerational 
mobility in SSA focuses primarily on educational mobility using cross-sectional data, such as 
census data (Alesina et al. 2021; Ouedraogo and Syrichas 2021; Razzu and Wambile 2022; Van 
der Weide et al. 2024). For example, Ouedraogo and Syrichas (2021) analyzed intergenerational 
mobility using education and occupation data from 28 African countries. The Global Database 
on Intergenerational Mobility provides estimates of absolute and relative intergenerational 
mobility (Van der Weide et al. 2024).

One advantage of using education is that, unlike income, education can be quantified with more 
precision and does not change for adult individuals once acquired. However, unlike income 
and wealth, education and other nonincome indicators have an upper bound, and estimates 
from social mobility studies point in opposing directions depending on whether income or 
nonincome indicators are used (Iversen et al. 2021).

In addition, mobility studies are frequently based on a sample of children who live with their 
parents, which may introduce a cohabitation selection bias. To reduce cohabitation bias, 
Piraino (2015) and Finn, Leibbrandt, and Ranchhod (2017) have estimated intergenerational 
earnings mobility in South Africa using NIDS data, after imputing parental earnings. Such an 
approach is feasible because the NIDS study asked respondents a series of questions about their 
nonresident or deceased parents’ characteristics (such as age, education, and occupation). The 
GSPS has similar questions; hence, using the approach used by Piraino (2015) and Finn et al. 
(2017) to estimate intergenerational wage income mobility in Ghana is feasible.

Multidimensional Inequality

Well-being is a multidimensional concept, and its various components can reinforce or 
complement one another. Making choices on which dimensions to consider and how to 
calculate a multidimensional inequality index is necessary for measuring multidimensional 
inequality using a single index. A straightforward approach for producing a multidimensional 
inequality index is not as developed as is one for calculating inequality indexes based on a single 
well-being indicator (such as income). Once the relevant dimensions have been chosen, some 
methods can calculate a multidimensional inequality index (Aaberge and Brandolini 2014).

Sen’s capability approach (Sen 2004) has been widely used as a theoretical framework for 
computing measures of multidimensional well-being. However, Sen does not provide the list 
of capabilities deemed important for evaluating individual well-being, because this should 
be determined based on public participation and context (Sen 2004). Studies that use the 
capability approach as a framework for analyzing multidimensional poverty and inequality 
measure only functioning and achievements, due to the difficulty of measuring capabilities as 
defined by Sen. For instance, using micro-level data, the MPI measures multiple deprivations 
in education, health, and living standards indicators (Alkire and Foster 2011). To analyze well-
being inequalities, however, measures like the MPI are not appropriate because they measure 
only disadvantages.



28  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

By suggesting additional domains and indicators for evaluating multidimensional inequality, 
the MIF attempts to operationalize Sen’s capabilities approach (LSE 2018). The MIF includes 
seven domains and a variety of subdomains. The domains are (1) life and health; (2) physical 
and legal security; (3) education and learning; (4) financial security and dignified work; 
(5) comfortable, independent, and secure living conditions; (6) participation, influence, and 
voice; and (7) individual, family, and social life. The MIF was used to map multidimensional 
inequalities in five West African countries (Burkina Faso, Ghana, Mali, Niger, and Senegal) 
in a recent study (Cavero 2020), revealing significant multidimensional inequality by gender, 
location, income, and ethnic or religious groups.

Using the MIF with SSA countries is difficult, mostly because it requires so much data, and the 
existing surveys do not provide information on most of the domains for a given year and over 
time. Furthermore, the technique does not allow assessment of the multiple advantages and 
disadvantages experienced at the individual level.

Given the practical difficulties, multidimensional inequality measures frequently rely on a 
few variables of well-being (such as education, health, access to basic services, and household 
assets). For instance, in studies (Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020; KNBS 2020; Stats SA et al. 2019) 
of multidimensional inequality in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa, dimensions of inequality 
were examined using various analytical techniques and analyzed mostly independently of one 
another.

Asset indexes have been widely used to measure multidimensional well-being outcomes. For 
example, in South Africa (Stats SA et al. 2019), 18 indicators were used as a proxy measure 
for nonincome dimensions of economic well-being, including access to basic services and 
household assets (such as ownership of a TV, washing machine, car, and computer). However, 
this approach does not account for variations in the quality or market value of assets owned 
by the households, because these are not often measured using monetary values. Furthermore, 
due to survey comparability problems and because different assets might be valued differently 
depending on the context, it is challenging to develop comparable inequality indicators and 
measures across countries.

Conclusion

Given that well-being is a multidimensional notion, it is necessary to quantify the various 
dimensions and aspects of inequality to track trends in individual or social well-being 
outcomes. However, most SSA inequality analyses have focused on assessing economic 
inequality, such as income inequality measured using consumption data. Yet, the availability of 
good quality and high-frequency, long-term consumption surveys (or related surveys) remains 
scarce in SSA, making it difficult to evaluate the effects of policies or shocks on a timely basis. 
Similarly, no nationally representative surveys gather information on assets and liabilities to 
assess wealth disparities, except for those in South Africa. In addition, both income and wealth 
surveys significantly underestimate inequality in SSA because of missing data on the top 
income earners and high-wealth individuals.
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Notes

 1. Evaluative space in this context indicates all the information required for evaluating well-being.
 2. Sen defined functionings as the “various things a person may value doing or being” and capabilities as 

“the alternative combinations of functionings that are feasible for her to achieve” (Sen 1999, 75).
 3. Other frameworks, such as the Human Rights Framework, have also been used to measure 

multidimensional poverty and inequality (refer to Gordon et al. 2003).
 4. Refer to Alkire and Robson (2022) for a list of data portals that can be used to locate national 

multitopic household survey data. Refer also to Zizzamia et al. (2021).
 5. For an overview of the main inequality axioms, refer to Shifa and Ranchhod (2019).
 6. They adjusted the top part of the consumption distribution using information from the income distribution 

obtained from the same sample using data from Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Niger, Nigeria, and Uganda.
 7. Refer to https://minorityrights.org/country/ghana/.
 8. This includes Ethiopia, Ghana, Malawi, Nigeria, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda.

This chapter highlights recent methodological advances combining tax, national accounts, and 
survey data to solve some of the problems with estimating wealth and income inequality based 
on survey data only. Using such an approach in the context of SSA is still challenging due to the 
lack of tax data and other relevant data sets. Hence, improving the quality and availability of 
administrative and survey data in SSA nations is critical.
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Introduction

Many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) have significantly improved access to education 
and health, which has resulted in improved human capital outcomes in recent years. However, 
SSA is still characterized by inequalities in both areas, which are closely linked. These 
inequalities reinforce each other, leading to a situation in which progress in some human 
capital outcomes is adversely affected by lack of advancement in other dimensions. Access to 
education and health not only influences people’s ability to live better lives but also allows them 
to participate more effectively in economic and political activities (Sen 2000). Disparities in 
education and health levels are key determinants of labor market outcomes and, thus, are key 
drivers of income inequality. 

In developing-country contexts, inequalities in education and health are important sources 
of overall economic inequality, with the two sources primarily engendered by inequality of 
opportunity (Lambon-Quayefio et al. 2020). Inequality of opportunity implies that inherited 
circumstances, such as gender, race, location of birth, and family background, can affect 
an individual’s life outcomes, such as earnings, educational achievement, and occupation. 
Inequality of opportunity has been identified as the component of inequality that is most 
difficult to tackle (Lambon-Quayefio et al. 2020). 

For health, inequality of opportunity manifests through disparities in access to health care, 
health care outcomes, and health knowledge. Similarly, inequality of opportunity in education 
can manifest through disparities in access to quality education, educational achievements, and 
command over educational resources. These disparities not only affect individuals’ well-being 
but also contribute to the persistence of inequalities and limit upward mobility, which is why 
they are treated together in this chapter. Addressing inequality of opportunity in both domains 
is crucial for reducing fundamental disparities in well-being. Equitable access to education 
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and health is the key lever that policy makers can use to tackle inequality of opportunity to 
minimize unfair treatment in society.

This chapter highlights the main features of unequal access and outcomes in the domains of 
education and health by drawing on examples from Burkina Faso, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Senegal, South Africa, and Zambia. First, the 
chapter covers inequalities in primary, secondary, and tertiary education. Second, it focuses on 
inequalities in access to health care services and maternal and child health outcomes. Finally, 
the chapter highlights the interlinkages between education and health and how these human 
capital dimensions can affect labor market outcomes and household welfare in SSA.

Educational Inequalities

Education is one of the most-important contributors to economic development and, 
recognizing this, African leaders have consistently prioritized education in their development 
agendas. Since independence, primary school enrollment has increased to more than 
80 percent on average, with the African continent experiencing some of the largest increases 
in elementary school enrollment in the developing regions (UIS 2023). Despite the increase, 
average enrollment in basic education remains below the 2015 target of universal primary 
education that was part of the Millennium Development Goals. The data show that SSA has 
the highest rates of educational exclusion of any region, with one-fifth of children between 
ages 6 and 11 years not in school, as well as one-third of youth between ages 12 and 14 years. 
Enrollment rates for education above the primary level are even lower than for primary school. 
According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s Institute of 
Statistics, nearly 60 percent of youth between ages 15 and 17 years are not enrolled in school. 

Gender disparities remain in enrollment, with girls lagging across the region. At the primary 
school level, 23 percent of girls drop out, compared to 19 percent of boys. By the time they reach 
adolescence, girls have a 36-percent exclusion rate, compared to 32 percent for boys (UIS 2023).

Therefore, understanding educational inequality is critical, as the unequal distribution 
of educational opportunities and outcomes may result in the transmission of unequal 
opportunities across generations. A more-equitable distribution of educational opportunity is 
thought to be a catalyst for reducing poverty and income inequality (Földvári and van Leeuwen 
2011; Grimm 2005; Park 1996). Social institutions also play an important role in shaping 
educational equality (Fontanella, Sarra, and Di Zio 2020). The main drivers of inequalities in 
education include family characteristics, such as wealth status (Lindahl et al. 2015; Nikolai and 
Helbig 2021), and social and cultural norms that lead to parents investing more in the education 
of male children versus female children (Erikson and Erikson 2019). The following subsections 
explore inequality in primary, secondary, and tertiary education in select African countries.

Inequality in Primary and Secondary Education
Over the past decades, enrollment in education in SSA has expanded. From 1971 to 2015, the 
median proportion of children completing primary school across countries increased from 
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27 percent to 67 percent, and the median proportion completing lower secondary school 
increased from 5 percent in 1971 to 40 percent in 2015 (World Bank 2020). However, despite 
these gains, the quality of education has not improved commensurately, as a high number of 
students have limited literacy or numeracy skills after years of schooling, in what has been 
identified as a “learning crisis” (Adeniran, Ishaku, and Akanni 2020; Bold et al. 2018).

The gains in school enrollment have been the result of the implementation of policy reforms 
targeting primary and secondary education in many African countries. This subsection 
delves into the inequalities in primary and secondary education, with examples from Burkina 
Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa. Over the years, these countries have 
implemented education reforms targeting free primary and secondary education, which has 
been observed to increase access to education.

In Ghana, the Free and Compulsory Universal Basic Education program was introduced in 
1995, and the Free Senior High School and Technical and Vocational program was rolled out in 
2017/18. Ghana also introduced the Capitation Grant1 in 2004 and the School Feeding Program 
in 2005. Kenya introduced Free Primary and Free Day Secondary Education in 2003 and 2018, 
respectively (Mutegi, Wanjala, and Muriithi 2017). In Burkina Faso, basic education benefited 
from the Education Orientation Law (Kouraogo and Dianda 2008), which mandated universal 
compulsory free basic education in all 45 provinces. These policies aim to improve access to 
primary and secondary education, particularly for disadvantaged groups, such as girls and 
poor individuals, with the objective of achieving educational equality. However, the literature 
(Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020; GSS 2022; KNBS 2020; Ouilili et al. 2020; Stats SA, SALDRU, and 
AFD 2019) still shows disparities in access, transition rates, and completion rates across the five 
countries based on gender, area of residence, and geographic location.

The education reform policies have generally been observed to increase access to education. 
In Burkina Faso, Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa, gross and net enrollment ratios increased 
significantly following the introduction of the education policies for both primary and 
secondary education. However, despite these increases, differences exist by gender, area 
of residence, and geographical area. For enrollment, gender gaps differ across countries, 
with the gap closing in Kenya, widening in favor of girls in Ghana, and remaining in Côte 
d’Ivoire, where girls still have less access to school than boys do. In Ghana, for example, the 
primary net attendance rates of boys and girls were roughly equal in 2005/06 (approximately 
68 percent), with the gap widening to about 3.3 percentage points in favor of girls by 2016/17 
(Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020). In Kenya, the gap has been closing, with the proportion of 
boys ages 6–18 years attending school increasing from 77.2 percent in 1994 to 90.9 percent in 
2015/16, while the figure for girls increased from 73.3 percent to 90.4 percent (KNBS 2020).

For disparities by income, according to data from the seventh round of the Ghana Living Standards 
Survey, the junior high school net enrollment rate for those in the highest income quintile is more 
than three times higher than that of the lowest quintile (51.9 percent versus 16.4 percent), and at the 
secondary level, the difference is approximately eight times higher (40.3 percent versus 5.5 percent). 
In Kenya, the proportion of poor children ages 6–18 years attending school increased from 
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70.9 percent in 1994 to 87.2 percent in 2015/16, while the proportion of nonpoor children attending 
school increased from 79.4 percent in 1994 to 93.4 percent in 2015/16 (KNBS 2020). These findings 
highlight the role of income inequality in widening the enrollment gap and ultimately educational 
attainment and future earnings.

Enrollment data also show disparities across geographical areas within countries. In South 
Africa, the province of Limpopo has the highest percentage of school-age children attending 
an educational institution, 98.8 percent in 2017. This high level of attendance reflects the 
impact of South Africa’s progressive education system, which mandates compulsory primary 
education and provides “no-fee” schools for students from low-income families (Stats SA et al. 
2019). In 2017, the Northern and Western Cape had the lowest attendance rates in the country, 
92.7 percent and 93.0 percent, respectively. 

Kenya also exhibits regional disparities, with some counties, such as Mandera and Wazir, 
having low rates of access to all levels of basic education, while others have high rates of access. 
In Burkina Faso and Kenya, large inequalities persist between rural and urban areas, with rural 
and marginalized populations having lower access to education (KNBS 2020; Ouilili et al. 2020). 
In Ghana, data from the population and housing census show a sharp north-south divide in 
educational attainment (GSS 2022).

Disparities also persist for completion rates, with the poorest quintiles having much lower 
completion rates than the richest quintile in Burkina Faso for both primary and secondary school. 
In Côte d’Ivoire, nearly 22 percent of students did not complete primary school, 45 percent did 
not complete lower secondary school, and 70 percent did not complete upper secondary school in 
the survey period (Sefa-Nyarko, Kyei, and Mwambari 2018). Household income quintile, region 
of residence, and social norms appear to be the main drivers of educational inequality in most of 
these countries. These persistent challenges in access to quality primary and secondary education 
impede access not only to quality higher education but also to decent jobs in the future.

Inequality in Higher Education
Educational attainment is generally positively correlated with household income or 
consumption levels.2 In the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) countries (except 
Lesotho), education is a main driver of wage inequality, and returns to tertiary education range 
from 80 percent in South Africa to 121 percent in Namibia (World Bank 2020). In South Africa, 
members of households whose heads have a higher education have an average expenditure that 
is two, five, and eight times higher than those whose household heads have a secondary school 
diploma, no secondary school education, and only primary school education, respectively 
(Stats SA et al. 2019). In Kenya, the differences are smaller, but the average consumption of 
members of households headed by a person with a higher education is at least three times 
higher than that of members of households headed by a person with no education (KNBS 
2020), and the former also have greater access to mobile phones and the internet.

In Ghana, the incidence of poverty was only 6.4 percent for households whose heads had 
secondary or higher education, compared to 17.5 percent, 28.8 percent, and 49.7 percent for 
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those whose heads had completed basic education, less than basic education, and no education, 
respectively (these trends remained nearly unchanged between 2005 and 2017) (Atta-Ankomah 
et al. 2020). In the Democratic Republic of Congo, poverty does not spare households whose 
heads have a higher education (26.9 percent of whom are considered poor), but the proportion 
of poor people is more than twice as high in other households (Poncelet and Kapagama 2020), 
and the children of fathers with a higher education have greater access to the same level of 
education, especially in Kinshasa.

The importance of tertiary education in promoting household well-being lies in the fact 
that it increases the chances of being employed, but the relationship between education 
and employment is not always linear. For example, in SACU countries (except Lesotho), 
“people with some form of tertiary education are over 20 percent more likely to have a job 
than those without formal education” (World Bank 2020, 52). In contrast, in Burkina Faso, 
the employment rate decreases when the level of education increases, and the employment 
rate among graduates of higher education is similar to the rate among those with a 
post-primary education (Kobiane, Ouilili, and Guissou 2020). In Burkina Faso, the supply of 
tertiary education also does not match the needs of the local economy, thus contributing to 
unemployment and underemployment. 

The same mismatch between skills and jobs can be observed in Côte d’Ivoire (Aka et al. 2020). 
In this country, a higher education diploma, especially in a technical or professional field, 
reduces the risk of unemployment, but it increases the risk of underemployment (as graduates 
are often overeducated). There is also a significant difference between graduates of general and 
technical or vocational courses, with the latter benefitting from a better “horizontal” match 
between their qualifications and the needs of the labor market. However, there is also some 
evidence of overskilling (“vertical mismatch”), as the labor market does not offer enough formal 
jobs. Greater recognition of private university degrees in the labor market also occurs because 
the private institutions are better connected to the business world.

Higher education can play a key role in achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and fighting poverty and inequality, and it is a keystone for the development of 
education systems. In Africa, policies for universal access to primary and secondary school 
and the emergence of a middle class has resulted in increased demands for higher education, 
which—combined with the needs of the labor market—has placed high expectations on the 
higher education sectors. In most SSA countries, the possibility of higher education remained 
very low in the first decades after independence and was mainly limited to universities created 
during the colonial period. The expansion of higher education took place in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s and continued over the following decades. Initially, higher education was the 
responsibility of the public sector, as in Burkina Faso, Kenya, and Senegal and, to a lesser extent, 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (due to the institutional crisis). 

However, private-sector involvement has increased since the 1990s in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Kenya, and Senegal. Today, enrollment rates in higher education have increased 
significantly throughout the region. However, they remain comparatively low: Fewer than 
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500,000 students in the Democratic Republic of Congo in 2016 (Poncelet and Kapagama 2020), 
15–16 percent in Ghana (Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020), and less than 10 percent in Kenya (KNBS 
2020). The share of the private sector varies, from 20 percent of higher education enrollments in 
Senegal (Dia and Goudiaby 2020) to more than 34 percent in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Despite the broadening of access to higher education, which can be observed, for example, 
in Burkina Faso and, to a lesser extent, in South Africa, strong inequalities persist across 
students, especially according to their starting cultural and economic capital. The fees charged 
by certain establishments, particularly private ones, represent a real economic barrier to entry, 
as illustrated by studies on the Democratic Republic of Congo (Poncelet and Kapagama 2020) 
and Senegal (Dia and Goudiaby 2020). In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the general cost 
of access to university is relatively low, but most institutions carry out a selection process using 
academic results or examinations, and the few truly “elitist” universities charge very high fees. 
In Senegal, the cost of education is also strongly linked to the quality of teaching. 

In both countries, scholarships and grants enable a few less-fortunate students to access certain 
private institutions, thus promoting social diversity but not real integration, which remains 
hampered by the differential in cultural capital. However, in Senegal, private confessional institutions 
allow students who have completed their schooling in Arab-Islamic confessional education to access 
higher education, thus correcting, without completely erasing, a form of inequality.

South Africa—for which information on attainment levels is available—provides further 
insights and confirms the trends observed in the other SSA countries, namely, strong regional 
disparities and—above all—inequalities between population groups. The White population 
has attainment levels that are three times higher than those of the other groups, “reflecting 
inequalities in access to education during apartheid.” 

Furthermore, although all population groups have seen an increase in the post-school 
qualification share since 1994, the growth has been 10 and 14 percentage points within the 
White and Indian population groups and only 5 and 7 percentage points within the African 
and Coloured population groups. This [disparity] has widened the gap in post-school 
attainment between groups (University of Cape Town, n.d.).

In all these cases, socioeconomic and spatial inequalities overlap and intersect, particularly due 
to the social geography of higher education, where the urban-rural continuum is correlated 
with universities with different levels of cost and quality.

Although gender inequality has almost been eliminated in access to primary education and 
is greatly reduced in secondary education, it persists in higher education. In Kenya, it has 
even increased over time, as universities were equally attended by male and female students 
in 1994, and 20 years later, the proportion of male students was 57.6 percent, while that of 
female students was only 42.4 percent (KNBS 2020). Gender disparities also exist in education 
sectors, with women often underrepresented in the fields of science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM). The underrepresentation of women in STEM sectors can partly be 
explained by the social and cultural norms around gender roles in society, which are detailed in 
chapter 5.



INEQUALITIES IN EdUCATIoN ANd HEALTH  43

Inequalities also materialize in the unequal value of education, in both quality and recognition 
by the labor market. In Senegal, there is a double divide between public and private institutions 
and—within the private sector—between “first-,” “second-,” and “third-class” educational 
institutions. Private institutions, especially the elite universities in the central districts of Dakar, 
offer better quality training and are generally characterized by high costs for attendance. 
In contrast, in the peripheral regions and the outskirts of large cities, lower-quality and 
lower-cost institutions attract mainly students from modest backgrounds for short-term studies 
in vocational fields (Dia and Goudiaby 2020). 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, where places in private higher education institutions are 
abundant, private higher education has more-favorable staffing levels but fewer qualified teachers 
than the public sector, which recruits instructors from abroad (Poncelet and Kapagama 2020). 
Institutions in remote or rural areas are often unaccredited and lack teachers and infrastructure; 
students from these areas face both poor access and low-quality education. The private sector 
offers vocational training to meet the needs of the labor market but is not always able to keep pace, 
as only elite and expensive institutions can guarantee professional integration. 

In other words, in these countries, as in other parts of the world, private institutions facilitate 
access to higher education for populations with limited financial resources or living in remote 
areas. However, access to quality higher education (private or public) depends largely on 
students’ backgrounds (such as economic, socioprofessional, and parental educational level).

Overall, tertiary education improves access to better jobs and opportunities; thus, it can 
contribute to a relative reduction in inequalities. However, when the chances of access are very 
unequal—as in Africa—higher education can also crystallize privileges. This phenomenon is 
amplified by that of multispeed systems, where students experience different values and live in 
different contexts, and training for the lower middle classes allows broader access to education 
and, therefore, a degree of social mobility, but this education has a lower value and fewer 
returns. This multilayered complexity confronts young people, especially those from lower-
middle-class backgrounds, with a glass ceiling and contributes to maintaining and reproducing 
inequalities, including economic ones, across generations.

Inequality and Inequity in the Use of Health Care Services

The demand for health care is derived from the fundamental demand for good health, which 
is required for consumption and investment purposes, as argued by Grossman (1972). 
Thus, demand for health care services provides the necessary insight into how populations 
access and utilize health care. The use of quality health inputs contributes to better health 
outcomes. Inequalities in access to health inputs affect the utilization of health services, thus 
perpetuating inequities in population health outcomes, including those related to mortality, 
illnesses, and mental health. Health outcomes are the ultimate goals of countries’ health 
programs and policies. Access to health care is central to the performance of health systems, 
and measurement of access to quality health care has a prominent role in the health policy 
literature (Levesque, Harris, and Russell 2013). Most studies agree that access to health services 
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is a multidimensional concept that encompasses the financing, organization, and delivery 
of services and the interactions of groups and individuals that lead to service utilization 
(for example, refer to Gulliford et al. 2002).

Sustainable access to and improved utilization of health care services are vital for the physical, 
social (ability to interact with and form meaningful relationships with others), and mental 
health of the population. This section provides insights into health care utilization through the 
lens of inequality, citing examples from African countries. The literature (Gulliford et al. 2002; 
Ilinca et al. 2019; KNBS 2020; Stats SA et al. 2019) has demonstrated that African countries 
have high levels of inequality in access to health care services. 

This assessment concentrates on inequalities in health inputs and how they have affected 
health care utilization and consequent health outcomes. Health care utilization is often 
linked to income inequality. The level and distribution of income and poverty levels 
are often important contributors to health inequalities within populations. People with 
higher levels of education and incomes tend to be in better health and live longer. Health 
inequalities can also contribute to increased income inequality, as good health can enhance 
the opportunity to participate in the labor market. People who are in poor physical or 
mental health are less likely to work and more likely to be unemployed, compared with 
people in better health.

Socioeconomic Inequalities in Health Care
Inequality in access to health care has become prominent in SSA as defined by the availability, 
affordability, accessibility, and acceptability of health services (Gulliford et al. 2002). Access to 
health care promotes a healthy life and prevents diseases, disabilities, and premature deaths, 
hence enhancing health equity for all (Munthali et al. 2019). Therefore, addressing health 
inequality through the provision of health care has become a top priority of both regional and 
international organizations.

In Kenya, the main socioeconomic factors driving inequality in health care use are total household 
expenditure, educational achievement, household characteristics, and living standards, all of which 
are proportionately distributed in favor of richer individuals and better-off households (KNBS 2020). 
Analysis of access to health care services by area of residence shows that access is higher for rural 
households than for urban households (KNBS 2020). In 2015, 66 percent of the urban population in 
Kenya sought health care from a public facility. In South Africa, given the demographic component 
of poverty, a majority of Black African- and Coloured-headed households, which are the poorest 
individuals, usually use public facilities, while a majority of households headed by Indians, other 
Asians, and Whites, which are the richest, use private facilities. 

South Africa contrasts with Kenya, where the poor and nonpoor populations seem to utilize 
both public and private facilities almost equally (KNBS 2020; Stats SA et al. 2019). Malawi 
contrasts with Kenya; like in South Africa, in Malawi, the poorest individuals are less inclined 
to use private health facilities. In Zambia, the poor populations use more health services at all 
levels of care than does the least-poor population (Rudasingwa et al. 2020a).
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Inequality analysis shows that, in South Africa, on average, it takes rural households 
longer to reach a health care facility, compared to their urban counterparts (Stats SA et al. 
2019). Inequality trends in South Africa also show substantial differences in health care 
access by race and across provinces. Using concentration indexes for outpatient, inpatient, 
and preventive and promotive care, Ilinca et al. (2019) observed that, in Kenya, richer 
individuals use more health services than their respective population proportion, while 
groups with a lower socioeconomic status (SES) access a significantly lower share of health 
care services, irrespective of the type of service. In Burkina Faso, the least-poor segments 
of the population use more outpatient and inpatient services than do the poor segments, 
especially for inpatient services. This finding for Burkina Faso is consistent with that for 
Malawi, where rich groups in the population use more health services than poor groups do 
(Rudasingwa et al. 2020a).

Atta-Ankomah et al. (2020) have noted that, in seeking health care, Ghanaian households in 
the upper-income quintiles spend more travel time than those in the lower quintiles, and rural 
households spend more travel time than urban households. For consultations with doctors, the 
proportion of women who consult a doctor is higher than that of men on average in Ghana. 
The rich population consults doctors more than the poor population, as shown by doctor 
consultations by income quintiles, where the fifth quintile has more doctor consultations than 
the first quintile.

In Burkina Faso, Rudasingwa et al. (2020b) showed that women from nonpoor households 
use more institutional delivery services than women from poorer households, and there is 
a higher level of inequality at public hospitals compared to public health centers. The same 
paper reported similar findings in Malawi, where there are more institutional deliveries 
at public hospitals among women from the least-poor households compared with women 
from poorer households, among whom there are more institutional deliveries at public 
health centers. In Zambia, persistent inequality in the use of facility-based deliveries is noted 
across socioeconomic groups. Over 95 percent of the deliveries in the highest quintile are 
assisted by a health care worker, compared to only 50 percent of those in the lowest quintile 
(Rudasingwa et al. 2020b).

Inequalities also persist with access to safe drinking water, sanitation, and adequate hygiene 
(WASH) facilities, which particularly affect the poor and vulnerable populations in rural 
areas (Acheampong, Opoku, and Tetteh 2024). Unequal access to WASH facilities has 
severe implications for diseases and poor public health, which are more widespread in rural 
areas and among the poorest individuals. Using a panel data set of 119 countries between 
2004 and 2020, Acheampong et al. (2024) highlighted the roles of income inequality and 
financial inclusion in accessing improved WASH facilities. Wealth inequalities constitute 
a major obstacle to accessing basic WASH services, with the richest individuals having 
better access than poor individuals. Acheampong et al. (2024) also showed that improving 
financial inclusion reduces the negative effect of income inequality on safe WASH adoption 
and practices. Social welfare policies could be adopted to tackle income inequality and 
enhance financial inclusion.
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Health Financing
Another issue related to health care services in African countries is health care financing.3 
The means of financing health care in Africa has been identified as a barrier to access to health 
care and increases the likelihood of the impoverishment of households, especially in developing 
countries, where direct (out-of-pocket) payments form a greater proportion of the sources 
of health care financing (WHO 2013). Several African countries are implementing health 
financing reforms aimed at increasing access to health services and financial risk protection, 
with the goal of reducing inequities. The reforms are focusing on moving closer to the policy 
objective of universal health coverage. 

The World Health Organization notes that many African countries have put in place 
mechanisms to protect the poor and vulnerable population groups, including measures that 
have abolished or reduced user fees at the point of access to health services (WHO 2013). 
This subsection provides some perspectives on inequalities in health care financing from select 
African countries.

In South Africa, Black Africans, Coloureds and Indians, and other Asians who reported having 
a chronic illness had significantly lower levels of access to medical aid relative to Whites.4 It is 
also notable that people in rural provinces and Black Africans tend to lag further behind in 
access to medical aid. Black African women who have chronic illnesses are the least covered 
by medical aid relative to the rest of the population, especially when compared to Indian, 
other Asian, and White men. Ataguba (2021) noted that, although private health insurance 
contributions may reduce income inequality, enrollees are only a small and generally rich 
minority. Lack of access to medical aid severely constrains access to South Africa’s extensive, 
high-quality private health care system.

In Burkina Faso, the least-poor women disproportionately benefited from total health spending 
in all public health facilities compared to poor women. However, between 2003 and 2017, there 
was a continuous reduction of inequality among the poor and least-poor women in the financial 
benefits offered by public facilities and overall health care spending (Rudasingwa et al. 2020b). 
This finding is explained in part by health policies, such as the reduction and removal of user 
fees for delivery services, and performance-based financing schemes that were implemented to 
improve access to delivery services, especially for poor groups. 

Decomposition of public spending into inpatient and outpatient care shows that inpatient care 
remained largely pro-least-poor. Rudasingwa et al. (2020a) found that, in Burkina Faso, public 
spending on outpatient care was initially pro-least-poor in 2009 and 2014 but changed to pro-
poor in 2017. A benefit incidence analysis of public subsidies for public spending on curative 
care reveals a pro-least-poor trend in urban settings.

In Malawi, overall spending on maternal care disproportionately benefits the least-poor 
groups in public hospitals and the poorest groups in public health centers. This finding 
contrasts with Zambia, where total spending and hospital spending on maternal care 
were found to be pro-poor (Rudasingwa et al. 2020b). It is also notable that, in Zambia, 
implementation of universal health coverage policies has led to a reduction in socioeconomic 
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inequality in health spending, particularly at health centers and for curative care (Rudasingwa 
et al. 2022). In Kenya, the existence of pro-rich, income-related inequalities in health 
insurance coverage is pronounced, where the wealthiest quintile households are more than 
12 times more likely to be covered by any type of health insurance compared to the poorest 
quintile (Kazungu and Barasa 2017).

In Ghana, being insured significantly reduces catastrophic out-of-pocket medical spending 
among poor, low-educated, and self-employed households living far from hospitals, compared 
to their counterparts who live nearby (Fiestas Navarrete et al. 2019). Novignon et al. (2019) 
noted evidence of significant inequality in the National Health Insurance Scheme membership, 
which is based on subscription and payment of premiums. Novignon et al. (2019) also found 
that access to the National Health Insurance Scheme contributes the most to inequality in 
antenatal care visits in Ghana, especially compared to the contributions of education, area of 
residence, and wealth status.

Inequality in Maternal and Child Health Outcomes
Maternal health status, child health status, and an equitable distribution of health services 
provide key indicators of a country’s SES (Bintabara, Nakamura, and Seino 2018). In the 
majority of countries in SSA, large subnational disparities persist in reproductive, maternal, 
newborn, and child health interventions (Faye et al. 2020). The interior, central, and northwest 
regions of SSA have the highest levels of child health inequality (Pérez-Mesa, Marrero, and 
Darias-Curvo 2022).

Ghana has the lowest Gini coefficient for child health (2.6 percent), followed by Kenya 
(2.9 percent) and South Africa (3.1 percent) (Pérez-Mesa et al. 2022). Family history, home 
infrastructure, and region of residence have contributed to the observed disparities in child 
health. Between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality rate in Ghana fell from 760 to 319 
maternal deaths per 100,000 live births (Apanga and Awoonor-Williams 2018; WHO 2023). 
However, the country fell short of achieving the 2015 Millennium Development Goal target 
of no more than 190 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births. In general, there has been 
progress in reducing maternal mortality in Ghana, with a recent decrease in some relevant 
indicators,5 but substantial reduction of the maternal mortality rate is still needed to achieve 
the SDG objective of no more than 70 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births (Apanga and 
Awoonor-Williams 2018). 

Contrary to Ghana, in Kenya progress in reducing maternal mortality has stalled despite recent 
global breakthroughs in prenatal and maternal care (Yuen 2022). Obstacles to emergency 
obstetric care, such as cesarean sections, and insufficient access to high-quality antenatal care 
have contributed to Kenya’s maternal health problems. According to UNICEF (2020), Kenya’s 
maternal mortality rate and infant mortality rate are among the highest in the world, indicating 
challenges with accessing quality health care for these services. This daunting average picture is 
made worse by the large disparities in maternal mortality rates between regions, localities, and 
income groups, with households from lower wealth quintiles and in rural areas being associated 
with higher health risks.
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Interestingly, South Africa, whose income Gini coefficient is higher than the Gini coefficients for 
Ghana and Kenya, has the lowest maternal and infant mortality rates among the three countries. 
The World Bank’s projection of South Africa’s maternal mortality rate was 88 per 100,000 live 
births in 2020, declining from 105.9 per 100,000 live births in 2019. The Western Cape had the 
lowest maternal mortality rate, at 43.6 deaths per 100,000 live births (Stats SA 2022).

Although there are large differences in maternal, infant, and child mortality rates among the 
three countries, inequalities in related services remain a challenge and are similar in each 
country. Disparities in access to and quality of maternal and child health services and, therefore, 
disparities in health outcomes, are influenced by locality, income or wealth, and education. For 
instance, the 2017 Ghana Maternal Health Survey revealed considerable disparities in maternal 
and child mortality (Adu, Mulay, and Owusu 2021; Bixby et al. 2022). Anarwat, Salifu, and 
Akuriba (2021) also observed that inequalities in maternal and child health care services in 
Ghana are a result of differences in location, income level, and education.

Similar narratives have emerged on the nature of inequality in maternal, neonatal, and child health 
services in Kenya and South Africa. According to Sidze et al. (2022), inequalities in access to and 
usage of maternal, neonatal, and child health services are considerable in Kenya, and maternal and 
child health outcomes are mostly influenced by SES and location (urban or rural). In rural Kenya, 
maternal mortality is still relatively high compared to urban areas, and the quality of maternal 
health care for women in lower income brackets is much lower in rural versus urban settings. 
The northeastern regions have the largest disparities in health outcomes, according to Keats et al. 
(2018), and compared to wealthier women, women residing in Kenya’s most-disadvantaged 
regions have, on average, less access to proper delivery care. Inequalities in the quality of maternal 
health care can result in disparities in mother and infant health outcomes (Hodin 2017).

To minimize the inequalities in health outcomes, all three countries have implemented 
interventions that seek to deal with the source of inequalities in access to and quality of 
maternal and child health care services: the National Health Insurance Scheme in Ghana, 
universal health care in Kenya, and the Clinton Health Access Initiative in South Africa. 
Although such interventions are important and have received support from various 
governments, particularly during periods of favorable macroeconomic performance or 
uncertainty, such social programs are often the first to experience funding cuts. These cuts in 
social funding may, therefore, have negative implications for health outcomes. Using data from 
countries in SSA, Chauvet et al. (2020) have documented the negative effects that fiscal austerity 
has on infant mortality and health inequalities.

Interlinkages among Education, Health, and Labor Market Outcomes

Education and health are key determinants of employment and, therefore, key channels for 
the generation and persistence of income inequality. In general, access to education and health 
care not only influences people’s ability to lead better lives but also allows them to participate 
effectively in economic and political activities.
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Link between Educational Inequality and Labor Market Outcomes
Economists have considered the effects of education on the earnings of individuals for a long time, 
including the seminal works by Becker (1964, 1975) and Mincer (1974). The general idea is that 
individuals have a choice of how much education to obtain. They choose optimally by comparing 
the costs associated with obtaining a particular level of education to the corresponding returns 
(benefits) that accrue from that level, relative to other levels of education. This optimization problem 
by individuals provides the core motivation for most educational interventions, which aim to make it 
less costly to attain higher levels of schooling through building local schools, subsidizing tuition fees, 
or creating mandatory schooling rules, which carry some form of penalty for noncompliance.

Higher levels of education are costly to obtain, due to the actual costs of studying as well as 
the opportunity costs associated with foregoing wages while studying, and thus the decision to 
obtain a higher level of education reflects its relatively greater returns. The most-common form 
of capturing the returns to education is through higher wages. Other returns include stronger 
employment prospects, job security, better employment conditions, increased occupational 
safety, and the higher status associated with certain types of employment. By implication, a 
greater degree of inequality in educational attainment is generally associated with a greater 
degree of earnings dispersion.

Empirical investigations of the returns to a particular level of schooling have mostly followed 
the spirit of the work by Mincer (1974), who proposed that a measure of the returns to 
education could be obtained by examining the earnings across groups with different levels of 
education. A standard Mincerian equation models wages as a function of age and education, 
where age is used as a proxy for potential experience in the labor market. This approach and 
its subsequent variations remain one of the most-common approaches used to identify the 
returns to education. Nonetheless, there are valid critiques of the approach, as it does not deal 
with issues of endogeneity arising from self-selection or unobservable factors that may also 
be correlated with individuals’ circumstances, nor does it deal with externalities in the rates of 
return to education between different groups.

The combination of inequality in educational outcomes and the various rates of return to 
education provides a key link to understanding labor market inequality. Conceptually, this 
combination can be thought of as a mixture of endowment effects and price effects and is a 
widely used decomposition method for understanding changes in observed wage inequality.

Empirical Findings on Returns to Education in Africa
An influential paper by Psacharopoulos (1985) has examined the returns to education across 
various regions. The paper found that, in Africa, the social returns to primary education were 
substantially higher than they were for secondary or tertiary levels of education. However, 
questions remain about the findings, as there were data for only four African countries, and 
there were additional concerns about the quality of the data that were available.

The evidence from a broader set of countries and more-recent data indicates that the social 
returns to primary education are generally much lower than they are for secondary or tertiary 



50  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

levels of education. It also indicates that, in some countries, the returns to tertiary education 
are even greater than those for secondary education. The implications of these findings are 
that higher levels of educational attainment may not always lead to greater equality in the 
labor market and, in some cases, educational inequality and labor market inequality may be 
negatively related, although higher levels of educational attainment would coincide with higher 
levels of individual income. 

For example, in South Africa, Branson et al. (2012) have shown that the increase in returns to 
post-secondary education has directly counteracted the equalizing gains that have been made 
by increased educational attainment, resulting in consistent levels of inequality over time. 
This issue makes the mapping among educational attainment, educational inequality, and 
labor market inequality even more complex. Thus, there is a need for careful consideration 
of the context and specificities of the local labor market to understand these nuances. 
In addition, the analysis should remember that the returns to education are themselves dynamic 
parameters, reflecting technological, structural, and demographic variables.

Link between Health Inequality and Labor Market Outcomes
Across Africa are striking disparities in health care access and health outcomes between 
different socioeconomic groups. In a context like that of SSA, early-life health inequality is a 
precursor to economic inequality in adulthood (Smith-Greenaway 2020). The different forms 
of inequalities in health have important implications not only for adult health but also for 
children’s health and, therefore, human capital development. Consequently, health inequalities, 
both in access to and quality of health care, can lead to lower productivity for adults and poor 
health for children, which can affect current and future labor market outcomes, respectively.

According to Ataguba and Alaba (2012), inequalities in health have implications for multiple 
deprivations, including education, limited productive resources, and unfavorable labor 
market outcomes, that make those who are most exposed to these deprivations reliant 
on social transfers. Indeed, inequalities in health can perpetuate the cycle of poverty and 
inequality, thereby limiting intergenerational social mobility. When women experience poor 
health during pregnancy as a result of limited access to health care, they are more likely to 
have low-birthweight babies, premature births, and associated health complications. Early 
anthropometric gaps facilitated by health inequalities can transfer to other domains later in life 
(Von Fintel and Richter 2019). 

Novignon et al. (2019) have argued that, in Ghana, the current health status of households 
plays a critical role in determining their future vulnerability to poverty. Similarly, Von 
Fintel and Richter (2019) have provided empirical evidence showing the lasting effects 
of health inequalities on intergenerational outcomes in South Africa. Specifically, given 
that cognitive skills develop over a person’s life course, cognitive inequalities due to 
inequalities in health and other socioeconomic dimensions can contribute to labor market 
opportunities and outcomes. Children who experience poor health are more likely to miss 
school, lag in their studies, and ultimately have reduced opportunities for higher education 
and employment.
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Adults who have chronic poor health are more likely to be unable to work, have reduced 
productivity, and be absent from work. These issues have important implications for their labor 
market choices (the decision to work full-time or part-time, in the formal or informal sector) 
and outcomes (earnings). Moreover, people with poor health are less likely to upgrade their 
skills through continuous training to compete for higher paying jobs, thus limiting their ability 
to earn higher wages and leading to perpetually lower wages. The intersectionality of health and 
educational inequalities can compound the negative effects of inequalities in the labor market in 
the contexts of most African countries.

Conclusion

This chapter highlights the strong interlinkages among inequalities in education, health, 
and labor market outcomes, as well as the common drivers for each type of inequality. 
Overall, consistent and similar patterns exist in the drivers of inequality in education and 
health. For the African countries considered, the disparities in health care access, health 
outcomes, and educational attainment are mostly driven by similar factors, such as household 
socioeconomic circumstances and poverty, geographic location, and gender.

Poverty is an important driver of inequality, as it reinforces inequality in education and health. 
The relationship also works in the reverse direction, as education and health are key aspects 
of people’s well-being and can enhance opportunities to participate in the labor market, 
decreasing income inequality. Individuals with low economic standing have limited access to 
quality health care services and education. Poor households are more likely to access health care 
services from health facilities that are less endowed with resources. Similarly, poor households 
are disproportionately disadvantaged in education. Although governments have implemented 
interventions to narrow the gap in educational access, the gap persists in educational quality, as 
access to good quality education is still determined by income, and children from low-income 
households have less access to critical skills. 

In addition to poverty, social and cultural norms are important factors in the persistence of 
income disparities in Africa, leading to important inequalities in both health and education 
by gender, with women being severely disadvantaged. Social norms disproportionately place 
the burden of unpaid domestic and care work on women, as well as practices such as early 
marriage, which significantly reduces girls’ opportunities for better economic outcomes in the 
future. In addition, sociocultural norms can reduce women’s access to quality health care and 
education and constrain their ability to escape poverty through the labor market channel. More 
investments in women’s human capital are required to overcome this historical disadvantage. 

The large differences in education and health outcomes across social groups due to location 
reflect the disparities in infrastructure across different regions in various countries in SSA. 
Furthermore, rural areas in African countries often lack adequate infrastructure and are 
characterized by poor road networks, limited access to WASH facilities, and limited access to 
educational and health resources. These disparities result in suboptimal health and education 
outcomes for the populations residing in these areas.
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A great concern is the intergenerational persistence of inequalities in health and education, 
which impedes economic and social mobility for some groups, particularly in labor market 
outcomes. It is important to turn attention to the underlying drivers of inequality in human 
capital—education and health—because this disparity manifests in observed income inequality. 
As such, to achieve the goal of leaving no one behind by 2030, governments in SSA must focus 
their efforts on eliminating all forms of inequalities in education and health.

Notes

 1. The Capitation Grant was initiated by the government to support inclusive education by eliminating 
extra fees and charges at the basic school level.

 2. The analysis in this section is based on research conducted in Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ghana, Kenya, Senegal, and the SACU countries, including 
South Africa.

 3. The focus here is on people’s ability to pay, even if the costs are high.
 4. Medical aid in South Africa is an insurance-type plan that provides financial coverage for medical 

expenses for members who pay a monthly contribution for this coverage.
 5. The number of maternal deaths and the institutional maternal death ratio decreased in 2019 and 2020, 

despite an increase in total births and the COVID-19 pandemic (WHO 2023).
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Chapter 4

Labor Market Inequalities
Vimal Ranchhod, Anda David, Damiano Kulundu Manda, Cecilia Poggi, 
Claire Zanuso, and Rawane Yasser

Introduction

The labor market is a major determinant of the levels of poverty and inequality in a country. 
Finding employment affects a household’s general well-being and is an important determinant of 
several socioeconomic welfare measures, particularly access to income (Ranchhod and Daniels 
2021). Finding formal-sector employment is strongly correlated with exiting from poverty, while 
precarious forms of work, such as casual employment and employment without a permanent 
work contract, make up the largest share of jobs among the poor population and those who are 
vulnerable to falling into poverty (Schotte, Zizzamia, and Leibbrandt 2018). With its large share 
of informal and casual employment, the precariousness of youth, and a relatively small formal 
sector, labor market dynamics are key to understanding the inequality dynamics in Africa.

Although the labor market has always been central to understanding welfare in developing 
countries, its salience has increased recently as the COVID-19 pandemic has had a direct impact 
on employment prospects. The consequences of the associated disruptions and restrictions 
have varied considerably in terms of people’s position in income distribution and their level of 
vulnerability, with vulnerable groups experiencing disproportionate labor market effects.

This chapter explores the dynamics and characteristics of African labor markets as a key 
driver of inequalities. Labor markets constitute a source of inequality through two channels: 
first, by determining who does and does not get a job, and second, through the distribution of 
earnings among employed people. The chapter explores these two aspects of the labor market 
in the section on employment outcomes and earnings inequality, which highlights the main 
findings on the levels and trends of unemployment and earnings inequality in Africa from the 
recent literature. The section on informality analyzes the role of the labor market in inequality 
in Africa, considering the high shares of employment in the informal sector. Understanding 
horizontal inequalities is also important. The section on marginalized groups examines 
the situations of marginalized people who face the most-precarious working conditions. 
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The chapter concludes by summarizing the lessons learned and reflecting on the future of the 
labor market in Africa.

Employment Outcomes and Earnings Inequality

In many African countries, the labor market is characterized by a large share of informal 
employment; high unemployment, particularly among youth; a relatively small formal sector; 
and differences in earnings across sectors and occupations. Understanding employment 
patterns and the associated wage distributions is a key component for understanding inequality 
in Africa. In South Africa, for example, labor income is the main driver of income inequality 
(Stats SA, SALDRU, and AFD 2019), while in Kenya, wage inequality is much higher than 
income inequality (KNBS 2020). Inequality in the labor market also manifests in other 
dimensions of employment, such as job security and conditions of employment. This section 
focuses on the levels and trends in unemployment and earnings inequality.

Unemployment
High unemployment and labor market segmentation are among the main drivers of labor 
market inequality in Africa (World Bank 2022). Unemployment is generally higher in Africa 
than in the rest of the world. Figure 4.1 shows that the unemployment rate in Africa is slightly 
above the global unemployment rate. However, this aggregate statistic masks significant 
regional variation. Compared to the global unemployment rate, the rate in North Africa is 
substantially higher, while the rate in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is slightly lower. In 2022, for 
instance, the average unemployment rate in North African countries was 11.29 percent, while it 
was 6.41 percent in the SSA region.

Figure 4.1 Unemployment Rates, 2000–22
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Figure 4.2 Unemployment Rates in Select Countries, 2000–22
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The unemployment rate varies by country and within countries in the same region. For 
example, in Southern African countries in 2022, the national unemployment rates ranged from 
18 percent in Lesotho to 29.8 percent in South Africa, as shown in figure 4.2. In contrast, the 
unemployment rate is much lower in countries in Western and Eastern Africa. For example, the 
unemployment rates were estimated to be 3.4 percent in Senegal and 6.1 percent in Zambia in 
2022, with the rates for Ghana and Kenya falling within this range.

Unemployment rates also vary over time within a country. For example, the unemployment rate 
in South Africa has increased considerably, from 24.8 percent in 2011 to 27.5 percent in 2017 
(Stats SA et al. 2019) to 29.1 percent in 2018 (ILOSTAT 2018). In Kenya, unemployment 
declined from 14.6 percent of the labor force in 1998 to 7.4 percent in 2016 (KNBS 2020). In 
Ghana, the unemployment rate declined from 8 percent in 2005/06 to 4.4 percent in 2012/13 
and then increased to 7.9 percent in 2016/17 (Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020). 

The increase in unemployment in South Africa is explained by factors such as low competition, 
high input costs, an uncertain regulatory environment, and skills mismatches, which can 
constrain private-sector job creation (World Bank 2022). The decline in the unemployment rate 
in Kenya is attributed mainly to informal-sector job creation (KNBS 2020).

Since 2020, unemployment rates have worsened due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which started 
in early 2020 and affected almost all the countries in Africa and around the world. For instance, 
in South Africa, aggregate employment decreased by 2.2 million (14 percent) in the second 
quarter of 2020 (Kohler et al. 2022). In addition, the share of employed workers decreased 
from 57 percent of working-age adults in February 2020 to 48 percent in April, with the share 
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falling to 38 percent if temporarily absent workers are excluded (Ranchhod and Daniels 2021). 
According to a report released by the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, the unemployment 
rate doubled to 10.4 percent in September 2020, compared to 5.2 percent in March 2020. 
As many as 1.7 million Kenyans lost their jobs in the first few months of the pandemic 
(KNBS 2020).

Unemployment rates also vary across regions, with rural areas in most African countries having 
higher unemployment rates than urban areas. However, in Ghana, the urban unemployment 
rate in 2016/17 was 10.9 percent, compared to the rural unemployment rate of 4.8 percent. 
Unemployment rates also varied across the different regions in Ghana in 2016/17, with the 
Greater Accra region having the highest unemployment rate, at 11.3 percent, followed by the 
Western and Central regions with unemployment rates of 8.3 and 7.0 percent, respectively 
(Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020). In contrast, in South Africa in 2017, the unemployment rate was 
30.5 percent in rural areas compared with 26.5 percent in urban areas (Stats SA et al. 2019).

Wage Inequality
Wage inequalities in Africa are among the highest in the world. For example, the Gini 
coefficient for earnings inequality in South Africa increased from about 0.62 in 2011 to 
about 0.69 in 2015 (Stats SA et al. 2019). In Ghana, the Gini coefficient for wages from paid 
employment declined from about 0.67 in 2005/06 to 0.65 in 2012/13 and then dropped 
substantially to 0.51 in 2016/17 (Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020). In Kenya, the Gini coefficient 
increased from 0.50 in 1988/89 to 0.70 in 2005/06, before falling to 0.60 in 2015/16 (KNBS 
2020). In Kenya, the richest 10 percent received 36 percent of the earnings share in 1998/99, and 
this increased to 57 percent in 2005/06, before falling to 46 percent in 2015/16. The poorest 10 
percent of employees received less than 1 percent of the earnings in each of those years.

Inequality in labor market earnings contributes significantly to overall income inequality and is 
generally higher than overall income inequality, although the high levels of earnings inequality 
may partly reflect the time span over which inequality is being measured, as a positive 
age-earnings profile is typically observed (Zizzamia and Ranchhod 2020). For example, in 
South Africa, inequality arising from the labor market contributed about two-thirds of overall 
income inequality (Stats SA et al. 2019).

National-level earnings inequality measures tend to hide regional and group-level variations. 
For example, in Ghana, inequality in earnings is higher in rural areas than in urban areas 
and varies greatly across regions, ranging from a Gini coefficient of 0.45 in the lowest 
inequality region to 0.54 in the highest inequality region in 2016/17 (Atta-Ankomah et al. 
2020). In South Africa, high earnings inequality is compounded by polarization at the two 
extremes, with employees in high-skill jobs (accounting for less than one-fifth of the total 
working population) earning nearly five times the average wage of those in low-skill jobs 
(World Bank 2022).

In addition, there are substantial gross earnings differentials of around 88 percent between 
workers in temporary employment services and other workers (Cassim and Casale 2022). 
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The earnings differentials along these lines add another dimension to understanding the high 
levels of labor market earnings inequality in South Africa. Important aspects of earnings 
inequality are also related to horizontal inequalities by race or ethnicity and gender, which are 
discussed later in this chapter.

Wage inequality stems from several sources, including educational attainment, with earnings 
increasing for higher levels of education. For instance, having completed secondary education 
is associated with earnings that are significantly higher than those of workers with less than a 
primary education. In the Southern African Customs Union, educational attainment accounts 
for 30.2 percent of the Gini coefficient of earnings, and worker occupation and industry 
contribute 44.4 percent to earnings inequality (World Bank 2022). In South Africa, employer 
wage setting explains about one-third of wage inequality (Bassier 2023), which is more than 
the share that is explained by differences in workers’ characteristics. Other sources of wage 
inequality include gender discrimination, geographic region, and inequality of opportunity.

Much of the inequality in the labor market is due to labor market segmentation, which 
occurs across industrial sectors and occupations, with mining, public administration, 
construction, and finance having relatively higher returns than agriculture. Segmentation leads 
to inequality if people of a certain race, gender, or ethnicity are concentrated in low-paying 
sectors and occupations relative to others who are more likely to find employment in high-
paying occupations and sectors. For example, in South Africa, Whites dominate professional 
and management positions, whereas Africans are mainly artisans and operators in service, 
craft, and related occupations and are in the armed forces (Gradín 2019; Van der Berg and 
Bhorat 1999). 

African women are more likely to be in self-employment and domestic service, and more 
of them are unemployed, in school, or engaged in household activities. African women and 
Coloured women are more likely to be found in elementary occupations (Gradín 2021). 
In Kenya, unpaid family work and self-employment are the major sources of employment for 
women, while wage employment is the major source for men (KNBS 2020).

Informality

One specificity of labor markets in Africa is the high share of informal activity. The informal 
sector in Africa is among the largest in the world, estimated at about 85 percent of total 
employment on the continent (ILOSTAT 2018), and contributes about 62 percent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) (Ohnsorge and Yu 2022). Figure 4.3 plots the share of informal 
employment1 in total employment for the world and select regions. Along with South Asia, 
SSA has had the highest share of informal employment over the past decade, and this share has 
remained stable. In contrast, the populous Southeast Asia and Pacific region has had a declining 
rate of informal employment, leading to the declining world share of informal employment in 
total employment. Only North Africa has seen significant increases in the share of informal 
employment in total employment.
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Figure 4.3 Share of Informal Employment
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The high level of informality in Africa masks significant heterogeneity between subregions 
(67 percent in North Africa and 89 percent in SSA) and countries (95 percent in Burkina Faso 
and 96 percent in Benin, compared to 46 percent in Cabo Verde and 32 percent in South Africa) 
(David, Diallo, and Nilsson 2023). Dell’Anno and Adu (2020) have estimated that, in Nigeria, 
between 38 percent and 58 percent of GDP comes from informal work.

Furthermore, although the data for the recent decade show practically no variation in the size 
of the informal sector, countries such as Cameroon and Kenya saw significant increases in their 
shares of informal employment (KNBS 2020; Zamo Akono et al. 2021). In Kenya, for instance, 
the structure of employment changed from formal wage work toward informal jobs, with the 
share of informal employment rising from 73 percent in 2001 to 83 percent in 2017. Over the 
same period, the share of formal wage employment declined from 21 to 12 percent of total 
employment (KNBS 2020).

Although untangling the linkages between informality and inequality is challenging, 
some channels can be delineated as follows. On the one hand, the lack of protection, high 
vulnerability, and low productivity that characterize the informal sector can lead to a dual labor 
market and a highly unequal society. This inequality can be amplified by the lower redistributive 
capacity of the state due to a narrow tax base, or it could be improved if the informal sector 
facilitates entrance into the labor market for those who would not have had the opportunity 
otherwise. On the other hand, the degree of inequality shapes the institutional framework of 
the economy and can encourage informality through high credit constraints or barriers to 
entry. A cross-country analysis shows that a smaller informal sector is associated with a less-
unequal income distribution (David et al. 2023). A series of household surveys from African 
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capitals confirm the findings of the cross-country analysis, with the results showing a positive 
correlation between having access to formal incomes and a decrease in inequality.

Labor markets in SSA are more flexible than is usually acknowledged, where varied forms of 
private wage employment and self-employment coexist alongside pockets of public-sector 
opportunities. These configurations are different across countries and urban and rural labor 
markets, but it is common to see informal employment across the private and public sectors. 
Accessing formal jobs may be dependent on both the structural traits and existing networks of 
the local economy (De Vreyer and Roubaud 2013), and those awaiting a salaried public-sector 
job opening may diversify their income by combining a part-time job in the private sector with 
“volunteer” work in the public sector (da Corta et al. 2021).

Some types of informal self-employment—like those based on mortgaging productive 
materials, such as goods given on credit—may not provide resilience to shocks or facilitate 
social mobility. For example, da Corta et al. (2021) examined trends in the poverty trajectories 
of youth entering the labor market in Niger and identified precarious forms of employment 
that can lead to chronic poverty, including low-paid farm labor activities combined with home-
based activities in rural areas and market gardening and textile sewing in urban areas.

Not all informal activities are precarious. There is evidence of benefits for some types of 
small-scale entrepreneurship—such as those based on skills acquired through school or 
vocational training or observation—and there is also evidence of sound trajectories for 
return migrants (da Corta et al. 2021; De Vreyer and Roubaud 2013). The consensus is that, 
in Africa, some occupations in the informal sector act as a stepping stone to formal jobs 
(De Vreyer and Roubaud 2013). Across the continent, informal activities are also associated 
with the middle class. For instance, in a comparative study, Clément et al. (2022) showed that, 
in Côte d’Ivoire, middle-income households are both rural and urban and are employed in 
both formal and informal sectors. Sketching a typology of the middle class in Côte d’Ivoire, 
these authors found that informal workers constitute almost 40 percent of this group, working 
mostly in the manufacturing and wholesale and retail sectors, with many of them having 
entrepreneurial profiles.

The overlap between the informal and the service sectors makes the emergence of the 
“gig economy” of interest for what the informal sector could look like in the future. Cieslik, 
Banya, and Vira (2022) provided a useful framework for conceptualizing the linkages between 
the informal sector and the gig economy, assessing its potential to create decent jobs. Using a 
case study of e-hailing services in Lagos, Nigeria, they found that, despite some gains compared 
to regular taxiing, the gig economy does not offer secure employment or earnings. Beyond 
the gig economy, growing digitalization can shape the informal sector through channels that 
go from lowering the cost of formalization to improving market transparency and enhancing 
productivity, with significant returns in the agriculture sector, for instance (Nguimkeu and 
Okou 2020).

Several studies have reported a correlation between human capital or skills accumulation and 
earnings, which varies across employment types and informality status. The theory predicts 
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that, in a highly informal labor market with a mix of formal and informal jobs, overlapping 
wage distributions, and changes in formality status between and within jobs, the probability of 
human capital upgrading is lower when working informally than formally (Bobba et al. 2021). 
Empirical evidence shows that, in SSA, the occupational trajectories have differentiated effects 
on workers’ welfare according to the type of informal employment. For instance, in Ghana, 
education is positively correlated with earnings growth for those who are wage employed but 
not for those who are self-employed (Falco et al. 2014). 

According to Danquah, Schotte, and Sen (2021), informal wage jobs are more likely than self-
employment to be a stepping stone to formal employment relationships in Ghana, South Africa, 
Tanzania, and Uganda. The authors also identified job segmentation between wage employment 
and self-employment, with few workers exiting formal jobs or informal wage employment in 
occupations that have barriers to entry (like capital or training) for self-employment (Danquah 
et al. 2021). However, the transition from a formal occupation to an informal occupation does 
not always translate into a setback for the household as a whole. Evidence from urban Nigeria 
shows that the consumption of a household is not substantially altered across various degrees 
of informality experienced through its working members’ job transitions (Egger, Poggi, and 
Rufrancos 2023).

Marginalized Groups: Women, Youth, and Ethnic and Racial Groups

The labor market inequalities highlighted in the previous sections appear even more sharply 
where marginalized groups are concerned. Social identities such as gender, age, or race can 
contribute to discrimination in the labor market and amplify the inequalities experienced by 
vulnerable groups. This section delves into some of the intersectional inequalities of the labor 
market in Africa. 

Women
Across Africa, women have lower employment rates than men do. For example, in South 
Africa, less than 38 percent of women are employed in any year, while the corresponding 
statistic for men is never below 48 percent (Stats SA et al. 2019). In Ghana, the unemployment 
rate among women was 8.8 percent compared to 7.0 percent among men (Atta-Ankomah et al. 
2020). In Kenya, youth and women have higher unemployment rates than adults and men 
(KNBS 2020). 

Family agriculture is the major source of employment in most countries, particularly for 
women. Unpaid family work and self-employment are the major sources of employment for 
women, while wage employment is the major source for men.

Despite the decreasing gender gap in labor force participation, women in the labor market face 
more-precarious conditions and lower wages. Using evidence from African countries, Danquah 
et al. (2021) have shown that women are more likely to engage in precarious forms of informal 
work. Women are more likely to be in informal employment (90 percent) compared to men 
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(83 percent) (Houngbedji and Zanuso 2021). In Burkina Faso, for example, young women not 
only have less access to wage work but also are often confined to jobs that extend their domestic 
roles (such as small food trade or “maid” services) (Kobiane, Ouilili, and Guissou 2020). 
Furthermore, the average annual income of employed men is almost three times higher than 
that of women.

In addition, women are subject to occupational segregation, and female-dominated 
occupations pay lower wages, highlighting the weight of social gender norms (refer to 
chapter 5). While a woman’s personal preferences are a key factor in determining whether 
she will seek paid work, these preferences are heavily skewed by social norms and constraints 
that lead women to conform to traditional gender roles. For example, evidence from Tanzania 
suggests that the social norms underpinning the gender differences in paid work are persistent 
(Chopra and Zambelli 2017). Most female respondents believed that men are better at paid 
work and women are better at care work and household tasks. In Burkina Faso, 92 percent of 
the population believe that men’s role is to support the family financially (OECD Development 
Centre 2018). 

Addressing gender norms is key when designing public policies to reduce the gender gap in the 
labor market. These issues are examined in more depth in chapter 5 on gender inequality.

Youth
The young population experiences much higher unemployment rates compared to older 
cohorts. For example, in South Africa, young people (ages 16–24) are highly unlikely to be 
consistently employed and are more likely to experience chronic unemployment (Zizzamia and 
Ranchhod 2020). According to the narrow definition of unemployment, 40 percent of those 
between ages 20 and 29 were unemployed between 2005 and 2015 (Sulla and Zikhali 2018). In 
Niger, young adults (ages 18–35) were found to be economically vulnerable compared to the 
generations preceding them, with increasingly few possibilities to access employment in the 
civil service or manufacturing (da Corta et al. 2021). 

In a period of insecurity and low state development, the inclusion of youth in both rural and 
urban labor markets is increasingly precarious and takes place mostly in the informal sector. 
Rural areas tend to be home to even-more-vulnerable youth. Their primary occupations remain 
linked to agricultural production, and thus rural youth are more vulnerable to impoverishment 
or chronic poverty. In Kenya, young people between ages 15 and 34 make up 80 percent 
of the 2.3 million unemployed (Dolan and Rajak 2016), and the youth unemployment rate 
among those ages 20–24 is 19.2 percent, more than double the national unemployment rate of 
7.4 percent (KNBS 2020).

Seeing their prospects for formal employment in Africa shrinking, youth rely on the 
informal or second economy (Dolan and Rajak 2016). While most studies on Africa focus 
on unemployment, most youth are instead working but underemployed and working in 
a challenging and precarious labor market (Ayele, Khan, and Sumberg 2017; Dolan and 
Rajak 2016).



66  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

This emphasis on youth draws attention to the current inequalities in the labor market and its 
inability to allow many people to contribute to the economy and development and to achieve a 
certain level of personal well-being. Informality and vulnerable employment2 remain a strong 
reality for most employed youth around the world, and the situation is even more difficult for 
youth in Africa. This issue is reflected in high youth underemployment and unemployment 
rates; high rates of youth who are not in employment, education, or training (NEET); and a 
difficult transition from school to work.

There are large regional variations in NEET rates around the world, with Africa having the 
highest rate of NEET youth, at 26 percent (refer to figure 4.4). This rate masks the significant 
heterogeneity between subregions and countries. Across Africa’s subregions, the highest average 
youth NEET rates are in Southern and Western Africa, exceeding 30 percent, and the average 
rate is much lower in Eastern Africa (19 percent) (refer to figure 4.4). The countries with the 
highest rates include Benin, Burkina Faso, Guinea, Lesotho, Mauritania, Nigeria, Senegal, and 
South Africa, with rates exceeding 30 percent, while those in Cameroon, Malawi, Tanzania, and 
Zimbabwe do not exceed 20 percent (refer to figure 4.5).

Figure 4.4 Shares of Youth Ages 15–24 Not in Employment, Education, or Training around 
the World, 2022
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Figure 4.5 Shares of Youth Ages 15–24 Not in Employment, Education, or Training in Select African 
Countries, 2022
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Youth precariousness may be driven by several factors, including relatively low levels of 
educational attainment (compared with Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development countries), low access to productive assets (land, transport vehicles, and 
livestock), rising costs of public services (education and health) and basic services, and lack of 
access to credit. As a result, youth may be trapped in farming in rural areas or may be driven 
to find precarious employment in local rural or urban labor markets characterized by weak 
contractual terms (da Corta et al. 2021). 

The literature on youth in African countries has found that self-employment is prevalent, lacks 
decent remuneration or protection by any legal framework, and is characterized by seasonality 
(Carreras, Sumberg, and Saha 2021; da Corta et al. 2021; Dolan and Rajak 2016). In rural areas, 
employment opportunities for young people tend to be intermittent and linked to agricultural 
production (Nilsson 2019; Yeboah and Jayne 2018). Strong arguments have been advanced in 
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favor of more-integrated and coherent policies across education, labor markets, and financial 
services (Ayele et al. 2017). Currently, the labor markets in Africa create mainly agricultural or 
informal nonagricultural jobs for young people, the majority of whom would prefer formal jobs 
in the public or private sector. This issue highlights the divergence between youth aspirations 
and the realities of the labor market (Yeboah and Jayne 2018).

The weight of the labor force in the agriculture sector combined with the need to design 
resilient and less-emissive food systems raise the need to promote policies that reconcile 
the aspirations of young people, the use of advanced technologies, and the challenges of 
sustainable agriculture (Houngbedji and Zanuso 2021). Diversification of opportunities within 
and outside agriculture constitutes a key channel of inclusion for rural youth (da Corta et al. 
2021). Prominent channels for inclusion include informal education, vocational training, and 
networks, which can be designed to change gender and generational norms, thus enabling 
young people to have the flexibility necessary to achieve autonomy and escape poverty 
(da Corta et al. 2021).

Youth inclusion in the labor market is a key channel through which young adults can escape 
chronic poverty and experience upward mobility. Given that youth make up a dominant share 
of the working-age population in almost all African countries (Lam and Leibbrandt 2023), 
providing productive employment opportunities for young people is a key priority for the 
continent, especially in the transition toward a more-sustainable future. Evidence shows that 
Africa has great potential to create jobs through the transition toward more-sustainable green 
and digital economies (Dasgupta 2022). Investing in the green and digital sectors can help not 
only to achieve the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals but also to create additional 
and resilient jobs for young people.

Ethnic and Racial Groups
Differences across ethnic groups can explain differential economic outcomes, including labor 
market outcomes (Awaworyi Churchill and Smyth 2017). Ethnic differences have been associated 
with discrimination in the labor market, with groups that experience discrimination facing 
financial losses as a result. The existence of several ethnic groups in a society can engender a 
hierarchical structure, which projects one ethnic group as superior over others or prioritized in 
policy. This hierarchy causes economic and labor market disadvantages, leaving some ethnicities 
discriminated against, lacking opportunities, and relatively disadvantaged or marginalized. This 
labor market discrimination can also influence wages and productivity, for example, by limiting 
access to the formal labor market for certain groups or individuals, thus forcing them into 
informal or precarious employment (Awaworyi Churchill and Danquah 2022). A key channel 
through which ethnic differences can influence informal work is trust, which has been linked to 
income poverty, productivity, and wages (Awaworyi Churchill and Danquah 2022).

In Ghana, ethnic diversity is associated with a higher probability of engaging in informal 
work (Awaworyi Churchill and Danquah 2022). Evidence from South Africa shows that 
differences in labor market experiences reflect strong, persistent legacies of apartheid policies, 
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with Black Africans having the highest unemployment rate, at 31 percent in 2017, while the 
unemployment rate was 6.7 percent among Whites (Stats SA et al. 2019). In addition to having 
worse employment outcomes, Black Africans also earn the lowest wages when employed. In 
pooled survey data from 2011–15, the monthly earnings of the White population were more 
than three times higher than those of Black Africans (Stats SA et al. 2019).

Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis
Even in periods of strong employment growth, some racial and ethnic groups, women, and 
youth have faced a difficult situation in the labor market. Globally, before the COVID-19 
pandemic, young people were around three times more likely to be unemployed than older 
adults (Dasgupta 2022). The pandemic threatened to exacerbate existing inequalities within and 
between countries. The impact was felt more by vulnerable groups, with the distribution of job 
losses due to COVID-19 in South Africa being heavily skewed toward youth, those with lower 
levels of formal education, lower-skilled workers, and informal-sector workers (Kohler et al. 
2022). Groups that have always been vulnerable, such as women, Africans or Blacks, youth, and 
less-educated groups, have been disproportionately negatively affected.

The employment impact of the COVID-19 crisis has been poignant among young people. 
The global employment deficit of young people relative to 2019 amounted to 8.2 percent 
(Dasgupta 2022). The deficit varies greatly among regions, with youth employment deficits 
of 5.6 percent in SSA and 10.1 percent in North Africa in 2020. Young women have also 
experienced a greater employment impact as a result of the COVID-19 crisis compared with 
young men. Furthermore, the COVID-19 crisis has reversed years of progress in reducing youth 
NEET rates.

In addition, shocks of much greater magnitude with overlapping dimensions, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, disproportionately affect informal workers and can have long-lasting 
negative impacts on the well-being of their households. The hard lockdowns and border 
closures in some African countries, combined with a global slowdown in economic activity, 
were estimated to have reduced GDP by 8.2 percent in South Africa, 8.9 percent in Botswana, 
and 15 percent in Mauritius (Anyanwu and Salami 2021), severely limiting economic 
opportunities (and sometimes the pursuit of activities) in the informal sector. The lack of access 
to social assistance or the inaccessibility of emergency measures for informal workers further 
increased their vulnerability. 

Rogan and Skinner (2022) found that, in South Africa, job losses have been greater in the 
informal sector, and the recovery rate has been much slower, with even stronger negative 
impacts on women, thus entailing a widening of inequalities. Khambule (2022) found a 
similar result for a municipality in KwaZulu-Natal, with increased precariousness for informal 
workers due to the COVID-19 lockdown and lack of adequate policy responses. Chen et al. 
(2021) pointed out that, in Durban, onerous application requirements made it difficult for 
waste pickers to obtain support. Furthermore, some studies have indicated that the informal 
sector has had a negative impact on an equitable recovery in the wake of the COVID-19 
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pandemic (IMF 2021; Ohnsorge and Yu 2022), pointing to the need for reform of national 
social protection systems for greater inclusion to prevent this problem from occurring again 
(Barca and Alfers 2021; Bastagli and Lowe 2021).3

Conclusion

This chapter explored how the labor market helps explain inequality in Africa. Some of the 
pathways are conventional and direct, such as the implications of unemployment and wage 
distribution, while others are more focused on the specificities of the African context. One 
key is the relatively greater importance of the informal sector and informal employment in 
most African economies and societies. The chapter then explored horizontal inequalities by 
considering the labor market experiences of marginalized groups, with an emphasis on youth 
and women.

In all the countries considered, understanding the labor market is key to understanding the 
evolution of overall income inequality. Who finds employment, what type of employment 
they find, and whether the employment is in the formal or informal sector all contribute 
substantially to aggregate income inequality. In addition, a significant variation exists in the 
levels and trends of labor market inequality by country and for several countries and across 
multiple time periods. The Gini coefficient for earnings is greater than 0.5, which illustrates that 
wage inequality is relatively high in many African contexts and highlights the importance of 
situating the labor market as a key institution for understanding inequality in Africa.

In addition to wage dispersion, some countries, primarily located in Southern Africa, have 
very high unemployment rates. However, those with very low unemployment rates tend to 
have very large informal sectors, raising concerns about underemployment, precariousness, 
and vulnerability among the people employed in those sectors. The evidence is mixed on 
the dynamic welfare implications of having a large informal sector. In some cases, informal-
sector employment facilitates the transfer of skills and subsequent access to formal-sector 
employment, which leads to upward mobility. In other contexts, informal-sector employment 
can generate strong, low-productivity-path dependence, leading to potential poverty traps and 
persistence.

For the labor market experiences of marginalized groups, significant and robust gender 
differentials exist in employment prospects and earnings. Women are more likely to find 
employment in informal jobs or to be self-employed and are disproportionately likely to be 
engaged in unpaid family work. These employment and wage differentials also apply to certain 
racial and ethnic groups in some countries.

Young people have higher unemployment rates than the rest of the working-age population, 
and this issue is compounded by the fact that youth who find employment tend to experience 
underemployment and precariousness. Furthermore, Africa has the highest levels of youth 
who are NEET. Considering the underlying demographic trends and that the age profile of the 
continent is relatively young, the NEET levels are cause for even more concern.
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Labor market policies and related development policies are important for understanding how 
inequality in Africa will evolve in the future. The heterogeneity on the continent implies that 
relevant constraints and factors should be considered at smaller geographic or political levels 
to be meaningful. Nonetheless, at an abstract and general level, considering policy coherence 
across different social and economic dimensions seems sensible.

Substantial demographic, economic, and technological changes are likely to happen over the 
next 50 years, both globally and in Africa. The effects of climate change and corresponding 
measures to limit its impact will change the way economies function and evolve, and Africa is 
likely to have an increasingly large share of the world’s working-age adults for the near future. 
These factors, combined with the ability to adapt to technological advances, provide a valuable, 
albeit imprecise, framework for thinking about how African countries could optimally manage 
the labor market and reduce inequality and improve welfare going forward.

Notes

 1. Informal employment comprises persons who, in their main or secondary jobs, are (1) own-account 
workers, employers, or members of producers’ cooperatives employed in their own informal-sector 
enterprises; (2) own-account workers engaged in the production of goods exclusively for their own 
final use by their household (for example, subsistence farming); (3) contributing family workers, 
regardless of whether working in formal- or informal-sector enterprises; and (4) employees holding 
informal jobs, whether employed by formal-sector enterprises, informal-sector enterprises, or 
households as paid domestic workers.

 2. Vulnerable or precarious employment can include daywork (commission based, task based, domestic 
work, and so forth), self-employment, seasonal salaried work (in retail or construction), and small 
business ownership.

 3. The COVID-19 pandemic prompted some positive, temporary experimentation on informal workers’ 
coverage in emergency initiatives (such as Novissi in Togo; for example, refer to Bastagli and Lowe 
2021; Devereux 2021). The pandemic also revealed that cash assistance alone is rarely sufficient to 
protect informal workers. This issue has prompted some countries, like Tanzania and Togo, to shift 
toward possibly wider structural changes for the inclusion of informal workers, like the progressive 
extension of contributory social insurance (Barca and Alfers 2021).
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Chapter 5

Gender Inequalities
Abena D. Oduro, Serge Rabier, Jacqueline Mosomi, and Rawane Yasser

Introduction

Gender inequalities, which usually are biases against women and girls, are deep-seated in 
African countries. These inequalities have persisted in the economic (for example, participation 
in income-generating activities and access to and ownership of resources), social (for example, 
access to health and education), and political (for example, participation in decision-making 
at the community and national levels) dimensions. Gender inequalities are manifest within 
the household, with women often having limited voice and decision-making power; being 
burdened by unpaid care work; and being subjected to domestic violence, fewer political and 
legal rights, and more constraints on mobility.

Progress toward gender equality will not only improve women’s well-being but also promote 
economic growth. There is less-consistent evidence on the effect of economic growth on gender 
equality (Kabeer and Natali 2013), because the relationship is mediated by the type of economic 
growth and the different ways in which patriarchy is manifested (Kabeer 2016).

This chapter focuses on the importance of gender equality in Africa, its intersectionality, and 
measures to reduce gender inequality in the quest to build fairer and more-inclusive African 
societies. The chapter discusses gender inequality along the dimensions of education, health, 
labor force participation (LFP), unpaid care work, and assets.

Gender Inequalities in Education

Empirical investigations have found that gender equality in literacy rates (Baliamoune-Lutz 
and McGillivray 2015) and in education (Altuzarra, Gálvez-Gálvez, and González-Flores 2021; 
Bandara 2015; Klasen and Lamanna 2009) are positively associated with economic growth 
in Africa. Much progress has been made on the continent in both access to education and 
narrowing the gender gap in enrollment (Baten et al. 2021; Evans, Akmal, and Jakiela 2021). 
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This progress has yielded positive spillover effects. Educated women are more likely to enroll 
their daughters and sons in school. Education and skills training can improve women’s income 
earning opportunities, reduce the likelihood of early marriage, reduce fertility rates, and lead to 
better health outcomes for children. Still, Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) exhibits some of the largest 
gender gaps in enrollment and the lowest enrollment rates at all levels of education.

Gender Gaps in School Enrollment and Performance
Although they have narrowed, gender gaps in gross primary enrollment rates (measured as the 
difference between male and female enrollment rates) persist despite enrollment rates of close 
to 100 percent in many countries (UIS 2023). In most countries, the gender gap is biased against 
girls; however, in some countries, such as Mauritius, the gender gap is biased against boys. There 
is evidence that girls outperform boys in numeracy and literacy in primary school in Kenya, 
Tanzania, and Uganda (Buhl-Wiggers, Jones, and Thornton 2021), and girls in grade 6 outperform 
boys in reading in eight countries in Southern and Eastern Africa (Welmond and Gregory 2021).

Gender gaps in secondary education occur within the context of low gross secondary 
enrollment rates. The gender gap is not always biased against girls. In 14 of 24 African countries 
for which data are available, the gender gap is biased against boys. In South Africa, for example, 
although enrollment is high, progress through school is slowed by high repetition rates, with 
boys being more likely to repeat a grade or to drop out (Lam and Branson 2014). In a few 
African countries, such as the Arab Republic of Egypt, Lesotho, and South Africa, secondary 
and tertiary enrollment rates are higher for girls and women, and there is concern about boys 
being left behind (Bossavie and Kanninen 2018; Spaull and Makaluza 2019).

The gender gap in enrollment rates at the different education levels differs across countries 
depending on their development level and the socioeconomic status of households. Therefore, 
it is important to consider the intersectionality of income and gender. In poorer countries, 
enrollment rates are lagging, and the gender gaps favor boys and men. In wealthier countries, 
despite the narrowing of the national gender gap, girls from poor households and those living in 
rural areas are more likely to be left behind.

Gender Segregation in Fields of Study
A common trend in all countries is the underrepresentation of women in the fields of science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) at the tertiary level (Hammond et al. 2020). 
This trend cannot be explained by gender differences in mathematics and science performance, 
because girls do not always perform worse than boys on standardized tests (Reddy et al. 2021; 
Welmond and Gregory 2021). In some countries, especially where there are wide gender gaps in 
enrollment, the underrepresentation of women in STEM can be explained by barriers to access 
to secondary school. Entrenched social norms on gender roles in society and stereotypes about 
male and female capabilities are another reason for the gender gaps in enrollment (Charles 
and Bradley 2009). For the few women who join STEM fields, other factors, such as gender 
discrimination, sexual harassment, and lack of mentorship, contribute to women “dropping out” 
of STEM fields (Hammond et al. 2020).
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Interventions That Reduce the Gender Gap in Enrollment
Poverty and the direct costs and opportunity costs of education, coupled with social norms 
that influence perceptions of the roles and position of women in society, are important drivers 
of gender inequality in education. When resources are scarce, the choice sometimes can be 
between sending children to school and having them assist with household chores or economic 
activities to bring in extra income (Giacobino et al. 2022). Usually, because of patriarchal 
cultural norms, girls often leave school for early marriages.

Interventions to reduce the cost of schooling contribute the most to keeping girls enrolled 
in school. For example, in Ethiopia, the abolition of school fees increased schooling for girls 
and women and reduced fertility (Chicoine 2021). In Ghana, the provision of scholarships 
to attend senior secondary school increased tertiary enrollment rates among girls (Duflo, 
Dupas, and Kremer 2021). Interventions to alleviate poverty, such as conditional cash transfers 
in South Africa (Eyal and Woolard 2014) and Malawi (Baird et al. 2016), also have led to 
increased female enrollment. 

Interestingly, to combat social and cultural norms, Ashraf et al. (2020) found that teaching 
secondary school girls in Zambia how to advocate for themselves by providing negotiation 
training enabled them to stay in school and improved educational outcomes in later years. 
In addition, providing bicycles to schoolgirls in Zambia reduced their commute time and their 
absenteeism from school (Fiala et al. 2022). In Kenya, improving school water, sanitation, 
and hygiene facilities increased school enrollment and improved gender parity (Garn et al. 
2013), and the provision of feminine hygiene products to schoolgirls reduced absenteeism 
(Benshaul-Tolonen et al. 2020).

The high prevalence of child marriage and teenage pregnancies are additional obstacles to 
secondary school enrollment and completion in Africa (Giacobino et al. 2022; Male and Wodon 
2018; Wodon, Nguyen, and Tsimpo 2016). Providing scholarships to girls who are about to 
complete primary school has been found to delay the age of marriage by 9 months in Niger 
(Giacobino et al. 2022).

Gender inequality in education in Africa is nuanced. The direction of the gender bias depends 
on the country, the education level (primary, secondary, or tertiary), and the education 
indicator of interest. The spillover effects of education on other dimensions of human capability 
and well-being suggest that education policy must be carefully designed to address the different 
factors that impinge on the enrollment of boys and girls in school and their progress up the 
education ladder.

Gender Inequalities in Health

Gender inequalities in health refer to the differences in health access and outcomes between 
men and women, or boys and girls, that occur because of discrimination and gender-blind 
prevention and treatment mechanisms. Health inequalities are usually the result of gender 
stereotypes and sociocultural roles, which intersect with other gender inequalities, such as in 
education, labor markets, and income.
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This section focuses on gender inequalities in sexual and reproductive health rights because of 
the devastating toll that poor reproductive health and limited sexual rights have on women’s 
well-being and society at large. Gendered social norms and gender-blind health policies and 
institutions contribute to the health risks and vulnerabilities that women and girls face in 
contrast to men and boys. The dimensions considered in this section are maternal mortality and 
morbidity, female genital mutilation (FGM), HIV/AIDS, and gender-based violence (GBV).

Gender Inequalities in Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights
Although aggregate data on maternal mortality and morbidity, FGM, HIV/AIDS, and GBV show 
some improvements in Africa, the continent is still lagging in achieving its goals (Rabier 2021). 
The most recent projections for Africa show that 390 women will die in childbirth for every 
100,000 live births by 2030. This issue is against the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) target of no more than 70 deaths. Many factors explain this situation: low incomes, 
poor governance and funding of health systems, unmet needs in education, employment status, 
and place of residence. All these factors, combined with the persistence of social norms that 
weigh more heavily on some girls and women than on others, highlight the intersectional aspect 
of gender inequality. Social norms range from harmful practices (for example, FGM) or inaction 
to severe constraints for women seeking maternal care and services (such as being prohibited 
from traveling alone) and women not being allowed by custom to participate in decision-making 
in family planning, exposing them to risky pregnancy and delivery (Evans 2013).

Attendance at antenatal clinics and the presence of a skilled attendant at the time of childbirth 
can reduce the likelihood of maternal mortality. In Ghana, spatial inequality in the distribution 
of health facilities and income inequality combine to put poor women and women living in 
rural communities at higher risk of dying during childbirth. Almost all women in the highest 
wealth quintile deliver their children in a health facility compared to 62 percent of women in 
the poorest wealth quintile, and 90 percent of urban women deliver their children in a health 
facility compared to 69 percent of rural women (GSS, GHS, and ICF 2018).

Maternal mortality and morbidity1 and childbirth complications due to early or unwanted 
pregnancies, as well as limited access to antenatal care, affect girls and young women (ages 
15–19 years) who are at higher risk than adult women in countries such as Chad, Guinea, Mali, 
Mozambique, Niger, and Sierra Leone (Osakwe, Bharali, and Huchko 2022). Unsafe abortions 
are another challenge for adolescent girls’ and adult women’s health. Although many countries 
have extended the legal frameworks and conditions of safe abortions and have improved post-
abortion care, unsafe abortions because of early and or unintended pregnancies remain a major 
challenge for the continent’s 225 million women of reproductive age (Bankole et al. 2020; 
Bearak et al. 2020). In SSA, 520 deaths per 100,000 unsafe abortions occur, compared to 30 in 
developed countries and 220 in other developing regions (WHO 2021). 

The issue of unintended pregnancies raises the question of women’s autonomy and decision-
making and is closely linked to inequalities in income and education, whereas abortion rates 
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vary across groups (Bankole et al. 2020). The probability of induced abortion is 78 percent 
higher for respondents with a primary education compared to those with no formal education. 
Similarly, the probability of induced abortion is 68 percent higher for women in rich households 
compared to those in poorer households (Bankole et al. 2020).

Gender disparities in health also manifest in the high rates of FGM in Africa. More than 
75 percent of girls and women ages 15–49 years in Burkina Faso, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, 
Guinea, Mali, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and Sudan and have undergone FGM (UNICEF 2023). 
Maintained by social norms such as child marriage and early pregnancies (UNICEF 2021), 
FGM has no health justification or benefits but instead provokes death, bleeding, cysts, 
infections, and emotional or mental consequences. Social norms permitting violence against 
women and perpetuating unequal power relationships can increase women’s vulnerability to 
practices such as FGM.

Women also carry the heaviest HIV/AIDS burden in SSA, and adolescent girls and young 
women accounted for 25 percent of HIV infections in 2020 despite comprising only 10 percent 
of the population (UNAIDS 2022). Sociocultural practices and norms, as well as economic 
factors, can contribute to this elevated risk (Abubakar and Kitsao-Wekulo 2015). The high 
risk of HIV/AIDS overlaps with gender inequalities in socioeconomic position, as women 
are more likely than men to have lower educational attainment, be unemployed, and be more 
impoverished. This economic inequality increases vulnerability to HIV/AIDS among women. 
In addition, unequal power relationships reinforced by social norms and cultural factors place 
women at a higher risk for HIV infections.

GBV affects one in three women worldwide during their lifetime, overwhelmingly due to 
intimate partner violence (IPV), according to the World Health Organization. The prevalence 
rate of IPV across Africa ranges from 10 percent to 40 percent, which is much higher than the 
global figures (African Development Bank 2018). Social norms that accommodate violence 
against women can undermine the protective effect that women’s asset ownership and 
occupations can have on their bargaining power and fall-back positions (Oduro, Deere, and 
Catanzarite 2015; Owoo 2020).

Achieving Inclusiveness in Sexual and Reproductive Health Rights
Women’s health needs and the challenges they face in their family and community settings 
are considered much less than those of men. Women are limited in their reproductive 
health decisions in both prevention and treatment. The existence of restrictive social norms 
notwithstanding, some women exercise agency and quietly take actions to prevent unwanted 
pregnancies (Gyan, Domfe, and Tsiboe-Darko 2023). Limited access to school and length of 
schooling for girls, lack of economic empowerment, low recognition of domestic violence, 
and weak opportunities to exercise their decision-making can have negative impacts on their 
reproductive health in adolescence and adulthood (Do and Kurimoto 2012; Singh, Bloom, 
and Brodish 2011).
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By equipping young people with the appropriate knowledge, skills, and values, comprehensive 
sexuality education aims to limit the serious health consequences of traditional social norms 
and beliefs, gender inequalities, and discrimination. According to Wangamati (2020), since 
2013, 20 countries in Eastern and Southern Africa have signed the “Ministerial Commitment 
on Comprehensive Sexuality Education and Sexual and Reproductive Health Services for 
Adolescents and Young People,” expressing their desire to cope with health challenges 
such as maternal mortality, HIV/AIDS, early and unwanted pregnancies, unmet needs for 
contraception, and FGM.

In view of the current situation, the achievement of the health-related SDG in Africa requires 
two types of concrete actions. The first is to implement the commitment in the Abuja 
Declaration on health financing to earmark 15 percent of the annual budget for the health 
sector (Africa Renewal 2020). The second is to address the remaining challenges of the social 
standards, prejudices, and stereotypes that devalue everything related to girls and women and 
justify gender inequalities, discrimination, and violence (Muluneh et al. 2020).

Labor Market Inequalities

There is ample empirical evidence that gender equality in LFP is positively correlated with 
economic growth in Africa (Altuzarra et al. 2021). The female LFP rate in SSA of 62 percent in 
2021 was higher than the global average of 53 percent but lower than SSA’s male participation 
rate of 73 percent, resulting in a gender gap of 11 percentage points biased against women 
(World Bank 2023). However, the relationship between gender wage gaps and growth can be 
positive or negative and depends on the structure of the economy (Seguino and Were 2014). 
Gender inequalities permeate the labor market. This section examines gender inequalities in 
employment, occupational segregation, and wages, highlighting how gender inequalities in 
education and health can drive gender inequalities in the labor market, as do social norms that 
foster discrimination.

Gender Inequalities and LFP
There are stark cross-country differences in LFP rates across Africa. The gender gap in LFP 
is higher in North Africa, which is characterized by countries with very low female LFP 
rates, such as Egypt and Morocco, where the gender gap is higher than 50 percentage points. 
Factors such as entrenched gender norms, marital status, and a spouse with an advanced level 
of education can explain these low female LFP rates (Lopez-Acevedo et al. 2021; Miyata and 
Yamada 2016).

LFP rates do not relay information on the prevalence of decent work in these countries, but the 
incidence of vulnerable employment (own-account workers and contributing family members) 
is higher among working women than working men. Casale and Posel (2002) found that, 
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in South Africa, the increase in LFP in the early 2000s was due to poor women (especially Black 
women) being pushed into the workforce as a coping mechanism due to economic need and 
not necessarily due to a pull (demand) from the labor market. Women’s lack of education and 
skills, limited access to credit, and the formal sector’s failure to create jobs to meet the increase 
in supply resulted in the increase in LFP being accompanied by an increase in informality.

The nature of women’s employment, such as working in people’s homes (domestic workers or 
caregivers), from home as own-account workers or contributing family members, or as unpaid 
care workers, makes women’s work invisible, and their contributions are thus undercounted 
or excluded from national statistics. This issue results in misleading estimates of female LFP 
(Gaitskell et al. 1983; Standing 1999).

Gender Gaps in Employment
There are variations across countries in the gender gaps in employment ratios (refer to 
figure 5.1). These differences can exceed 50 percentage points in Egypt and decline to less than 
5 percentage points in countries such as Angola, Burundi, Ghana, and Togo. Dieterich, Huang, 
and Thomas (2016) have noted that gender differentials in employment ratios that are biased 
against women are lower in low-income countries in SSA, due to the predominance of informal 
entrepreneurship and unskilled agriculture. Unsurprisingly, the share of women in subsistence 
agriculture is higher than that of men, because men can often migrate in search of alternative 
employment or are able to establish informal businesses.

Women are more likely than men to be in vulnerable employment and less likely than men 
to be in wage employment. The incidence of wage employment in North Africa in 2021 was 
much higher than that in SSA, and the gender gap was much narrower. Women in employment 
in North African countries are more likely to be wage employed. In Algeria, Libya, and 
Tunisia, the gender gap in wage employment is biased toward women (World Bank 2023). 
Coincidentally, these are the few countries in Africa that have reversed the gender gap in 
education, even at the university level.

High LFP is not synonymous with high employment rates, because those who are 
unemployed (searching) are included in the definition of the labor force. Some countries 
with high participation rates also have high unemployment rates, with women having higher 
unemployment rates than men. For example, in 2019, the female unemployment rate2 in 
South Africa was 31.5 percent compared to the male unemployment rate of 26.8 percent 
(Casale, Posel, and Mosomi 2021).

Issues of intersectionality (class, race, and gender) are also important when considering 
employment issues. For example, poor women in South Africa are more likely to have less 
schooling; therefore, they are more likely to be in elementary occupations or domestic work, 
the lowest-paying occupations (Casale et al. 2021).
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Figure 5.1 Employment-to-Population Ratio in Select African Countries, Latest Years Available, 
2017–21
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Occupational and Sectoral Gender Segregation
A source of the persistent gender gaps in the labor market is occupational and sectoral 
segregation. Men and women select into different sectors of the economy (horizontal 
segregation), with female-dominated occupations typically paying lower wages (Budlender 
2008). Gendered social norms and stereotyping can have a pervasive influence on occupational 
segregation, influencing the choice of field of study in school, level of educational attainment, 
and choice of occupation. These norms impose restrictions on social interaction and physical 
mobility, thus limiting the occupations and sectors in which women can work. 

Gendered perspectives on what is considered women’s work and men’s work can limit the 
occupational choices of both women and men. In addition, women’s unpaid care responsibilities 
can influence their choice of occupation and sector of employment. Even when men and 
women are in similar sectors, they occupy different positions, with men more likely to be in 
leadership roles and women in subordinate roles (vertical segregation).

Changes in social messaging (role models) and shrinking gender inequalities in skills training 
can combat gender stereotyping. A study by the World Bank reported that, in the Republic of 
Congo, providing information to women on earnings from trade and specific trade choices led 
to a 28.6-percent increase in the likelihood of women joining a traditionally male-dominated 
field (Gassier, Rouanet, and Traore 2022). The effects are much larger for women who have 
technical knowledge in the field or those who have male role models. Access to tertiary 
education also narrows vertical occupational segregation. For example, in Egypt and Mauritius, 
where the gender gap in tertiary education has closed, the gender gap in skilled occupations 
(for example, share of managers, professionals, and technicians) has narrowed.

Gender Wage Gaps
Women in Africa, as in other countries, are, on average, paid lower wages than men (Blau and 
Kahn 2017; Ñopo, Daza, and Ramos 2012; Si, Nadolnyak, and Hartarska 2020). The gender 
wage gap is not uniform across the wage distribution, and the factors contributing to it differ 
(Agesa, Agesa, and Dabalen 2013; Mosomi 2019). Common factors affecting the gender wage 
gap include skills differences, the gender gap in education, occupational segregation, female 
employment levels, and family responsibilities (motherhood and marital status) (Agesa et al. 
2013; Mosomi 2019). 

Legislation can influence the gender wage gap. There is evidence that the gap is narrower 
in the regulated paid employment segment of the labor market than it is in the private self-
employment segment (Nwaka, Guven-Lisaniler, and Tuna 2016) or the informal sector 
(Nordman and Vaillant 2014). Gender differences in access to credit and women’s unpaid care 
responsibilities can push women into low-return activities, thus creating the conditions for a 
gender wage gap among those who are self-employed.

The gender wage gap is narrower in countries with low female LFP and higher gender 
employment gaps (Olivetti and Petrongolo 2008). This is a positive self-selection issue where 
wage-employed women in these labor markets tend to have better-than-average human 
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capital characteristics compared to the rest of the population. This is the case in Egypt, where 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) reported that there was no gender wage gap in 
2018, and in Tunisia, which has a 4-percentage-point gap in favor of women. In contrast, in 
South Africa, where female LFP is higher and wage-employed women are more educated, the 
median gender wage gap is significant, at about 30 percent (Casale et al. 2021; Mosomi 2019).

The persistent labor market gender gaps even in countries that have decreased the education 
gap is an indication that closing gender gaps in the labor market will require more than 
just closing gender gaps in education. Social norms that support negative attitudes toward 
female employment in particular sectors and occupations must be confronted (Humlum, 
Nandrup, and Smith 2019; Roethlisberger et al. 2023). Strategies to improve women’s skills and 
educational attainment must be accompanied by efforts to create jobs and workplaces that are 
supportive and inclusive. The COVID-19 pandemic revealed that women’s paid care work is 
essential, and there is no justification for lower wages in female-dominated sectors.

Paid mandatory maternity and paternity leave can contribute to reducing gender discrimination 
during the hiring process and shrink the “motherhood penalty.” Clear laws that mandate equal 
remuneration for work of equal value should be introduced and reinforced.

Gender Inequalities in Unpaid Care Work

Unpaid care work comprises housework; unpaid care of sick individuals, children, and elderly 
people living in the household; and unpaid community services, including those provided to 
other households (Budlender 2008). Unpaid care work contributes to the maintenance and 
production of what Braunstein, Bouhia, and Seguino (2020) have described as the human 
capacities that determine labor productivity. Human capacities extend beyond notions of 
human capital to include attributes such as emotional connectedness.

This section begins by describing the relevance of unpaid care work and gender inequalities 
in the burden of unpaid care work to the economy. This discussion is followed by subsections 
on the limited evidence on gender inequality in the distribution of unpaid care work in the 
household and what explains gender inequality in unpaid care work. The section concludes 
with an explanation of the effects of gender inequality in unpaid care work and proposes 
interventions to reduce them. Women’s unpaid care work responsibilities can limit their 
participation in the labor market, determine their choice of occupation, and influence their 
decisions about whether to be wage employed or self-employed. Thus, gender inequalities in 
unpaid care work are related to gender inequalities in the labor market.

Unpaid Care Work and the National Accounts
The system of national accounts excludes cooking, cleaning, and personal care for dependent 
family members from the production boundary. Thus, these activities are also excluded from 
the estimation of gross domestic product (GDP), because these activities are considered 



GENdER INEQUALITIES  85

nonmarket activities, are difficult to measure, and are not perceived to be of relevance for 
macroeconomic policy (DeRock 2021). In the Global North, a significant proportion of unpaid 
care services, such as child and elder care, can be purchased or are provided by the public sector 
and are, therefore, captured in the national accounts. In contrast, in the Global South, these 
activities are usually provided by household members, particularly women, and are excluded 
from the national accounts. 

Using different methods to value unpaid work, Budlender (2008) has estimated that the value 
of unpaid care work in Tanzania was between 11 percent and 30 percent of GDP in 2006 and 
between 35 percent and 63 percent of GDP in South Africa in 2000. This value was between 
14.6 and 38.1 percent in South Africa in 2010 (Oosthuizen 2018). Estimates for Botswana have 
shown that the value of unpaid care services provided in the home for persons with HIV/AIDS 
exceeded the value of similar services provided by the state (Mmopelwa et al. 2013).

Excluding unpaid care activities from the national accounts reduces the estimated size of the 
economy, particularly for developing economies, and renders invisible the contributions of 
women and girls to the economy. It masks the effect that gender inequality in the distribution of 
unpaid care work has on the well-being of women and shifts the focus away from the linkages 
that exist between the unpaid-care sector and the economy.

Failure to consider the linkages between unpaid care work and paid work and women’s 
inordinate responsibility for unpaid care work can have implications for the effectiveness 
of social and economic policy. A reduction in the time spent on unpaid care work that 
compromises the productivity of the unpaid-care sector can reduce productivity in the paid 
sector and thus can negatively impact output and growth (Vasudevan and Raghavendra 2022). 
Time constraints due to unpaid care work responsibilities can adversely impact women’s 
productivity in agricultural (Carranza et al. 2017) and nonagricultural activities (Nordman and 
Vaillant 2014).

Gender Inequalities in Unpaid Care Work in the Household
There is limited available evidence on women’s and men’s participation in unpaid care work in 
African countries because of the dearth of time-use data. However, data from a few countries in 
Eastern, Western, and Southern Africa that have time-use surveys show that women and girls 
spend a significant amount of time each day on unpaid care work (Addati et al. 2018; Charmes, 
2019). In these countries, the gender gap in the time spent on unpaid care work is biased against 
women. Data from South Africa, which has two time-use surveys, reveal that the amount of 
time spent on unpaid care work declined for both women and men between 2000 and 2010 
(Floro and Komatsu 2011; Oosthuizen 2018).

However, a gender gap remains, albeit a narrower one. The amount of time spent on unpaid 
care work and the size of the gender gap can vary over the life cycle. The gender gap is widest 
among the population ages 20–35 years and narrows in later years in Ghana and South Africa 
(Amporfu et al. 2018; Oosthuizen 2018).
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The COVID-19 pandemic drew attention to the critical importance of paid and unpaid 
care work for the economy. The public policy responses to the health implications of 
the pandemic caused an increase in both women’s and men’s time spent on unpaid care 
work. However, this reality has not always been accompanied by a narrowing of the 
gender gap in unpaid care work. For example, in South Africa, although men took on 
additional childcare responsibilities, this did not close the gender gap in unpaid childcare, 
because women’s additional hours spent on childcare were greater than those of men 
(Casale and Posel 2002). As the COVID-19 restrictions eased, women’s number of hours 
spent on childcare declined faster than men’s but did not close the gender gap (Casale and 
Shepherd 2021).

Explaining the Gender Gap in Unpaid Work
Who participates in unpaid care work and how much time is spent on these activities are 
determined primarily by resources, bargaining power, available time, and gender norms. Age, 
education, earnings, and wealth can influence individuals’ bargaining power and, therefore, 
their success in negotiating less time spent on unpaid care work. The evidence on the 
relationship between age and education, on the one hand, and the amount of time that women 
and men spend on unpaid care work, on the other hand, are not always consistent across studies 
(Herrera and Torelli 2013; Rios‐Avila, Oduro, and Nassif Pires 2021; Wodon and Ying 2010). 
However, the evidence is fairly consistent across Ethiopia, Ghana, South Africa, and Tanzania, 
showing that wives in paid employment spend fewer hours on unpaid care work than wives in 
self-employment do (Rios‐Avila et al. 2021). 

As women’s earnings increase, they are expected to spend less time on unpaid care work 
because they can outsource these services. An increase in women’s earnings relative to their 
husbands’ earnings is expected to reduce the amount of time women spend on unpaid 
care work because it gives women more bargaining power. However, gendered norms that 
define what it means to be feminine or masculine can undermine the influence of earnings, 
education, and wealth on women’s bargaining power (Akanle, Adesina, and Ogbimi 2016; 
Zambelli et al. 2017). 

For example, in Ghana, women’s absolute earnings and their share of couple earnings are 
negatively associated with time spent on unpaid care work. Yet, no strong evidence supports the 
role of gender norms in reversing the association between women’s share of couple earnings and 
time spent on unpaid care work (Owoo et al. 2022). In Ethiopia, women with traditional gender 
ideologies spend more time on unpaid care work (Getahun 2019). Furthermore, the availability 
of basic utilities such as electricity and water within or close to the home should reduce the time 
spent on unpaid care work. However, husbands appear to benefit from access to electricity in 
Ethiopia and Ghana, with no discernible effect on wives’ time use (Rios‐Avila et al. 2021). In 
addition, the ownership of time-saving equipment does not make a difference in the amount 
of time that wives spend on unpaid care work in Ghana. However, access to water does make a 
difference (Owoo and Lambon-Quayefio 2021).
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Effects of Unpaid Care Work
A person may be described as being time poor when the difference between the person’s 
available time (the time available after accounting for the time spent on personal care, 
commuting to work, and unpaid care work) and time spent on income-generating work is 
negative (Zacharias et al. 2021). Irrespective of women’s and men’s time spent on employment, 
women’s time poverty rate exceeds that of men in Ethiopia, Ghana, South Africa, and Tanzania 
(Zacharias et al. 2021). This issue is largely explained by the gender gap in the amount of time 
spent on unpaid care work.

In an attempt to juggle both paid and unpaid work commitments successfully, women wake 
up early and go to bed late. This phenomenon is referred to as time stretching, which results 
in women not having enough rest, which is stressful and exhausting (Rohwerder et al. 2017; 
Zambelli et al. 2017) and can adversely affect their mental health (Owoo and Lambon-
Quayefio 2021). The drudgery of activities such as fetching water and the amount of time spent 
performing these heavy-duty activities also can take a toll on women’s health (Chopra 2021).

The relationship between paid work and unpaid work is bidirectional. Unpaid work reduces 
the time women spend on income-generating activities, and participation in income-
generating activities reduces the amount of time they spend on unpaid work (Chopra 2021). 
The responsibility for unpaid care work not only creates a time constraint for women but also 
reduces their chances of being hired. Mothers who look for employment while accompanied by 
their young children are unlikely to be hired (Nyariro et al. 2021). Not being able to participate in 
income-generating activities is disempowering for women because paid employment reduces their 
financial dependence on their husbands, thus reducing the potential for conflict and domestic 
violence, which may ensue when women ask their husbands for money (Vyas, Mbwambo, and 
Heise 2015). Having one’s own income increases the likelihood of participating in household 
decision-making in Ghana (Fuseini and Kalule-Sabiti 2015; Kishor and Subaiya 2008). 

In Tanzania, however, gender norms can be a constraint on women’s participation in 
decision-making despite their having their own income (Vyas et al. 2015). Unpaid care work 
responsibilities may cause some women to choose to exit the formal sector and work in the 
informal sector, because the latter offers more flexibility (Lambon-Quayefio et al. 2021).

In South Africa, increased childcare responsibilities as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic 
prevented more women than men from going to work or made paid work more difficult for 
women. It prevented women from working the same number of hours as before the lockdown 
and from searching for work (Casale and Shepherd 2021). Increased childcare responsibilities 
also increased the risk of depression among women and men, with the effect on men being 
greater (Nwosu 2021).

A reduction in the burden of unpaid care work on women can contribute toward improving 
their well-being and has the potential to enhance growth. Publicly provided infrastructure 
can reduce the time burden on women and increase their opportunities for participation in 
paid employment (Wamboye and Seguino 2015). Although gender norms are a constraint 
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on reducing women’s time poverty, norms do change over time, and statutory laws and their 
effective implementation are an important first step to making this happen.

Gender Inequalities in Control of and Access to Productive Resources

While studies on gender inequality have usually focused on income, employment, education, 
and health, recently they have also included asset or wealth inequality, despite the large gender 
gaps in wealth and ownership of assets. Across Africa, large differences exist between men and 
women in the ownership and use of assets, as well as in who has control over assets and wealth 
(Gaddis, Lahoti, and Swaminathan 2022; Gaddis, Lahoti, and Wenjie 2018). Gender gaps exist 
in land and housing ownership. Yet, the extent of gender differences in asset ownership and 
the factors driving these gaps are not well understood, which is mainly due to the lack of data, 
as household surveys traditionally collect these data for the household as a single unit. Recent 
efforts have addressed this issue. 

This section presents the main findings from these studies in terms of the patterns and trends 
of gender differences in asset ownership in Africa. The section then discusses why these gender 
differences are important, before addressing the factors driving these gaps in the legal systems 
and policies.

Patterns and Trends in Gender Gaps in Asset Ownership
Across African countries, men are more likely than women to own physical assets. About 
38 percent of African women report owning any land alone or jointly compared with 51 percent 
of African men (Beegle and Christiaensen 2019). Just under 13 percent of African women 
(ages 20–49 years) claim sole ownership of land compared with 36 percent of African men (refer 
to figure 5.2, panel a). The gender gap is smaller if joint ownership is considered, but it remains 
significant. A similar pattern emerges for the ownership of housing (refer to figure 5.2, panel b).

Figure 5.2 Property Ownership in Africa, 2010–16
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Gender gaps also extend to other forms of assets, including livestock, financial assets, and 
savings (Doss et al. 2020). Women are less likely than men to hold financial savings. For 
example, worldwide, 38 percent of men have a bank account at a financial institution, compared 
with only 27 percent of women (Demirgüç-Kunt et al. 2018).

Gender gaps can vary across African countries. The largest gaps are in Western Africa, and 
much smaller gender gaps are in Southern Africa (refer to map 5.1). The gender disparity 
in financial assets can be observed in Tanzania, where only 5 percent of women have bank 
accounts compared with 11 percent of men. In countries such as Chad, Liberia, Mali, and 
South Sudan, men are more than twice as likely as women to have an account; however, no such 
gender gaps occur in Lesotho, Namibia, and South Africa. In Uganda, female entrepreneurs 
receive only 1 percent of the available credit in rural areas (Doss et al. 2012). 

The challenges in accessing bank loans or credit can be linked to collateral. In Ghana, not only 
are women less likely to own assets, they also generally own less-valuable assets than those 
owned by men, leading to a large gender wealth gap in favor of men (Doss et al. 2014).

Within countries, gender gaps in asset ownership intersect with other types of inequalities. 
Gender gaps in sole ownership of assets are almost always larger in rural areas than in urban 
areas (Gaddis et al. 2022). Estimating gender gaps according to income, researchers have found 
that, in most countries, gender gaps in sole property ownership are larger for the poorest than 
for the richest quintile.

Gender gaps within countries also vary by marital status (Doss et al. 2012; Gaddis et al. 
2018). In all countries, gender inequality in sole property ownership is largest for the married 
population and is higher than 40 percent in the Western African countries of Burkina Faso, 
Niger, and Nigeria.

Importance of Women’s Asset Ownership
The intrahousehold distribution of assets matters for children’s well-being. For example, 
in regions of Ethiopia where the marriage custom is to offer a bride price, mothers’ asset 
ownership has a protective effect against child marriage because it increases their bargaining 
power (Muchomba 2022). In addition, a more-equitable distribution of property and wealth 
may advance economic prosperity (Gaddis et al. 2022).

Women’s rights to property and other assets can be correlated with their bargaining position 
within the family or household (Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2005; Manser and Brown 1980; 
McElroy and Horney 1981). As a homeowner, a woman is less vulnerable and has much greater 
security in the case of marital discord. Home ownership provides women a strong fall-back 
position for bargaining power. In rural areas, owning agricultural land offers women a means 
of livelihood. In Ghana, a more-egalitarian distribution of assets between husband and wife 
is correlated with the wife’s participation in decision-making, which is an indicator of agency 
(Oduro, Boakye-Yiadom, and Baah-Boateng 2012).
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Property ownership can also offer women protection from IPV. Women’s share of couple 
wealth is significantly associated with lower odds of violence in Ghana (Oduro et al. 2015). 
However, no consistent pattern was found in the relationship between women’s sole or joint 
ownership of assets (land, house, or both land and house) and IPV in a study of 28 countries 
(Peterman et al. 2017).

Ownership of assets is also permanent, as opposed to employment, which is mostly sporadic or 
seasonal for many African women. However, ownership that does not also imply control over 
the asset may undermine the empowering effect of asset ownership. Dito (2015) has found that, 
in Ethiopia, women’s asset ownership (measured by assets brought into the marriage) is not 
associated with women’s health status, perhaps because women contribute a minuscule share 
of the couple’s assets at the time of marriage and so do not have control over the assets. Lack 
of control over the income generated by assets is a reason why rural women in southeastern 
Nigeria do not believe that owning assets (for example, motor transport, milling machines, and 
farmland) will provide them the bargaining power to decide when to become pregnant, the 
number of children to have, and the spacing of births. Without the economic resources that 
these assets would provide them, women will not have bargaining power (Omeje, Oshi, and 
Oshi 2011).

The protective effect of women’s asset ownership is not the same along the wealth distribution 
and cannot be assumed in all contexts. It also depends on contextual factors, such as gender 
norms and inheritance and marital regimes, which are discussed in detail in the next section 
(Oduro et al. 2015).

Roles of Legal Systems and Social Norms

Gender inequalities are often the outcomes of gender biases in legal systems, social norms, and 
institutional structures. Factors such as discriminatory norms and laws on inheritance, marital 
regimes, and absence of protection from workplace discrimination are often associated with 
gender gaps in asset ownership, LFP, and time use.

In countries with more gender-egalitarian legal regimes, women generally have higher levels 
of property ownership, especially housing (Deere et al. 2013). Reforms to establish a more 
gender-equitable legislative framework could help increase women’s property ownership. Many 
African countries are signatories to the African Union’s 2005 Maputo Protocol and have enacted 
progressive legislation that provides women the same legal rights as men in land ownership, 
inheritance, and access to financial resources (Beegle and Christiaensen 2019). For example, 
statutory laws guarantee the same land rights to women in 46 of the 54 African countries for 
which data are available (Beegle and Christiaensen 2019). Studies have shown that women 
fare better under marital regimes that recognize women’s role in the accumulation of marital 
property, through child rearing and other unpaid work, than under separation of property 
regimes, which reinforce gender gaps (Deere et al. 2013).
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Women’s rights in land acquisition, selling, bequeathing, or renting are key for increasing land 
ownership among women (Doss, Meinzen-Dick, and Bomuhangi 2014). Land formalization 
programs promoting the joint registration of both spouses could improve outcomes for women 
and narrow gender gaps (Goldstein et al. 2015; O’Sullivan 2017). Reforms to enhance financial 
inclusion can address women’s lower savings and access to productive assets. For example, the 
expansion of Kenya’s mobile money service benefited women disproportionately, increasing the 
financial savings of female-headed households and enabling women to move out of agriculture 
and into businesses (Suri and Jack 2016).

Legislative reforms that strengthen women’s inheritance rights can improve measures of 
women’s empowerment (Deininger et al. 2019). Laws on inheritance that do not provide equal 
inheritance by siblings or inheritance by spouses can play an important role in the gender 
gap in asset ownership. In most African countries, inheritance is the most important means 
of acquisition of currently owned agricultural land. In Ghana, 81 percent of agricultural land, 
which is more likely to have been acquired as an inheritance, belongs to individual men, 
reflecting the apparent male bias in inheritance regimes (Deere et al. 2013).

Women are also disadvantaged in workplace protections. For example, five countries in the 
Economic Community of West African States have no prohibitions against sexual harassment in 
the workplace, and three countries have no guarantee of equal pay to workers based on gender. 
Given the importance of earnings for asset acquisition, legal reforms mandating equal pay for 
work of equal value are key for addressing gender gaps in pay and asset ownership.

However, the effectiveness of legislative reforms is conditioned by persistent social norms in an 
environment where men are privileged over women (Deere et al. 2013). Across Africa, women’s 
rights are shaped by legal pluralism,3 which accommodates both customary and religious laws. 
In 43 African countries, statutory laws guarantee the same land rights for men and women, but 
at the same time, informal institutions discriminate against women (Beegle and Christiaensen 
2019). A similar situation applies to inheritance regimes, where 39 countries have laws that 
guarantee the same rights for widows, widowers, sons, and daughters, but informal institutions 
discriminate against widows and daughters. Informal norms and institutions can be even more 
important than statutory laws. These social norms are usually in conflict with the statutory laws 
that promote equality. 

Rwanda has enacted far-reaching laws to achieve a gender-equitable inheritance regime. The 
inheritance and land laws have provisions for joint ownership of land by spouses and require 
that women must be signatories to the transfer, sale, mortgage, and lease of the jointly owned 
land. However, the laws have not brought about much change in the day-to-day management of 
land. Resistance to the idea that women and men can have equal land rights remains. Some men 
exclude their wives from decisions concerning their jointly owned land (Abbott, Mugisha, and 
Sapsford 2018). Women are still unable to lay claim to what is entitled to them as stated in the 
laws because of the continued adherence to traditional norms and values that do not recognize 
women as being capable of owning land and do not value women’s reproductive work and 
agricultural labor because these are performed within the home.
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Conclusion

This discussion on gender inequality revealed four important issues. First, gender inequality in 
one dimension can have a domino effect on other dimensions of gender inequality, resulting 
in women facing multiple binding constraints that adversely impact their well-being, the well-
being of their children, and the economy’s growth potential. For example, gender inequality 
in education has implications for gender gaps in future labor market outcomes, while gender 
inequality in time spent on unpaid care work has implications for gender inequality in the 
contemporary labor market. Girls’ access to education has been found to lead indirectly to 
positive outcomes such as better health for their children, a decline in fertility rates, and 
increased agency (that is, empowerment).

Second, while aggregate figures are useful summary statistics, policy makers should understand 
the nuances due to class, location, age, race, and ethnicity. Women are subject to multiple 
intersecting disadvantages.

Third, female disadvantage is not always the norm (Buhl-Wiggers et al. 2021), which has 
implications for policy design and interventions. A gender lens must be applied to the policy-
making process to reduce the likelihood of disadvantaging a particular group. For example, 
education policies must be designed to promote access to and quality of education for all 
children. The focus on girls’ education may result in boys being left behind (Evans et al. 2021; 
Welmond and Gregory 2021).

Fourth, gender norms and stereotypes can have a causal effect on gender inequality. Global 
evidence has shown a shift toward more gender-equitable norms and that economic growth is 
positively associated with this shift (Seguino 2007). Interventions designed to change gendered 
social norms have some traction (Njuki et al. 2023). An important strategy that governments 
must pursue is the enactment, publication, and effective implementation of national laws 
prohibiting discrimination against women in the social, economic, and political spheres, as well 
as the removal of gender-discriminatory laws.

Notes

 1. WHO has defined maternal mortality as the death of a woman from pregnancy-related causes during 
pregnancy or within 42 days of pregnancy, expressed as a ratio to 100,000 live births in the population 
being studied, and maternal morbidity as any health condition attributed to or complicating pregnancy 
and childbirth that has a negative impact on the woman’s well-being or functioning.

 2. These unemployment rates, while high, significantly understate the levels of unemployment using the 
ILO’s definition of labor force participation, as they exclude discouraged work seekers who make up a 
significant proportion of workers in African labor markets.

 3. Legal pluralism is the co-existence and interaction of statutory laws with multiple legal orders such as 
state, customary, religious, project, and local laws, all of which provide a basis for claiming property 
rights (Doss et al. 2012).
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Chapter 6

Spatial Inequality—Multidimensional 
Inequalities across Space
Nkechi Owoo, Muna Shifa, Vimal Ranchhod, and Mary Zhang

Introduction

Despite the strong recovery in economic growth in most Sub-Saharan African (SSA) economies 
since the mid-1990s, economic growth has not been inclusive. The extent to which economic 
growth alleviates poverty in SSA is limited due to, among other factors, high levels of initial 
and persistent inequality (Clementi, Fabiani, and Molini 2019; Fosu 2018). Within-country 
spatial inequality measures inequality within a country’s geographic units (for example, regions 
or districts) and is a key component of national inequality in most SSA countries (Beegle et al. 
2016; Shifa and Leibbrandt 2022). Several factors contribute to the emergence and persistence 
of spatial inequality in SSA, including initial conditions and colonial legacies, as well as the 
nature of post-independence political settlements (Abdulai 2017). 

This chapter provides an overview of the nature and patterns of spatial inequality in access 
to basic services in SSA. The chapter focuses on basic services, such as access to electricity, 
safe sanitation, and clean water, as they play a key role in observed inequalities across the 
continent. In addition, these services form the infrastructure across individuals’ life course, 
with implications for their health, education, and employment (that is, participation in the 
economy). 

Map 6.1 provides a general overview of the distribution of these services across the continent, 
revealing two important aspects. First, the lack of access to basic services across SSA is visible, 
and second, the differences in access across countries are substantial. For example, more than 
80 percent of the population in countries such as the Central African Republic and Chad 
are deemed multidimensionally poor, with limited access to basic services such as improved 
sanitation, but only 20 percent of the population in South Africa is similarly deprived.1
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Map 6.1 Multidimensional Poverty and Deprivations in Basic Services in Sub-Saharan Africa

a. Multidimensional Poverty b. Deprived in Santation

POOR (%)

IBRD 48499  | NOVEMBER 2024

74.1–91.0
66.5–74.1
57.8–66.5
50.4–57.8
44.8–50.4
37.4–44.8
19.4–37.4
6.3–19.4
NO DATA

SANITATION (%)

IBRD 48500  | NOVEMBER 2024

87.7–93.9
80.9–87.7
76.3–80.9
70.0–76.3
65.6–70.0
54.8–65.6
49.0–54.8
19.3–49.0
NO DATA

(continued next page)
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c. Deprived in water d. Deprived in electricity

ELECTRICITY (%)

IBRD 48502  | NOVEMBER 2024

82.7–91.7
74.6–82.7
66.3–74.6
55.7–66.3
48.4–55.7
38.5–48.4
29.9–38.5
10.2–29.9
NO DATA

WATER (%)

IBRD 48501  | NOVEMBER 2024

60.3–69.4
53.5–60.3
45.9–53.5
41.1–45.9
36.8–41.1
29.1–36.8
21.3–29.1
7.5–21.3
NO DATA

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from Alkire, Kanagaratnam, and Suppa 2022.
Note: The legends show the percentage of the population in multidimensional poverty or lacking access to safe sanitation, clean water, or electricity.

Map 6.1 Multidimensional Poverty and Deprivations in Basic Services in Sub-Saharan Africa (continued)
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The remainder of the chapter is organized as follows. The first section on heterogeneities in 
spatial inequalities presents evidence on within-country differences (regional and provincial 
differences) in access to basic services across countries in SSA and discusses contributing 
factors. The following section discusses micro-level demographic and socioeconomic factors 
that affect access to basic services within countries across the continent. The final section 
provides concluding remarks and policy implications.

Spatial Inequalities across Settings in SSA

Spatial inequalities refer to “the uneven distribution of income or other variables across 
different locations” (Kanbur, Venables, and Wan 2006, 2). United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals 6 and 7 specify that providing safe water, sanitation, hygiene, and 
sustainable modern energy to everyone should be achieved by 2030. Multidimensional spatial 
inequality is “a significant challenge in promoting inclusive growth in the SSA countries” 
(Shifa and Leibbrandt 2022, 13). This chapter uses the deprivation of electricity, safe sanitation, 
and clean water to illustrate the inequalities in accessing basic services across and within the 
SSA regions.

Using data on Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa (refer to figure 6.1), the highest level of 
electricity deprivation is observed in Kenya (70 percent), which is attributable to the country’s 
high and rising cost of electricity (Njiru and Letema 2018). Among the three countries, the 
highest levels of deprivation in sanitation (76 percent) and water (85 percent) are observed in 
Ghana. This situation is explained by limited resources, staff, and implementation of programs 
(UNICEF 2023), particularly in rural areas.

South Africa has the lowest levels of deprivation among the three countries (Shifa and 
Leibbrandt 2022). However, despite its better electricity infrastructure, access is not uniformly 
distributed across South Africa. For example, a recent Afrobarometer report indicates that only 
41 percent and 51 percent of urban and rural residents, respectively, believed that the country 
had a reliable electricity supply (Oyuke, Penar, and Howard 2016). Since 2007, South Africa has 
continued to experience widespread national blackouts of electricity supply, largely attributed to 
insufficient generation capacity. This situation highlights the need to contrast “measured” access 
to basic services with “realized access.”

In addition to between-country differences, within countries, access to basic services may also 
vary across regions, districts, and provinces. The following subsections discuss these variations 
in deprivations in electricity, safe sanitation, and clean water.
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Figure 6.1 Basic Service Deprivations in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and demographic and 
Health Surveys (dHS).
Note: Calculations for Ghana are from the MICS6 for 2018, for Kenya from the dHS for 2014, and for South Africa 
from the dHS for 2016. 

Electricity
Inequalities in electrification and electricity supply and consumption are critical issues in 
most SSA countries (Falchetta et al. 2020; Sarkodie and Adams 2020). Electricity deprivation 
shows substantial variations across regions and provinces within countries (refer to map 6.2). 
In Kenya, although around 70 percent of the population does not have access to electricity 
(refer to figure 6.1), this varies across counties. While the level of deprivation is as high as 
92 percent in Western Kenya, it is only 12 percent in Nairobi, the country’s capital city. A similar 
situation is observed in Ghana—although around 19 percent of the population is estimated 
to be deprived of electricity, the lowest level of deprivation is observed in the Greater Accra 
region (about 6 percent). In comparison, the highest level is observed in the Upper East region 
(about 53 percent). In South Africa, around 9 percent of the general population lacks access to 
electricity; the highest level of deprivation is in the Eastern Cape (20 percent), and the lowest 
level is in the Western Cape (0.3 percent).
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Map 6.2 Electricity Deprivation in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa

(continued next page)
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Sources: Authors’ calculations using data from UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and demographic and Health Surveys (dHS). 
Note: The maps show the percentage of households that lack access to electricity. Calculations for Ghana are from the UNICEF MICS6 for 2018 (raw sample size, 61,254), for 
Kenya from the dHS for 2014 (raw sample size, 151,093), and for South Africa from the dHS for 2016 (raw sample size, 37,925). Normalized post stratification weight applied.

Map 6.2 Electricity Deprivation in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa (continued)
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Safe Sanitation
Similar to electricity, deprivations in access to improved sanitation vary across regions and 
provinces within each country (refer to map 6.3). Overall, 76 percent of the population in 
Ghana is sanitation deprived. In Kenya and South Africa, 50 percent and 19 percent of the 
population, respectively, are sanitation deprived. Within Ghana, only three regions (Ashanti, 
Eastern, and Greater Accra) have deprivation levels below the country average. In Kenya, 
sanitation deprivation varies from as low as 40 percent (Western) to as high as 75 percent 
(North Eastern). In Kenya, despite Nairobi being the country’s capital city, about 70 percent of 
the population there is sanitation deprived. In South Africa, the level of sanitation deprivation 
in most regions is lower than the national average, except for that in Gauteng (29 percent) and 
North West (23 percent).

Clean Water
Similar to electricity and sanitation deprivation, the distribution of households without access 
to clean drinking water in their dwelling or yard (water deprivation) varies across regions 
within each country (refer to map 6.4). Overall, 85 percent of the households in Ghana are 
clean water deprived, followed by about 69 percent in Kenya and 28 percent in South Africa. 
In Kenya, clean water deprivation is lowest in the Central and Nairobi regions (35–36 percent) 
and highest in the Coast (82 percent), Nyanza (90 percent), and Western (92 percent) regions. 
In South Africa, the percentage of households experiencing clean water deprivation is double 
the national average in the Eastern Cape (52 percent) and Limpopo (57 percent) regions. 
In contrast, the Free State (7 percent) and Western Cape (7 percent) provinces have the lowest 
levels of clean water deprivation.

Several factors can explain the regional and provincial differences in access to basic services 
like electricity, safe sanitation, and clean drinking water in countries across SSA. In Ghana, 
Kenya, and other countries, colonial factors play an important role in the regional divide 
in access to basic services. In Ghana, during colonial times, the North and South of the 
country were designated as the “periphery” and “core,” respectively, so that Northern Ghana’s 
interests and development were sidelined (Brukum 1998; Grischow 1999; Plange 1979; 
Songsore 2003). Thus, colonial investments and expenditures in the northern regions were 
kept to a minimum, just adequate to keep the administration running. In Kenya, colonial 
administrators perceived the climate in the country and in Mombasa to be conducive and, 
therefore, developed railways and other infrastructure (such as banking) in these areas 
(Morgan 1963). These uneven spatial development patterns continued even after colonialism 
ended (Bernards 2022; Kimari and Ernstson 2020). Other factors that explain regional 
variations in access to basic services may include extreme weather events (for example, 
droughts), limited infrastructure, poor planning, and the high costs of maintenance and 
services (Hope and Ballon 2021).
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Map 6.3 Sanitation Deprivation in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa

(continued next page)
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Sources: Authors’ calculations using data from UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and demographic and Health Surveys (dHS). 
Note: The maps show the percentage of households that lack access to improved sanitation. Calculations for Ghana are from the UNICEF MICS6 for 2018 (raw sample size, 
61,254), for Kenya from the dHS for 2014 (raw sample size, 151,093), and for South Africa from the dHS for 2016 (raw sample size, 37,925). Normalized post stratification 
weight applied.

Map 6.3 Sanitation Deprivation in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa (continued)
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Map 6.4 Clean Water Deprivation in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa

(continued next page)
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Sources: Authors’ calculations using data from UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) and demographic and Health Surveys (dHS). 
Note: The maps show the percentage of households that lack access to clean water. Calculations for Ghana are from the UNICEF MICS6 for 2018 (raw sample size, 61,254), for 
Kenya from the dHS for 2014 (raw sample size, 151,093), and for South Africa from the dHS for 2016 (raw sample size, 37,925). Normalized post stratification weight applied. 

Map 6.4 Clean Water Deprivation in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa (continued)
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Heterogeneities in Spatial Inequalities

This section discusses factors that explain differences in access to basic services in SSA at 
more-disaggregated levels than regions or provinces. It explores the contributions of factors 
such as poverty, education, urbanization, gender, race, and ethnicity to explain differential 
access to basic services within countries in SSA. In map 6.5, for example, although provinces 
such as Limpopo and Eastern Cape in South Africa have higher levels of water deprivation 
compared to other provinces, like the Western Cape, within these deprived provinces, 
some districts are better off (for example, Waterberg) than others (for example, Vhembe 
and Mopani).

These within-region or province heterogeneities in access to basic services can be explained 
by certain individual- and household-level factors, which are discussed in the following 
subsections.

Poverty Status
In countries in SSA, such as Ghana and South Africa, the poorest households generally have 
the least access to basic amenities and public services (Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020; Stats SA, 
SALDRU, and AFD 2019). According to Parienté (2017), given the monopoly-like structure 
of service providers, the failure of governments to regulate the market properly can result in 
inadequate or poorly maintained services, as well as limited contract enforcement. In map 6.6, 
the counties in Kenya with the highest monetary poverty levels, like Mandera and Turkana, 
also have the highest levels of multidimensional poverty as measured by deprivations in access 
to education, health facilities, electricity, safe sanitation, and water, among other deprivations 
(Shifa and Leibbrandt 2017). Poorer households may also demonstrate a lower willingness and 
ability to pay for basic services, with the situation being exacerbated in the absence of credit 
facilities, which further constrains their demand (Devoto et al. 2012).

Urbanization
Urbanization also affects access to basic services like water, sanitation, and electricity in 
SSA. According to agglomeration economy arguments, a bigger pool of providers may lower 
the costs and improve the variety and quality of service provision through competition and 
specialization. In addition, there is better connectivity between customers and suppliers 
in urban areas as a result of more-efficient transport systems, making it easier to access 
services. Martine (2008) found that it is generally more efficient to provide public services and 
infrastructure, such as sewage treatment facilities and electricity, in large cities than in dispersed 
settlements where densities are low and distances are large. Therefore, urbanization is also a 
factor in explaining spatial heterogeneities within regions in a country.



116  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Map 6.5 Access to Clean Water in Provinces and District Municipalities in South Africa

Sources: panel a is original to this publication; panel b is based on the 2011 census in Stats SA et al. 2019. 
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Map 6.6 Poverty and Access to Improved Water Sources, Kenya, 2009

Source: Based on Shifa and Leibbrandt 2017.
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Map 6.7 indicates areas with access to electricity, with darker shades of green indicating greater 
access. Access to electricity is relatively high in the urban cities of Bagoue, Gbeke, and Poro, 
while less-urbanized areas, like San Pedro, appear to have lower access. This phenomenon 
suggests that the higher concentration of people within an area of a country is correlated with 
greater access to basic services, albeit with distinguishable variations between the urban rich 
and urban poor populations (Kuddus, Tynan, and McBryde 2020).

Map 6.7 Access to Electricity in the Largest Cities in Côte d’Ivoire, 2015

Source: Map used under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License; Aka et al. 2020.
Note: Map shows the distribution of access to electricity, with darker shades of green representing areas with greater 
access.
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Despite the likely benefits of agglomeration economies in urban centers, which increase 
the provision of and access to basic services, rising congestion, overcrowding, pressure on 
ecosystems, and other related challenges can counterbalance these if public investment is 
insufficient to preserve and expand essential infrastructures (Turok and McGranahan 2013).

Data from other countries, like Ghana and South Africa, also show that urban households 
have greater access to basic services, compared to their rural counterparts (refer to table 6.1). 
An explanation for the lower access in less-urbanized areas is that, on the supply side, rural 
dwellers may not be well organized and are, therefore, more likely to be neglected in or 
excluded from national development agendas (Kumar 2015). On the demand side, in rural 
areas, where property rights may not be effective, households may be reluctant to make 
housing improvements by procuring services such as safe water, safe sanitation, and electricity.

Gender
Gender also contributes to heterogeneities in access to basic services within geographic units 
in SSA. In many households, the burden of water collection and household hygiene rests 
on women and girls. Nonetheless, water and sanitation projects traditionally fail women 
and girls because the projects often do not systematically factor gender considerations into 
resource allocation decisions and, therefore, overlook women in water and sanitation planning. 
Because community development stakeholder meetings often have few women in attendance 
(and when present, women rarely speak up), men usually dominate the discussions and 
decision-making, leading to distributions of resources that are frequently skewed in favor of 
men (UN Habitat 2013).

The different statuses of women and men in many SSA households, which are influenced by 
historical, religious, economic, and cultural realities, are responsible for the unequal access 
to resources and amenities (Pouramin, Nagabhatla, and Miletto 2020). In South Africa, 
for example, 77 percent of male-headed households have access to safe water compared to 
70 percent of female-headed households. Furthermore, 69.2 percent of male-headed households 
have access to refuse removal by local authorities compared to 60.6 percent of female-headed 
households (Stats SA et al. 2019).

Table 6.1 Basic Services by Rural and Urban Residence in Ghana, Kenya, and South Africa

Country

Safe water (%) Safe sanitation (%) Electricity (%)

Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban

Ghana 67.5 55.0 60.3 91.7 63.5 91.7

Kenya 61.8 86.7 48.8 86.2 20.0 73.9

South Africa 40.4 88.8 62.8 90.6 85.8 83.7

Sources: Ghana Living Standards Survey (2016/17); Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (2015/16); 
South Africa General Household Survey (2017).
Note: The values in the table are the percentage of households with access to safe water, safe sanitation, and electricity.
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In contrast, in Ghana, female-headed households tend to fare better than male-headed 
households, with a larger proportion of female-headed households having access to clean 
water (62.1 versus 61.9 percent), safe sanitation (83.9 versus 71.4 percent), and electricity 
(81.6 versus 74.4 percent) (Atta-Ankomah et al. 2020). Brown and van de Walle (2020) stated 
that the nature of female headship may explain their better performance. Generally, female 
household heads who are married or in nonresident polygynous households with remitting 
husbands or male contributory workers may be better off.

Racial and Ethnic Groups
Spatial heterogeneities in access to basic services within regions may also be explained by 
racial and ethnic backgrounds. According to Akramov and Asante (2008), the ethnic diversity 
of individuals within a particular geographic area in Ghana significantly impacts their access 
to local public services. For example, in South Africa, Black African–headed households 
experience more interruptions to the water supply, have lower access to improved sanitation, 
and show the lowest rates of electricity and internet access compared to households headed by 
other population groups (Stats SA et al. 2019). Furthermore, the parts of South Africa with the 
highest population of Blacks are found to have the least access to safe water (Brdar et al. 2016; 
Stats SA et al. 2019).

Walters, Bittencourt, and Chisadza (2023) have shown that South African municipalities that are 
coethnic with the president are associated with better provision of water infrastructure relative 
to other municipalities. Where regulation is inefficient, the decision to provide basic services 
to certain areas may be based on ethnicity (Burgess et al. 2015). Furthermore, ethnic and racial 
differences in tastes and preferences for basic services may also explain heterogeneities in access 
to these local public goods, as well as the lack of politically independent institutions to oversee the 
allocation of funding and provision of local infrastructure (Walters et al. 2023). Similar influences 
of ethnicity on the distribution of basic services are observed in Kenya, with districts that share a 
common ethnicity with the president receiving double the amount of expenditure on roads and 
possessing five times the length of paved roads built (Burgess et al. 2015).

Education
Educational attainment also can explain the spatial heterogeneities in access to basic 
services between and within countries’ geographic units. Higher education can contribute to 
more-effective use of basic services like water and sanitation. Akpakli et al. (2018) found that 
education is an important determining factor in rural districts’ access to safe sanitation in 
Ghana. Furthermore, educational attainment can lead to greater awareness of the implications 
of, for instance, clean water and safe sanitation for welfare outcomes. Education may also be 
correlated with greater resource endowments, leading to the use of resources to secure needed 
amenities and services (Agbadi, Darkwah, and Kenney 2019).

Figure 6.2 shows that access to electricity and safe sanitation increases with the attainment of 
at least a secondary school education across Ghana’s regions. In Greater Accra, where about 
45 percent of the population has at least a secondary school education, access to safe sanitation 
and electricity is highest, compared to the Upper East region, where only 18 percent of the 
population has at least a secondary school education.
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Figure 6.2 Educational Attainment and Access to Electricity and Safe Sanitation in Ghana, 
by Region, 2017
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Figure 6.3 shows that, although the Greater Accra region in Ghana has the highest levels 
of educational attainment and access to basic services like electricity (94 percent) and safe 
sanitation (95 percent), there is some variation in access based on educational attainment 
within the region. Access to safe sanitation is lowest among those with only primary education 
(92 percent) and highest among those with a post-secondary education (99.99 percent). In the 
Upper East region, where access to electricity and safe sanitation is the lowest in the country, 
households with at least a secondary education have greater access, compared to those with only 
primary education.

Education can also benefit from the provision of basic services, such as electricity, safe 
sanitation, and clean water, with increased provision of these services increasing school 
enrollment (Adamba 2018; Sharma and Adhikari 2022).

Spatial clustering in access to basic services is visible in the maps in this chapter. Recent 
research has tested the significance of these spatial clustering patterns across several African 
countries. For example, using a series of multidimensional poverty indicators in South Africa, 
Shifa, David, and Leibbrandt (2021) found hot spots of deprivations around the KwaZulu-Natal 
and Eastern Cape provinces, suggesting that households in these provinces have lower access 
to basic services and are surrounded by other households with similarly low services. However, 
cold spots (with better access) are observed around the Western Cape province, suggesting that 
households with better access are often surrounded by other households with similarly good 
access to basic services in this province. 
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Figure 6.3 Educational Attainment and Access to Basic Services in the Greater Accra and Upper East 
Regions of Ghana, 2017
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Geremew and Damtew (2020) found evidence in Ethiopia of significant localized spatial 
autocorrelation in unsafe water access in the Afar, Amhara, Somalia, and Southern Nations 
Nationalities and People regions. There are cold spots with better access to safe water in the 
country’s central, southern, and western regions. In Ghana, Moulds et al. (2022) found that 
districts with high rates of sachet water consumption tend to be spatially clustered, particularly 
in the southern part of the country around Accra and Kumasi. Nduhuura, Garschagen, and 
Zerga (2021) also found evidence of spatial autocorrelation in access to reliable electricity in 
Ghana, with hot and cold spots in different localities.

Beyond the continent, studies on other developing countries have shown that geographic access 
to basic services is not spatially random. Evidence of spatial nonrandomness in access to basic 
services suggests that other processes (for example, socioeconomic, political, demographic, 
and other factors) may influence the distribution of basic services in many African countries. 
Information gleaned from hot/cold spot analyses may be useful in identifying priority 
neighborhoods for implementing targeted interventions to improve access to water, electricity, 
sanitation, and other basic services.

Conclusions and Policy Implications

This chapter highlights significant differences in several dimensions of inequalities across 
geographic spaces in Africa. This issue is commonly observed for a single multidimensional 
poverty index or subcomponents of such an index, such as access to clean water, sanitation, 
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or electricity. In addition, these spatial disparities occur across countries and regions 
within countries.

Even within regions, systematic differences are clear between urban and rural households. 
Evidence suggests that these differences are generated or sustained by households’ demographic 
characteristics, such as gender of the household head, levels of educational attainment within 
the household, and racial or ethnic composition of the area.

In addition, spatial correlations mean that closer proximity to areas with better access to 
services also independently increases the chance of an area having greater access to services. 
This issue reflects the costs of the infrastructure investments required to establish access to 
services. For example, extending an existing electric grid for distribution is easier and more 
cost-effective than setting up a new distribution center in a different town.

Various policies can alleviate spatial inequalities. One policy that has been attempted in 
South Africa is the creation of special economic zones (SEZs). These geographic areas are 
designated for targeted economic activities to promote national economic growth and exports 
by using tax breaks and other fiscal support. In theory, SEZs could lead to enough economies 
of scale and agglomeration to become self-sustaining over time. They can also develop 
enough population density to make the infrastructure costs associated with service provision 
financially feasible.

Most empirical research on the effects of SEZs has focused on economic outcomes such 
as employment or various aspects of firm performance, and few studies have considered 
individuals’ access to services. Aggarwal’s (2007) study in India found that employment in SEZs 
has improved access to sanitation conditions, safe drinking water, and electricity. However, the 
sample was relatively small, and it would be difficult to generalize from this study. Alkon (2018) 
argued that, although there is evidence of the successful use of SEZs to stimulate local and 
regional socioeconomic development in China, an analysis of Indian census data shows that 
SEZs have failed to create local socioeconomic development. 

Zeng (2015) attempted to draw out lessons for Africa from the Chinese experience with 
SEZs, noting that the SEZs in SSA have performed poorly, with a few exceptions. Zeng also 
highlighted some longer-term lessons from the Chinese cases, including environmental 
degradation and an imbalance between industrial and social development. Thus, the evidence 
on the efficacy of SEZs for social upliftment and local development is mixed, and SEZs 
should not be contemplated without considering the local economic, social, and political 
environments.

As an alternative to SEZs, the policy of implementing fiscal rules that allocate funds for 
development based on regional needs can be contemplated. This approach would remove 
some of the discretionary budgetary decisions, thus mitigating against the worst forms of 
political clientelism, which the research discussed in this chapter indicates is potentially 
important.
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Finally, when considering welfare and attempting to maximize it dynamically, recognizing the 
dynamic nature of populations in terms of their size, composition, and spatial distributions is 
critical. This understanding has significant implications for both research and related policy 
design. A well-conceived urbanization plan, developed in conjunction with the planned 
expansion of access to services, is likely to be more efficacious than related policies designed in 
isolation. Ideally, information on the evolution of the distribution of people over time, as well 
as the historical and planned future development of the spatial distribution of services, should 
inform such a plan.

Note

 1. Multidimensional poverty is calculated here by aggregating indicators from three dimensions: 
(1) education (years of schooling and school attendance), (2) health (child mortality and nutrition), 
and (3) living standards (access to basic services and assets). Each dimension is equally weighted, as 
are the indicators within each dimension (Alkire et al. 2022).
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Chapter 7

Migration and Inequality
Anda David, Murray Leibbrandt, Muna Shifa, and Rawane Yasser

Introduction

Africa is characterized by rich flows of internal and international migration. While 
migration has long been identified as a pathway out of poverty (Galbraith 1979), few 
studies have examined how migration and inequality are interlinked. Indicator 10.7 of the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 10, “Reduce inequality within and among 
countries,” focuses on the facilitation of safe, orderly, regular, and responsible migration 
and mobility of people, placing migration policies and inequality at the center of global 
discussions.

Migration is one mechanism that can shape inequality (Safi 2020), as people often migrate 
when they are unable to satisfy their aspirations in their locality or country (Cirillo et al. 2022). 
However, the relationship between migration and inequality is complex, because inequality is 
both a driver and an outcome of human migration (World Bank 2023). Depending on its nature 
and context, migration has the potential to reduce inequalities, generate new inequalities, or 
exacerbate existing inequalities.

Migration and inequality are interlinked through the development process (Dao et al. 2018; 
Sjaastad 1962; Zelinsky 1971). Migration is an integral part of structural transformation, 
which entails the movement of workers across sectors of a given economy (for example, 
from rural to urban sectors). In this process, migration first increases and then decreases as 
a country experiences economic development. Studies of migration and income inequality 
have noted that inequality is low at the early stages of migration, but it rises as migration 
rises until a threshold where no further rise in inequality occurs with increased migration 
(Clemens 2014).

Most studies on migration and inequality have focused on international migration, featuring 
migration flows between Mexico and the United States or between the Global North and 
the Global South. Limited research analyzes the welfare and distributional implications 
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of intracontinental migration in Africa. Yet, understanding the drivers and outcomes of 
intracontinental migration is crucial for Africa, where more than 85 percent of migration 
occurs within the continent (OECD and AFD 2019; Williams 2024).

This chapter discusses migration in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) through the lens of inequality 
and explores how migration shapes livelihoods and also how migration is shaped by aspects of 
inequality, such as spatial inequality, income inequality, and overall inequality of opportunity. 
The first section provides an overview of the patterns of migration in SSA, examining both 
internal and international mobility. The next section details the migration–inequality nexus, 
focusing on how inequality can drive migration, as well as how international migration patterns 
influence inequalities. This section focuses on remittances and labor markets as the channels 
through which migration can impact within-country inequality. Finally, the chapter explores 
new frontiers in issues related to migration, such as norms and institutions and climate change.

Migration Patterns in SSA

In developing countries in SSA or elsewhere where a large share of the population resides 
in rural areas, internal migration flows from rural to urban areas are significant (Brueckner 
and Lall 2015). However, internal migration, especially among rural areas, remains much 
less documented due to the lack of harmonized data. Therefore, the extent of internal 
migration remains largely underestimated, according to Selod and Shilpi (2021). Despite 
the data challenge, Cattaneo and Robinson (2019) have shown that rural-to-rural migration 
is the most-prevalent migration pattern in SSA, especially in low-income countries. 
In countries that have undergone some structural transformation, rural-to-urban migration 
is predominant. Cattaneo and Robinson (2019) also found evidence of extensive stepwise 
migration, with more than one-third of those who have moved once moving a second 
time or more.

Within Africa, internal migration intensities (rates of movement) are heterogeneous. Bell et 
al. (2015) provided estimates of permanent migration intensities during 2000–10, finding 
high migration intensities in parts of Eastern and Western Africa (Cameroon, Guinea, Kenya, 
Senegal, and Tanzania) and Southern Africa (South Africa and Zambia) but low migration 
intensities in the rest of the continent.

Rural-to-urban migration can lead to international migration given that urban 
migrants can migrate internationally as they earn more and discover job opportunities 
(Williams 2024). In SSA, most international migrations take place within the region 
(refer to figure 7.1). Migration patterns are more intense in corridors such as from Burkina 
Faso to Côte d’Ivoire or those that go to regional economic poles, such as Nigeria or 
South Africa (World Bank 2023). In addition, recent conflicts in Ethiopia, Sudan, and other 
countries have led to an increase in emigrants moving toward neighboring countries. Large 
refugee movements originate from the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Somalia, South Sudan, and Sudan.
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Figure 7.1 Key Figures on Migration in Africa, 2000–25
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with permission of the Africa Center, Washington, dC. Further permission required for additional reuse.

Emigration to non-African countries is mainly directed to the Middle East and Europe, 
although Africans represent only 6.6 and 8.2 percent of all migrants in those regions, 
respectively (World Bank 2023). Recent migration flows to these regions have largely involved 
migrants from Senegal toward the Canary Islands and Spain due to the social unrest in Senegal 
(Ratha, Chandra, et al. 2023). Ratha, Chandra, et al. (2023) also noted an increase in migrants 
from Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, and Mali toward Italy, where they 
accounted for 40 percent of arrivals in 2023, compared to around 5 percent during the same 
period in 2022. 

A combination of factors have been proposed as the main drivers of both internal and 
international migrations in SSA. Spatial earnings disparities and inequalities in other 
development outcomes are key among these. In addition, climate shocks and violent conflicts, 
notably in the Middle East and SSA, are driving migration.

The Migration–Inequality Nexus

Inequality plays an important role as a driver of migration, determining both the level of 
migration and who migrates (McKenzie 2018). However, the relationship between inequality 
in the origin country or sending region and migration is not straightforward, because 
inequality can affect migration in several opposing ways. Migration is driven by access to 
opportunities, resulting in who can migrate and to where. The differential in opportunities 
is where inequality can shape migration. This section discusses the evidence suggesting that 
inequality is a determinant of both internal and international mobility.
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Inequality as a Driver of Migration
Studies have focused on the role of labor market income differentials between urban and rural 
areas as the main driver of internal migration. In accounting for rural-to-urban migration, 
the Lewis model (Lewis 1954) and the Harris–Todaro model (Harris and Todaro 1970) have 
presented migration as a response to economic incentives that offer the prospect of higher 
income in urban areas. The neoclassical theory of migration argues that people migrate 
from regions with low wages to those with higher wages according to a cost-benefit analysis 
(Harris and Todaro 1970). This theory states that, when wage inequalities in a country 
decrease, migration levels also decrease.

Empirical studies have documented that economic development is often associated with 
unequal spatial development patterns within a country, leading to income and wage disparities 
between urban and rural areas. This issue creates a positive relationship between migration 
and development, where increased development accentuates urban-rural wage gaps and fosters 
increased migration between these areas (World Bank 2023). According to the World Bank 
(2023), the urban-rural wage gap accounts for 40 percent of mean country inequality. One of 
every four or five individuals raised in rural areas moves to an urban area as a young adult, 
where they earn much higher incomes, as compared to nonimmigrant permanent rural 
residents (Young 2013). 

Differentials between rural and urban amenities can be a driving force in rural-urban migration 
(Selod and Shilpi 2021), including access to electricity, paved roads, and social and educational 
opportunities. Food insecurity is also an important determinant of both migration intentions 
and preparations (Sadiddin et al. 2019; Smith and Floro 2020). Youth in SSA, facing higher 
unemployment rates than those of other age groups (refer to chapter 4 in this book), often see 
migration as their only chance for social mobility (David and Nilsson 2021). 

An increasing number of studies have highlighted drivers of internal migration other 
than differences in labor market outcomes between destination and origin areas. Based on 
observations of rural-to-urban migration in Africa, Migration Systems Theory argues that 
the broader environment influences the decisions of individual migrants (Mabogunje 1970). 
Environmental factors influencing the decision to migrate include the social welfare system, 
including education and health; wages; prices; the level of industrial development; and 
technological development (Muyonga, Odipo, and Agwanda 2020). 

Another potential mechanism is that inequality within origin areas increases migration; 
therefore, individuals living in unequal areas tend to migrate (Lipton 1980). As a result, 
the remittances sent from richer migrants can negatively impact rural income distribution, 
exacerbating income inequality between migrant and nonmigrant households. Over time, there 
is a neutralizing impact on intrahousehold inequality in the origin regions as migration grows 
between rural and urban areas.

For international migration, a combination of factors, including inequalities in earnings and 
well-being outcomes, may be its main drivers in Africa. The literature has long dwelled on 
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the nexus between migration and development, gradually moving away from the theoretical 
underpinnings proposed by Sjaastad (1962), according to which migration is the result 
of a wage differential, toward a more-comprehensive view including geography, culture, 
information asymmetries, and policies (Dao et al. 2018).

According to the neo-classical view, there are significant global disparities between 
developed and developing countries (McKenzie 2018). Therefore, international migration 
arises as a response to the global disparities in income and well-being across countries, 
motivated by prospects of higher wages and access to better services (World Bank 2023). 

The idea that labor mobility is shaped by real or expected differentials in wages and 
productivity dates to the Lewis model of development of a dual economy (Lewis 
1954) and the Harris–Todaro model (1970) of rural-urban migration. These dynamics 
exist beyond national borders, too. Özden, Packard, and Wagner (2017) showed how 
international migration flows respond to wage differentials between countries, along 
with geographic characteristics, such as distances and country size. Studies have 
extensively documented how the economic benefits of migration manifest through wage 
gains for migrants (Clemens, Montenegro, and Pritchett 2019; McKenzie, Stillman, and 
Gibson 2010; Özden et al. 2017). More than 80 percent of migrants move in search of better 
opportunities in the destination country, mainly driven by the potential for higher wages 
and access to better services (World Bank 2018, 2023).

The global view is especially important. Milanovic (2015) showed that, globally, more 
than half of the variability in income is explained by individuals’ country of residence and 
circumstances at birth, implying that, for the world’s distribution of income, migration 
is a key factor for individuals to improve their position. This view is also in line with 
Galbraith’s (1979) observation that migration is the oldest action against poverty in history. 
These income maximization theories of migration imply that migration from the poorest 
countries would be high (Sjaastad 1962). However, this prediction does not apply in 
practice, as most migrants are not among the poorest in their country of origin; they are 
largely from middle-income countries, which hold the largest share of emigrants, therefore 
prompting a more comprehensive view on the nexus between migration and development 
(World Bank 2023).

Dao et al. (2018) identified an inverted U-shaped relationship between migration and 
development, meaning that emigration first increases and then decreases as a country 
experiences economic development. These results suggest that, in the short term, a rise 
in income induces small effects on low-skilled and average emigration rates, as financial 
constraints prevent low-skilled workers from realizing their migration aspirations. In the long 
run, a rise in income may relax financial constraints and increase the share of college graduates 
among emigrants and the average emigration rate. A reason why migration rates start to fall 
at a certain level of wealth or income is that the opportunity cost of migrating grows with the 
income-earning prospects at home, as well as the presence of risks in migrating and incomplete 
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information about opportunities abroad (McKenzie 2018). However, as rising incomes are not 
uniformly distributed, they can be accompanied by rising inequality.

Clemens (2014) suggested that within-country income inequality tends to be more pronounced 
during the initial stages of development, marked by a rise in inequality and, therefore, by a rise 
in the number of those who are relatively deprived. During this period, worse-off individuals 
feel relatively deprived, prompting them to migrate to improve their position relative to other 
households (Dao et al. 2018). As such, inequality can impact migration through the lens of 
aspirations. This phenomenon would predict that emigration is positively associated with 
inequality in the country of origin. However, at low levels of income, inequality has a limited 
effect on migration due to financial constraints that make the costs of migration too high for 
poor individuals (McKenzie 2018).

McKenzie (2018) identified two effects of inequality on the rate of migration. The first is a 
mechanical effect, in which higher inequality for a given income results in a higher number 
of poor people, which can lower migration rates if poor people cannot afford to migrate. 
The second is an indirect effect, by which inequality reflects unequal returns to skills. Therefore, 
more-unequal countries with higher returns to skills will see lower rates of migration among 
wealthy people and skilled people and relatively higher rates among poor people and those with 
an intermediate level of wealth, if they can afford to migrate.

Poverty and critical income thresholds to underwrite migration are, therefore, strong 
determinants of how inequality impacts migration. Emigration rates are lower still for the 
regions with the poorest people. In SSA, emigrants are only 2.5 percent of the population 
(World Bank 2023). Wouterse (2010) showed that intercontinental migration from Burkina 
Faso is most common among the households that own the most land, whereas intra-African 
migration is less biased toward rich households. Dao et al. (2018) found that low rates 
of migration at low levels of per capita income can be attributed to two factors. First, in 
low-income countries, educated workers comprise a much lower share of the labor force, and 
people who are less educated are less likely to want or be able to migrate, compared with those 
who are more educated (Docquier, Peri, and Ruyssen 2014; Kerr et al. 2017). Migration from 
lower-income countries is characterized by a significantly higher share of high-skilled workers, 
in what is known as the “brain drain.” 

Second, low-income countries have smaller migration networks than slightly richer countries, 
and the likelihood of migrating increases with network size. Therefore, poor individuals are 
more likely to move when migration costs are low, networks exist, and policy makes it possible 
for them to do so (Dao et al. 2018; McKenzie 2024).

These findings and proposed models are based on the hypothesis that migration is voluntary. 
However, 20 percent of the 184 million migrants worldwide are refugees (a percentage that 
increases to 34 percent for low- and middle-income countries; World Bank 2023). From this 
perspective of forced migration, the conceptualization of the linkages with economic inequality 
is more strenuous. Forced displacement entails a loss of assets and also of human capital and 
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networks, thus increasing individuals’ vulnerability and trapping them in a cycle of poverty 
(World Bank 2018). As forced displacement often occurs for the most-vulnerable populations, 
it could be inferred that it can potentially increase global inequality or, if the displacement 
occurs within national borders, it can increase national inequality. 

Should studies focus on inequality between refugees and host populations, even though 
their contexts are extremely different, or should they consider inequality between those 
who have left and those who have not? Research outside Africa has shown that the arrival of 
refugees negatively impacts low-skilled, low-wage earners, but this issue can be offset by tax 
redistribution, as tax revenue and profits per earner increase (World Bank 2023). In a review 
of the impact of refugees on host communities in Africa, Ruiz and Vargas-Silva (2018) found 
mixed evidence of the effects on well-being, as often labor market outcomes decline due to 
increased competition, while households’ assets may increase due to the provision of public 
services or disbursement of international aid.

How Migration Shapes Inequality: Channels of Transmission
Studies have examined the causal impacts of migration on poverty and inequality. Although 
the macro-level impacts of migration are ambiguous, these impacts are much larger at the 
micro level on the individuals and households engaging in migration. Most studies have 
found important gains in income for individuals who voluntarily migrate from developing to 
developed countries, which lowers poverty and inequality at the global level (McKenzie 2018). 
However, evidence on the impact on the origin countries is mixed, because it depends on who 
can migrate. Although within-country inequality may rise at first if skill-selective policies 
and liquidity constraints prevent poor individuals from benefiting from migration, poverty 
falls more when networks are large or migration policies provide more options for unskilled 
workers to migrate. Ebeke and Le Goff (2011) highlighted that the impact of migration 
on inequality depends on the cost of migration and the levels of development and human 
capital in origin communities.

Migration can have direct and indirect effects on inequality (Muyonga et al. 2020). The direct 
effect occurs through remittances sent to migrant households who change their patterns of 
household expenditure. The indirect effect can occur through labor market shifts within the 
sending communities as a result of these new patterns of expenditure and investments, as well 
as the receiving communities.

Role of Remittances
Remittances are the most-highly-visible impact of migration in the origin countries. However, a 
dilemma identified in research on the impact of migration on inequality is that remittances have 
increased significantly over the past three decades without a visible impact on economic growth 
or poverty in the countries that send the most migrants and receive the most remittances 
(McKenzie 2018). However, Clemens and McKenzie (2018) pointed to the unreliability of 
such a relationship, as the growth of remittances reflects changes in measurement rather than 
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genuine growth of remittances. Furthermore, as many factors drive growth and poverty at the 
macro level, a regression would have insufficient power to detect change in the relationship, 
suggesting that a reliable estimate of the impact of international migration on growth (or 
poverty) at the macro level is not possible at present.

Remittances to low- and middle-income countries have increased over the past two decades 
(World Bank 2023), representing a large and growing share of external financing flows to these 
countries, including those in SSA (refer to figure 7.2). In SSA, remittances have grown steadily 
and are considered a reliable source of support (refer to figure 7.3), and they are projected to 
rise by 3.7 percent in 2024 (Ratha, Plaza, et al. 2023). 

It has been estimated that remittance flows to SSA increased by about 1.9 percent in 2023, 
driven by the growth of remittances to Mozambique (48.5 percent), Rwanda (16.8 percent), 
and Ethiopia (16.0 percent). Nigeria is the largest remittance recipient country in SSA. 
In The Gambia, remittances accounted for 28 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 
2022 (World Bank 2023), which was the largest share of remittances as a share of GDP, followed 
by Lesotho, the Comoros, Cabo Verde, and Zimbabwe (Ratha, Plaza, et al. 2023). Intra-Africa 
remittance flows are also important. Kenya has seen a strong increase in remittances due to a 
doubling of remittances from Uganda and Zambia and increases from Côte d’Ivoire and Nigeria 
in 2023 (Ratha, Plaza, et al. 2023).

Figure 7.2 Personal Remittances Received as a Percentage of GDP in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1977–2023
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Figure 7.3 Personal Remittances Received in Current US$ Billions in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1970–2022
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At the macroeconomic level, remittances can provide a stable source of foreign exchange to 
the receiving country, which can support macroeconomic stability and increase the foreign 
exchange reserves available to pay external debt (World Bank 2023). Remittances also tend 
to be more resilient than other capital inflows, even in periods of crisis. They remained stable 
during the global financial crisis of 2008–10 and during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the 
evidence is mixed on their impact on economic growth (Clemens and McKenzie 2018).

At the micro level, the remittances that migrants send their families are a main motivation for 
people to migrate due to the funds’ poverty-reducing impact. In some countries, remittances 
boost the economic and social mobility of poor individuals, such as in Morocco (De Haas 
2009). By increasing household income, remittances can serve as a lifeline for certain 
households and act as insurance (Bossavie and Özden 2023). 

Remittances can increase consumption and food security. For example, in Ethiopia, farm 
households that receive remittances are less worried about food insecurity and have a lower risk 
of malnutrition (Abadi et al. 2018). Remittances allow households to spend more on human 
capital investments for education and health care. For example, migration from Malawi to 
South Africa has increased the educational attainment of children in rural areas in Malawi 
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(Dinkelman and Mariotti 2016). Remittances can also ease financial constraints and thus 
facilitate entrepreneurship. In Morocco, the Sahel, and Tunisia, households are more likely to 
expand into commercial agriculture when they receive remittances (Konseiga 2004). In Nigeria, 
investment in agrochemicals and modern agricultural equipment is higher among households 
that receive remittances, which increases their yields (Iheke 2014). 

Furthermore, remittances can impact poverty reduction, even for households that do not 
receive them. The increase in consumption by households receiving remittances can boost local 
economic activity and create local jobs, thereby increasing the incomes of other households and 
reducing inequality (World Bank 2023).

However, the dynamics of remittances are complex; their effect on inequality depends on which 
households receive them and how much they receive (Koczan et al. 2021). If the receiving 
families are disadvantaged and low income, remittances can lower inequality. However, if 
the receiving households are wealthy, remittances can increase inequality. Furthermore, 
by increasing the incomes of the households that receive them, remittances can create new 
inequalities between receiving and nonreceiving households in the same community (World 
Bank 2023). 

Moreover, the effectiveness of the increases in income and consumption in alleviating poverty 
and their impact on inequality also depend on the participation of the poor population in 
migration and the migration patterns of the rich population. As wealthier households can more 
easily afford to migrate and thus send higher remittances, they can initially increase inequality. 
However, the level of inequality can decline over time as the costs of migration decrease 
through migrant networks, making it possible for poorer households to benefit as well (Koczan 
et al. 2021; World Bank 2023). Margolis et al. (2015) pointed to larger inequality-reducing 
effects in regions of Algeria that have more migrants and remittance-receiving households.

The impact of remittances on inequality can also depend significantly on the costs of sending 
and receiving them. These costs are high, especially in SSA, which has the highest costs 
(Ratha, Chandra, et al. 2023). The costs of sending and receiving remittances vary, with the 
most-expensive corridors being intra-Africa, such as Tanzania to Uganda or South Africa 
to Angola, as opposed to remittances from France to Côte d’Ivoire or the United States to 
Ethiopia. Studying the role of financial development in how remittances affect inequality in 
42 African countries, Ofori et al. (2022) found that remittances increased income inequality 
in Africa due to inefficiencies in the continent’s financial institutions. They argued that the 
presence of a well-developed financial sector in terms of access, depth, and efficiency can 
result in remittances being allocated efficiently and at lower costs, contributing to a more-
equitable distribution of income.

The impact of remittances in Africa also depends on the migrant destinations. 
A distinction between intercontinental migration to Europe and internal migration 
within the African continent is necessary. Wouterse (2010) found that remittances from 
intercontinental migration contributed to increased income inequality at the village level 
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in Burkina Faso, as opposed to intra-African remittances. Given the higher costs and risks, 
migration to intercontinental destinations will initially involve wealthier households. 
Remittances from these households will, therefore, accrue to the already wealthy 
households and would increase income inequality. 

Adams, Cuecuecha, and Page (2008) found that, in Ghana, international remittances 
increased income inequalities more than domestic remittances did, reflecting the challenges 
that poorer households face in overcoming the costs of intercontinental migration. 
However, when poor individuals participate in migration, the impacts on poverty and 
inequality reduction in the sending regions can be substantial. Olowa et al. (2013) found 
that, in Nigeria, both internal and international remittances reduced poverty and inequality 
among rural households. Anyanwu (2011), using data from 1960–2006 for African 
countries, found that remittances had different impacts on income inequality between 
North African regions, where it fueled higher inequality, and SSA, where the reverse was 
true. Gubert, Lassourd, and Mesplé-Somps (2010) found that remittances reduced both 
poverty and inequality in Mali, estimating that more people would be in poverty if there 
were no remittances.

Thus, despite a positive impact on poverty and the living conditions of households, the effect 
of remittances on inequality remains ambiguous and largely depends on the characteristics of 
the migrants, the migrants’ destinations, and the costs of migration. It can also depend on the 
extent to which remittances compensate for the loss of labor from a member moving abroad, 
highlighting the need to examine the impact of the labor market.

Role of the Labor Market
While remittances can impact economic inequalities by changing the allocation of financial 
resources, human mobility itself shapes labor markets and, thus, economic inequalities, albeit 
with different outcomes for origin and destination countries. 

Origin Countries

Migration can shape inequality in origin countries through its impact on labor markets. The 
emigration of a significant number of workers can reduce the size of the labor force, which can 
reduce the risk of unemployment and underemployment (Koczan et al. 2021). However, it can 
also reduce demand, human capital, and entrepreneurship and be a sign of brain drain, where 
the most-productive individuals of a community disappear (World Bank 2023).

Brain drain involves the emigration of highly-skilled and -productive individuals and can be 
an important source of negative effects on inequality in origin countries (Koczan et al. 2021). 
Highly-educated people are more likely to migrate than less-educated people. In SSA, people 
with a tertiary education are 30 times more likely to emigrate than those who are less educated 
(Kerr et al. 2017). In 2018, almost 25 percent of the doctors trained in SSA were working in 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development countries (Socha-Dietrich and 
Dumont 2021). 
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While destination countries benefit from this high-skilled immigration from low-income 
countries, it can inflict losses on the countries of origin in many ways. First, it produces a 
shortage of high-skilled labor, thereby reducing productivity and hampering development 
when the costs of losing a highly-qualified worker outweigh the benefits from remittances 
(Koczan et al. 2021; World Bank 2023). Second, brain drain aggravates the shortage of 
skilled workers who provide essential services such as health care. Third, it can have a 
damaging impact on the quality of institutions in the origin countries, as high-skilled 
workers often constitute a political force demanding improvements in business and better 
control of corruption (Koczan et al. 2021). Fourth, brain drain can increase wage and 
income inequality. 

Using a panel of 110 developing countries with data for 1980–2010, Uprety (2020) found that 
high-skilled migration increases income inequality, while low-skilled migration appears to 
have no effect on inequality. An increase of 10 percent in high-skilled migration is associated 
with a 5 percent increase in income inequality. This finding is due to a decrease in the supply of 
skilled labor, which raises their earnings, along with an increase in the relative supply of low-
skilled labor, which lowers their earnings. Furthermore, if high-skilled and low-skilled labor are 
complementary, the demand for low-skilled labor would decrease with high-skilled emigration, 
which would further depress the wage rate. 

However, these results are only significant in the short term and disappear in the long term. 
In the long term, the labor market can respond by increasing demand for low-skilled labor or 
increasing investment, schooling, and job training, thereby increasing the supply of educated 
people and balancing skilled emigration. However, these responses are very long adjustments. 
Short-run adjustments to compensate for brain drain include the immigration of skilled labor 
from elsewhere.

The impacts of migration on inequality in origin countries can be noted through return 
migration, which usually impacts labor markets through an increase in entrepreneurial 
activities, as return migrants are more likely to engage in self-employment and entrepreneurship 
(Bossavie and Özden 2023; David and Nilsson 2021; World Bank 2023). Highly-skilled return 
migrants can also help develop industries in their countries of origin (Kerr et al. 2017). 
However, the impact of return migration is highly dependent on the skill levels of emigrants 
relative to the working-age population in the origin country, as well as the economic conditions 
in the origin and destination countries (Bossavie and Özden 2023).

Migration can contribute to integrating origin countries into global networks through 
knowledge transfers from the diasporas. Furthermore, migration can increase international 
trade between origin and destination countries by linking sellers and buyers across countries 
(Kerr et al. 2017; World Bank 2023).

Policies in the countries of origin can play a crucial role in how migration impacts 
inequality. Policies can help maximize the positive impacts of migration on inequality 
by facilitating remittances and knowledge transfers, building skills, and mitigating 
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brain drain to reduce the impact of high-skilled migration on inequality (Uprety 2020; 
World Bank 2023).

Destination Countries

The effects of migration on inequality are shaped by the demand for labor in the 
destination country. The outcomes depend on migrants’ skills, gender, age, and language 
ability. While high-skilled workers gain larger benefits than low-skilled workers, 
low-skilled workers also experience an increase in their income. For example, low-
skilled Nigerians moving to the United States can increase their earnings by 15 times 
(Clemens et al. 2019).

The impact of migration on inequality also depends on the extent to which migrants’ skills 
match the needs of the destination countries. When there is a match between migrants’ skills 
and the needs of the destination countries, the migrants can gain significant benefits, such as 
higher wages and access to better services. These income gains are shared with their families 
and communities in their countries of origin through remittances, which means better living 
conditions for many migrants and their families (Clemens et al. 2019). 

Migrants’ skills can complement those of the national workers in the destination 
countries. The presence of low-skilled workers can provide complementary skills in 
high-income countries, where education levels have increased and workforces have aged. 
Immigration can, therefore, make it possible for employers to meet their needs for low-
skilled workers (World Bank 2023). The presence of high-skilled migrants, through a 
positive effect on innovation and productivity, can, in the long run, increase the relative 
wages of low-skilled workers and reduce inequality (Altındağ, Bakış, and Rozo 2020; 
Koczan et al. 2021).

In the destination countries, although migration can benefit complementary workers, 
it can have negative effects on workers whose skills are similar to those of the migrants 
(Dustmann, Glitz, and Frattini 2008). Different outcomes have been observed for wage gains or 
losses. In South Africa, the arrival of migrant workers led to lower wages and caused national 
workers to move to areas with better employment opportunities (Biavaschi et al. 2018). 
Compared with higher-skilled workers, lower-skilled workers tend to have skills that are closer 
to those of migrants, and lower-skilled workers tend to be negatively affected more often.

Migrants’ gains and inclusion also depend on labor market regulations, and the rights they 
receive in labor market access can significantly impact their wages, employment levels, 
and job quality (Slotwinski, Stutzer, and Uhlig 2019). Undocumented migrants are often 
relegated to the informal labor market, with lower wages and fewer opportunities. They are 
more easily exploited, underpaid, and also are in competition with other informal workers. 
When migrants have documented status, their wages are close to those of nationals (World 
Bank 2023). The recognition of degrees and skill certifications is also crucial in facilitating 
migrants’ inclusion.
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The question of how migration shapes inequality is closely linked to social inclusion and 
cohesion in destination countries. By avoiding the emergence of a marginalized population, 
both migrants and destination societies can benefit. Children of undocumented migrants face 
specific challenges and are only able to access education of lower quality. They are also less likely 
to have access to health care services. Migrant networks are important, as they can help reduce 
the costs of migration through resources and information, making migration less risky.

How migration shapes inequality has, therefore, been found to have mixed effects, considering 
the different channels of transmission. Migration can present some benefits for the origin 
countries, such as remittances, knowledge transfers, and positive impacts on the labor market 
that help alleviate poverty and inequality. However, migration can have a downside when 
high-skilled workers emigrate and countries must endure the impacts of brain drain. Thus, the 
effects of the different impacts highly depend on the context. De Haas (2010) has highlighted 
the role of structural factors, such as the political, institutional, economic, social, and cultural 
contexts in which migration occurs and that might explain the differences in outcomes between 
countries.

Beyond Economic Inequalities

Migration has cultural, social, and anthropological dimensions, but it is also dynamic and 
reacts swiftly to new challenges. This section focuses on two important strands of literature that 
indirectly shape the linkages between migration and inequalities: norms and institutions and 
climate change.

Norms and Institutions
Norms and institutions, defined as formal and informal laws, social norms, and practices, are 
central to defining gender roles and, therefore, to migration choices and pathways, acting 
as both incentives and barriers to migration. Perceived gender discrimination can explain 
migration intentions, with migration as a way for women to escape discrimination, but 
inequalities in economic and political opportunities can prevent women from migrating 
(Ferrant et al. 2014; Ruyssen and Salomone 2018). Migration patterns, choices, and outcomes 
are not gender neutral. 

The percentage of female migrants has been increasing since the 1960s, driven by the feasibility 
for women to travel and the nature of the demand for migrant labor, such as domestic work, 
for example (World Bank 2023). Women are overrepresented among some groups of migrants, 
especially among refugees. In 2022, 62 percent of Ethiopian adult refugees in South Sudan were 
women (World Bank 2023).

Gender norms and discrimination determine the education and employment options and 
opportunities available for women in their countries of origin. Gender inequality in familial, 
societal, and cultural structures, accompanied by unequal access to paid employment and 
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public life, can be considered as both barriers and incentives to migrate (Ferrant et al. 2014). 
For example, while being married with children reduces the probability that women will 
migrate, the opposite is true for men (Ferrant et al. 2014). Education levels also have different 
impacts on the migration decision. Men with higher levels of education are found to be 
less likely to migrate, which is not the case for educated women, for whom the probability 
increases.

Restrictive gender norms can play a role, especially for highly-educated women. Many 
highly-educated women migrate to seek more inclusive gender norms through work 
or further education. These women often prefer destinations with smaller gender gaps 
and less gender discrimination. Among highly-educated women, the probability of 
migrating is higher when they originate from countries that are in the mid-range of gender 
discrimination, where they have both the opportunity and incentives to move. In contrast, 
women with a lower education have lower levels of migrating on their own (Ferrant et al. 
2014; World Bank 2023).

While restrictive gender norms can be an incentive to migrate for highly-skilled women, they 
can also be an obstacle (Ferrant et al. 2014). Social norms and expectations can prevent women 
from traveling under the same conditions as men and place higher burdens on women to fulfill 
family duties. Women’s economic dependence on their husbands and women’s low skills and 
level of education all limit the opportunity for them to migrate.

Ferrant et al. (2014) found that discriminatory social institutions in the origin country can be 
an incentive for women to migrate, but only to the point where the discrimination starts to 
become an obstacle (refer to figure 7.4). When the level of discrimination increases from low 
to moderate, female emigration flows increase. Therefore, emigration is a way for women to 
escape discriminatory institutions. However, when the level of discrimination becomes too 
high, female emigration decreases, as their abilities are hampered by discriminatory laws and 
institutions.

Discriminatory policies and attitudes in destination countries can also play a key role. Ferrant 
et al. (2014) found that female immigration flows are negatively correlated with discriminatory 
social institutions in the destination country. Low levels of discrimination, such as in 
inheritance rights, protection from violence, and reproductive rights, appear to be attractive 
for female migrants, especially those from countries with low levels of gender discrimination. 
Among women from such countries, 62 percent of their main destination countries also have a 
low level of discrimination, reflecting their preference for gender equality.

However, discriminatory policies and attitudes can present other challenges. Darker skin color 
and foreign names can affect migrants’ ability to access the labor market, as well as can housing, 
education, health care, and social services (World Bank 2023). Many migrant women face 
obstacles in accessing the labor market in the destination country, pushing many women into 
precarious conditions in the informal and service sectors where they work as domestic or care 
workers (World Bank 2023). 
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Figure 7.4 Discriminatory Social Institutions as Both an Incentive to and Constraint on Female 
Migration

0.15
Threshold after which higher
discrimination is related to lower
female migration

Female migration (% of female population)

Higher discrimination,
higher female migration

SIGI

Higher discrimination,
lower female migration

0.12

0.09

0.06

0.03

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6

Source: Based on Ferrant et al. 2014.
Note: Female migration flows are the estimated share of female migrants in the female population. The SIgI 
measures discriminatory social institutions in non–organisation for Economic Co-operation and development 
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SIgI = Social Institutions and gender Index.

Social inclusion and social support programs can reduce the risk of isolation and tackle issues of 
gender and labor discrimination. Policies can include childcare, skills matching, and vocational 
training, which can support women’s access to labor markets.

Violence against women is also a major determinant of mobility, as some women and girls 
migrate to escape sexual and gender-based violence (GBV) in their origin countries. GBV 
increases in the context of armed conflict. For example, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
40,000 cases of GBV were registered between 2003 and 2006 (Dallman 2009). However, women 
and girls also encounter violence in the various stages of migration and along migration routes, 
especially as forced migrants.

Finally, climate change brings new dimensions and challenges to these patterns. In low-income 
countries, women are often engaged in activities that are disproportionately affected by the 
impacts of climate change, such as small, independent-production agriculture. As they lack 
other skills that are in demand in the labor market or have more family constraints than their 
male counterparts, women may not always be able to move, which traps them in a situation of 
maladaptation (Šedová, Čizmaziová, and Cook 2021). In Mali and Nigeria, men are more likely 
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to migrate when facing climate shocks versus in Bangladesh, where women are more likely to 
migrate in cases of crop failure (Miletto et al. 2017).

Migration, especially for women, can lead to better opportunities for education, employment, 
and empowerment. However, for women to benefit from migration, discrimination must be 
addressed in education and employment opportunities.

Climate Change and Migration
The impacts of climate change are manifested in a wide range of outcomes, such as health, 
income, food security, water supply, and overall security. As a result, climate change is 
compounding the economic drivers of migration, with about 40 percent of the world’s 
population living in places that are highly exposed to the impacts of climate change, such as the 
Sahel (World Bank 2023). With economic opportunities decreasing in these affected regions, 
vulnerabilities are increasing, along with the pressures for migration. The extent to which 
climate change will impact international migrations in the future depends on the global and 
national policies for mitigation and adaptation.

Climate change amplifies existing patterns of movements, accelerating internal rural-urban 
migration. Climate change also affects people unequally, depending on their skills and human 
capital. People who lack the means to move are further impoverished and trapped in place, which is 
the case for poorer households in locations highly exposed to climate change (Cattaneo et al. 2019).

SSA faces a combination of vulnerabilities. In SSA, poverty, state fragility, population growth, 
and climate change are drivers of migration that reinforce one another. SSA faces pressures 
in all these dimensions. The region has the lowest income per capita in the world, the fastest 
demographic growth, and the highest vulnerability to climate change. The depletion of 
natural resources due to climate impacts leads to a rise in poverty. Climate change has led 
to a 34 percent reduction in agricultural productivity since 1961 (WMO 2022), severely 
impacting food security (refer to chapter 10 for more details).

The Sahel illustrates these challenges, with countries such as Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, 
Mauritania, and Niger being among the world’s poorest countries. Their fertility rates are 
also among the highest globally. Rising temperatures have aggravated the Sahel’s climate 
vulnerability, and conflicts in Burkina Faso and Mali have accelerated the region’s fragility, 
resulting in the displacement of millions of people as a coping strategy.

Studying 73 countries between 1960 and 1990, Barrios, Bertinelli, and Strobl (2006) found that 
the decline in rainfall accelerated urbanization in SSA. However, while examining the impact 
of rainfall in Mali between 1981 and 2009, Grace et al. (2018) found no increase in migration, 
which they explained by the reduction in available resources and lack of destinations with better 
economic prospects. Henderson, Storeygard, and Deichmann (2017) studied 29 SSA countries 
between 1960 and 2009, finding a strong impact of adverse climate change on migration from 
rural areas to neighboring urban areas. Hauer et al. (2019) predicted that involuntary migration 
due to droughts is expected to increase in Africa. 
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Defrance, Delesalle, and Gubert (2023) estimated the volume of migration induced by the 
droughts in Mali since the late 1980s, finding that net migration rates have decreased in the 
affected localities due to droughts. The effect of drought episodes is determined by the capacity 
of localities and households to adapt to climatic constraints, with the effect fading in localities 
characterized by diversified crops and areas that receive more rainfall. Climate shocks have also 
had an impact on international mobility, with additional departures attributed to droughts. The 
authors projected that drought-induced mobility will grow substantially in the next decades.

The extent to which climate change will lead to large cross-border movements depends largely 
on climate mitigation and adaptation policies.

Conclusion

In SSA, substantial rural-to-urban migration happens in many countries, and substantial 
international migratory movements occur, most of which are within the region. Because the 
population is aging rapidly in most high- and middle-income countries and SSA will be the 
only region with population growth, the flows of migration are expected to increase for all 
countries, which might trigger changes in the region’s migration dynamics. 

This chapter provides an overview of the complex linkages between migration and 
inequalities. The World Bank (2023) identified four intertwined drivers of mobility: (1) poverty, 
(2) demographic pressures, (3) state fragility, and (4) climate change. As pressure is mounting 
on each driver, migration is expected to rise, and it is important to consider its impacts on 
inequalities and other welfare outcomes.

The evidence is mixed on migration’s impacts on inequality in origin or destination countries 
and regions within countries, because these effects depend on the state of the labor market at 
both ends of the migration decision. In line with a long tradition in development economics, 
there will be incentives or pull factors to migrate as long as people or households improve 
their situation by migrating. Once they migrate, this reality will have implications for both the 
sending and receiving labor markets. Therefore, analyzing the impact of migration on labor 
market outcomes and relative earnings in both the sending and receiving countries is crucial.

Migration offers high returns for skilled labor in more lucrative labor markets across and 
within countries, and, therefore, strong incentives exist for those who are better-off to 
migrate. With international migration, this issue is the basis of brain drain. In the receiving 
labor markets, such migration is generally positive for economic activity (growth) and 
aggregate labor demand, tempering earnings at the upper end of the receiving labor market 
and taking away the highest earners from the sending labor market. These forces, therefore, 
tend to lower inequality.

People who are less skilled, who often are poor and vulnerable, face similar incentives across 
and within countries, and migration would seem to offer mobility toward a better life. 
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However, at least initially, less-skilled individuals have neither the resources nor the networks 
to respond by migrating. Yet, push factors can prompt migration if situations in sending areas 
become untenable due to war, rampant unemployment, or discrimination in many formal and 
informal institutional factors, including gender, ethnicity, race, religion, or spatial social and 
development policies. Initially, such types of migration can put downward pressure on wages 
at the bottom end of labor markets in receiving countries and areas and can be a source of 
increasing inequality within receiving countries or regions. However, this impact depends on 
whether the work of these migrants complements or substitutes for local labor. The empirical 
evidence is mixed on this key issue. Given the sensitivity around such migration, further 
research adapted to each context is urgently needed.

This chapter also discusses some key factors contributing to migration, emphasizing inequality 
as a key driver of migration. This perspective is important for assessing the impacts of 
migration policies on reducing inequality. Migration has high fixed costs and often requires 
access to networks and social capital. These financial and social constraints are correlated with 
inequalities in receiving areas and, without horrendous push factors, poor people, vulnerable 
individuals, and those subject to discrimination are often unable to migrate. The evidence 
clearly indicates that aggregate migration rates depend on the initial poverty rates, and 
financial and social constraints significantly hamper mobility. These important inequalities of 
opportunity can constrain large sections of African populations from changing their lives for 
the better and, therefore, can hamper an important channel of inclusive development.
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Chapter 8

Social Mobility and the Persistence 
of Inequality 
Murray Leibbrandt, Rawane Yasser, Robert Osei, and Mike Savage

Introduction

Since the 1950s, the analysis of social mobility has become a central area of social sciences 
research that considers the extent to which people’s fates are shaped by their birth 
circumstances. This analysis can play a vital role in assessing how far structural divides, such as 
those of class, gender, and race, determine individuals’ life chances and well-being, as well as to 
what extent individuals can mold their own futures. 

Social mobility has increasingly become a major political issue, as governments seek to justify 
economic inequalities—which have often intensified and become harsher due to cuts in the 
provision of public welfare—by emphasizing that it is possible for all their citizens with the right 
skills and aptitudes to have realistic chances to get ahead. It is in these terms that the idea of 
meritocracy has gained almost universal support across capitalist nations (Mijs 2021).

Research on social mobility has been strongly biased toward the Global North. This situation 
is changing, reflecting two ways in which the paradigms of the Global North have run their 
course. First, the standard toolkit of mobility research uses measures rooted in the industrial 
capitalist systems that have predominated in these nations. These measures notably focus on 
the influential class structural perspectives that were popularized, for example, by Erikson and 
Goldthorpe (1992), and rely on measures of status premised on affluent consumer societies in 
the United States, as codified by Blau, Duncan, and Tyree’s (1967) status attainment models. 

A major theme in both perspectives is the role of formal education in mediating the relations 
between origins and destinations, which thus assumes norms of high levels of the provision 
of education. These two competing perspectives, and others drawn from the same broad 
family, have dominated Global North research agendas. Yet, it is uncertain whether these can 
illuminate the mobility dynamics in nations marked by colonial histories, the predominance 
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of work in primary (for example, agriculture and mining) and informal sectors, historically 
restricted to the provision of education and limited bureaucratized employment.

Second is the social mobility research developed as a means of empirically exploring the 
reality of the “American Dream” and the visions of upward mobility held out by educational 
credentialism (for example, Chetty et al. 2014). A major theme in recent research has been 
that these dreams are increasingly failing. Chetty posed fundamental questions such as, “Is 
the United States Still a Land of Opportunity?” (Chetty et al. 2014), and has shown dramatic 
declines in absolute income mobility since 1940 (Chetty et al. 2017). The same theme of social 
mobility decline has been influential in the United Kingdom (Blanden et al. 2002), and the 
decline of absolute mobility, especially upward, was confirmed by Bukodi and Goldthorpe 
(2018).

Given that analysis of social mobility has been rooted in Global North framings and 
experiences, what can be learned from focusing on African nations? Appeals to meritocracy 
have been made in Africa, as with the South African dream of a post-apartheid society that 
transforms itself away from race-based rewards to one that flourishes through maximizing the 
potential of all. In South Africa and other countries, a commitment to building such a society 
is written into the constitution. Across the African continent, the long-run aspiration has been, 
and remains, to shake off the shackles of colonialism and build inclusive and flourishing post-
colonial African societies that are better for each successive generation.

Does the evidence on social mobility in Africa suggest a realistic support for these 
aspirations? Social mobility is closely linked to inequality. The social and economic 
forces that facilitate or impede social mobility are the drivers of change or persistence of 
inequality across and within generations. The distribution of physical and human assets 
undergirds inequalities in access to opportunities, which, in turn, shape outcomes in the 
future. Formal and informal policies, rules, and social norms also shape inequalities in 
opportunities and outcomes in the future.

This chapter distinguishes between intergenerational and intragenerational findings. The 
former allows a long-run view by comparing the education, labor market, or household income 
situations of children relative to those of their parents at comparable times in their lives. As 
is shown throughout this book, inequalities intersect, strengthen each other, and change 
very slowly. However, if the situations of children are better than those of their parents, this 
intergenerational improvement is a sign of some progress and a better society. The chapter 
also considers intragenerational mobility, which takes place over the life course of specific 
individuals and can be more salient to people as they examine their prospects and reflect on 
their life trajectories. 

Although, in the perspectives of the Global North, intragenerational mobility is often 
downplayed compared to intergenerational mobility, the chapter discusses and reviews the 
available African evidence on both. The chapter concludes by assessing the importance of 
policies that seek to improve social mobility as part of policies to address inequality.
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Intergenerational Mobility

Intergenerational mobility is the extent to which people’s life outcomes (such as educational 
achievement, earnings, and occupation) are correlated with those of their parents (World Bank 
2022). Inherited circumstances, such as gender, race, birth location, and family background, can 
limit opportunities for children and, therefore, can hamper intergenerational mobility (Brunori, 
Ferreira, and Neidhöfer 2023). This inequality of opportunity hampers intergenerational 
mobility through different pathways, including unequal access to private assets and wealth; 
public services, including water, energy, health care, and education; and information and 
communications technology. There are often stark spatial inequalities in these patterns of access 
to resources and opportunities.

These concerns are high in Africa, where the future of children is still strongly linked to the 
socioeconomic status (SES) of their parents, including being limited at the start of their lives 
by deprivations in pregnancy and the early years (Narayan et al. 2018). These inequalities 
of opportunities can have a strong negative correlation with levels of mobility (World Bank 
2022). Research has highlighted the central role played by equality of opportunity in the 
relationship between inequality and growth (Aiyar and Ebeke 2020). In societies where 
inequality of opportunity is high, income inequality is more persistent, constraining investment 
opportunities and growth. Clearly, the extent to which socioeconomic outcomes are transmitted 
from one generation to another is consequential.

To study such mobility, or the lack thereof, requires comparing parents with children at 
comparable points in their lives. Due to the lack of appropriate data, such studies on Africa are 
scarce. However, some research exists on intergenerational mobility in Africa, and this section 
reviews its findings about the persistence of inequality on the continent. The section explores 
the patterns of intergenerational educational, occupational, and earnings mobility, before 
focusing on the drivers and correlates of these mobilities.

Evolution and Patterns of Intergenerational Mobility in Education
Given the methodological challenges and data limitations in estimating intergenerational 
earnings and occupational and income mobility, research has tended to focus on mobility in 
education (Alesina et al. 2021; Azomahou and Yitbarek 2021; Narayan et al. 2018; Van der 
Weide et al. 2021). Methodologically, parents’ schooling and educational attainment are more 
reliably reported by children, compared to income, wealth, or consumption. In addition, 
unlike income, education level does not vary across an individual’s lifecycle, presenting fewer 
measurement challenges. Finally, data on education are more available in developing countries, 
compared to income or wealth. Educational mobility is important on its own and constitutes 
an important pathway to economic mobility, as human capital and schooling tend to be strong 
predictors of earnings and economic well-being as important drivers of labor market outcomes.

To measure intergenerational educational mobility, it is important to distinguish between 
absolute and relative mobility. The former measures the share of individuals who surpass the 
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education of their parents; the latter captures the degree to which individuals’ socioeconomic 
success is independent of the socioeconomic success of their parents.

Many African countries have undergone a sustained period of expansion of primary 
schools and reduced or even removed school fees. This issue has been reflected in gross 
primary school enrollment rates in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) of 97.3 percent in 2016, 
an increase of 20 percentage points since 1990 (Razzu and Wambile 2022). However, 
SSA stands out as the region with some of the lowest rates of absolute and relative 
intergenerational mobility in education. 

For absolute mobility, less than 20 percent of the respondents in some of the poorest or most-
fragile countries have more education than their parents, compared to more than 80 percent in 
parts of East Asia (Van der Weide et al. 2021). Among the 15 countries in the bottom decile of 
absolute mobility, 10 are in SSA. In SSA, on average, 36 percent of those born in the 1980s have 
a higher level of education than their parents, compared to 57 percent of the same generation 
in the average country in East Asia and the Pacific. For relative educational mobility,1 about 
12 percent of adults born in the 1980s in some low-income countries in SSA had more 
education than their parents, compared with 80 percent of the same generation in the East Asia 
and Pacific region (Narayan et al. 2018).

The picture for Africa has been augmented by country-level research. Examining the 
evolution of intergenerational mobility in educational attainment in 27 African countries since 
independence, Alesina et al. (2021) found that the likelihood that children born to parents 
with no education go on to complete primary schooling exceeds 70 percent in South Africa 
and Botswana, compared to less than 20 percent in Sudan (4 percent), Ethiopia, Mozambique 
(11 percent), Burkina Faso, Guinea, and Malawi. Ouedraogo and Syrichas (2021) and Razzu 
and Wambile (2022) confirmed this strong variation across countries. 

Focusing on the intergenerational persistence of years of schooling over a 50-year period, 
Azomahou and Yitbarek (2021) highlighted a declining cohort trend after the 1960s in the 
intergenerational persistence of education in nine SSA countries, implying greater educational 
mobility for more-recent birth cohorts. Once more, heterogeneity is apparent between 
countries, with Ghana, Guinea, Nigeria, and Uganda experiencing the highest intergenerational 
mobility, and the Comoros and Madagascar experiencing the lowest.

Heterogeneity is also prevalent within countries. For example, in Kenya, the likelihood 
that children of illiterate parents will complete primary education ranges from 5 percent 
(in the Northwest) to 85 percent (in Westlands in Nairobi) (Alesina et al. 2021). In general, 
upward mobility is higher for urban households. The rural-urban gap is the highest in 
countries with low levels of mobility and literacy. For example, a gap of about 40 percentage 
points exists between rural and urban places in Burkina Faso and Ethiopia (countries with 
the lowest mobility). The gap is less than 10 percentage points in Botswana and South 
Africa (which have high mobility). In some regions in Mali, children’s probability of being 
less educated than their parents is more than 70 percent, while in other regions, it is about 
18 percent (refer to map 8.1).
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Map 8.1 Intergenerational Education Elasticities in Mali

a. Upward mobility b. Downward mobility
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0.16–1.00
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0.5–1.0

Source: Used with permission from ouedraogo and Syrichas 2021, IMF Working Paper 2021/215 “Intergenerational 
Social Mobility in Africa Since 1920,” © International Monetary Fund. https://doi.org/10.5089/9781513593807.001.
Note: The maps show the shares of children’s probabilities of upward (panel a) and downward (panel b) 
intergenerational mobility in education. Upward mobility is the average probability of completing primary school 
among children ages 14+ whose parents are not educated. Downward mobility is the average probability of failing 
to complete primary school among children whose parents are educated. 

Within countries, gender gaps in educational mobility are closing, with girls acquiring more 
education than boys in recent decades (Razzu and Wambile 2022). However, for this progress 
to translate into income mobility for girls, it is important to tackle the gender disparities in the 
labor market. The same is true of other horizontal inequalities, such as race and ethnicity. 

A common finding in Europe is that, whereas the children of non-White migrants often 
perform well in education, and sometimes better than the White native-born populations, this 
finding does not translate into subsequent advances in employment and earnings (Heath and 
Schneider 2021; Van De Werfhorst and Heath 2019). Similar patterns are evidenced in Africa. 
For example, in South Africa, children’s considerably greater educational attainment versus 
that of their parents has not reduced the high level of intergenerational earnings immobility 
(Finn, Leibbrandt, and Ranchhod 2017). The chances of finding work depend on unequal 
parental labor market experience and earnings, resulting in high levels of persistence between 
the earnings of parents and those of their children. This leads substantively into a discussion of 
intergenerational earnings and occupational mobility in Africa.

Evolution and Patterns of Intergenerational Earnings and Occupational Mobility
Measuring intergenerational earnings and occupational mobility in most African countries 
is constrained by data availability, with evidence on these intergenerational mobilities scarce. 

https://doi.org/10.5089/9781513593807.001
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South Africa is among the few countries that have gathered survey data that allow estimating 
intergenerational earnings mobility. This research has shown that the opportunities available 
to South Africans are still closely related to the SES of their parents (Finn et al. 2017; Piraino 
2015), with a high degree of persistence at both the top and bottom of the earnings distribution 
(refer to figure 8.1). 

Disadvantage is passed on to the next generation, with 9 in 10 children from the poorest 
families occupying the same place in the earnings distribution as their parents. Advantage 
is also “inherited,” with the children of top-earning fathers having a 70 percent chance of 
finding themselves at the top of the earnings distribution. Those in the middle of the earnings 
distribution are the most vulnerable and the least stable, facing both upward and downward 
mobility. The strong transmission of disadvantage and advantage from parents to children is an 
alarming metric of a post-apartheid South Africa as it is a far cry from the South African dream 
referred to at the start of this chapter.

Intergenerational earnings immobility is high in other African countries, too, with a strong 
correlation between earnings across two generations found in Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, 
Namibia, and South Africa (World Bank 2022).2 Using a rich data set on intergenerational 
occupational mobility in 26 African countries, Ouedraogo and Syrichas (2021) found that, 
on average, upward occupational mobility increased for children born before independence, 
around the 1960s, but then fell until the most-recent cohort. This finding covers significant 

Figure 8.1 Intergenerational Earnings Elasticities across the Earnings Distribution in South Africa
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variation across countries. On average, less than 20 percent of children climbed up the 
occupational ladder. However, around 30 percent of the children born to parents employed 
in nonagriculture sectors ended up in agricultural work. The top three countries for upward 
mobility are Botswana, the Arab Republic of Egypt, and South Africa, and the bottom three are 
Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, and Mali (Ouedraogo and Syrichas, 2021)).

Caution is required when examining earnings and occupational mobility in Africa, as the 
analysis needs to consider unemployment (zero earnings) and informal-sector earnings and 
occupations (Iversen, Krishna, and Sen 2021). In addition, the same occupation can mean a 
different kind and quality of job for children in the more-contemporary labor market than it did 
for their parents.

Channels of Persistence and Determinants of Intergenerational Mobility
There is a wealth of evidence on the importance of education and educational inequalities as 
essential elements in explaining economic mobility in Africa (Alesina et al. 2021; Azomahou 
and Yitbarek 2021; Narayan et al. 2018; Ouedraogo and Syrichas 2021; Razzu and Wambile 
2022). Narayan et al. (2018) suggested that, across SSA, parents’ educational attainment levels 
are among the most-important factors explaining their children’s educational outcomes. 

However, intergenerational mobility is less pronounced for daughters than for sons. In a 
compelling example of intersecting inequalities, a daughter’s educational attainment is more 
strongly correlated with her parents’ education than that of a son, yet significant differences 
exist between countries and, within countries, by gender (Azomahou and Yitbarek 2021; 
Razzu and Wambile 2022). In countries in the Central Africa and Southern Africa regions 
and in countries with historical links to former British colonies, intergenerational mobility 
in education is relatively higher. This phenomenon indicates the importance of accessible 
schooling systems to breaking the persistence of intergenerational earnings. 

In Guinea, Nigeria, and Rwanda, parental education and occupation contribute the most to 
inequality of opportunity (Brunori, Palmisano, and Peragine 2016). However, it is clear that 
the quality and affordability of schooling are important given the concerningly low earnings 
mobility in Africa despite increased levels of educational attainment. The content and quality 
of the years of education that children receive at the primary and secondary levels are crucial 
(Finn et al. 2017; also refer to chapter 3 of this book).

These trends appear cross-nationally, too. Absolute educational mobility is correlated with 
levels of national income in an inverted U-shaped relationship—the lowest rates of absolute 
mobility are observed in the poorest and best-off countries, suggesting a national poverty 
trap in the poorest countries and a ceiling effect in the best-off countries, where it becomes 
harder for children to surpass their parents’ level of education (Van der Weide et al. 2021). 
As countries move from poorer to richer, public expenditures on interventions that aim to 
equalize opportunities for children of parents with different backgrounds, especially the quality 
of education, are key channels through which mobility can increase (Azomahou and Yitbarek 
2021; Ouedraogo and Syrichas 2021; Van der Weide et al. 2021).



160  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

That said, factors other than education are strongly positively correlated with intergenerational 
earnings and income mobility, including good child health indicators, ethnolinguistic 
fractionalization, and population size (Van der Weide et al. 2021). A decomposition of the 
channels through which parental income influences the income of the next generation finds that 
parental characteristics, other than education, constitute the strongest channel. Labor markets 
and birthplace are important contributors. 

First, many labor markets reward children with parental connections, legacies, or social 
privileges. Second, richer parents tend to live in places that allow better access to information, 
services, jobs, and networks. Therefore, a child’s birthplace is identified as the primary 
circumstance variable determining inequality of opportunity, for example, in the Comoros and 
Niger (Brunori et al. 2016).

Ethnicity and race are inherited circumstances that also play an important role in children’s 
futures (Brunori et al. 2016; Funjika and Getachew 2022; Piraino 2015). In South Africa, where 
a limited set of inherited circumstances explains a significant fraction of earnings inequality 
among male adults, race can play an important role (Piraino 2015). Ethnicity plays a dominant 
role in inequality of opportunity in the Democratic Republic of Congo and Uganda (Brunori 
et al. 2016).

This subsection has highlighted the role of historical and geographical factors in 
intergenerational educational mobility (Funjika and Getachew 2022). Alesina et al. (2021) 
and Razzu and Wambile (2022) broadened the analysis of educational mobility to include 
factors such as proximity to the coast and the capital, colonial transportation investments, 
and missionary activity. Upward mobility is higher in regions that are close to the coast 
and the capital. An extra year spent in a high-mobility region before age 12 (and after age 
5) significantly increases the likelihood of completing primary school among children of 
uneducated parents (Alesina et al. 2021). Of the historical factors, colonial investments in 
transportation and missionary activity are strong determinants of educational mobility. In 
contrast, natural resources, proximity to borders, and precolonial statehood seem to play a 
minor role in explaining educational mobility in Africa.

Intergenerational educational mobility, earnings, occupations, and incomes provide crucial 
metrics of the long-run progress of societies in increasing the equality of opportunities and 
reducing inequalities in outcomes. This section examined the mechanisms correlated with 
improvements in these long-run metrics. These drivers can influence the lives of parents, 
children, and others, day-by-day and year-by-year, to result in intergenerational outcomes. 
The next section examines intragenerational mobility, which measures and explains people’s 
relative trajectories over time. 

Intragenerational Mobility

Major and Machin (2018) called intragenerational mobility “class mobility” because it tracks 
movements of individuals across and within key socioeconomic categories. In an African 
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context, it seems useful to partition society into three such categories—poor, middle class, and 
elite—and to examine the evidence on movements into and out of each group. This evidence 
includes information on the size and drivers of the groups who are trapped in poverty over 
time, those who escape from poverty, those who fall into poverty, those who move up within the 
middle class (perhaps even into the elite), and mobility into and out of the elite. These dynamics 
provide an essential lens for understanding changes in inequalities as well as the information 
base for designing effective policies to tackle chronic poverty, supporting the growth of a stable 
middle class, or changing tax policy toward the elite in tackling inequality.

However, the measurement of such intragenerational dynamics requires data that track 
people over time. Such longitudinal or panel data are costly to collect and scarce in Africa. 
In recent years, the collection of panel data has expanded somewhat in Africa, allowing for 
some assessment of these processes, including transitions into and out of poverty, the middle 
class, and the elite.3 In addition, systematic efforts have created synthetic panel data sets that 
track, across a set of cross-sectional data sets, the progress of comparable cohorts as they age.4 
The following subsections review the state of knowledge about poverty, middle-class, and elite 
dynamics and their channels of persistence in Africa.

Poverty Dynamics
Although there is substantial research on the trends in African poverty, much less is known 
about the dynamics of poverty. Is it chronic or transient? Chronic poverty occurs when the 
same individuals are consistently poor over time and seem to be trapped in poverty. Identifying 
which people are more likely to remain in poverty over their lifetime or experience downward 
or upward mobility out of or into poverty directs a lens on the lower, vulnerable sections of any 
society and, therefore, is key for addressing inequalities on the continent.

A review of various studies showed that the incidence of chronic (persistent) poverty in certain 
African countries, such as Malawi and South Africa, remains remarkably high (Himanshu 
and Lanjouw 2021). In the absence of panel household survey data, Dang and Dabalen (2019) 
constructed synthetic panel data to estimate poverty dynamics for 21 SSA countries. While the 
results showed that one-third of the population in Africa is chronically poor, Dang and Dabalen 
(2019) pointed to great disparities across countries. Some countries, such as Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Malawi, Mauritania, Mozambique, Tanzania, Togo, and Uganda, have lower levels of chronic 
poverty because of their pro-poor growth.5 Other countries, such as Burkina Faso, Cameroon, 
Madagascar, Nigeria, Senegal, and Zambia, have experienced growth that is not pro-poor, 
leaving high numbers in chronic poverty. 

Although the results point to a 28-percent increase in the size of the middle-class population across 
the region, and, therefore, to some upward mobility out of poverty, chronic poverty remains high, 
particularly in countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo, Madagascar, and Malawi. 
In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the poverty rate was 80 percent in 2012, and the chronically-
poor population represented almost 75 percent of this group. In Madagascar, the chronically-poor 
population represented 60 percent. In terms of dynamics, 17 percent of the population in Africa has 
emerged from poverty but remains vulnerable to falling back into poverty.
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Using a synthetic panel approach, an analysis of poverty dynamics in multiple African countries 
highlighted the characteristics associated with movements of people into and out of poverty 
in Ethiopia, Mozambique, and Tanzania (Lanjouw and Tarp 2021). Mekasha and Tarp (2021) 
focused on poverty dynamics in Ethiopia, showing a high rate of poverty persistence and a 
high risk of downward mobility, with a high probability of moving from vulnerable nonpoor to 
poor status. The COVID-19 pandemic aggravated this downward mobility. Dynamic poverty 
profiling analysis has shown that the rate of downward mobility increases when the household 
head is less educated, engaged in the services sector, self-employed, or a domestic worker. 
Similar results were found for Tanzania, where 12.5 percent of the population remained in 
persistent poverty between 2012 and 2018, and 30 percent experienced transient poverty 
(Aikaeli, Garcés‐Urzainqui, and Mdadila 2021). 

Education beyond the primary level and employment in the nonfarm sector were found 
to effectively protect households from poverty. Rural areas have higher levels of persistent 
poverty and downward mobility. In Mozambique, Salvucci and Tarp (2021) found a greater 
proportion of people moving out of poverty than falling into poverty. However, they noted 
that Mozambique is characterized by a high rate of immobility, with a large portion of the 
population remaining in poverty or out of poverty and a smaller portion moving upward or 
downward. They observed that poverty dynamics seem to be more related to intrayear shocks, 
as a higher percentage of individuals move into poverty between the dry and rainy seasons, and 
a nonnegligible proportion of vulnerable people do not move out of poverty in the following 
dry season, pointing to a high degree of immobility.

These synthetic panel data sets cover the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. As such, these 
country studies highlight how the pandemic expanded faster in countries with high levels of 
chronic poverty and increased the number of nonpoor people facing a high risk of falling back 
into poverty (Aikaeli et al. 2021; Mekasha and Tarp 2021; Salvucci and Tarp 2021).

A model of poverty transitions that estimates the risk of future poverty given an individual’s 
current poverty status and household characteristics was applied to South Africa by Schotte, 
Zizzamia, and Leibbrandt (2018). These authors differentiated between persistent and transient 
poverty, finding that chronic-poor individuals, those with below-average chances of exiting 
poverty, made up 50 percent of the South African population and accounted for 80 percent of 
total poverty in South Africa between 2008 and 2017. They observed that only 16.5 percent 
of initially-poor individuals escaped poverty between one wave and the next. The average 
probability of falling into poverty for initially-nonpoor individuals was 25.9 percent. 

These results are similar to those of Atta-Ankomah and Osei (2021), who found that, for 
Ghana, about 18 percent of the poor population escaped poverty during 2010–14. They also 
showed that an even higher proportion, about 60 percent, of the nonpoor population fell into 
poverty over the same period. This result is consistent with the idea that a large proportion 
of the middle class may be vulnerable (for instance, refer to Thurlow, Resnick, and Ubogu 
2015). A study by Zizzamia, Schotte, and Ranchhod (2016) found that 80 percent of the poor 
population in South Africa is chronically poor, and the vulnerable nonpoor population is 
vulnerable because of the high downward mobility into poverty.
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Africans living in rural locations are highly likely to be in persistent or transient poverty. 
In urban areas, difficulty in accessing labor market income similarly leads to vulnerability and 
poverty among those predominantly located on the informal fringes of urban society. Successful 
assimilation into the labor market is strongly related to structural inequalities and inherited and 
socially determined characteristic (Zizzamia et al. 2019).

Middle-Class Dynamics
A recent business briefing states that, “Historically, a nation’s middle class has been 
representative of its overall economic health. A growing mid-income segment typically signals 
higher levels of wealth and well-being. It also can support a strong financial outlook for the 
country” (Amdani 2023). A small middle class often inhibits economic mobility and reflects 
a society with a high level of income polarization, with a concentration of poor people and 
a few very high-income and wealthy people. Empirical evidence suggests that a larger and 
faster-growing middle class is associated with economic stability and mobility. As people 
gain middle-class status, they tend to accumulate savings and acquire higher education. 
They consume high-quality goods and services, thus fostering economic stability. Thus, the 
emergence of a middle class in Africa can play an important social, political, and economic role 
(Resnick 2015). 

The growth of the middle class and its statistical representation, the swelling of the middle 
section of the income distribution, are central for inclusive, inequality-reducing economic 
development. Hence, understanding the causes and limitations of the expansion of the middle 
is imperative. However, little is known about the actual dynamics of the African middle class. 
Who among the poor population are more likely to transition into the middle class, and what 
constraints are preventing this from happening?

Since independence, the rise of the middle class in Africa has often occurred through 
nationalization initiatives that helped transfer assets, property ownership, and employment 
from foreigners to locals (Resnick 2015). Later, additional policies on land ownership and 
abolishing private land holdings also were important. The structural adjustment programs 
of the 1990s were purported to shape the growth of the middle class by offering potential 
opportunities for the expansion of the private sector and a working middle class. However, in 
practice, this privatization often served to enrich the population of political elites, as they would 
acquire the state-owned enterprises. 

The growth resurgence that has occurred since the 2000s, accompanied by employment growth 
in the services sector, has increased the share of the middle class in total employment and 
played a role in its growth. However, recent research on the continent provides little evidence 
of an expanding middle class in Africa (Corral, Molini, and Oseni 2015; Giesbert and Schotte 
2016; Visagie and Posel 2013; Zizzamia et al. 2016). For example, Schotte et al. (2018) estimated 
that, in South Africa, only 24 percent of the people could be classified as stably middle class or 
elite. In Mozambique, while an upward transition from poor to vulnerable is a likely transition 
(30 percent), the transition from vulnerable to middle class or from poor to middle class is 
extremely unlikely (Salvucci and Tarp 2021).
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That said, the precise definitions of middle class are fraught with countless criteria and 
alternative approaches, which can affect how much social mobility is claimed to be occurring. 
An income-based definition raises the question of whether those who are no longer starving 
automatically enter the middle class. If not, then what is the income threshold into the middle 
class? Using an income- and consumption-based approach, AFDB (2011) classified one-
third of Africa’s population as being in the middle class. Many studies have pointed out that 
this approach is problematic, by highlighting the large share within this middle class of the 
vulnerable population who have a high risk of falling back into poverty (Melber 2022; Thurlow 
et al. 2015).

An income-based approach is, therefore, insufficient for defining the middle class, unless it 
is accompanied by other factors, such as asset ownership, education levels, occupation, social 
attitudes, and political consciousness, which can facilitate possibilities for upward mobility 
(Giesbert and Schotte 2016; Němečková, Harmáček, and Schlossarek 2020). One asset-based 
study showed how the middle class in Africa is growing in size but at a slower rate than 
suggested by income-based estimations (Shimeles and Ncube 2015). An approach based on 
political attitudes and behavior pointed to SSA’s youth who, alienated by high unemployment 
rates and persistent inequality, are at the crossroads between upward and downward mobility 
and do not exhibit any kind of shared middle-class identity (Giesbert and Schotte 2016).

A more-promising vulnerability-based approach6 defines the middle class as an “empowered 
class” that is reasonably secure against falling into poverty (López-Calva and Ortiz-Juarez 
2014). This approach helps understand the poor and middle-class populations as dynamic 
phenomena. To qualify as middle class, the risk of falling into poverty should remain below a 
specific threshold.7 Using such a low vulnerability to poverty to define the middle class and the 
National Income Dynamics Study panel data set, the middle class in South Africa was found to 
be relatively small and has grown sluggishly since 1993 (Schotte et al. 2018, 2022; Zizzamia et al. 
2016). 

The pattern of growth over this period has implied a decline in poverty, but one that lifted 
households into a vulnerable middle class and not a stable situation that would be a marker 
of an enduring middle-class position. Instead, this vulnerable middle-class population is far 
closer in its incomes and characteristics to the transient-poor population, implying a sizable 
South African precariat that straddles the poverty line. 

Nonetheless, studies have noted some transformation in the racial composition within the 
stable middle class in South Africa, with Black Africans outnumbering Whites by a significant 
margin. As there has been negligible downward mobility of White South Africans out of the 
middle class, this evidence accords with the upward mobility of some Africans into the middle 
class since 2010/11. However, race remains a strong predictor of poverty and precariousness, 
and Black Africans are at a far higher risk of being poor.

Using the same low vulnerability to poverty approach, Corral et al. (2015) showed growth in 
the size of the middle class in Nigeria, with people moving out of poverty between 2003 and 
2013. Poverty decreased from 45 percent to 33 percent, and the middle class increased from 
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13 percent to 19 percent. However, most of the population that moved out of poverty still lives 
with high levels of vulnerability to poverty.

Studying middle-class dynamics in Ghana, Rougier, et al. (2023) pointed to the 
heterogeneity of trajectories within the middle class,8 with a lower middle class of 
uneducated and vulnerable informal workers and an upper middle class of informal but 
successful entrepreneurs with lower vulnerability. Education seems to be an important 
determinant of social mobility toward the middle class. A period of sustained growth 
accompanied by structural changes that allowed workers to move from agriculture 
into services and industry, along with important progress in education, offered new 
opportunities and contributed to the emergence of a new middle class in the 1990s. 
Patterns of social mobility and movement of educated professionals into the middle class 
also have been observed (Lentz and Noll 2023). 

However, this upward mobility started to sag in the 2000s and, although many individuals 
managed to escape poverty, most of those in the new middle class have remained 
vulnerable to shocks. Even within the middle-class population, upward mobility remains 
constrained by an unequal distribution of opportunities that confine those starting their 
working life to low-paying and low-skilled occupations, such as urban informal services, 
and, often, to low earnings during their entire working life. Using a mixed-methods 
approach and a definition combining income, employment, and education characteristics, 
Berrou et al. (2018) found that the middle-class population in Côte d’Ivoire represents only 
26.4 percent of the total population. However, they showed that it has a dual composition, 
with an upper stratum (around one-fifth of its composition) representing the “inheritors” 
of the previous generation of the middle class and a lower stratum (making up around 
80 percent) who are “newcomers” characterized by high vulnerability and composed of 
urban and agricultural informal workers.

In several African cities in Angola, Ethiopia, Kenya, Mozambique, South Africa, and 
Tanzania, studies have indicated the emergence of an urban middle class among the 
younger generations. Urbanization has offered young people opportunities for upward 
mobility in large African cities such as Addis Ababa, Dar es Salaam, Luanda, Maputo, and 
Nairobi (Gastrow 2020; Mercer 2020; Nielsen and Jenkins 2021; Spronk 2014). Similar 
trends have been suggested for the younger, urban, Black middle-class population in South 
Africa (Ndlovu 2020). 

This repositioning of the younger generations toward an urban middle class seems to be an 
aspirational rather than monetary category of belonging and the accompanying lifestyle. 
However, this process of rapid urbanization highlights the concept of “ideal of urban living,” 
which is limited within the economic realities (Melber 2022). The unfulfilled aspirational 
desires of this young generation can undermine their idealized urban middle class and highlight 
the polarization caused by the rapid growth of the urban population. In some cities, the surge 
in urban population has been accompanied by rising inequality, with large cities being home to 
both extreme poverty and extreme wealth.
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Elite Dynamics
Previous evidence on the persistent barriers to middle-class growth shows high levels of income 
polarization in African countries, with a concentration of poor people and few very-high-
income and wealthy people, usually referred to as the “elite.” In chapter 11 of this book (refer to 
figure 11.3), an African version of Milanovic’s famous elephant diagram gives considerable 
credence to this trend as a stylized fact of the texture of economic growth in Africa over the past 
few decades. This issue reflects wider arguments that point out how enhanced elite formation is 
a major force in contemporary societies across the globe (Savage 2021). 

A common theme in the Global North literature notes that, although substantial mobility exists 
in the middle levels of the social structure, it is harder to gain entry to the elite levels (O’Brien 
2024; Reeves et al. 2017). These transitions have received far less attention than poverty and 
middle-class dynamics, although there is good reason to signal their importance. For example, 
in South Africa, the National Income Dynamics Study survey showed that the incomes at 
the top of the distribution grew significantly faster than those in the upper middle of the 
distribution (Zizzamia and Ranchhod 2019). Combined with very low upward mobility from 
the stable middle class into the elite class, this finding suggests that the elite class is structurally 
distinct from the middle class.

Evidence from South African tax data provides additional support for this view. Table 8.1, a 
transition matrix reflecting transitions across personal real-income percentiles between 2011 
and 2021, is derived from a panel of real personal incomes produced by merging company tax 
data with personal income tax data. The table focuses on mobility into and within the top 
decile. Therefore, the table examines transitions from the bottom nine deciles into the top 
decile; from the top decile into the bottom nine deciles; and then details transitions within 
the top decile, including into and out of the top 1 percent and the top 0.01 percent. The table 
shows that 95 percent of those who were in deciles 1 to 9 in 2011 were still there in 2021. 
There has been little upward mobility into the top decile and none at all from the lower 
deciles into the top 1 percent. There has been some downward mobility out of the top decile, 
but this movement has been especially low for those who were in the top 1 and 0.1 percent 
groups in 2011.

Table 8.1 South African Personal Income Mobility in the Top Income Groups, 2011 and 2021

Income group in 2011

Income group in 2021 (percent)

p0–p90 p90–p99 p99–p99.9 p99.9–p100 Total

p0–p90 95 5 0 0 100

p90–p99 46 49 4 0 100

p99–p99.9 31 34 30 4 100

p99.9–p100 22 21 29 27 100

Source: Jacobs et al. 2024.
Note: p = percentile.
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Jacobs et al. (2024) showed that labor market earnings remain the dominant form of income, 
even in the top decile. However, capital gains, dividends, pensions, and interest income grew 
in importance to a maximum of 40 percent of total income in the 10th decile, suggesting that 
the structural discreteness of the elite population and elite dynamics involves labor market 
dynamics as well as wealth dynamics and their intersections.

The African literature on elite individuals recognizes the importance of wealth, inheritance, and 
human and social capital in addition to the labor market in understanding social mobility and 
inequality (Lentz 2015). Even in long-run analyses, historical factors, such as colonization, can 
explain the emergence and growth of an elite population concentrating high levels of wealth in 
Africa. For those who study African elite groups, the analytic focus has been on Africans who 
received a Western education and worked in colonial and post-colonial administrations, as well 
as on African politicians who held high positions in post-colonial governments (Lentz 2015; 
Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2020; Sumich 2018). Colonial institutions, such as indirect 
rule via local chiefs, and concessionary agreements with private corporations have played an 
important role in concentrating political and economic power in the hands of a small group 
(Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2020). 

Institutional and social traits, such as political centralization, also is important. Sumich (2018) 
argued that, as elite individuals held key positions in political and economic domains of society, 
they perpetuated inequalities to keep their privilege, hindering opportunities for upward 
mobility. In Mozambique, the cleavage between the middle class and the elite class increased, 
as the elite class was able to manage networks to maintain their hold on socioeconomic and 
political power, in contrast to the poor or vulnerable populations, who fell through the safety 
net and were unable to escape (Sumich 2018).

Branson et al. (2024) showed how economic, social, and cultural capital combined in 
South Africa to produce two kinds of elite groups: (1) an inheritor group, which shows high 
levels of intergenerational persistence, and (2) an upwardly mobile group, which has used 
credentialed routes to enter elite positions. The elite class is strongly racialized, with White South 
Africans showing enduring persistence and few prospects of downward mobility, but some 
upward mobility into elite positions exists, especially for Asian and Coloured South Africans.

Another historical factor is housing ownership. The privatization policies of previously 
nationalized property in the 1990s are often cited as a pivotal point in the growth of African 
elites (Resnick 2015; Sumich 2018). Although offering a possibility for the development of the 
private sector and working middle class, privatization mainly benefited the political elite, with 
state-owned enterprises sold to ministers and political leaders (Taylor 2012).

Channels of Persistence
Middle-income countries and the most-resource-rich countries have more upward 
than downward intragenerational mobility. Education is a main determinant of 
upward mobility toward the upper-middle-class population in Africa (Rougier et al. 2023). 
Post-secondary education, in particular, is strongly associated with higher upward mobility 
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(Dang and Dabalen 2019). In several African countries, education and employment can 
effectively shield households from falling into poverty, while rural and large households are 
the most likely to slip into poverty (Aikaeli et al. 2021; Mekasha and Tarp 2021; Schotte et al. 
2018). For example, in South Africa, those classified as chronically poor live in households 
of five members on average, which is almost twice the size of middle-class households 
(Schotte et al. 2018).

Occupation also can explain the persistence of poverty during a person’s lifetime. Zizzamia, 
Schotte, and Ranchhod (2016) found that occupational categories strongly align with social 
class, with almost all the poor-working population in service and elementary occupations and 
the elite population in managerial and professional occupations. However, although occupation 
may be a strong determinant of class for the elite and poor populations, no dominant 
occupational category exists for the middle class, suggesting that occupation has become less 
important in determining mobility toward or out of the middle class.

Nonetheless, access to the labor market remains an important determinant of mobility, with 
75 percent of the middle-class and elite populations in South Africa in employment, versus 
only 30.8 percent of the chronic-poor population (Schotte et al. 2018). Households that are 
resilient to poverty and considered as middle class often have household heads who are formally 
employed with a permanent contract or union coverage.

Another key determinant of social mobility is geographic location. For example, in South 
Africa, one-half of the chronic-poor population resided in traditional villages and on 
communally owned land, and only 17.8 percent of the transient-poor population resided in 
these areas (Schotte et al. 2018).

In countries such as South Africa, race remains a strong predictor of poverty and a barrier to 
social mobility, with Black Africans being at the highest risk of falling into poverty (Zizzamia, 
Schotte, and Ranchhod 2016). The chronically-poor population is almost exclusively comprised 
of Black Africans, while Whites constitute two in three members of the elite (Schotte et al. 
2018).

Overall, most of the findings point to poverty immobility: A large social class vulnerable to 
falling back into poverty; a thin, stable middle class; and a small elite, which is hard to access. 
This issue is an important lens on the unfolding livelihoods of Africans over their lifetimes.

Importance of Targeting Social Mobility in Policies 
That Tackle Inequalities

Recent discussions about the relationship between inequality and mobility have been 
systematized around the idea of the “Great Gatsby Curve.” This idea draws out the association 
between high levels of income or wealth inequality and intergenerational immobility (Durlauf, 
Kourtellos, and Tan 2022) and, thus, disputes the argument that social mobility can be a 
realistic prospect in highly-unequal nations. The Great Gatsby Curve was first used by Alan 
Kruger, Chairman of the President’s Council of Economic Advisors in the United States, when 
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he predicted that the persistence of the advantages and disadvantages of income passed from 
parents to their children would “rise by about a quarter for the next generation as a result of the 
rise in inequality that the U.S. has seen in the last 25 years. It is hard to look at these figures and 
not be concerned that rising inequality is jeopardizing our tradition of equality of opportunity” 
(Krueger 2012, 4).

The African evidence on intergenerational mobility suggests levels of immobility that are at least 
as high as those that Alan Kruger was concerned about in the United States and far higher in some 
countries, such as South Africa. Therefore, all should be extremely concerned about the limitations 
on opportunities that this issue implies for many African societies. As Kruger emphasized, this 
issue has negative consequences for stifled growth and development. Although income, earnings, 
and wealth inequalities in many African countries may not be rising, they are not decreasing, and 
this persistence is correlated with low mobility and low equalities of opportunity.

The evidence on the drivers of intragenerational mobility draws out the inequality dynamics in 
African societies that undergird long-run intergenerational metrics. As such, this perspective 
offers a unique bridge between shorter-run and longer-run policies to overcome inequalities. 
The mobility literature highlights the imperative to focus policy attention on the structural 
factors underlying inequalities of opportunity and consequent inequalities in earnings, income, 
and wealth (Hackl 2018). These factors include formal laws and informal norms that affect 
both equitable access to quality health care and education as well as the distribution of labor 
market opportunities, assets, and wealth across generations (for example, laws and norms on 
inheritance).

Several policies are claimed to affect upward mobility. Research points to education and social 
protection policies as important for increasing the chances of upward mobility out of poverty 
(Salvucci and Tarp 2021). These are orthodox policy instruments, but in the mobility context, 
the evidence shows that improvements in the quality rather than quantity of schooling and 
health from the earliest years are essential for providing the platform for better employment 
opportunities and sustainably tackling the intergenerational persistence of inequality 
(Finn et al. 2017). 

Van der Weide et al. (2021) highlighted the importance of targeted public investments, with 
higher public spending of this sort being strongly associated with higher mobility in education. 
Azomahou and Yitbarek (2021) also illuminated the importance of targeted redistributive 
policies for expanding access to quality secondary education to improve mobility.

This chapter’s review of mobility within and between chronic and transitory poverty, the 
vulnerable and stable middle classes, and the elite class emphasizes the same important point. 
The review clearly distinguishes between policies needed to provide buffering or insurance 
to protect existing livelihoods and prevent downward absolute mobility within sluggish 
and unstable economies, alongside policies required to build upward mobility. Both are 
important, but, as an example, while social grants are important for the survival of chronic-
poor individuals, they do not address the structural barriers to sustainable upward mobility 
(Zizzamia et al. 2019). 
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For poor individuals, social grants must be complemented with policies that change access to 
labor markets and ownership of land and other assets or that change the spatial distribution 
of economic opportunities. Much of the African population is trapped in chronic poverty, 
and these complementary policies must be put in place to break poverty traps as a means of 
boosting upward mobility. The low levels of upward mobility across the continent make it clear 
that this challenging policy mandate will require doing things differently.

The vulnerability approach shows that poverty reduction policies should not only target the 
existing poor population but also the vulnerable nonpoor population with a high risk of 
falling into poverty (Mekasha and Tarp 2021). This broad group straddles the poverty line, 
and many impediments are in the way of upward mobility for this group to move into a 
stable middle class. This review shows that those individuals below the stable middle class are 
two-thirds or more of the population in many African societies. Promoting upward mobility 
for this group requires quality education and health care, along with an array of supportive 
public and private assets. For example, affordable housing policies can positively impact 
upward mobility (Visagie, Turok, and Scheba 2020). In addition, upward mobility requires 
the provision of water; sanitation; passable roads; affordable transport; and safe, functional 
communities.

This is not a wish list. The stable middle-class and the elite populations rely on these provisions 
when responding to opportunities or challenges. Certainly, stable middle-class individuals 
would not be stable without them. Elite individuals can draw on their human and financial 
capital to buffer themselves through sluggish and even crisis-ridden economies and through 
shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic. This ability has given elite individuals far stronger real 
income growth than even that of stable middle-class individuals. This reality is exponentially 
true of the top percentiles in the income distribution and, in general, the elite population is 
a narrow group with weak links to the broader society while accruing up to 50 percent of a 
country’s total income.

Such African societies are not sustainable for the reasons that Alan Kruger alluded to in the 
United States (Krueger 2012). Modest prospects for mobility in the middle levels of society, 
especially those facilitated by educational provision, can be more than offset by the pulling 
away of the elite population and the institutionalization of entrenched privilege, including 
that originating in colonial experiences (Branson et al. 2024). Therefore, a dynamic, welfare-
maximizing argument for carefully designed redistribution of this income is needed to fund 
the human and physical infrastructure to give most African populations real opportunities for 
upward mobility.

Notes

 1. Relative mobility is measured by the extent to which the educational attainment of individuals is 
independent of their parents’ education, using the coefficient from a regression of children’s years of 
education on the parents’ education. Higher values indicate greater persistence and thus lower relative 
mobility (Narayan et al. 2018).
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Chapter 9

Policies to Tackle Inequality in Africa
Fabio Andrés Díaz Pabón, Annalena Oppel, Murray Leibbrandt, Mike Savage, 
and Anda David

Introduction

Whether in the words of John Schmitt (Schmitt 2009), Alan Krueger (Krueger 2012), 
Oxfam (Lawson and Martin 2017), or the World Bank and International Monetary Fund 
(IMF; Mohieldin and Sanchez-Paramo 2019), there is agreement that inequality is a policy 
choice. The urgency of the challenges of inequality and the need to tackle them require no 
underscoring here. Indeed, it is difficult to address inequalities because of the multiple axes 
on which they operate, ranging over the material dimensions of life—income, wealth, access, 
and opportunities—and extending to experiential, cultural, and symbolic aspects, which 
can generate powerful forms of stigmatization, marginalization, and exclusion (Savage 2021; 
Therborn 2013; Tyler 2020). 

Thus, in addition to asking about inequality of what, it is important to understand inequality 
among whom (Stewart 2004). The mechanisms driving inequalities, which allocate 
opportunities and rewards and bring different outcomes for different individuals within the 
same society, overlap and operate via tangible and intangible ways and visible and less-visible 
markers that vary across place and time. Despite their specific inequality lenses, each of the 
preceding chapters flagged these intersections whereby, for example, the level and quality of 
education can make a huge difference in employment and earnings, but even for people who 
share the same level and quality of education, these outcomes can differ by gender, location, or 
access to social networks.

This situation challenges any “magic-bullet” or “single-binding-constraint” approach claiming 
that a specific policy intervention, however bold, can be expected to tackle the full range of 
inequalities. In particular, strategies designed to tackle unequal distributions of resources are 
needed, as well as those for norms and cultural values (Lamont et al. 2016; Tilly 2009). In addition, 
Africa has 54 countries, and this book shows that they exhibit substantial variation. Therefore, 
impactful policies must be grounded in the distinctive mechanisms at work in each context.
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However, commonalities in inequality exist across countries in Africa. An important example 
is that it is not the case that high levels of poverty on the continent mean that inequality is 
not an issue or that “Africa is too poor to be unequal.” All African contexts are unequal, and 
understanding and addressing these inequalities is central to any sustainable and inclusive 
development policy. For example, chapter 11 shows that economic growth is directly hampered 
by inequalities in almost all African contexts, and these inequalities can dampen the impacts of 
growth on poverty reduction in Africa relative to elsewhere in the world.

Multiple pressures from demographic shifts, economic turmoil, and the prospect of climate 
breakdown bring a sense of urgency to understanding how different policies can address 
inequalities, including the pressures created on peoples’ livelihoods by these systemic 
shocks. Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic and the shocks associated with increasing 
interest rates, food prices, and inflation have highlighted the vulnerabilities of African 
economies and their citizens to ongoing crises. Also, the risk of external shocks and 
their effects on people’s livelihoods remain, as illustrated by the impacts of droughts in 
driving famine and poverty and deepening preexisting inequalities in Eastern Africa. The 
worsening of well-being can fuel instability and lead to tensions and the emergence of or 
support for a political economy of war and armed conflict (such as in the Central African 
Republic, Mali, and Mozambique) (UNDP 2023). Many African countries are severely 
fiscally constrained in dealing with these shocks. Of the world’s 39 Heavily Indebted Poor 
Countries, 34 are in Africa.

Thus, addressing inequalities in every African context through impactful policies is 
needed. The multidimensional and intersecting nature of inequalities makes crafting these 
policies daunting. Yet, the policy responses to the COVID-19 pandemic made it clear that 
it is possible to think innovatively. The declarations of national disasters have enabled 
creative improvisations and elaborations of existing policies. Attaching these policies to 
existing programs and schemes was necessary in the moment, but it did not address their 
weaknesses in design and coverage. Instead, such emergency responses opened the window 
of opportunity to fashion new policy proposals and adaptive policy systems that can more 
adequately respond to crises.

There is a momentum of institutional learning about what works, what does not, and 
under which circumstances in tackling inequality. Consolidating this learning is the task of 
this chapter.

Atkinson’s (2015) framework for thinking inside and outside the box is useful for presenting a 
clear typology of policies to reduce inequality. He focused on incomes and the three elements 
that constitute them: wages, capital, and subsidies or state transfers (refer to figure 9.1). Broadly, 
Atkinson classified whether policies fall inside or outside a conventional policy box based on 
how they aim to reduce income inequalities.
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Policies that change incomes directly (via direct changes in wages or through social transfers 
or taxes) can be understood as policies “inside the box” of conventional economic policy-
making. A wealth of international evidence supports the framing of these policies in any context. 
Atkinson considered policies aimed at changing the social relations that condition incomes, but 
that leave existing social structures in place, “outside the box.” For example, strengthening the 
protection of unions changes the relationship between workers and employers, which can impact 
wages and the distribution of income between labor and capital. Competition policy can also 
influence this relationship as well as output prices. Hence, outside-the-box policies have a more-
indirect effect on incomes by shaping how they are produced in a capitalist economy. Outside-
the-box proposals include those that influence technological change and its impacts on labor and 
capital, public employment programs, the strengthened role of unions and guilds, competition 
policies that shape how input and output markets work, and the possibilities for a guaranteed 
minimum income for all individuals or a more-targeted endowment payable to young people as 
they move from adolescence into further training or employment (Atkinson 2015).

Figure 9.1 Policies That Are Inside, Outside, and Beyond the Box
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Source: original figure for this book, based on Atkinson 2015.
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This is a useful organizing framework, and most of this chapter discusses options that are 
inside or outside the box. However, this framework is built from a developed, Global North 
perspective and makes assumptions, such as about the power of trade unions, the dominance 
of formal employment, and high levels of state capacity, which might not apply everywhere—
or indeed anywhere—in Africa. In addition, it is crucial to recognize the long-term historical 
forces of colonialism, which have shaped economies and generated inequalities.

These forces continue to shape the structures of African economies and the restrictions on their 
inclusion in the globalizing world today. They cannot be wished away or defined as beyond 
the scope of contemporary policies to confront African inequalities. Policies that pay more 
attention to wealth inequalities and these long-term historical forces are needed to overcome 
structural legacies (Savage 2021). Because social structures and social relations drive existing 
inequalities, thinking boldly about how they can be changed is needed. This chapter discusses 
policies implemented on the continent that are directed at shifting the direction of historical 
inequalities in Africa under the outside-the-box banner, although they push beyond the 
boundaries of Atkinson’s framework.

The chapter begins with inside-the-box policies, then examines outside-the-box policies, 
reflecting on their broader economic and political rationales, and concludes by summarizing 
and highlighting policies that push further beyond the box. These policies include some aspects 
that are yet to be adequately reflected in most national agendas.

Inside-the-Box Policies

Inside-the-box policies work within the existing structure of an economy, directly modifying 
incomes and, therefore, income inequality. Examples include the promotion of employment, 
minimum wages, social insurance, social grants, and tax policy. Such policies can affect an 
individual’s net income in a given period. Arguably, these are the most-common components of 
a conventional policy agenda, and their implementation globally and within Africa has a long 
history. The following subsections review these types of policies and note their challenges in the 
African context.

Labor Market Policies
For a long time in the mainstream policy discourse, it was asserted that labor market 
deregulation always leads to lower unemployment. However, more and more studies have 
shown that this is seldom the case in either Northern or Southern contexts (Brancaccio, 
Garbellini, and Giammetti 2018; Ernst, Merola, and Reljic 2022). Among the labor market 
policies that countries have at their disposal, the minimum wage is perhaps the most widely 
used. Of the 54 African countries, 40 have a minimum wage in place, although the level varies 
widely (refer to map 9.1). 
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Map 9.1 Minimum Wages in African Countries, 2022
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Source: original map for this book, using data from the International Labour organization.
Note: The map shows the statutory nominal gross monthly minimum wage (in 2017 PPP US dollars). 
PPP = purchasing power parity.

In a study on minimum wages in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), Bhorat, Kanbur, and Stanwix 
(2017) showed that higher levels of the minimum wage are positively linked to higher levels 
of gross domestic product per capita when the minimum wage is set significantly lower than 
average wages. The level of the minimum wage is, therefore, always a consideration. So, too, is 
compliance with the minimum wage. An International Labour Organization study on select 
African countries showed that significant shares of wage employees are paid below 80 percent of 
the minimum wage and pointed to the prevalence of the informal sector as one determinant of 
low compliance (ILO 2019).

Collective bargaining also can have a significant impact on wage disparities and, thus, on 
inequalities. In Africa, 48 countries have ratified the Freedom of Association and Protection 
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of the Right to Organize Convention of 1948, yet only 19 countries have ratified the Labor 
Inspection Conventions or the Employment Policy Convention of 1964 (ILO 2023). Overall, 
on issues of occupational safety and health, migration, human resources development, and 
policies targeted at supporting Indigenous people, the degree of ratification is mostly absent. A 
study on collective bargaining agreements in 12 developing countries, of which 8 are in Africa, 
found large variations in clauses, which usually are weak on issues such as social security and 
maternity leave (Besamusca and Tijdens 2015). Again, this is correlated with informality, and 
Lapeyre and Barussaud (2019) showed that the density of trade unions in informal employment 
is less than half that observed in formal employment. This issue highlights the need for 
expansion of labor rights to informal workers on the continent.

Beyond institutions, active labor market policies (ALMPs), such as employment incentives, 
trainings, and public employment programs, also can reduce inequality by enabling vulnerable 
individuals to participate in the labor market. McKenzie (2017) and Lam and Elsayed (2021) 
conducted thorough reviews of ALMP evaluations in the Global South, and both concluded 
that, on their own, these policies have a poor track record, with little significant impact on 
earnings or even employment. However, some have succeeded, and both papers drew lessons 
from these cases.

Policies that address labor market failures related to location are important. In South Africa, 
for example, the high cost of transportation has been identified as a key obstacle to job search 
and employment (Kerr 2017; Loewald, Makrelov, and Wörgötter 2021). Appropriate policies 
include subsidizing transport or job search. In South Africa, too, is emerging evidence that 
cash transfer and public employment programs are facilitating transitions into work. Indeed, 
while many of the evaluations of ALMPs pre-date 2020, these interventions have seen 
significant expansion in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Gentilini et al. 2021), and 
further investigations are needed.

Given the underwhelming performance of many conventional ALMPs when implemented 
on their own, experimenting with bolder initiatives, for example, around guaranteed public 
employment policies, is needed. Atkinson and Bourguignon (2015, 140) proposed to “[…] 
adopt an explicit target for preventing and reducing unemployment […] by offering guaranteed 
public employment at the minimum wage to those who seek it.” There is no guaranteed public 
employment in Africa. Nonetheless, there is some promising evidence from large-scale public 
employment interventions.

For example, a large South African public employment program, the Presidential Employment 
Stimulus, was launched in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in October 2020. A recent 
evaluation of the program noted that it directly created 1.8 million temporary jobs from its 
launch through December 2023 (Bassier and Budlender 2024). Those employed were paid 
the national minimum wage, and the evaluation showed that the Presidential Employment 
Stimulus’s largest program, the Basic Education Employment Initiative, had significant, positive 
indirect effects on community retailers.
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According to the World Bank, unemployment in SSA is less than 7 percent (World Bank 
2023b). South Africa is an obvious exception, with unemployment levels of around 30 percent. 
However, it could be claimed that, outside Southern Africa and North Africa, the continent 
does not have an unemployment problem but rather a problem of precarious and informal 
employment. Nonetheless, public employment programs have been implemented across Africa 
to build a pipeline between the formal and informal sectors and improve the conditions of 
informal employment. At present, 27 labor market or employment programs are listed for the 
continent, including job training, economic inclusion programs, and public work programs 
(socialprotection.org 2023). There also are 19 public work programs, including cash and in-kind 
benefits for work.

One prominent example is the Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP), launched in 2005 in 
Ethiopia. The program’s fourth round was implemented in July 2015 for a 5-year period, at a 
total cost of GBP 2.216 billion, funded by the Ethiopian government (14 percent) and nine 
donors (DFID 2016). The scale of these programs raises earlier considerations of sufficient 
domestic revenue for national financing capacities. After its implementation, the PSNP was 
said to increase the number of beneficiaries to 10 million in 2015, reaching about 18 percent of 
Ethiopia’s working-age population. The program also provided the beneficiary list for piloting 
new social protection measures to reduce poverty and inequality.

Social Expenditure Policies
For social expenditures, cash transfers are a popular tool used for reducing poverty in Africa. 
Of the 70 social transfer programs listed in Africa, a majority (57 percent) are unconditional 
cash transfers (socialprotection.org 2023), because the implementation of such policies tends 
to be more straightforward than structural reforms. More recently, because of their reach 
(and expansion) and existing targeting, social grants have become an important mechanism 
to alleviate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, as illustrated in South Africa (Bassier 
et al. 2021).

Cash transfers can be a crucial tool for establishing universal social protection in African 
countries and have been shown to reduce or ameliorate poverty. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, many crisis-induced social transfer programs used existing schemes through vertical 
and horizontal expansions. According to the United Nations (UN) COVID-19 Stimulus Tracker, 
35 African countries implemented cash transfers or other income support as social assistance 
measures, followed by 26 countries that implemented in-kind transfers and vouchers as well. 
This issue highlights governments’ capacity to respond to crises when needed, and, although 
vulnerable groups were left out, the cash transfers reached many people who were in need.

Particularly for targeted policies, comprehensive social registries are a vital component. 
These registries serve a key purpose in outreach, intake, registration, and determination 
of the individuals and households eligible for social programs (Leite et al. 2017). This 
issue again raises the challenge of including and reaching informal workers, who often are 
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missing from such registers. Although social registries expanded significantly between 
2020 and 2022, the percentage of the total population covered by at least one social 
protection benefit in 2020 was only 17.4 percent of the continent’s population (ILO 2021). 
Thus, systematic gaps exist in accounting for the most-vulnerable groups in the population, 
including informal workers.

Doubts also remain about the effectiveness of social protection benefits in reducing inequalities, 
with cash transfers often designed with poverty alleviation rather than inequality reduction 
in mind. The latter requires explicit recognition of the links between social protection policies 
and labor market policies and the need to harmonize both. Many African countries have no 
unemployment insurance schemes. The predominance of informal employment and difficult 
transitions into employment for labor market entrants make it difficult to design self-financing 
and sustainable unemployment insurance schemes.

Tax Policies
Taxation has long been promoted for financing public expenditures through domestic revenue 
(Modica, Laudage, and Harding 2018; Oppel, McNabb, and Chachu 2022). Tax policy is also 
a central component of the distributive role of the state. However, in Africa, many tax systems 
have not been designed to be progressive and with a focus on reducing inequality (McNabb 
and Oppel 2023). Even when the tax systems are designed to achieve these ends, institutional 
capacity is required for efficient tax collection and, particularly, to counter tax nonpayment 
and avoidance and ensure that income taxation systems that are designed to be progressive are 
progressive in practice.

Thus, taxation is central for financing inside-the-box policies. Such policies can modify 
disposable incomes for individuals, for example, through financing social insurance and social 
grants, or design tax breaks, exemptions, and allowances. Yet, the design of such policies 
requires understanding the capacities and weaknesses of current governments’ abilities to rely 
on a diversified stream of domestic revenue. Revenues may come from the extraction of mineral 
resources; service industries, including emerging models such as Uber; or the financial services 
economy, including newer developments such as crypto currencies.

Fiscal space, or the amount of resources available for progressive policies inside the box, is 
determined by the tax revenue streams and also by the tax base. In several African countries, 
the income tax base remains limited, leaning mostly on the formal sector.

Moreover, indirect taxation, which is almost always regressive, remains dominant (Lustig, 
Jellema, and Martinez Pabon 2019). Often in countries with highly informal economies, there 
is a dependency on the taxation of natural resources for the generation of public revenues 
(Devarajan and Do 2023; Shaxson 2007; Siakwah 2017). In addition, tax rates can be limited 
by international competition. For example, higher corporate tax rates can result in disincentives 
for foreign direct investment. Overall, limited fiscal space reduces states’ capacity for taxation 
and redistribution.
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Tax policies were important during the recent COVID-19 crisis, primarily for crisis relief, 
including for businesses. For example, during 2020, according to the UN COVID-19 Stimulus 
Tracker, 37 countries in Africa introduced tax exemptions, reductions, or measures for small 
and medium-size enterprises and other businesses to ease economic contractions and 
prevent layoffs. In South Africa, Köhler, Bhorat, and Hill (2023) showed that the rapidly 
implemented Temporary Employer/Employee Relief Scheme increased the probability of 
remaining employed in the short term by 15.6 percentage points, thereby arguably saving 
or at least buffering 2.7 million jobs. The policy involved companies applying for tax relief 
on behalf of their workers through the mandatory unemployment insurance payment 
system that was in place.

This scheme is an impressive example of the flexible use of existing policies. However, it 
excluded workers hired informally within formal firms, for example, through labor brokers. 
Even among eligible workers, the effects were marginally regressive across the earnings 
distribution. Alongside corporate taxation, other measures included price controls for essential 
goods and waivers of customs duties for businesses.

These and other measures highlight a window of opportunity for policy innovation. While 
some of the measures are primarily geared toward dealing with a crisis, they might create a 
pathway for more long-lasting changes or renegotiations, for example, in the area of trade 
agreements.

Clearly, inside-the-box policies have their place—and an important one. These policies 
define lower bounds for protecting those on the bottom rungs of the income distribution. 
However, although temporary employment and relief from hunger and poverty are 
crucial, they do not systematically reduce vulnerability and instability. Concerns about 
precariousness are not exclusive to Africa or the Global South. Indeed, the Global North is 
grappling with many of the same issues, and it was such grappling that prompted Atkinson 
(2015) to argue for policies that lie outside the conventional policy toolkit box as essential 
complements in tackling inequality.

Outside-the-Box Policies

Outside-the-box policies aim to modify the workings of national economies to bring about 
systemic change in income flows (Atkinson and Bourguignon 2015). These policies focus on 
technological change, guaranteed public employment, countervailing power asymmetries 
between employers and employees due to market power in factor and product markets, 
capital-sharing funds, and citizens’ incomes. The policies also have a common focus on shifting 
the rewards derived from capital and labor. Such considerations are relevant for Africa.

However, a persistent challenge and key difference in the African context is the high degree of 
economic informality. At present, informality amounts to 83 percent of the workforce in Africa 
(ILO 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic illuminated the economic volatility, precariousness, 
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uncertainty, and hardship that informal workers face. Furthermore, in many cases, formal 
employees have fallen into informality due to economic contractions.

Although informality is continuously discussed in policy-making in Africa, the effects of 
the COVID-19 crisis brought the informal sector to the forefront of policy dialogues and 
debates (David, Diallo, and Nilsson 2023). The discussion included exploring new pathways 
for generating better integration of informal workers into systems of formal social protection, 
which is vital for protecting the well-being of informal workers in the face of economic shocks. 
More broadly, the conversation has highlighted the importance of creating avenues for enabling 
pathways from the informal sector into more-secure work and living conditions. Such a 
discussion is long overdue.

However, it is important to ensure that a problem-based focus on informality per se does not 
crowd out broader policy engagement on alternative modes of inclusive economic structures 
and practices for African economies within the contemporary global economy. For example, 
the issue of informality should not be isolated from discussions of industrial restructuring 
or export policies. Grappling with these issues at scale can give rise to new and innovative 
modes of economic organization. Within such a framing, informality may also present an 
outside-the-box field of opportunities from which to learn, for example, for green growth 
agendas (Amis 2016).

Policy interventions must respond to new technologies that affect the distribution of 
employment and earnings. Atkinson argued that the direction of technological change is not 
exogenously given; it needs to be and can be shaped through national policies that encourage 
innovation in a form that increases the employability of local workers and emphasizes the 
human dimensions of service provision (Atkinson and Bourguignon 2015). From the outset, 
such an approach focuses explicitly on the workers, who must be included in the growth 
process (Atkinson and Bourguignon 2015). To support this policy framing, understanding the 
processes of technological innovation is essential. It is not only the usage of technology but also 
the production, ownership, and regulation of technology that must be tackled.

The use of mobile applications to transfer money is an important African example. More than 
50 percent of the population of Africa resides in rural areas (World Bank 2023a). Until the past 
decade, this population was largely disconnected from financial offices. The established financial 
systems have not accommodated informal urban populations either. These are consequential 
financial market failures. 

The introduction of M-Pesa, a system that allows payments and transfers between individuals 
using mobile phones, has been an important innovation. M-Pesa operates in Afghanistan, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Arab Republic of Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, 
Mozambique, South Africa, and Tanzania. In Kenya alone, M-Pesa had a cash flow of around 
KSh 15 billion (approximately US$149 million) in 2015 (Payments Industry Intelligence 2016).

A body of evidence shows that M-Pesa has been breaking the credit constraints confronting many 
people not served by the existing formal, noncompetitive private and public financial institutions. 
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This new technology has creatively disrupted old, noninclusive markets, leading to many 
positive development outcomes (Dupas and Robinson 2013; Jack and Suri 2014; Suri and Jack 
2016).

However, M-Pesa has also resulted in new inequalities in access (Van Hove and Dubus 2019) 
and could be much more effective than it has been. Change requires confronting underlying 
corporate structures, including the ownership of such platforms, as well as current tax 
systems. For example, understanding where the corporations’ operating apps in Africa have 
their headquarters and where they pay their taxes is needed to assess their role in supporting 
or undermining innovation driven by Indigenous need. There is always the danger that 
regulation of mobile platforms is shaped in a way that brokers new forms of collusion between 
international business and local political elites. Further research on the ownership, structure, 
and organization of such companies internationally and at the country level in Africa can 
provide insight into how such technological developments influence inequalities, in this case, at 
the important intersection of financial markets.

There is a need to reflect not only on the role of technology in incomes but also on how mobile 
platforms affect working conditions. For example, the experience of Uber workers is precarious: 
Employees are uninsured and do not have guaranteed minimum wages, and unions are weak 
or absent. Furthermore, the power in the relationship is characterized by a direct employer-
employee link that is somewhat obscured due to minimum engagement via mobile applications 
that tend to prioritize a consumer focus over employees’ right to decent work (Anwar and 
Graham 2021). Again, this issue is not solely an African phenomenon—all countries are trying 
to manage how to regulate such platforms. This reality does not take away from the fact that 
such casualization intersects differently with the broad range of African regulatory frameworks 
for labor. Each country must engage with these issues.

Policy and regulation associated with new technologies usually emerge in a reactive manner. 
For example, regulation associated with the locomotive—which was invented early in the 
19th century—was passed only in 1860. The lag between the rollout of technologies and their 
regulation continues to apply in the 21st century. For example, Uber began to operate in Africa 
in 2013, but the first memorandum of understanding between Uber and an African government 
took place in 2016 (United Nations 2017). It is important to reflect on how states can learn 
and adapt faster, proactively if possible, to the rollout of technologies, to guide technological 
developments to ensure they support inclusive economic development.

This issue has bearing on the significant policy debate around the role of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution in Africa (Signé and Ndung’u 2020). Technological advancement presents 
possibilities for economic growth on the continent. However, it is important to reiterate 
Atkinson’s (2015) insistence on creating policy space to reflect on the directions in which these 
changes can maximally promote equitable growth.

Relatedly, there is significant momentum around the role of industrial policies (Aiginger and 
Rodrik 2020). In their collective volume on industrialization in SSA, Abreha et al. (2021) argued 
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that it is not useful to assert that SSA as a whole has experienced premature deindustrialization. 
There is much variation in actual trends that require understanding and response. Within this 
diversity, Abreha et al. (2021) highlighted some generic priorities for policy makers to act, 
focusing on upgrading into high-skill tasks, increasing the value-added content of current 
exports, and creating comparative advantages in knowledge-intensive industries.

This section has reviewed outside-the-box labor market policies. However, Atkinson also 
considered policies related to rebalancing power relations between employers and employees, 
arguing that strengthening countervailing power is envisioned as “[…] introduc[ing] an 
explicitly distributional dimension into competition policy; […] ensur[ing] a legal framework 
that allows trade unions to represent workers on level terms; and […] establish[ing], where 
it does not already exist, a Social Economic Council involving the social partners and other 
nongovernmental bodies” (Atkinson 2015, 131). Such a vision is designed to give workers voice 
and bargaining power at all levels of the economy, including within firms, sectoral councils, and 
national policy discussions.

Also important is capital-sharing, which is directed at broadening historical capital and asset 
ownership and accumulation patterns that have been restricted to a highly exclusive number 
of individuals. This issue is of obvious relevance in Africa given its colonial histories and post-
colonial political economies. Possible vehicles for underwriting capital-sharing funds to direct 
them toward the wider population include extraction of natural resources as well as rents from 
state-owned capital-sharing funds.

There are examples of ambitious capital-sharing policies in Africa. South Africa’s Black 
Economic Empowerment and Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment affirmative action 
policies aim to redress racial and gender inequalities by changing the structure of capital 
ownership in the country. Although there has been an important transfer of stock and capital 
to Black South Africans, such policies have not reduced income inequality in the country. 
Manning (2014) found that the limited success of the Black Economic Empowerment strategy 
is due to its narrow scope and the fact that, instead of creating entrepreneurship, it has created a 
cluster of rent-seeking individuals.

Another set of affirmative action and capital redistribution policies are related to land 
redistribution, restitution, and tenure. In South Africa, where millions of hectares have been 
redistributed, the structure of land ownership—and its inequality—seems to have been 
mostly unaffected (Díaz Pabón et al. 2021). Indeed, these outcomes seem to result from 
implementations that have created and reproduced capital and land ownership inequalities 
along gendered, racial, and ethnic lines (Hall and Kepe 2017). This issue serves as another 
example highlighting the role of elite individuals, both existing and emerging, in capturing the 
policy agenda, thereby often distorting its initial purpose and implementation (Acemoglu, Gelb, 
and Robinson 2007; De Wet 1997).

Data on the nature and composition of private wealth in Africa are growing, but they are still 
sparse and limited because a lens on ownership beyond national boundaries is needed. This 
issue is linked to the difficulties of establishing and maintaining accurate registries that account 



PoLICIES To TACkLE INEQUALITy IN AFRICA  189

for domestic and foreign assets and the weak coordination of national and international tax 
policies. Individual cases—some of which have been brought to court—indicate the degree 
to which wealth is shifted to tax havens and the need for an accounting of the public wealth 
extracted from the continent that can be taxed. These factors make it difficult to formulate 
concrete proposals for taxing wealth.

However, these pragmatic concerns do not diminish the importance of considering wealth 
tax options as possible pathways to tackle structural inequality and raise domestic revenues. 
Complexities in implementation do not imply that it is unfeasible or that such policies cannot 
be considered on the policy menu. A wealth tax on stock has been in place in countries in the 
past. Indeed, some wealth taxes remain in place, and some have been removed; for example, 
Germany had one until 1977.

Atkinson’s final outside-the-box policy proposes the creation of a citizen’s income or the 
payment of a guaranteed minimum income to all individuals (Atkinson and Bourguignon 
2015). Although this type of policy is often considered as a nontargeted, broad, universal 
social protection policy, it can represent more than that. As Ferguson (2015) argued, it can also 
present a political reorientation toward shared national resources and wealth. In addition, he 
argued, it provides a way to acknowledge and compensate for the shortcomings in the operation 
of labor markets that fail to accommodate qualified labor or that relegate most employed 
workers to precarious informal labor. Social protection is an attractive vision.

However, Lustig et al. (2019) modeled the fiscal feasibility of such a “universal” transfer in select 
countries in SSA, finding that direct taxes would be far from sufficient to establish an income 
floor equivalent to the international poverty line. Furthermore, if the income floor were equal to 
the country-specific poverty line, this infeasibility is further exacerbated.

That said, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought a new momentum to some of these discussions 
(refer to Marais [2022] for a debate on South Africa). During the crisis, everyone was affected, 
although in different ways, leading to renewed recognition of the value of universality. Universal 
basic incomes represent a way to link a form of social spending to the rationale of shared capital 
funds. They also were a viable pathway for introducing adaptive social protection with a broad-
based horizontal coverage in place (the number of beneficiaries) on which crisis measures can 
“piggyback” through vertical expansions (increasing benefit levels).

In sum, this section introduced a menu of outside-the-box policies that seek to confront key 
processes that generate income inequalities. These policies are directed at creating pathways to 
greater security and improved well-being for people at the bottom of the distribution of income 
and resources, including capital and asset ownership. A benefit of drawing on Atkinson’s (2015) 
framework is that it makes clear that these policies require attention because of how inequalities 
are perpetuated in contemporary national and global factor and output markets. If they are not 
considered, then the effectiveness of conventional, inside-the-box policies is dampened.

Some aspects of implementation in Africa are daunting. Weak legislated institutional voice 
and protections are often accompanied by large-scale informality, which undermines the 
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effectiveness of these institutions even when they are in place. The political economy of policy 
implementation contains the risk of counteracting forces that seek to turn back these policies. 
Against this backdrop, the chapter concludes by taking stock of the art of the possible.

Art of the Possible for Policies to Overcome Inequality

The Atkinson (2015) framework is useful for understanding the prevailing policy discussions 
in many African contexts despite the fact that the framework and, therefore, these policy 
discussions, are drawn from a Global North perspective and do not address important stylized 
facts evident in Africa.

Most policies to tackle income inequalities in Africa are part of the conventional toolkit 
of social safety nets, labor markets, and tax policies. However, there has been much useful 
thinking, sharpened by the COVID-19 pandemic, around better-integrated approaches that 
improve social protection and the incomes of beneficiaries in a way that is harmonized with 
labor market interventions. Such thinking confronts the intersecting nature of inequalities 
not with magic bullets but with coordinated interventions that have aggregate impacts 
greater than the sum of their parts. However, coordination depends on strengthening social 
registries to track and link individuals across social protection, education, health, and labor 
market databases.

This work is difficult but especially important for those who are marginalized and in 
informal work. The pandemic showed clearly that, without strengthened social registries and 
coordination, preexisting inequalities widened between those who were accounted for and 
those who were not. As Atkinson pointed out, more-ambitious policies, such a as minimum 
inheritance endowment paid to all at adulthood, require the capacity to account for and 
reach out to all citizens (Atkinson 2015). Renewed attention has been given to understanding 
country-specific tax and revenue systems so that prioritized policy design can be twinned to 
revenue collection from those who benefit from national growth.

Yet, if the goal is to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or the objectives 
of Africa’s Agenda 2063 associated with reducing inequality, the toolset must be extended 
with attention to African specificities. The overwhelmingly informal nature of labor markets 
in most African contexts has been noted a few times in this chapter, and the limited presence 
of competitive markets in the formal-sector demands direct consideration, too. Sectoral and 
industrial policies must focus on breaking barriers and building bridges between the formal 
and informal sectors. Similarly, large percentages of economically active individuals are 
marginalized, and a platform is needed for cash transfers and labor market interventions that 
underwrite engagement and participation in the economy.

As Atkinson’s framework focused on income flows, it paid little attention to pre-market 
inequalities of opportunity based on health, education, and location that drive income and 
wealth inequality. Atkinson (2015) acknowledged that these broader societal inequalities are 
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important and must be addressed. However, for him, this work should not be done through 
income and tax policies. Although Atkinson rightly wanted to be pragmatic about what can be 
expected from specific policies, the analysis of African inequalities in this book makes it clear 
that the intersections among social, labor market, and income policies must be considered 
explicitly if policies are to change rather than nudge the structures that perpetuate inequality.

Indeed, in such an integrated approach to policy, it is difficult to include the social and cultural 
divides prominent in the sociological perspectives of inequality (Bourdieu 1986; Savage 2021). 
Despite these difficulties, the chapters in this book on gender (chapter 5), education and health 
(chapter 3), and labor markets (chapter 4) make it clear that such formal and informal norms 
are prevalent in many African contexts and, as discussed in chapter 11, are discriminatory and 
highly unproductive. Narrowly put, they impede growth by unfairly excluding many people. 

It is both possible and desirable to ensure that laws define such discrimination as illegal, and 
many African countries now have such laws in place. However, ensuring compliance is difficult 
because of the high levels of informality in the economy and social norms that often lag behind 
legislated norms. Nonetheless, it is crucial to recognize the extent to which such discriminations 
can blunt the effectiveness of all policies to overcome inequalities, whether they are inside or 
outside the box.

Furthermore, despite their merits, neither the SDGs nor Africa’s Agenda 2063 sufficiently 
addresses imbedded structures of exploitation that drive within- and between-country 
inequalities. Centuries of globalization have integrated African economies and societies into 
the global economic system in extractive ways. Today, when African societies confront the 
new dimensions of globalization, they do so with the inertia of these historically set patterns of 
integration and international power asymmetries. This is the international policy environment 
within which African countries interact with the broader international community, including 
on future covariate shocks induced by the climate breakdown, external economic shocks, 
pandemics, and political tensions that arise due to competing global and regional hegemons.

Such an environment sets a severely limited policy space for adjustments and reforms within 
African contexts. However, as this chapter describes, shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic 
can induce policy innovation within countries that can expand social protection networks 
and strengthen policy complementarities within coordinated national responses. With climate 
change as a good example, policies can also prompt productive discussion of coordinated 
global responses, including financing needed structural reforms. For example, the payment of 
compensation and reparations, which was off limits previously, is now frequently discussed in 
the climate change “loss-and-damage” narrative (WEF 2022). A breakthrough moment here 
presents the establishment of the loss-and-damage climate change fund that provides funding 
for vulnerable countries (UNFCCC 2022).

While this innovation may be politically feasible now due to a currently shared sense of 
urgency about the climate breakdown, lessons and actions should be taken beyond climate 
damage. Proposals within the Group of 20 and even the World Economic Forum have sought 
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to establish a global fund for universal social protection. These regained momentum during the 
COVID-19 crisis (OHCHR 2021). Trade flow data show that flows to the Global North exceed 
aid and foreign assistance flows to African economies (Hickel 2017). However, addressing this 
inequity does not need to be limited to global funds with earmarked spending availability; it 
can also occur in bilateral arrangements to rebalance the effects of former colonial relations 
by renegotiating existing trade agreements that currently do not favor African economies 
(Rodney et al. 2018).

Thinking beyond the box prompts a policy agenda that confronts inequality through a 
coordinated, coherent set of policies that collectively reduce income inequality by broadening 
the ownership of wealth and social capital. Fiscal prioritization and constraints should be 
addressed through complementary approaches so that fiscal revenue from all who benefit from 
the current system can be maximized and used to leverage the productivity of all within these 
societies. Such an approach will maximize the societal returns to each increment of economic 
growth and maximize sustainability more generally. There are too many intersecting binding 
constraints here for prioritization to imply narrow magic bullets. A creatively radical approach 
is required to challenge the deep-rooted historical inequalities that confront 21st-century 
African nations.

This work includes radical reform not only within the African context but also—perhaps even 
more so—in the Global North, such as policies on reparations, global financial architecture 
reforms, and fairer trade agreements. A long-standing and growing critique of development 
“as is” exists, with recent voices emphasizing the need for alternatives that move beyond 
Western-centric models (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2015). For instance, critics of the Grand Bargain, an 
agreement to improve aid efficiency, have highlighted its failure to meet key targets, particularly 
in localization and funding commitments (Matcalfe-Hough et al. 2021). In general, a mapping 
of global agendas versus realized partnership building often exposes systemic issues within the 
current aid architecture. 

One response to this issue is seen in trust-based development gaining traction, advocating for 
a shift toward equitable partnerships where local communities hold fundamental decision-
making power and resources (Trust-Based Philanthropy 2024). More broadly, concrete steps 
toward decolonial partnership building also include prioritizing Indigenous knowledge systems 
(Smith 2022), ensuring meaningful participation of marginalized groups, and restructuring 
financial flows to support self-determined development paths. These approaches aim to 
dismantle power imbalances and foster more-sustainable and -inclusive development outcomes.

The current global policy moment evidences some acceptance of these policy realities. Recent 
efforts on global financial architecture reform address significant imbalances in international 
governance, focusing on enhancing equity considerations, restructuring debt mechanisms, and 
increasing representation of the Global South. Central to these reforms is the push for equitable 
distribution of resources and opportunities, seeking to mitigate the disproportionate impacts 
of global economic policies on marginalized and developing nations. These reforms advocate 
for a comprehensive overhaul of debt frameworks, emphasizing sustainable and fair debt 
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relief practices that prevent economic exploitation and ensure long-term financial stability for 
indebted countries.

They also include modernizing the global tax architecture, which is essential for boosting 
public-sector revenues to finance development agendas and global public goods. The UN 
General Assembly’s resolution to commence work toward a UN Tax Convention marks a 
pivotal step in promoting more-equitable and -progressive global tax structures. The resolution 
addresses critical areas such as corporate taxation, the prevention of tax evasion by wealthy 
individuals, and appropriate taxation of carbon emissions. In addition, reforming global 
economic governance emphasizes the need to make international financial institutions—such as 
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank—more inclusive and effective.

A critical component of reform is amplifying the voices from the Global South in these key 
institutions to foster more-inclusive decision-making processes that reflect the diverse realities 
and needs of all nations. Reforms to change the allocation of voices in the governing bodies of 
these institutions are critical to enhance their legitimacy and efficacy, but such reforms may 
take time to build consensus. Although they aim to create a more-balanced and -just global 
economic system, these reforms face substantial resistance from established powers that benefit 
from the status quo.
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Climate Change, Poverty Reduction, and 
Inequality between and within Countries
Anda David, Murray Leibbrandt, Hélène Djoufelkit, and Rawane Yasser

Introduction

Climate change has become the most-challenging development issue of our time, and Africa is 
the continent most vulnerable to its consequences. United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goal 13 focuses on urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. To this end, the 
Paris Agreement was adopted in 2015 with the goal to limit global warming. However, one 
question remains: How compatible is containing climate change with reducing poverty and 
increasing the consumption levels of the poor population? Answering this question places 
inequality and distribution at the center of the discussion. Since the beginning of the Paris 
Agreement negotiations, questions about inequality of development and inequality of emissions 
between countries has shaped the tone of these discussions.

There is an urgent need to move beyond discussion, as the consequences of the climate crisis 
are now materializing. These consequences include reduced food and water security in many 
regions due to extreme weather events. Such shocks can directly reduce agricultural outputs and 
disrupt the livelihoods of agricultural households. In turn, these effects can contribute to the 
volatility of food prices, putting low-income households at risk of food insecurity. Therefore, 
climate change contributes to economic and material inequality by aggravating water and 
food scarcity.

The latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report has shown that 
countries and residents within countries neither contribute to nor are affected by climate 
change in the same ways (IPCC 2022). Climate impacts are not equally distributed across 
the world, with low- and middle-income countries experiencing greater impacts than their 
richer counterparts. The Global South, and Africa in particular, is disproportionately affected 
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by temperature change and extreme weather events. Scientific evidence indicates that Africa 
will be drastically impacted by climate change due to high levels of vulnerability, low adaptive 
capacity, and overdependence on natural-resource-based livelihoods. Although the continent 
contributes less than 5 percent of global carbon emissions, it will experience most of the worst 
impacts (Davis-Reddy and Vincent 2017). The climate crisis is also marked by significant 
inequalities within countries. Here, too, vulnerability to climate impacts is strongly linked to 
income and wealth.

In recent years, climate change has been responsible for increasing inequalities both between 
and within countries. Therefore, it is imperative to gain a better understanding of climate 
change inequalities when designing adaptation and mitigation actions. While the connection 
between inequality and climate change impacts has been well documented (Ayanlade et al. 
2022; Chancel, Bothe, and Voituriez 2023; IPCC 2022; Taconet, Méjean, and Guivarch 2020), 
these distributional concerns are not always central in policies tackling climate change, and 
evidence for Africa is lacking.

This chapter argues that, although there is a growing acknowledgment that reduction of 
inequality is intertwined with the fight against climate change, the necessary tools and 
frameworks to bring the two topics together are lacking. This issue is particularly troubling, 
as country climate change commitments and within-country internal policies are being made 
anyway. By reviewing the latest research on climate change inequalities, the chapter aims to offer 
a better understanding of climate inequalities in Africa, both between and within countries, and 
to point to the necessary tools for designing climate policies.

Inequalities between Countries

A driving force of climate inequalities is how climate change negatively impacts inequalities 
between countries. Global inequality manifests in relative emissions contributions, the 
growth and development losses resulting from these emissions, and the capacity to finance 
effective responses.

Unequal Contributions to Climate Change
Current and historical emissions are unequal between countries. Comparing the bottom 50, 
middle 40, and top 10 percent by losses, emissions, and capacity to finance global climate 
actions provides a clear image of climate inequality. The top 10 percent of global carbon 
emitters generate almost one-half of all greenhouse gas emissions. Meanwhile, the bottom 
40 percent account for 75 percent of the total losses and only 12 percent of emissions, compared 
to 3 percent of total losses accounted for by the top 10 percent, whose share of emissions is 
48 percent (Chancel et al. 2023).

According to Chancel (2022), the total carbon emissions of the top 1 percent largely exceed the 
emissions of the bottom half of the global population. The top 1 percent per capita emission 
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levels were more than 16 times the global average in 2019. Between 1990 and 2019, the top 
1 percent of global emitters were responsible for 23 percent of the total growth in emissions 
(Chancel 2022).

Bruckner et al. (2022) highlighted the unequal emissions between countries and analyzed 
the contributions of different groups to global emissions, finding a strong concentration 
of emissions at the top of the income distribution and negligible contributions at the 
bottom half of the global income distribution. Countries such as Australia, Canada, the 
Russian Federation, and the United States have among the highest per capita emissions, 
while in many of the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)—such as the Central African 
Republic, Chad, and Niger—the average footprint is around 0.1 tonnes per year (refer to 
map 10.1).

SSA is the only region where average per capita emissions currently meet the levels to achieve 
the target of limiting the temperature increase to less than 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2030. 
Emissions in SSA could increase by almost 20 percent and still meet the target, while all the 
other regions in the world largely exceed the target (Chancel et al. 2023). Moreover, the carbon 
footprint of the bottom half of the population in SSA is the smallest in the world (Chancel 
2022), indicating that the current emissions of low-income countries are often near the targets 
set by high-income countries for 2030.

Map 10.1 Per Capita CO2 Emissions, 2021
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Source: our world in data, based on the global Carbon Project 2023 (ourworldindata.org/co2-and-greenhouse 
-gas-emissions).
Note: Fossil emissions measure the quantity (tonnes) of Co2 emitted from the burning of fossil fuels and directly from 
industrial processes such as cement and steel production. Fossil Co2 includes emissions from coal, oil, gas, flaring, 
cement, steel, and other industrial processes. Fossil emissions do not include land use change, deforestation, soils, or 
vegetation. Co2 = carbon dioxide.

http:// OurWorldinData.org/co2-and-greenhouse-gas-emissions
http:// OurWorldinData.org/co2-and-greenhouse-gas-emissions


204  INEQUALITIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Unequal Impacts of Climate Change
Inequality is significant at the country level, and the Global South is disproportionately affected 
by temperature change and extreme weather events (Ayanlade et al. 2022; Chancel et al. 2023; 
IPCC 2022; Taconet et al. 2020). These climate changes affect inequalities between countries 
in two ways. First, rising temperatures and extreme weather events cause direct effects that 
more heavily impact low-income countries. Second, the costs to poorer countries of mitigating 
climate change through reduced emissions could hamper their economic catch-up.

Economic Losses
As chapter 1 in this book shows, on aggregate, income inequalities between countries have 
declined in recent decades (Bourguignon 2015; Gradín 2021; Milanovic 2016). However, this 
issue has mostly been due to strong convergence in China and East Asia. This convergence has 
been much more muted in poorer countries, which are predominantly in Africa. The impact 
of climate change can reverse this aggregate course and will primarily impact the poorest 
countries. While high-income countries, which are relatively cold, may profit from climate 
change, low-income countries in warmer regions will face significant losses (Diffenbaugh and 
Burke 2019; Taconet et al. 2020). Diffenbaugh and Burke (2019) combined counterfactual 
historical temperature trajectories with empirical evidence on the relationship between 
historical temperature fluctuations and economic growth, finding that global warming has 
increased economic inequality between countries, with warming increasing growth in relatively 
cool (typically high-income) countries and decreasing growth in low-income countries in 
warm regions.1 

Many low-income countries are significantly poorer today than they would have been in 
the absence of climate change, to which they have contributed very little. Meanwhile, many 
rich countries that bear the highest responsibility for climate change have benefited in 
terms of income. This reality can be explained by the Global North’s extractive processes 
of fossil fuel–based production, consumption, and wealth accumulation, which largely 
continue today. 

In addition to fossil fuel benefits not being shared equally, the warming arising from 
wealthy countries’ energy consumption has significantly harmed many poor countries 
(Diffenbaugh and Burke 2019). For example, it has been estimated that, in Mozambique, 
the impacts of climate change on the economy will reduce the gross domestic product 
(GDP) by about 13 percent by 2050 (Arndt and Thurlow 2015). Similar results were 
obtained in other countries in Southern Africa, such as Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, 
and Zambia (Ayanlade et al. 2022).

It seems that differential levels of vulnerability to climate change and the ability to adapt across 
countries are the main drivers of the unequal impacts of climate change (Taconet et al. 2020). 
Some countries, mostly in SSA, depend more on the sectors that will be most affected by 
exposure to extreme climate events.
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Exposure to Extreme Weather Events
In addition to long-run exposure, some effects of global warming materialize in extreme 
weather events such as heatwaves, droughts, and flooding. These events do not have the same 
types or extents of impacts across countries. Poor countries will face the highest volatility in 
temperature levels, with significant effects on agriculture, while the regions with the highest 
contributions to global warming may experience reduced temperature volatility (Bathiany 
et al. 2018).

Southern Africa is among the regions disproportionately affected by adverse climate 
consequences such as droughts and floods (Ayanlade et al. 2022; Davis-Reddy and Vincent 
2017). Many extreme events have been observed in the region, leading to reduced quality and 
quantity of crop yields, with greater impact on smallholder farmers’ livelihoods as shown in the 
current IPCC report (Trisos et al. 2022). From 1970 to recent years, African populations have 
been among the most affected in the world by extreme weather events such as droughts, extreme 
heat events, volatility in weather patterns, and varying amounts of rainfall. Drought disasters 
account for almost 20 percent of the disaster occurrences in all regions in Africa, particularly 
affecting rural communities and contributing to famine and loss of livestock, and the Sahel 
and Savannah zones are most vulnerable to severe droughts (Ayanlade et al. 2022). Projections 
have indicated that about 43.5 percent of the agricultural land in SSA will be affected by dry 
conditions, in contrast to the world average of 29.0 percent (Ayanlade et al. 2022).

Many of these climate effects are not independent of each other, and some are more likely to 
occur simultaneously, aggravating the impacts on social and environmental systems, which is 
referred to as a compound event. More than 780 million people globally are currently exposed to 
the combined risk of poverty and serious flooding (Chancel et al. 2023). Zimbabwe faced such 
a compound event in 2020 when the country was hit by a severe drought and heatwave while 
trying to contain the COVID-19 pandemic. This event increased the pressure on public health 
authorities due to malnutrition, disease, and excess mortality. It also triggered migration in 
some regions, which caused further challenges to curbing the pandemic (Phillips et al. 2020).

Clearly, such negative, compounding interactions can aggravate the social and environmental 
challenges of climate change. These events must be better understood to design suitable policy 
packages and adaptation strategies.

Effect on Food Security and Agriculture
Studies have reported that extreme weather events can have significant consequences for 
the agriculture sector and have intensified in recent years, affecting people’s activities and 
livelihoods. However, these risks affect world regions disproportionately, with poor countries 
facing the most-adverse effects and SSA being the most-vulnerable region (Ajetomobi 
2016; Ayanlade et al. 2022; Emediegwu, Wossink, and Hall 2022; Fuller et al. 2018; Trisos 
et al. 2022). It has been estimated that 55 percent to 62 percent of the workforce in SSA is 
employed in agriculture, and 95 percent of the region’s cropland is rainfed (Trisos et al. 2022). 
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Scientific studies have highlighted impacts such as reduced crop yields and quality of crops, 
dried-up streams and rivers, heat fluxes, loss of land, reduced vegetation and biodiversity, 
decreased incomes for farm households, and other socioeconomic impacts (Apraku, Morton, 
and Gyampoh 2021; Ayanlade et al. 2022; Ayanlade, Radeny, and Akin-Onigbinde 2018; 
Emediegwu et al. 2022; Serdeczny et al. 2017).

Relatedly, SSA is the second-most-likely region to be confronted with the challenge of 
insufficient food as an impact of drought (Ayanlade et al. 2022). Chancel et al.’s (2023) recent 
estimates have shown that, in Africa, average agricultural productivity is estimated to be 
35 percent below its potential value because of drought. In contrast, other countries such as 
Canada and Russia have seen their productivity increase as a consequence of climate change. 
Countries such as Mali, Niger, and Sudan face the most-extreme adverse effects, with losses 
of as much as 40 percent due to climate change. The latest IPCC report has highlighted 
these adverse effects (Bezner Kerr et al. 2022). Trisos et al. (2022) estimated that agricultural 
productivity growth in Africa has been reduced by 34 percent since 1961 due to climate change, 
more than any other region in the world.

In summary, SSA, the region with the highest poverty levels and highest rates of food 
insecurity, must cope with significant yield losses. This issue increases the incidence of 
hunger among the populations who rely on agricultural incomes or are vulnerable to the 
volatility of food prices. In Africa, climate change also poses a significant threat to marine 
and freshwater fisheries, which provide the main source of protein for around 200 million 
people (Trisos et al. 2022).

Exposure to Rising Sea Levels and Floods
Exposure to rising sea levels and floods is also unequal, and poorer countries are 
disproportionately exposed to rising sea levels. Almost 43 percent of the people exposed 
to flood risk are trying to cope with poverty simultaneously, and poverty undermines the 
capacity to adapt to and recover from natural disasters (Chancel et al. 2023). The combined 
risk of flooding and poverty is the largest in SSA, where 28 percent of the population 
is exposed to both challenges. According to the latest IPCC report, flood risks will 
increase significantly even under moderate climate change, highlighting the importance 
of implementing effective adaptation measures, particularly for the most-exposed and 
vulnerable populations (IPCC 2022).

Exposure to Diseases
Climate change has significantly increased the risk of diseases such as malaria, dengue fever, 
and Zika virus, especially in poor countries. The burden of malaria is greatest in Africa, where 
more than 90 percent of all malaria-related deaths occur. In the latest IPCC report, Cissé 
et al. (2022) showed that these impacts are unevenly distributed across countries, and wider 
geographic areas are becoming more suitable for transmission.

More-frequent flooding contributes to increases in water-borne diseases such as cholera, 
especially in areas where water, sanitation, and hygiene deficiencies are significant. 
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In Ethiopia, Mozambique, Senegal, and South Africa, increases in temperatures and rainfall 
are associated with increases in diarrhea and childhood diarrhea (Cissé et al. 2022). The 
relationship between poor sanitation infrastructure and increased risk of outbreaks in 
low-income countries illustrates the interlinkages of different climate impacts. Drawing 
on individual data from 30 SSA countries from 1991 to 2017, Cissé et al. (2022) found that 
Central Africa is projected to face the greatest temperature-induced risk of diarrheal episodes 
(Flückiger and Ludwig 2022).

Unequal Mitigation Costs
Climate mitigation policies are key to limiting the rise of future inequalities between countries. 
However, trying to limit the impacts of climate change through greenhouse gas reduction 
policies can have severe consequences for inequalities, as these mitigation policies can hamper 
the development of low-income countries. Few studies have explored the impact of reduced 
climate change on inequalities between countries via mitigation costs, but Taconet et al. (2020) 
have analyzed how mitigating climate change affects future inequalities, showing that the costs 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions vary across countries and can be more burdensome for 
low-income countries, which can lose a greater share of GDP for the same amount of reduced 
emissions. Similarly, low-income economies are often characterized by higher energy and 
carbon intensities. Therefore, raising the price of energy as a mitigation policy can be more 
burdensome in these countries. However, the impact of mitigation costs depends largely on how 
the burden of reducing emissions will be distributed among countries, which is explored later in 
this chapter. 

The relative national costs of mitigation are unequally high for poorer countries, and this issue 
must be addressed explicitly in framing collective, cross-national mitigation strategies. This 
consideration is important, as weaker economic conditions and significant debt burdens in 
poorer countries make it difficult to budget for and spend money on self-financed mitigation 
policies. Thus, there are short-term incentives to postpone the implementation of mitigation; 
however, the long-run costs of such inaction are very high. These costs reinforce path 
dependencies and lock the poorest countries into production and energy systems that further 
increase their vulnerability (Fouquet 2016).

Although many projections are predictions for the future of the continent as a whole, the 
impacts of climate change may differ across the regions of Africa and, indeed, within each 
country. The next section describes within-country inequalities.

Inequalities within Countries

The pattern of inequalities also holds within each country, as the link between exposure to 
climate risks and socioeconomic conditions is strong. Within-country inequalities present a 
vicious cycle, whereby initial inequality causes disadvantaged groups to disproportionately 
experience the adverse effects of climate change, resulting in greater subsequent inequality 
(Ayanlade et al. 2022; Islam and Winkel 2017; Winsemius et al. 2018; World Bank 2022).
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Unequal Contributions
For emissions, although cross-country inequalities remain significant, the unequal shares across 
income groups are mostly driven by within-country inequalities in emissions. Inequalities 
within countries appear to be greater than inequalities between countries, especially for 
carbon inequalities. Chancel (2022) estimated that, while in 1990 almost two-thirds of global 
carbon inequality was due to between-country inequalities (62 percent), in 2019 global carbon 
inequality was driven mostly by differences in emission levels within countries, with 64 percent 
of the global inequality in emissions due to differences within countries (refer to figure 10.1). 
A geographical breakdown reveals that the top global emitters stretch across all world regions. 
Even within African countries, income groups do not contribute equally to carbon emissions.

The high concentration of income, wealth, and carbon-intensive activities in a small 
population group leads to a significant degree of carbon inequality in most countries in 
Africa. In contemporary SSA, the bottom 50 percent emit around 0.5 tonnes per capita of 
carbon dioxide each year, compared to 7.5 tonnes per capita by the top 10 percent in 2019 
(Chancel 2022). In Nigeria, the per capita emissions of the top 10 percent are five times higher 
than those of the bottom 50 percent (Chancel et al. 2023).

Unequal Impacts
Based on the IPCC conceptual framework, this subsection explores the unequal impacts within 
countries based on the three dimensions of exposure, vulnerability, and resilience. Within countries, 
not all people are equally exposed or vulnerable to the effects of extreme weather events, as 
different degrees of vulnerability are highly correlated with existing patterns of income inequality. 

Figure 10.1 Global Inequality of Carbon Emissions between and within Countries, 1990–2019
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Studies have pointed to strong relationships between climate change exposure and vulnerability 
on the one hand and socioeconomic living conditions on the other. Those who are worst off 
are more affected than the rest. Different mechanisms include weather conditions that affect 
agriculture and the informal sector more than other activities, increased susceptibilities to 
damage caused by climate change, and decreased abilities to cope with and recover from the 
damage experienced (Hallegatte et al. 2017; Islam and Winkel 2017).

Similar to the unequal distribution of climate impacts across the world, poor populations within 
countries live in more-exposed areas or are more likely to work in jobs with higher exposure, 
such as agricultural work. Moreover, poorer populations are more vulnerable when exposed to 
adverse climate effects, as their housing is likely to be more prone to storm and flood damage. 
Finally, the losses incurred by the poorer populations can also undermine their resilience, which 
is their capacity to adapt to and recover from the damages.

Exposure
Poor households tend to be more exposed to the effects of climate change than nonpoor 
households. Hallegatte et al. (2017) have estimated that poor households are unequally exposed 
to three types of hazards: droughts, floods, and heat stress. For food security, smallholder 
farmers are exposed to prolonged droughts that lead to crop losses and livestock deaths. This 
issue reduces the agricultural outputs of rural farmers, who are mostly poor and vulnerable, 
especially in the Sudan–Sahel zone (Ayanlade et al. 2022). In Ethiopia, South Africa, and other 
countries in SSA, farming households are exposed to rainfall variability without the necessary 
means to reduce their exposure. 

For example, in South Africa, rural areas with agriculture as their main economic activity, 
such as the Eastern Cape Provinces, KwaZulu-Natal, and Limpopo, have the highest exposure 
to droughts and increased and variable temperatures (Zhou et al. 2022). In Ethiopia, most 
farm households are recurrently exposed to drought (Gebrehiwot et al. 2021). In Mauritania 
during the 2014 drought, households living in the districts where the drought was more 
intense had a higher likelihood of falling below the poverty line, compared to households 
that faced less-intense drought (Ba and Mughal 2022). Thus, across many African contexts, 
vulnerable populations are frequently and persistently exposed to weather shocks, which can 
lead them into poverty traps where newly vulnerable households are shocked into poverty 
or already-poor households remain persistently poor with deteriorating incomes (Ba and 
Mughal 2022).

Vulnerability
The poor population is usually the most vulnerable and incurs heavy losses when faced with 
a disaster. Rural and urban areas feel these direct impacts disproportionately. In addition, 
important indirect impacts can occur. Weather shocks can result in an increase in food prices, 
which increases the negative impact of the shock, especially for poor rural households that 
depend on the local market to satisfy their food needs and are more vulnerable to food price 
volatility in markets and shops.
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Most SSA countries depend largely on smallholder-based agriculture, rendering them more 
vulnerable to climate change. For example, in Mauritania, when faced with the 2008 drought, 
45 percent of rural households reported loss of livestock (Ba and Mughal 2022). In Kenya, an 
analysis of the effects of climate shocks on household well-being shows how climate change 
shocks reduce the welfare of Kenyan households, particularly in rural areas, by affecting the 
assets households own. In contrast, in urban areas, asset ownership and access to credit can 
help smooth consumption, leading to no significant impact on household welfare (Manda, 
Oleche, et al. 2023). Another analysis of multidimensional vulnerability in Kenya has shown 
that rural areas are more vulnerable than urban areas, with poor nutrition and living conditions 
contributing more to vulnerability in rural areas (Manda, Kipruto, et al. 2023).

Poor households are also more adversely affected by climate change shocks than rich 
households in the short term. For example, in Ghana, drought had a significant negative effect 
on the consumption expenditures of rural households as opposed to no significant impact on 
urban households (Danso-Mensah and Oduro, forthcoming). In South Africa, a systematic 
review of the literature has shown that, compared to urban households, rural households are 
more vulnerable to climate change due to the differences in infrastructure, typical livelihoods, 
and income-generating activities (Zhou et al. 2022).

The impacts of climate shocks can also disproportionately affect households according to their 
occupation and level of education. For example, in Kenya, vulnerability decreases with the level 
of education (Manda, Kipruto, et al. 2023). In South Africa, shocks to mining have adverse 
direct consequences on workers’ earnings and their households, which experience reduced 
remittances (World Bank 2022). Rural residents, those with lower incomes, and the Black 
population are disproportionately affected by multidimensional vulnerability in South Africa 
(Shifa, Leibbrandt, and Gordon 2023).

Inequality in vulnerability to climate shocks is also determined by gender. In Kenya and South 
Africa, female-headed households are generally more vulnerable to climate change shocks than 
male-headed households (Manda, Kipruto, et al. 2023; Zhou et al. 2022). Women are often more 
severely affected by climate change shocks and can face a higher burden of work. For example, 
water scarcity and poor sanitation can force women to walk long distances to collect water 
and reduce their access to education. Evidence from Nigeria has shown that adverse climate 
conditions have more severe impacts on women’s labor market outcomes (Efobi 2022). Women 
who were exposed to drought when they were young had worse educational and labor market 
outcomes. Women who were exposed to drought were 6 percentage points less likely to have 
worked in the current or past year and 7 percentage points less likely to be working during 
the survey year, while this result does not persist for exposed men. Men who were exposed to 
similar circumstances as women may not have experienced similar adverse effects, given the 
persistent barriers to labor market participation for women, making them more vulnerable to 
climate shocks.

Compared to men, women also face greater health risks due to climate-related food 
insecurity, diseases, and extreme weather (IPCC 2022). In rural Africa, poor and 
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female-headed households face greater livelihood risks from climate hazards. As shown in 
chapter 5 on gender inequality, women have less access to land ownership, which reduces 
their capacity to recover from income losses, as land ownership is linked to financial 
inclusion. A new report by the Food and Agriculture Organization shows how climate change 
compounds the inequalities that women face in agriculture by affecting their capacity to 
adapt, as discriminatory norms often reduce women’s access to climate information (FAO 
2023). Thus, there is little doubt about the unequal exposure and vulnerability to climate 
conditions within countries, usually associated with socioeconomic characteristics such as 
income, gender, education, or ethnicity.

Resilience
Resilience measures the ability of a population to cope with and recover from damages. 
The capacity to react and adapt to climate change and shocks depends on financial savings or 
wealth (Chancel et al. 2023). Households that can draw on financial savings or wealth tend to 
face smaller losses when hit by a natural disaster. However, poor households do not have savings 
or wealth. Indeed, some of the lowest bottom 50 percent of wealth shares are in Southern Africa, 
where the population is the most exposed to severe impacts from droughts and other extreme 
weather events (Hallegatte et al. 2017). Inequalities in asset ownership also play a significant role 
in households’ capacity to cope with external shocks (Asmamaw, Mereta, and Ambelu 2019; 
Gebrehiwot et al. 2021; Janzen and Carter 2019; Zhou et al. 2022). Yet, evidence is limited on the 
effectiveness of assets in mitigating the effects of climate shocks in Africa.

For example, in some countries, rural households rely on crop production and livestock farming 
to cope with droughts and ensure home consumption. However, droughts often result in low 
production, which considerably reduces the purchasing power of rural households, leading to 
greater food insecurity. Selling livestock as a coping strategy to generate more income is often 
met with reticence, as poor households that sell their livestock are more likely to experience 
a decline in future consumption and welfare, which can lead to a poverty trap in the future 
(Ba and Mughal 2022).

Research has shown that, in a drought context, rural households are generally unable to restore 
lost livelihoods and assets. Even among farm households, the poor population is unequally 
affected and does not recover from shocks sufficiently to rebuild their assets. As evidence from 
Senegal has shown, rich households are more advantaged when coping with climate shocks 
due to their higher levels of savings and wealth, which allow them to diversify their crops and 
maintain their incomes and consumption when faced with weather shocks (Faye et al. 2019). 
A study of South Africa found that adaptive capacity relies on five types of capital—human, 
physical, financial, natural, and social—and that poverty is the greatest limitation in adapting to 
climate change (Zhou et al. 2022). An analysis to identify the factors determining households’ 
resilience in Ethiopia indicated that access to assets, such as farmland and livestock holdings, 
along with infrastructure and social capital, is key (Asmamaw et al. 2019).

Studies have investigated the relationship among financial capability, level of education, income, 
and ability to cope. Evidence from Mauritania has highlighted the importance of wealth as a 
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coping strategy (Ba and Mughal 2022). When faced with drought, household asset portfolios 
changed, with household wealth falling during the two periods of drought in 2008 and 
2014, implying that rural households maintained consumption by liquidating their livestock 
assets. However, although selling livestock helped maintain consumption levels during the 
2008 drought, it did not compensate the losses entirely or prevent households from reducing 
consumption during the 2014 drought.

Thus, assets can moderate the negative effects of climate change shocks. However, when asset 
depletion occurs or the magnitude of the shock exceeds the compensation by the existing assets, 
assets are less likely to help households cope with shocks or increase their resilience (Díaz 
Pabón et al. 2023). For example, in Kenya, asset ownership and access to credit only partially 
protected households from the negative effects of climate shocks due to asset destruction 
(Manda, Oleche, et al. 2023). Evidence from South Africa has confirmed that the impact of 
climate change shocks is lower for households that have access to assets, compared to other 
households (Díaz Pabón et al. 2024). A randomized controll in rural Kenya showed how 
wealthier households cope by selling assets, while poorer households cope primarily by cutting 
food consumption (Janzen and Carter 2019).

Consumption adjustment strategies were also used in rural Ethiopia, reducing the quality 
and quantity of food consumption, which exacerbated households’ vulnerability to further 
shocks (Gebrehiwot et al. 2021). In Ghana, the mitigating role of asset ownership depends 
on the length of the shock and the type of assets, as asset portfolios remained unchanged 
during a short-term drought and changed only as the drought stretched beyond 24 months 
(Danso-Mensah and Oduro, forthcoming). Assets that are easier to liquidate, such as financial 
assets, were more easily used as a coping mechanism as opposed to productive assets, such as 
livestock and agricultural tools, which were generally maintained throughout the period of 
drought.

Alternatively, farmers can use their savings to smooth consumption. However, many poor 
households do not have savings, and those with savings risk depleting them if the shock 
is long, thereby falling into a poverty trap. Households can also attempt to diversify their 
sources of income by engaging in nonfarm activities (Ba, Anwar, and Mughal 2021). However, 
such activities are not always readily available in all rural areas. Therefore, due to the limited 
availability of efficient coping tools, rural households continue to face difficulties despite the 
strategies to mitigate the effects of weather shocks on income. Rural households may be stuck 
in poverty traps where they remain persistently poor and their incomes continue to deteriorate. 
Moreover, households with limited assets are unable to borrow because they do not have 
sufficient access to credit.

The choices of coping strategies, therefore, largely depend on the level of asset ownership 
and the extent of the shocks. More research is needed to support the development of ex-ante 
adaptation strategies and methods suitable for smallholder farmers in Africa. The next section 
explores policies for tackling climate change, including the adoption of safety nets, which can 
prove efficient for improving household well-being after a shock.



CLImATE CHANgE, PovERTy REdUCTIoN, ANd INEQUALITy BETwEEN ANd wITHIN CoUNTRIES  213

Tackling Climate Inequalities: The Way Forward

This section discusses the mechanisms of between- and within-country inequalities and 
solutions for reducing them.

Drivers of Unequal Impacts
Inequalities in exposure, vulnerability, and resilience are partly due to the low incomes of the 
poor population. These inequalities are also due to low-quality housing, which faces greater 
damage when struck by floods, for example. Poor households in Africa also tend to rely 
more on agricultural jobs and incomes, rendering them more prone to such climate shocks. 
In contrast, high-income households rely more on formal-sector labor incomes for their 
livelihoods and less on sectors directly affected by natural disasters. As households in poorer 
groups experience larger shocks, they are inevitably forced into adopting coping mechanisms 
that lead to lower productivity and consumption (World Bank 2022; Zhou et al. 2022). 
Multidimensional poverty remains a great limitation in adapting to climate change.

The impact of climate change on inequality largely depends on the structure of the economy 
and the texture of each society’s inequalities. The research reviewed in this chapter makes it 
clear that, in almost all African contexts, agriculture is a crucial channel through which climate 
change exacerbates existing inequalities due to its more negative impacts on poor households. 
With large shares of the population in rural areas and working in agriculture, temperature 
increases and volatility caused by climate change have significant effects on within-country 
inequality (Paglialunga, Coveri, and Zanfei 2022).

Several mechanisms are involved. First, extreme weather events reduce yields and agricultural 
output, therefore reducing farmers’ incomes. Second, disadvantaged households often live in 
rural areas and are more exposed to extreme weather events as their assets (livestock and land) 
are more affected. Finally, climate change leads to food price volatility impacting consumption 
patterns, especially for the poorest households, who spend a higher share of their budget 
on food.

Moreover, the current level of inequality exacerbates climate shocks where highly-unequal 
societies, in which rich households disproportionately hold economic and political power, 
tend to foster a more carbon-intensive future. Inequality also impedes social cohesion and 
the sense of social responsibility that is crucial to advance national welfare-maximizing, 
pro-environmental policies and holds back the development of environmental technologies 
(Vona and Patriarca 2011).

Analysis of resilience is useful for detailing and understanding the agency, responsiveness, 
and resourcefulness of vulnerable and poor populations in trying to sustain their livelihoods 
in the face of climate shocks and change. Nonetheless, they are severely income, asset, and 
wealth constrained, which impacts their capacity to respond. This chapter provides examples 
showing that such within-country inequalities are fundamentally consequential in allowing 
better-off households to withstand shocks or invest in and make longer-run adjustments. 
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At the same time, within-country inequalities severely limit or absolutely prevent vulnerable 
and poor households from such responses despite their best efforts to adapt. Therefore, 
delaying or avoiding key policy responses amounts to an abuse of the resilience and adaptive 
resourcefulness of the poor population.

The analysis in this chapter also shows that, even for better-off households in Africa, the 
response to systemic weather changes cannot be short-run buffering from wealth or drawing 
down savings. Systemic changes require systemic adaptations and adjustments to farming and 
livelihoods, as well as policy support.

The patterns of inequality imply differentiated responsibilities for climate change mitigation and 
adaptation policies. Environmental policy must consider inequalities both between and within 
countries.

Tackling Climate Inequality between Countries
This subsection discusses equitable energy use, as well as the roles of technology and finance, in 
tackling climate inequality between countries.

Equitable Energy Use
Information on the distribution of emissions must be incorporated into policy designs and 
climate change mitigation. Lower emissions are associated with lower levels of inequalities 
(Taconet et al. 2020) and can move the current patterns of growth toward more climate-friendly 
production and consumption patterns (Stern 2007). However, the responsibility to cut carbon 
emissions must be carried by the countries with the highest incomes and by the wealthiest 
groups within countries. 

Holding the world’s total carbon dioxide constant is not enough to slow global warming 
(Lam 2023). Low-income and low-emitting groups’ essential needs, such as for domestic 
heating or commuting, are linked to their carbon emissions. For high-income groups, it is 
relatively easier to achieve a reduction in emissions and afford change. In the countries that 
historically have been large emitters, governments should reconsider their climate targets even 
beyond the new and updated targets of the 2022 United Nations Climate Change Conference in 
Sharm el Sheikh, Arab Republic of Egypt (Chancel et al. 2023; Lam 2023).

Recent research has suggested that restructuring current energy consumption could lift many 
people out of multidimensional poverty without negatively affecting climate change mitigation 
(Bruckner et al. 2022; Kikstra et al. 2021; Oswald et al. 2021). Kikstra et al. (2021) showed 
that current energy use is significantly higher than the energy needed to provide decent living 
standards for the entire global population. Yet, this finding masks the fact that, in areas such 
as SSA, the current level of energy use is insufficient to provide for basic needs, while in other, 
high-income regions, overall energy use is significantly above the level required to provide basic 
living standards. Restructuring current energy use and decreasing demand at the top of the 
distribution for the benefit of low-income countries would help achieve considerable progress 
in alleviating poverty and income inequality.
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This finding suggests that poverty alleviation efforts can be combined with climate change 
mitigation efforts through redistribution of energy use. Oswald et al. (2021) argued that 
energy use and income are strongly linked and, therefore, the effects of reducing income 
inequality on energy consumption are significant. They suggested that reducing the share 
of people in energy poverty from the current 60 percent to 10 percent, through a global 
redistribution of income, would increase global energy consumption by only 6.7 percent. 
A redistribution of “carbon space” from the global top 10 percent to the rest of the global 
population, coupled with the development of a new model of low-carbon middle-class 
prosperity, is paramount to reducing multidimensional poverty while remaining within 
ecological limits (Bruckner et al. 2022; Lam 2023). Such redistribution will require global 
coordination and commitment.

Role of Technology
For technology, innovation, and investment in production and climate-smart agricultural 
infrastructure, low-carbon industries and infrastructures can increase resilience, boost 
productivity, and reduce the dependence of agricultural production on rainfall, thereby 
reducing inequality and adapting to climate change (Ayanlade et al. 2022; Ba and Mughal 2022). 
While many innovative tools and technologies have emerged in higher-income countries, 
differences in adaptation technology exist between higher-income countries and SSA, implying 
that technology transfer is required to overcome these gaps (Ayanlade et al. 2022). Higher-
income countries have access to more-advanced technologies, and developing countries are 
more vulnerable to climate change; therefore, developing countries face greater challenges in 
bearing the financial costs of developing technologies on their own and without much capacity 
for such technological innovation. Yet, it is possible for countries in the Global South to build 
capacity for technological innovation. Both China and India have prioritized these policies and 
have succeeded (Dychtwald 2021).

The IPCC report highlighted many climate change adaptation options that SSA can adopt. 
However, currently, these options require technological transfers to achieve better adaptation 
to climate change in SSA (IPCC 2022). Ayanlade et al. (2022) argued that such transfers 
should entail more than the transfer of equipment and machinery and include the transfer of 
knowledge and skills to develop the capacity to use and adapt the technology. Although the 
majority of international initiatives focus on support for climate change adaptations such as 
solar energy, wind energy, and biofuel technology, only a few of these adaptations are used 
in agricultural and food systems technology in SSA. However, the agriculture sector is where 
technology initiatives are most needed. 

For example, the Renewable Energy and Adapting to Climate Technologies Window in Africa, 
a project supported by the European Union, aims to address climate change burdens through 
climate-related technology, specifically by providing new technology to small-scale farmers. 
Farmers in Africa have adopted adaptation strategies that use traditional technologies for 
irrigation. Technologies to improve the efficiency of water management are now necessary 
to mitigate the impacts of drought. Farmers’ preferences and needs should determine these 
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coping strategies. Another example is the use of customized fertilizers, which has been 
implemented in Morocco by the OCP Group (a state-owned phosphate rock miner, phosphoric 
acid manufacturer, and fertilizer producer) to satisfy the needs of specific soils to help farmers 
in a precise and efficient way. This approach to reducing waste by reducing, reusing, recycling, 
and recovering consists of providing the right fertilizer at the right rate, time, and place.

Role of Finance
To tackle climate inequalities, considering the costs of adapting to climate change is essential. 
Most costs will be shouldered by developing countries, which are both the least well-off and 
the most vulnerable to the effects of climate change. These countries cannot underwrite 
their adaptations. Increasing the amount of funding toward climate disaster relief and losses 
and damages is required. At the 2023 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Dubai, 
United Arab Emirates, efforts were put forward to create a loss-and-damage fund, with the 
target beneficiaries being developing countries most vulnerable to the adverse effects of 
climate change.

Although adaptation finance has increased in recent years, middle-income countries have 
captured most of the funds, with low-income countries receiving only 8 percent of the estimated 
climate finance funds (Chancel et al. 2023). The majority of funds have been directed toward 
mitigation efforts, with adaptation remaining underfunded. To bridge this gap in financing, 
increasing tax revenues through progressive wealth and carbon taxes could generate important 
resources and reduce the burden on low-income countries and groups (Chancel et al. 2023). 
However, the implications of carbon taxes and reducing subsidies are complex. For example, 
an ex-post evaluation of a fossil fuel subsidy reform in Ghana shows ambiguous impacts 
of removing subsidies in developing country contexts, with the use of liquefied petroleum 
gas decreasing but firewood and charcoal consumption increasing (Greve and Lay 2023). 
The overall welfare costs were higher than the fiscal savings.

Innovative financial tools, such as contingent loans and climate-resilient debt clauses, have been 
suggested to build the resilience of developing countries. As vulnerable countries have fewer 
resources to cope with the impacts of climate change, any increasing debt burden would make 
them more vulnerable and less resilient in the future. Therefore, these clauses provide a pause in 
debt repayments for vulnerable countries in times of crisis.

Tackling Climate Inequality within Countries
Recent studies have focused on the role of inequality in limiting global warming. Wollburg, 
Hallegatte, and Mahler (2023) argued that growth is a driver of poverty alleviation and that 
the additional emissions resulting from growth and increased consumption by poor and 
nonpoor people in poor countries will not materially affect the global climate change challenge. 
They found that lowering within-country inequality would mean that less growth is needed 
to eliminate extreme poverty, which would reduce the emissions related to poverty alleviation 
even further. However, there are gaps in research on the direct impact of lowering inequality 
on emissions.
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The existing empirical evidence is mixed on whether lowering inequality would change 
consumption patterns or enable climate policies that would reduce emissions. Wollburg et al. 
(2023) found that lowering inequality significantly reduces the carbon emissions needed for 
poverty alleviation.

Social Policy Interventions
Reducing inequalities requires combining economic policies with social policy interventions 
designed to increase the adaptive capacity of vulnerable households. Strengthening the resilience 
to climate risks through adaptive social protection programs would mitigate the impact of climate 
change and reduce its effect on inequality (Chancel et al. 2023; Manda, Oleche, et al. 2023; World 
Bank 2022; Zhou et al. 2022). Social protection programs must be adapted to the nature and 
distribution of shocks. For example, the development of policy interventions designed to enhance 
the adaptive capacity of food production systems, such as farmer training programs and enhanced 
technological advancements, would mitigate the impacts on rural income and education (Fuller 
et al. 2018). Social security and public transfers can play a key role in protecting low-income 
households from the adverse effects of climate change. 

Safety net programs can take the form of cash transfers and public works programs. For 
example, Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Program provides cash transfers to reduce food 
insecurity and poverty (Chancel et al. 2023). In Zambia, cash transfers increased the resilience 
of poor households when faced with a climate shock. Building up access to improved 
sanitation and drinking water facilities mitigates the temperature-induced risks to health and 
economic development.

Finally, concentrated efforts are essential to design national development policies for climate 
change adaptation to be implemented at the national, regional, and local levels to account 
for the needs of smallholder farmers in SSA. Linking traditional and local knowledge with 
institutional information is crucial for adaptation options in SSA to maximize optimal 
conditions and minimize maladaptation (Ayanlade et al. 2022).

Financial Inclusion
As climate inequalities also occur within countries, the role of financial inclusion is crucial for 
reducing them. Poor people disproportionately experience climate shocks and have the least 
access to resilience strategies that would help them adapt to these shocks. Therefore, focusing 
on how the poor and most-vulnerable populations can use financial services is crucial. Access 
to financial services such as credit, savings, and remittance products can help build resilience. 
Other types of products specifically designed for climate risks can help smooth consumption 
during periods of shocks or increase recovery after a climate shock. For example, credit 
products and insurance can help poor households transition into new livelihoods or diversify 
their sources of income. In Mozambique during the 2013 flooding, people in affected areas used 
their mobile wallets to receive digital money transfers from friends and family (World Bank 
2022). It is also important to consider the local context, as different financial solutions are suited 
to different risks.
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Avoiding the Risk of Maladaptation
Maladaptation can make people more vulnerable to climate change by inadvertently reinforcing 
or creating new sources of vulnerability, thereby reinforcing and increasing inequalities 
instead of reducing them (Eriksen et al. 2021; Thomas and Warner 2019; Work et al. 2019). 
Assessments of internationally funded interventions aimed at climate change adaptation and 
vulnerability reduction can help avoid the risk of maladaptation. In each country, elite capture 
by powerful privileged groups and the exclusion of marginalized groups from adaptation 
interventions can reinforce vulnerabilities.2

Alongside reinforcing existing inequalities and vulnerabilities, some interventions may 
have the risk of redistributing vulnerabilities over a larger area or among other groups, such 
as interventions related to water and coastal areas. Finally, in addition to reinforcing or 
redistributing vulnerability, some adaptation efforts can introduce new risks and sources of 
vulnerability, such as interventions that address short-term concerns but create long-term 
unsustainable paths. Climate initiatives that undermine local adaptation strategies through a 
top-down approach can also introduce vulnerabilities.3

Eriksen et al. (2021) identified four mechanisms through which such interventions can cause 
unintended consequences: (1) decision-makers’ insufficient understanding of local contexts of 
vulnerability, (2) unequal participation and low representation of marginalized and vulnerable 
groups in planning and implementing interventions, (3) adjustment or rebranding of existing 
development projects as adaptation efforts, and (4) insufficient understanding of what is 
successful adaptation due to not understanding local contexts. To avoid maladaptive outcomes, 
the emerging literature has highlighted the importance of local populations participating 
in adaptation interventions and the need to understand the local context and drivers 
of vulnerability.

Adaptation should be seen as a social process addressing the underlying mechanisms of both 
vulnerability and climate change. Cross-sectoral and long-term planning of adaptation and 
mitigation responses are crucial to avoid maladaptation. This chapter shows that a precursor 
to such processes is understanding the prevailing inequalities in power, income, wealth, and 
livelihoods in every context, as well as making a commitment to confronting these. Considering 
inequality is central to successful responses to climate change. Recent literature has used the 
term post-adaptation to describe moving beyond past development approaches that have 
perpetuated historical patterns of development, toward a more-informed approach through 
experimentation, collaboration, and deeper learning (Eriksen et al. 2021).

Notes

 1. Cool countries are typically high-income countries. China is an exception, but its income growth and 
small sensitivity to historical warming are explained as built on trading relationships with high-
income countries. In the absence of trade, China would have grown less rapidly. Therefore, trade may 
serve as a buffer against climate shocks (Diffenbaugh and Burke 2019).
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Chapter 11

Sustainability and Patterns of 
Economic Growth
Rawane Yasser, Murray Leibbrandt, Anda David, Fabio Andrés Díaz Pabón, and 
Hélène Djoufelkit

Introduction

Promoting inclusive and sustainable economic growth as part of the United Nations 2030 
Agenda places questions of sustainability and distribution at the center of the discussions. Over 
the past 30 years, most African countries have experienced rapid economic growth. However, 
economic growth has translated into poverty reduction only to a limited extent, especially 
for the poorest of the poor in African societies. This issue has prompted concerns about the 
long-term sustainability of Africa’s economic expansion and its ability to translate growth 
success into achieving key development goals.

An extensive literature refers to the noninclusiveness of economic growth in Africa as the main 
reason behind its development performance (Christiaensen, Chuhan-Pole, and Sanoh 2013; 
Cornia 2017; Fosu 2018, 2023; Odusola 2019; Odusola et al. 2017). More pointedly, Africa’s 
sluggish translation of economic growth into poverty reduction is seen as symptomatic of the 
gains from economic growth being unequally distributed and captured by those at the top of 
the distribution (Clementi et al. 2019), while adding to the ecological pressures that put the 
well-being of future generations at risk (Global Footprint Network 2023). It seems that high 
inequality has been one of the main culprits behind the failure of economic growth to translate 
into poverty reduction over the past years in Africa, as suggested by the poverty-growth-
inequality (PGI) triangle (Bourguignon 2004).

This chapter benefited from valuable feedback from Harald Winkler.
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Beyond these consequences for social sustainability, economic growth has not been 
sustainable from an environmental perspective. Carbon-intensive economic growth has had 
detrimental ecological effects and caused environmental destruction at an unprecedented 
pace (IPCC 2022). The aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic and understanding 
of planetary limits have made it clear that the past patterns of growth have not been 
sustainable. Indeed, some authors raised this idea long before the pandemic (for instance, 
refer to Raworth 2022). Thus, this chapter argues that, in the post-pandemic context, going 
back to the old strategies of reigniting growth would at best replicate past performance, 
with serious consequences for climate change, poverty reduction, and the sustainability 
of African societies. The imperative of climate action makes business-as-usual economic 
growth strategies even less likely to succeed in providing an enabling environment for the 
whole population.

The chapter discusses the relationships among growth, poverty, and inequality, leaning on 
Bourguignon’s (2004) PGI framework, before examining how past patterns of growth have 
not been sustainable from social and environmental perspectives. The PGI framework shows 
that inequality is key and highlights why seeking economic growth without addressing the 
distributive base will most likely fail to achieve the objective of reducing poverty. The chapter 
identifies the factors, alongside inequality, that are determinants of the unsustainability of past 
patterns. It then draws on alternative approaches from the sustainability literature to rethink 
current models of economic growth and development.

Growth, Poverty, and Inequality

The African Development Bank defines inclusive growth as “economic growth that results in 
a wider access to sustainable socio-economic opportunities for a broader number of people, 
regions or countries, while protecting the vulnerable, all being done in an environment of 
fairness, equal justice, and political plurality” (African Development Bank 2012, 1). This 
approach focuses on opportunities, productivity, and employment for poor and middle-class 
populations alike. Thus, an inclusive pattern of growth would have low levels of inequality and 
significant reductions in poverty. However, the rate of translation of economic growth into 
poverty reduction in Africa has been the lowest globally (Christiaensen et al. 2013; Cornia 2017; 
Odusola et al. 2017). High initial levels of inequality have been suggested as the main reason 
behind this performance (Bergstrom 2022; Fofana, Chitiga-Mabugu, and Mabugu 2023; Fosu 
2018; Thorbecke and Ouyang 2018).

It is crucial to understand the relationships among growth, poverty, and inequality, which is 
the focus of this section. The chapter then turns to the broader consequences of the process of 
economic growth, moving beyond the impacts of growth on poverty reduction, to assess the 
broader socioeconomic impacts within the discussion of inclusive growth.
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Growth and Poverty Reduction
Despite its fast progress in economic growth, Africa’s performance in poverty reduction has 
fallen behind, and its rate of the translation of economic growth into poverty reduction has 
been less than global averages (Fosu 2018; Odusola et al. 2019). Although poverty has fallen 
with growth in Africa, the decline has not been as rapid as in other parts of the world, such 
as East Asia and South Asia (refer to figure 11.1). As a result, Africa’s share of global poverty 
has increased. Africa is forecast to be home to 85 percent of the world’s poor population 
by 2030 (Lakner et al. 2022). Examining the progress in poverty reduction in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA), Fofana et al. (2023) found that 55 percent of African countries are not on track 
to halve the poverty rate between 2015 and 2030 under their current rates of income growth 
and inequality.1

Plotting the share of Africans in each global income group shows a concentration of the 
African population in the bottom of the distribution (refer to figure 11.2), making Africa’s 
economic growth a dominant driver of income for the individuals in the lowest part of the 
global distribution. According to Milanovic (2016), the very poorest individuals have been 
locked out of growth. In 2016, 33 percent of the population of the world’s poorest 10 percent 
(10th percentile) of the income distribution resided in SSA, compared to 21 percent in 1990, 
with almost no representation of Africans in the top 0.1 percent (refer to figure 11.2). Thus, 
the condition of the African population has worsened compared with the rest of the world, as 
the share of Africans in the lowest 30 percent of the income distribution has increased. The top 
0.1 percent of earners globally captured 13 percent of the world’s total growth.

Figure 11.1 Percentage of the Population Living on Less Than US$1.90 per Day, 1981–2019
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Figure 11.2 Sub-Saharan Africa’s Share in Global Income Groups, 1990 and 2016
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on replication files from wId.world.
Note: The figure shows the cumulative growth rate between 1990 and 2016 of pre-tax national income measured 
in 2016 purchasing power parity euros. In 2016, 33 percent of the population of the world’s 10th percentile of the 
income distribution resided in SSA. SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa.

To understand this situation, studies have highlighted how Africa’s economic growth has 
been unevenly distributed and has not reached many of the poor population (Chancel 2020; 
Christiaensen et al. 2013; Cornia 2017; Fosu 2018, 2023; Odusola et al. 2017). Research 
has shown that the poverty reduction effect of economic growth (the growth elasticity 
of poverty, or GEP) has been low in Africa, and SSA has the lowest GEP in the world. 
Clearly, this growth pattern is not inclusive (Cornia 2017; Odusola 2019; Thorbecke and 
Ouyang 2018). 

When the focus shifts from income poverty to multidimensional poverty, the situation does not 
look better. Indeed, in Africa, the effect of growth on multidimensional poverty is estimated to 
be even lower than the GEP (Balasubramanian, Burchi, and Malerba 2023). Using indexes of 
multidimensional poverty that include education, work, and health as dimensions of poverty, 
Balasubramanian et al. (2023) found that a 10-percent increase in gross domestic product 
(GDP) decreases multidimensional poverty by only 3–4 percent.
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Role of Inequality
Figure 11.3 spans Africa’s positive growth era and is an African version of Milanovic’s (2016) global 
elephant curve, which shows a noninclusive growth pattern. The African curve shares the global top-
end trunk but does not have the substantial bottom-end body that makes up the rest of the global 
elephant. The top 1 percent of earners in Africa captured 27 percent of total growth in the continent, 
explaining to an extent why growth in Africa has been even less inclusive than the global situation.

Africa has demonstrated high inequality over the years (refer to chapter 1 in this book for 
a comprehensive view of inequality trends in Africa). Some of the most unequal countries 
in the world are in Africa, especially in Southern Africa (Odusola et al. 2017). Countries 
such as Angola, Botswana, Namibia, South Africa, and Zambia have Gini coefficients above 
0.50 (UNU-WIDER 2022).

A long-standing and important tradition in development economics has examined the 
theoretical and empirical relationships among growth, poverty, and inequality. Kuznets 
articulated an inverted U-shaped development-inequality relationship in which inequality first 
increases and then declines as a country’s GDP increases (Kuznets 1955). However, inequality 
patterns in Africa do not offer strong supporting evidence for Kuznets-type trajectories. Many 
contexts are yet to experience a decline. Batuo, Kararach, and Malki (2022) found that Kuznets 
curve relationships hold only for the poorest African economies. Moreover, they showed that the 
only factors that can tackle inequality in high-income economies are employment, the rule of 
law, and monetary policies. Odusola et al. (2019) found that, while inequality may have declined 
in Africa as a whole, this decrease was mostly driven by economies with initially lower inequality.

Figure 11.3 Growth Incidence Curve for Africa, 1980–2016
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Note: The figure shows the cumulative growth rate between 1980 and 2016 of pre-tax national income measured in 
2016 purchasing power parity euros. Incomes of the bottom 10 percent of the top 1 percent of earners (percentile 
p99p99.1) grew at 13 percent between 1980 and 2016. The top 1 percent captured 27 percent of total growth.
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Bourguignon (2004) and Ravallion (2005) have argued that inequality itself dampens the 
positive impact of growth on poverty reduction. According to Bourguignon (2004), poverty is 
conditioned by both the nature of inequalities and economic growth. Thorbecke (2013) found 
that the combination of high initial levels of poverty and inequality weakens the reducing effect 
of growth on poverty. Fosu (2018, 2023) extended this point, arguing that the low GEP could be 
a function of growing inequalities, which further reduces the impact of economic growth on the 
poor population. 

Odusola (2019) supported the finding that inequality reduces economic growth’s ability 
to alleviate poverty, suggesting that it also undermines social progress in domains such 
as education and health. This issue can trigger economic instability, thereby reducing the 
durability of growth. This evidence shows that efficient distribution or redistribution is key 
to achieving inclusive and sustained development in Africa, with economic growth only as a 
means, not an end.

Recent research has sought to quantify the importance of reducing inequalities to achieve the 
goal of reducing extreme poverty. Clementi, Fabiani, and Molini (2019) showed that poverty 
could have been 6–7 percentage points lower in Africa if polarization had not increased.2 
They explained that 31 African countries experienced important increases in polarization, 
significantly reducing the pro-poor impact of growth. To quantify the impact of reduced 
inequality on poverty, Lakner et al. (2022) simulated the evolution of extreme poverty until 
2030 under different scenarios to forecast how inequality and economic growth evolve in 
each country. They found that changes in the Gini index have a larger impact on poverty than 
changes in economic growth. This finding is particularly relevant for SSA, where a 1-percent 
change in the Gini index results in a 30-percent to 40-percent change in projected poverty rates 
(Lakner et al. 2022). This finding also resonates with Bergstrom’s (2022) identification of two 
important roles of income inequality in reducing poverty, namely, a direct effect and an indirect 
effect through the GEP.

Further research supports one or both of these channels. Through a decomposition of changes 
in poverty, Fosu (2023) examined heterogeneous progress in reducing poverty across African 
countries and its relationship with inequality. Many countries, such as Cameroon, Ghana, and 
Tanzania, have performed well on income growth, but their poor performance on inequality 
reduction has led to weak progress on poverty. In contrast, countries such as Burkina Faso, 
The Gambia, Guinea, Malawi, and Mauritania have had less-impressive income growth, but 
they transformed growth into strong poverty reduction due to improvements in their income 
distributions and income distribution policies.

The weak relationship between economic growth and poverty can also be explained by 
high initial levels of inequality, which are higher in Africa than in other regions (Bergstrom 
2022; Fofana et al. 2023; Fosu 2018; Thorbecke and Ouyang 2018). While high initial 
poverty and inequality can reduce the economic growth rate directly, they also can reduce 
the poverty-reducing effect of growth (Christiaensen et al. 2013). In SSA, high levels of 
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initial inequality and low initial income have significantly reduced the GEP (Thorbecke 
and Ouyang 2018).

Examining the relationships among initial inequality, change in poverty, and change in 
GDP shows that the higher the initial inequality is, the lower the decrease in poverty is. 
To describe the role of initial inequalities in poverty, annex 11A compares national Gini 
indexes across African countries between 1980 and 2019, using data from the World Bank’s 
Poverty and Inequality Platform. The analysis starts by categorizing the countries by their 
initial Gini indexes3 and then examines the changes in poverty in the three categories. 
Countries with high levels of initial inequality (Gini index higher than 50), such as Angola, 
Kenya, Malawi, and Zimbabwe, saw their poverty rates increase in the face of positive economic 
growth. These findings are consistent with recent literature, which found that, if growth is 
distribution neutral, then the higher the initial levels of inequality are, the lower is the share 
of the gains from economic growth that reaches poor people in the absence of redistribution 
policies (Ravallion 2022).

In addition, the inequality elasticity of poverty reduction in SSA has increased in recent 
years, suggesting that poverty reduction is becoming more sensitive to levels of inequality 
and more responsive to improvements in inequality (Thorbecke and Ouyang 2022). 
Socioeconomic improvements associated with reductions in inequality will benefit more 
poor people and, in turn, have a greater impact on poverty reduction (Thorbecke and 
Ouyang 2018).

In summary, the message from the development economics literature is clear: Inequality 
hampers the poverty-reducing impact of economic growth. Reducing inequality is key for 
reaching the goal of reducing poverty. Therefore, understanding and reversing the inequality 
dynamics in Africa are foundational for making economic growth more inclusive.

Africa, particularly SSA, has experienced a significant increase in polarization that greatly 
affected the lower end of the distribution (Clementi, Fabiani, and Molini 2019; Clementi 
et al. 2019, 2022). Analysis of this period of polarization has indicated that the growth 
process in SSA was accompanied by increased concentration in the upper and lower ends 
of the distribution, with a hollowing out of the middle (Clementi et al. 2022). The effect 
of polarization clearly offsets the decrease in poverty that could have taken place due to 
economic growth. Importantly, the studies have noted that this picture is not as starkly 
captured by the standard measures of inequality that are most sensitive to changes taking 
place around the middle or even the top end of the distribution. What emerges is a picture 
of noninclusive growth that increases the divide between the bottom 40 percent of the 
population and the rest.

For South Africa, one of the most unequal countries on the continent, Zizzamia, Schotte, and 
Ranchhod (2016) examined the polarized pattern of growth, revealing that the middle of the 
income distribution has had the lowest growth rates for most of the post-apartheid period. 
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Coupled with the increase in national income at the very top of the distribution and the growth 
of incomes at the bottom of the distribution being driven by the expansion of cash transfers, the 
analysis showed how past patterns of growth have not been inclusive. South Africa’s polarized 
growth model since 1994 has resulted in inequality and few in the middle of the income 
distribution (Bhorat, Tseng, and Stanwix 2014).

Finally, the concept of inequalities, which lies at the center of social sustainability, includes 
not only income inequality but also inequalities in access to education and health, as well 
as spatial and intergenerational inequalities, as shown in the previous chapters. Inequality 
of opportunity, as measured by intergenerational mobility, has a detrimental impact on the 
effect of growth on poverty, therefore hampering the inclusive nature of growth (Ebeke 
2023; refer also to chapter 8). By holding back human capital development and reducing 
incentives for education, inequality of opportunity makes growth less inclusive and leaves 
many people behind.

Why Growth Has Not Been Inclusive

This section reviews explanations for the problematic texture of economic growth, including 
long-run forces leading to the high dependence of many African countries on mining and 
natural resources, a skewed political economy, the dominance of extractive industries, the 
quality of employment created through growth, and the rate of employment growth lagging 
behind the rate of growth.

Historical, Institutional, and Structural Factors
According to Acemoglu and Robinson (2010), an important factor in sustained economic 
growth is institutional formation, which is reform of the state as it moves away from absolutism, 
in which power is absolute and unconstrained by institutions. A key legacy of the colonial 
period in Africa is that it constrained the possibilities for newly independent African countries 
to transition away from the absolutist and extractive structures embedded in colonial and 
institutional systems (Acemoglu and Robinson 2010). This issue has translated into sluggish 
growth in the long term.

In addition, an important driver of the high level of inequality in many African economies 
is the institutional legacy from colonial times of small European populations maintaining 
control of the resources along with highly extractive institutions. Some wealth was transferred 
to Indigenous populations on independence. However, the transfers were to small groups 
of African elites, thus hampering a more-equal distribution of resources and opportunities 
(Odusola et al. 2019). Therefore, many scholars have argued that the post-colonial growth 
pattern in Africa has closely maintained the form of extractive institutions from the colonial 
past and disproportionately benefited the political and economic elites and importer 
countries rather than the middle-class and poor populations (Acemoglu and Robinson 2010; 
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Clementi et al. 2022). The form and function of these extractive institutions have been 
maintained and can explain Africa’s resource dependence as the main driver of its growth.

A narrower variant of this argument holds that Africa’s resource dependence has been a 
main cause of the dampened performance of translating economic growth into poverty 
reduction. In countries that are more dependent on natural resources, with highly capital-
intensive industries and few opportunities for local employment creation, the risk of rising 
inequality is higher. Growth continues to be based on the production of basic commodities 
and extraction of mineral resources and agriculture (Bhorat and Oosthuizen 2020). This 
reality helps explain why the surge in commodity prices over the past decade has driven 
impressive economic growth in many African countries, but it has failed to translate into 
improved living standards for the population (Odusola et al. 2019; Thorbecke and Ouyang 
2022).

Nigeria provides an example of such a pattern of exclusive growth, mainly driven by resource 
extraction, in which the benefits are largely confined to the natural resource sector, with 
minimal impact on other segments of the economy and poverty alleviation (Thorbecke and 
Ouyang 2022). These processes are dynamic, and growth in resource dependence has been 
associated with increasing inequality as the share of mineral rents in the economy increases. 
This phenomenon is more prominent in Africa than in the rest of the world (Christiaensen et al. 
2013; Niño-Zarazúa et al. 2023).

Institutions are one channel through which resource dependence impacts income 
redistribution. In the presence of natural resource rents, the strength of elite cohesion and 
connectedness with political regimes undermines the possibility of progressive taxation, 
thereby increasing inequality. Indeed, social protection and progressive taxation are used 
less effectively in highly resource-dependent countries. Auty (1997) showed how natural 
resource endowment is strongly linked to the choice of development policies. Resource-
rich countries are more prone to factional political states that are mainly preoccupied with 
rents as opposed to resource-deficient countries that tend to have subsistence farming–
dominated systems. In addition, high capital intensity in resource-dependent countries 
hampers employment creation.

Pattern of Economic Growth and Quality of Employment
The focus on mineral dependency has drawn attention to the need to consider the pattern 
of economic growth as a key determinant of low GEP. In addition to the level of economic 
growth, the sources and decomposition of growth matter. Growth in labor-intensive sectors, 
such as agriculture and light manufacturing, usually reduces poverty more than growth in 
capital-intensive sectors, such as mining (Christiaensen et al. 2013; Odusola et al. 2019). Sectors 
with higher labor productivity and labor-intensive sectors can boost wage employment and, 
hence, can decrease income inequality. In contrast, capital-intensive sectors can generate high 
economic growth but with fewer jobs, therefore increasing inequality.
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Quantifying these impacts, Morsy, Shimeles, and Nabassaga (2023) found that a standard 
deviation increase in the movement of labor from low- to high-productivity sectors 
could decrease overall inequality by 0.5 percent, suggesting that positive structural 
transformation could lead to a sustained reduction in inequality in Africa. Winkler and 
Black (2021) highlighted this trade-off in South Africa, showing that post-apartheid growth 
has continued long-run patterns that are highly reliant on capital-intensive and low-
employment-intensive industries. Thus, the country is in the difficult situation of having 
extremely high unemployment and inequalities and needing to restructure its industries.

According to Cornia (2017), in Africa, growth would be equalizing only if employment 
opportunities in rural areas and labor-intensive manufacturing improved. However, 
in practice, growth processes in many African countries have not followed this path 
(Clementi et al. 2019, 2022; Thorbecke 2013). Instead, the pattern of growth is largely 
driven by growth in the primary sector and a lack of development in the manufacturing 
sector (Djoufelkit 2008a, 2008b). That manufacturing growth has been a major 
driver of sustained poverty reduction and job creation in other countries is notable 
(Odusola et al. 2019).

Although some employment has shifted away from agriculture, it has not shifted toward 
manufacturing. While the share of agriculture in GDP has decreased in many African 
countries, most of the shift has been to the low-productivity service sector or mining. 
This issue does not represent a reallocation of labor to high-productivity sectors 
(Thorbecke 2023). Indeed, industry has grown in Africa, but it is dominated by mining 
activities. 

The tertiary service sector has also grown, absorbing most of the shift away from 
agriculture. However, in many African contexts, these activities are informal and not 
productive. Growth has mainly taken place in mining and the informal sectors rather 
than in sectors in which much of the population derives livelihoods, such as agriculture 
and smallholder enterprises (Odusola et al. 2019). The World Bank has highlighted the 
transition from agriculture toward sectors characterized by low productivity as a transition 
from low-productivity/low-inequality sectors to low-productivity/high-inequality sectors. 
This issue underlies low GEP (Chuhan-Pole and Ferreira 2014). 

While moving to nonagricultural employment contributes to poverty reduction 
according to structural transformation theories of development, in practice the quality 
of nonagricultural employment has been key. In many African contexts, the quality of 
nonagricultural jobs has not been sufficient to allow individuals to earn enough to improve 
their well-being significantly in the long term (World Bank 2019).

Studies have argued that enhancing agricultural production can increase the poverty-reducing 
impact of economic growth. The growth coming from agriculture has, on average, been more 
poverty-reducing than the growth coming from other sectors (Christiaensen et al. 2013). 
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Many African countries, especially resource-rich countries, are net importers of staple 
agricultural products such as rice, wheat, and sugar. This reality highlights the need to 
increase Africa’s productivity in staple crop production. Increasing the crop productivity 
of smallholder farms generates the largest poverty reduction, especially with food crops 
(Christiaensen et al. 2013).

Countries such as Cameroon, Ethiopia, and Madagascar have followed an equalizing 
growth pattern as the share of labor-intensive manufacturing increased and that of mining 
fell. The shift to capital-intensive sectors was less marked and more equitable in a context 
of egalitarian land distribution. The example of these countries underscores increased 
agricultural productivity with egalitarian land distribution as a key determinant of 
inequality reduction and a sustainable growth pattern (Cornia 2017).

The cases of Ghana, Malawi, Rwanda, and Uganda also illustrate the fundamental role of 
agriculture as a driver of both growth and poverty reduction through strategies of agricultural 
development (Arndt, McKay, and Tarp 2016). In contrast, in Burkina Faso, Mozambique, 
Nigeria, and Tanzania, weak agricultural productivity growth has been an underlying factor 
in the slow rate of poverty reduction. For countries where a large share of the population 
works in low-productivity smallholder agriculture, increasing agricultural productivity can 
be a powerful tool for achieving sustained growth and poverty reduction over the long run 
(Roudier and Dia 2021).

Many African countries have low levels of unemployment but high levels of informality, 
working-poor individuals, and vulnerable employment. Therefore, Africa is better 
characterized as having an employment quality problem rather than an unemployment 
problem, with a labor market characterized by low-quality employment, high informality, 
low productivity, and the dominance of agriculture (Fields 2023; Fields et al. 2023). 
This reason is why the economic growth observed in Africa has not positively impacted 
working-poor individuals (Clementi et al. 2022). 

According to the World Bank (2019), the growth process has not benefited the 
bottom 40 percent of the distribution, which is identified as those living below the 
poverty line and those at risk of poverty when faced with a negative shock. This 
segment of the population is often trapped in a labor market characterized by low 
productivity, high seasonality, and unstable incomes. The challenge would be not to 
decrease unemployment but rather to increase the productivity of the informal sector, 
which constitutes the largest share of employment in most African countries (refer 
to chapter 4).

Quantity of Employment
The earlier focus on the quality of employment is not to deny that the quantity of 
employment creation is also important. In Africa, economic growth has not led to 
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substantial employment creation. Crucially, employment creation has lagged behind 
economic growth (Odusola et al. 2019).

The correlation between employment growth and GDP growth is weak. The data analysis 
presented in figure 11.4 shows that economic growth has not translated into an increase in 
employment in Africa. Indeed, if anything, the weak trend reflects a negative relationship 
between growth and employment between 1980 and 2017.

As discussed in chapter 4, enabling access to labor markets is the strongest determinant 
of income inequality reduction. This reality is illustrated in figure 11.5, which shows that 
employment growth is crucial for inequality reduction, with higher employment growth being 
associated with lower inequality. As GDP per capita growth between 1980 and 2017 did not 
entail an increase in employment, it can be argued that it was also a missed opportunity to 
decrease inequality.

Figure 11.4 Employment and Income Growth in Africa, 1980–2017
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Figure 11.5 Employment and Inequality in Africa, 1980–2017
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With economic growth generating low quantities of low-quality employment, initial income 
inequality continues to have a strong effect on growth-poverty elasticities through initial 
wage inequality (Odusola et al. 2019). The contrast between high-wage incomes in the 
formal economy and low-wage incomes in the informal economy is persistent rather than 
being diluted through growth. Such a labor market is far from optimal in Africa, where 
the rapidly growing working-age population must be productively absorbed into the labor 
market. Young workers in Africa will comprise most of the world’s working-age population, 
and they will be entering the labor market at an average annual growth rate of more 
than 2 percent over 2010–30. Hence, promoting job-creating growth is needed (Lam and 
Leibbrandt 2023; Odusola et al. 2019).

Employment is closely linked to the challenge of human capital development in Africa, 
whereby the poor quality of educational systems and post-primary education hinders the 
development of human capital and the path to more-equitable and -sustainable economic 
growth (Odusola et al. 2019). As discussed at length in chapter 3, Africa has achieved high 

https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/#search�
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primary school enrollment rates, but secondary school enrollment rates are lagging behind. 
This issue does not create an adequate supply of the labor skills necessary to undergird 
an inclusive growth path of productive employment creation that spreads the benefits of 
economic growth to a wider population, therefore reducing extreme inequality and poverty 
(Thorbecke and Ouyang 2018).

Fields (2023) summed up this situation by suggesting that, to overcome Africa’s employment 
challenge, taking measures to achieve job-creating growth, raising the returns to self-
employment, and investing in human capital formation are priority policy actions. In the 
current African context, increasing informal work will not be sufficient to reduce income 
inequality and generate growth multipliers. At the same time, the structure of African 
economies limits the possibility of creating quality jobs. This situation and persistent 
inequalities across ethnic, gender, and class lines explain the difficulties in creating equitable 
development (Morsy et al. 2023) and, hence, the need to think beyond economic growth. 

Reducing unemployment through formal employment growth alone will not be sufficient. 
With the majority of young African workers moving from rural areas to cities in search of 
employment and ending up in urban self-employment or unemployment, addressing the 
informal sector is crucial (Houngbedji and Zanuso 2021). Making the informal sector a more-
sustainable type of employment by creating linkages to the formal sector and providing a 
business environment conducive to the prosperity of the informal sector are essential for more-
equitable and -sustainable growth (Odusola et al. 2019).

At the same time, agriculture plays a central role in African economies. Therefore, promoting 
growth in the agriculture sector and increasing its competitiveness to reduce poverty and 
income inequality, while decreasing its environmental footprint, are critical, too. This issue 
suggests retaining and even increasing policy emphasis on improving the productivity of 
smallholder farms through crop productivity, rural public goods, and commercial smallholder 
farming (Christiaensen et al. 2013).

The previous patterns of economic growth have not been inclusive due to narrow opportunities 
reflected by high levels of initial inequality, high dependence on mining and extractive 
industries, low levels of manufacturing, and employment creation lagging behind economic 
growth. Finally, beyond the quantum of employment opportunities, the quality of employment 
must remain a priority in development agendas. The narrative of the supposed trade-off implied 
by “any job is better than no job” is still present in policy discussions across the continent. 
However, the process of structural change that leads to development comes down to “people 
moving from bad jobs to better jobs” (Rodrik 2023). Thus, labor market institutions must be 
strengthened to create the conditions for employment to become a pathway to higher living 
standards as part of a human-centered development strategy that goes beyond traditional GDP 
maximization objectives.
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Beyond Growth: Rethinking Models of Economic Growth

Post-COVID-19, it is imperative that economies grow again. However, stimulating economies 
to resume pre-COVID-19 historical growth trajectories will, at best, generate the same 
disappointing employment, poverty, and inequality outcomes as those detailed in this chapter. 
Seeking economic growth without a distributive focus to change the texture of that growth 
will have disappointing returns for poverty reduction. Moreover, the imperative of climate 
action makes such “business-as-usual” economic growth strategies even less likely to succeed 
in providing an enabling environment for the whole population. With few exceptions, African 
countries must do things differently to make economic growth more sustainable and achieve 
faster progress in reducing poverty. 

The previous chapters explored policies to reduce inequality, which will assist in achieving 
more-inclusive growth. This section focuses on policies to achieve socially and environmentally 
sustainable growth. First, it addresses social sustainability; then, it broadens the focus on 
sustainable growth to include climate change. The climate change literature has contributed 
to framing the role of economic growth within a broader discussion of strategies for more-
sustainable and -inclusive development. This framing has led to a proliferation of alternative 
frameworks, from minor adjustments to GDP calculations to more-radical propositions 
of reduced growth (Hickel 2021; Parrique 2021). The section reviews these and discusses 
implications for economic growth.

Social Sustainability
A first step toward social sustainability is to prioritize policies that build social and 
economic inclusion (UNFCCC 2023b). A prominent commonality across proponents 
of inclusive growth is a foundational commitment to social protection as a platform 
for making growth more inclusive (African Development Bank 2018; Odusola 2019; 
Raworth 2022).

Social protection is expanding in Africa, but coverage is too low to reduce inequality 
significantly. Over 1990–2010, the average social protection expenditure was 4 percent of GDP 
in SSA, compared to 7.1 percent globally (refer to figure 11.6, panel a). This aggregate picture 
is an uncomfortable average of very different expenditure patterns in countries in North Africa 
and SSA (refer to figure 11.6, panel b). In North Africa, social protection spending has always 
been substantially higher and has risen much faster as compared to SSA. Since 1990, social 
protection spending in SSA has been at most half the level prevailing in the world as a whole. 
Resource-dependent countries, which include most African countries, spend less on social 
protection than do non-resource-dependent countries.
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Figure 11.6 Social Protection Spending, by Region
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In addition to increasing the average level of spending, better targeting of social protection 
to the poorest quintiles would increase the inequality-reducing power of social protection in 
Africa (Odusola et al. 2017). Targeted social expenditures, such as means-tested cash transfers, 
are more effective in supporting poor and vulnerable groups and tend to have a larger impact 
on income growth than subsidies, such as those for energy (World Bank 2022). Chapter 9 
details these expenditures.

Progressive taxation potentially can promote inclusive growth by raising revenue from the 
beneficiaries of noninclusive growth to fund social and labor market policies that will explicitly 
target the inclusion of those who were previously excluded (Odusola et al. 2019). However, 
many difficulties associated with raising tax revenue in Africa remain. As explored in more 
detail in chapter 9, much potential tax revenue is repatriated from African countries, leaving a 
thin Indigenous personal income tax base. This situation is compounded by personal income 
tax policies that are mostly indirect and regressive.

In addition, there are concerns about the commitment and capacity of African governments to 
implement well-targeted employment, skills, and social development policies. Lustig, Jellema, 
and Martinez Pabon (2023) focused on the need to identify alternative forms of taxation, 
revenues, and transfer schemes to achieve a more-inclusive growth pattern. Although they 
highlighted the importance of country-specific measures, they also targeted universal income 
floors, showing that, in many countries, a universal income floor requires an increase in taxes 
that is too significant to be fiscally viable. Progressive, targeted transfers seem to be a preferable 
option, at least for Botswana, Ghana, Namibia, and South Africa. They also yield better results 
in terms of poverty reduction.

Thinking beyond social policy to social development, the Good Life Project at the University 
of Leeds shows that Africa has been on an unsustainable pathway and lags in the number of 
social thresholds it has achieved (refer to map 11.1). Social thresholds include indicators such as 
life satisfaction, nutrition, sanitation, access to energy, education, social support, equality, and 
employment. Such indicators can constitute the center of a new approach to development that 
would move away from growth-centered approaches. It is worrying that few countries in Africa 
have achieved more than 2 of the 11 thresholds considered to be guarantees of a “good life” 
(O’Neill et al. 2018).

Environmental and Climate Sustainability
Global patterns of economic growth are unsustainable from an environmental perspective 
(Chancel et al. 2021; Godin et al. 2022; IPCC 2022; Rockström et al. 2023; Steffen et al. 
2015). The Meadows report, “The Limits to Growth,” was the first to discuss the limits to 
economic growth and resource depletion and the need to alter the current model toward a 
more-sustainable trend (Meadows et al. 1972). Fifty years later, the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) still warns about the consequences of the current growth realities 
(IPCC 2022). Despite rising pledges and targets, global warming of around 2.7 degrees 
Celsius (°C) above pre-industrial levels is expected by the end of (IPCC) this century, which 
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is far from the aim of 1.5°C in the Paris Agreement (Lenton et al. 2023). At the 2023 United 
Nations Climate Change Conference in Dubai, United Arab Emirates (November 2023), the 
parties acknowledged that, although significant collective progress has been made, global 
emission trajectories are not in line with the Paris Agreement, and the window of correction 
is closing rapidly (UNFCCC 2023a).

Continuous highly carbon-intensive economic growth has had devastating ecological effects, 
with current economic activities causing environmental destruction at an unprecedented pace 
(IPCC 2022). These effects include increased emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse 
gases; global warming and rising temperatures; and losses and damages due to increasing 
climate impacts, including loss of biodiversity. Scenarios assessed by the IPCC predict 
continuing global inequality in 2050, especially in energy, GDP, and emissions (Kanitkar, 
Mythri, and Jayaraman 2024). These environmental pressures are directly related to income 
growth, with the richest 10 percent generating almost half of all greenhouse gas emissions. 
Meanwhile, the bottom 40 percent account for 75 percent of the total income losses due to 
climate change and only 12 percent of greenhouse gas emissions (Chancel, Bothe, and Voituriez 
2023). Chapter 10 details how the inequalities-climate change nexus manifests in different 
contexts across the continent.

The first limit to economic growth put forward by the literature focused on limited natural 
resources resulting in food shortages and starvation (Meadows et al. 1972). Later, limits in waste 
absorption drew attention to the damaging impact of growth in pollution causing irreparable 
environmental damage. Carbon emissions and global climate change are telling examples 
causing catastrophic damages. Rising carbon dioxide levels cause warmer temperatures, 

Map 11.1 Number of Social Thresholds Achieved
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rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and many more environmental disturbances 
(IPCC 2022). The decline in biodiversity is another loss due to human activities.

Worldwide continued economic growth along the same path will result in continuous 
environmental degradation (Davidson 2000). Climate change is also a source of shocks and 
vulnerabilities to Africa’s peoples, and adapting to and mitigating the impacts of climate change 
are crucial to sustainable growth in Africa. For biophysical boundaries, compared to the 
previous figure of social thresholds, the picture is reversed, with Africa having the highest rates 
of achievement of biophysical thresholds (refer to map 11.2) (O’Neill et al. 2018). 

Africa has contributed the least to the greenhouse gas emissions that brought the world to 
this critical situation today (Chancel 2022), but the continent is the most vulnerable to its 
consequences (refer to chapter 10). Therefore, going forward, growth models must not only 
account for the errors of the past in terms of lack of economic and social inclusivity but also 
respect environmental boundaries. To achieve the world’s poverty and climate objectives, 
the future and future growth must differ markedly from the past (Wollburg, Hallegatte, and 
Mahler 2023).

The prospect of negative environmental returns to economic growth as we know it has 
prompted a proliferation of alternative ways of thinking about moving beyond growth. The 
first group of ideas suggests adjustments to make growth more sustainable and inclusive 
through what is defined as green growth. Examples of such policies include environmental 
taxes, decarbonization policies, and changes in the composition of production by shifting to 
alternative energy supplies and alternative products such as electric vehicles. New social policies 

Map 11.2 Number of Biophysical Boundaries Transgressed
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are emerging that combine social prosperity and low-carbon emissions that would allow climate 
change and income inequality to be tackled simultaneously (D’Alessandro et al. 2020). Lower 
inequality would mean that less growth is needed to eliminate extreme poverty, which, in turn, 
significantly reduces the emissions and ecological footprint of poverty alleviation.

However, although changes in the energy and carbon intensity of economic growth can 
contribute to reconciling poverty and environmental goals, in what is considered as decoupling, 
it is not sufficient to prevent global warming (IPCC 2022). Decoupling occurs when the growth 
rate of an environmental pressure is less than that of its economic driving force, for example, 
GDP. Developed countries have made efforts to reduce their environmental footprint, but this 
work is still not enough to be within planetary boundaries (Jensen 2023). The stark inequalities 
between developed and developing countries in their environmental footprints must be 
considered when advocating for decoupling efforts.

The second approach draws attention to the existentially threatening texture of growth in 
developed countries, with supporters of degrowth arguing that such growth is, in itself, a 
problem (Hickel 2021; Kallis 2011; Rodríguez-Labajos et al. 2019; Schmelzer, Vetter, and 
Vansintjan 2022). This group defines degrowth as a planned reduction of energy and resource 
use in wealthy economies in a way that frees up energy and materials for low- and middle-
income countries, thus improving their well-being and reducing global inequalities (Hickel 
2021). A solution to environmental and social limits would be a steady-state or shrinking 
economy that recognizes the planetary boundaries and seeks a sustainable economic and 
ecological equilibrium (Daly 1993). 

Proponents of degrowth see the economic system itself as based on exploitation and inequalities 
and question the sustainability of green growth solutions due to the limited regenerative 
capacities of the ecosystem and the aggregate failure of these piecemeal approaches when 
benchmarked against planetary boundaries. For example, Winkler et al. (2015) argued that, 
to change development paths and align with sustainability constraints, redefining the social 
contracts in all countries is necessary, focusing on less consumption for the rich, redistribution 
from the rich to the poor, and changed aspirations of the middle classes.

The discourse on environmental justice in the Global South has sharpened questions on 
the place of the degrowth discourse in developing countries (Hickel 2021; Rodríguez-
Labajos et al. 2019; Schmelzer et al. 2022). According to this literature, degrowth 
starts from the fact that economic growth in developed countries is unsustainable. 
A reorganization of these societies in a way that reduces their use of energy and resources 
is required. 

The third approach suggests moving away from the focus on growth in what is variously called 
post-growth, a-growth (being indifferent about growth), or beyond growth (Jackson 2019; OECD 
2020; Van den Bergh 2011). In this approach, degrowth is seen as unrealistic and ineffective for 
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reducing environmental pressure, while green or inclusive growth is seen as acting only ex-post 
to remedy the problems of economic growth. Growth remains at the heart of what is hindering 
ecological innovation, increasing financial instability, and reinforcing inequality (Jackson 2019). 
Supporters call for an ex-ante design of the economy to achieve environmental and social goals 
through fundamental economic transformation to make employment, social security, and 
public services less dependent on growth.

This approach indicates a need to shift development pathways. The IPCC’s sixth assessment 
report highlighted climate-resilient development (Working Group II) and the need to shift 
development pathways to increased sustainability (Working Group III). These findings from 
the assessment literature inform multilateral climate policy. The aim of the Paris Agreement is 
to “strengthen the global response to the threat of climate change, in the context of sustainable 
development and efforts to eradicate poverty,” and one long-term goal is to make “finance 
flows consistent with a pathway toward low greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resilient 
development” (Article 2.1 c). Scaling up international public climate finance as a key measure 
to shift broader financial flows is an essential, although not the only, enabler of shifting 
development pathways.

While these approaches differ in their positions on economic growth, they all insist on 
rethinking and reshaping growth in line with social and environmental imperatives. However, 
the approaches differ in their forms of implementation. Green growth and inclusive growth 
focus on adjusting existing growth structures. Degrowth focuses on suspension of the Global 
North’s growth processes to allow for a sustainable world. This change would open the 
sustainability space for African growth processes that serve broader African development.

The post-growth school insists that each country starts with a clearly articulated view of the 
sustainable, developed society it aspires to achieve. A growth and policy matrix can then be 
defined as a means to this end and not as an end in itself. All the perspectives see it as folly 
to resume business-as-usual growth processes post-COVID-19 in Africa without explicit 
consideration of sustainability.

Each approach puts the need for alternative indicators beyond GDP at center stage, to move the 
focus toward social and environmental goals. Several alternative indicators have been proposed, 
including the Better Life Index created by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, the United Nations’ Human Development Index, and the Social Progress Index 
(Jensen 2023). While some of these indicators are being used to design policy strategies, none 
has yet reached a position comparable to GDP in political and public debates. Issues such as 
data availability and the lack of consensus on which indicators to use can stall and hinder the 
use of these indicators. Yet, a failure to benchmark a country’s sustainable development goals 
against a set of progress metrics comes at a very high cost in terms of the policy prioritizations 
that will be necessary and the assessment of progress.
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Conclusion

Most African countries have witnessed economic growth acceleration that began in the 
1990s. This chapter has focused on an evidence-based track record of this economic growth. 
The evidence presented shows how economic growth in Africa has been neither sufficiently 
inclusive nor sustainable. Economic growth has not translated into substantial poverty 
reduction, evidenced by the low GEP in many African countries. Growth was largely driven 
by informal services and formal extractive industries, which held weak benefits for the poor 
population and left many marginalized from their evolving economies.

The chapter examined the poverty-growth-inequality nexus to understand both the failures 
of growth and the central role of inequality in impeding more-sustainable and -inclusive 
development. The first steps toward providing platforms for inclusion for those currently 
excluded from growth processes lie in well-targeted tax and revenue generation policies that 
fund equally well-targeted and coordinated social protection and labor market policies. Such 
policies are complementary to and part of the policy matrix emerging from the literature 
rethinking current models of economic growth to account for planetary limits. These 
sustainability issues require explicit attention to forge growth processes that provide an enabling 
environment for the whole population.

Although plenty of detailed work remains to be done on the balanced integration of these two 
sets of policies—tax and revenue policies and social protection and labor market policies—
broader debates on growth provide an opportunity to discuss what kind of paradigm should be 
created to confront these multiple challenges head on. This chapter has illuminated the place of 
these alternative paradigms of growth in the fight against poverty and inequality in the Global 
South. There are pathways forward that ensure that a transition to inclusive and sustainable 
growth in developed countries will not hamper development in low-income countries. 
Sustainability will require innovation, which is costly and indicates the need for solidarity and 
mobilization from the richest countries to support the Global South in engaging in a sustainable 
development pathway. Furthermore, ending poverty and inequality within planetary boundaries 
will require the Global North to move away from its focus on growth as its policy objective and 
for the Global South, which still needs economic growth, to account for its inequalities and 
their reduction in policy formulation.
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Annex 11A Initial Inequality, Poverty, and Growth in Income in Africa 

Figure 11A.1 Change in African Poverty Levels, by Levels of Initial Inequality 
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The growing disparity between the rich and poor remains a critical challenge, affecting countries 
across all continents, irrespective of their per capita gross domestic product. This widening gap not 
only impedes efforts to eradicate extreme poverty but also hinders progress toward social justice 
and resilience-building. Rising inequalities pose substantial barriers to sustainable development, 
and it is within this context that this book, Inequalities in Sub-Saharan Africa: Multidimensional 
Perspectives and Future Challenges, contributes to ongoing debates, offering a comprehensive 
analysis of the current challenges and future perspectives of inequality on the African continent.

Despite the intensification of calls for wealth taxation and inequality reduction, progress has been 
slow. A key challenge lies in creating a viable political path for implementing progressive taxation 
policies. Resistance from those benefiting from the current system often stalls efforts, making 
progress difficult. Moreover, reducing inequality requires not only ex-post redistribution but also 
pre-distribution mechanisms that address inequality at its roots. Policies targeting education, 
competition, financial market regulation, and industrial development all hold the potential to 
create equitable economic opportunities, ensuring access to credit, job creation, and more-balanced 
economic growth.

Despite facing unique, profound challenges, Africa is often overlooked in these global discussions. 
This book seeks to place the continent’s issues of income inequality, unequal access to education 
and health care, climate vulnerability, and inclusive growth at the center of the conversation. 
The book further advocates for innovative policies, including competition reforms and bargaining 
frameworks that shift the balance between capital and labor. Given that inequality in Africa is 
deeply rooted in historical, economic, and institutional factors, a stronger focus on pre-distribution 
policies is necessary. These systemic changes can help reshape the conditions under which inequality 
emerges and persists.

In addition to policy reforms, it is vital to strengthen the research and academic infrastructure that 
underpins the understanding of inequality. Equity concerns must be addressed within the scientific 
field, and African research capabilities must be bolstered. This volume, written in collaboration with 
the African Center of Excellence for Inequality Research, calls for a greater focus on empowering 
African researchers as part of a broader development strategy. By doing so, it aligns with the 
World Bank’s and the Agence Française de Développement’s commitment to supporting research as 
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