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Summary 

The size of the African middle class has increased in the past two decades. One-third of the 

African population earn between US$2 and US$20 per day and, while the clear majority of 

them remain in a fragile economic position and could easily see their living standards 

decline, there is a sense of optimism about the role the middle class will play in African 

development. If the middle class continues to increase, it is likely to herald dietary changes 

that could lead to an increase in obesity and diet-related health conditions. A larger middle 

class is also likely to lead to greater levels of educational attainment, development and the 

modernisation of the agricultural sector. Its rise, therefore, has both positive and negative 

implications for African food security. 

 

Key Points 

 There is no universal definition of middle class but, regardless of how it is 

defined, the African middle class is growing. 

 That trend is more apparent in North Africa than in sub-Saharan Africa. 

 The rise of the middle class is generally seen as a positive development for 

African social, agricultural and economic development. 

 Depending on the choices that its members make, however, the emergence 

of an African middle class will either assist the development of African 

agriculture or further increase the continent’s reliance on food imports. 
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Analysis 

The global middle class has grown to a point where, for the first time, the majority of the 

world’s population could live in middle class or rich households by 2020. While most of that 

growth will occur in Asia, Africa is likely to be a key part of this global trend. In an influential 

report, the African Development Bank (AfDB) states that by 2010 almost 350 million Africans 

– equal to 34 per cent of the population - were members of the middle class. It cautions, 

however, that about 60 per cent of the African middle class are barely out of poverty and, if 

an economic downturn were to occur, would probably find themselves outside of the middle 

class. Estimates suggest that the middle class will continue to expand with 1.1 billion 

Africans - about 42 per cent of the population - being a part of that cohort in 2060.  

An expanding middle class is widely seen as beneficial for political stability and, by 

extension, brings greater levels of security. Political instability and, in the most extreme 

cases, violence, is the largest threat to food and water insecurity in Africa. Some analysts 

argue that rising levels of wealth on the continent will lead to the emergence of a politically 

conscious class of people that will demand a more prominent political role. Mthuli Ncube, 

the former chief economist at the AfDB, for example, suggests that the emerging middle 

class in Africa ‘has the capacity to increase domestic consumption; contribute to private 

sector growth and entrepreneurialism; boost demand for better governance and public 

services; improve gender equality; and raise standards of living, allowing many people to exit 

from poverty’. The emergence of an African middle class could even lead to the spread and 

consolidation of democracy on the continent. That is a common view, based on an 

observation made by political sociologist Barrington Moore that without a middle class there 

is no democracy.1 It is a misreading of his book, however, as Moore argues that other 

variables also come into play and shape the political direction of society; it is equally possible 

that a more politically engaged society will lead to anti-democratic outcomes. 

African economies generally grew at a rapid pace in the 1950s and 60s after they gained 

their independence. Due to external shocks and poor policy decisions, however, the region 

lagged the rest of the world between the 1970s and 1990s. By the late 1990s, when that 

period of instability had largely passed, the region began to grow once again. That strong 

and sustained level of economic growth has helped to reduce poverty in Africa and 

increased the size of the middle class. 

In 2013, after a sustained period of commodity-fuelled economic growth, the future of 

Africa looked bright. Increased consumer spending contributed to investment in shopping 

malls and greater sales of luxury goods. Countries such as Kenya, Nigeria and Ghana rebased 

their GDP models to include a wider range of economic sectors to better reflect the size of 

their economies. Political analysts and economists foresaw the rise of Africa based on that 

rapid economic growth. Their predictions are on unstable ground, however, as economic 

growth began to slow between 2014 and 2017 as the greatest economic downturn in two 

decades swept across the continent. That slow growth is expected to have a measurable 

effect on the purchasing power of the emergent and fragile African middle class. In Nigeria, 

                                                        
1
 Barrington Moore, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making of 

the Modern World, (Penguin Books, Harmondsworth: 1967), p. 418.  

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/global_20170228_global-middle-class.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/The%20Middle%20of%20the%20Pyramid_The%20Middle%20of%20the%20Pyramid.pdf
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Dw7EBAAAQBAJ&pg=PA1&dq=The+emerging+middle+class+on+the+continent+will+continue+to+grow:+from+323+million+(34+percent+of+Africa%27s+population)+in+2010+to+1.1+billion+(42+percent+of+the+population)+in+2060&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjtnYv7osbbAhXBybwKHWQvD2AQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q=The%20emerging%20middle%20class%20on%20the%20continent%20will%20continue%20to%20grow%3A%20from%20323%20million%20(34%20percent%20of%20Africa's%20population)%20in%202010%20to%201.1%20billion%20(42%20percent%20of%20the%20population)%20in%202060&
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=8A_EBAAAQBAJ&pg=PT20&dq=has+the+capacity+to+increase+domestic+consumption;+contribute+to+private+sector+growth+and+entrepreneurialism;+boost+demand+for+better+governance+and+public+services;+improve+gender+equality;+and+raise+standards+of+living,+allowing+many+people+to+exit+from+poverty&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiX6OiGncbbAhWDu7wKHZ1LDnAQ6AEIKTAA#v=onepage&q=has%20the%20capacity%20to%20increase%20domestic%20consumption%3B%20contribute%20to%20private%20sector%20growth%20and%20entrepreneurialism%3B%20boost%20demand%20for%20better%20governance%20and%20public%20services%3B%20improve%20gender%20equalit
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-africa-investment/africas-emerging-middle-class-drives-growth-and-democracy-idUSBRE9490DV20130510
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-africa-investment/africas-emerging-middle-class-drives-growth-and-democracy-idUSBRE9490DV20130510
http://www.futuredirections.org.au/publication/kenya-to-become-a-middle-income-country/
https://www.ft.com/content/bbc9ff5b-916a-3eb0-a379-975922936c25
https://www.ft.com/content/00bf1dde-6488-11e2-934b-00144feab49a
https://www.ft.com/content/8ded3a9e-193b-11e7-9c35-0dd2cb31823a
https://www.ft.com/content/8ded3a9e-193b-11e7-9c35-0dd2cb31823a
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the largest economy in Africa, for instance, real income levels are expected to decline every 

year for at least the next five years. 

Defining the African Middle Class 

The African middle class is growing and that is likely to be beneficial for further economic 

development across the continent. There is no universal definition of middle class, however, 

which makes it difficult to accurately measure the true size of the cohort. Some economists 

have suggested that anyone earning as little as US$2 a day is a member of the African 

middle class. Given that the international poverty line is set at US$1.90 per day and the 

average poverty line for developing countries is about US$2.50 per day, it makes little sense 

to define people earning US$2 per day as middle class.  

Most of the African middle class, as defined by the AfDB, earn between US$2 and US$4 per 

day. When those individuals are taken out of the statistics, the rate of middle class growth 

on the continent is not as pronounced. Even in North Africa, where the majority of the 

African middle class reside, a large portion of the population lives on less than US$4 per day. 

Someone earning that amount of money is unlikely to have the political and social clout 

associated with middle class citizens in other parts of the world, further weakening the 

connection between the rise of the African middle class and socio-political change. 

 

 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/3faff7dc-5467-11e8-b3ee-41e0209208ec
https://www.ft.com/content/3faff7dc-5467-11e8-b3ee-41e0209208ec
https://theconversation.com/africas-rising-middle-class-time-to-sort-out-fact-from-fiction-59797
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/nov/01/global-poverty-is-worse-than-you-think-could-you-live-on-190-a-day
http://www.thejakartapost.com/academia/2016/06/13/can-the-world-really-end-poverty.html
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Size of Middle Class Compared to Total Population, 2010 
 US$2-US$20 US$4-US$20   US$2-US$20 US$4-US$20 

Tunisia 89.5 45.6  Nigeria 22.8 9.9 

Egypt 79.7 31.6  Ethiopia 21.5 8.2 

Algeria 76.6 27.3  Uganda 18.7 8.1 

Botswana 47.6 29.3  Chad 17.9 7.7 

Namibia 47.4 9.1  Central African Rep. 14.6 7.7 

Ghana 46.6 19.8  Zambia 14.4 5.6 

Kenya 44.9 16.8  Niger 14.0 5.3 

South Africa 43.2 19.8  Burkina Faso 13.3 3.2 

Mauritania 42.8 5.0  Dem. Rep. Congo 12.4 4.7 

Djibouti 40.1 14.8  Tanzania 12.1 2.9 

Cameroon 39.2 16.1  Mozambique 9.4 2.6 

Angola 38.1 13.2  Madagascar 9.0 3.4 

Lesotho 37.4 11.1  Malawi 8.5 4.5 

Rep. Congo 31.4 8.8  Rwanda 7.7 2.6 

Mali 25.1 8.1  Burundi 3.3 2.9 

Comoros 24.8 9.1  Liberia 4.8 1.9 

Source: African Development Bank 

 

The Pew Research Centre estimates that only six per cent of the African population could be 

described as middle class, which it conservatively defines as those earning US$10 to US$20 

per day. Other studies suggest that 90 per cent of Africans continue to earn less than US$10 

per day. Despite the continent’s healthy economic growth – in excess of five per cent per 

year in the decade to 2014 – high levels of wealth inequality have prevented the middle 

class population from significantly increasing. 

The African middle class grew during the commodity-fuelled economic boom and, in turn, 

consumer spending increased. As the boom wound down, however, middle class 

expenditure contracted and regional economic growth stalled. There are pockets of 

increasing prosperity, but large parts of the continent are stagnating or going backwards. 

That leaves the majority of the middle class in a very precarious position; prone to sliding 

back into the poverty that they have only recently escaped from. 

While the African middle class grew most rapidly in the decade to 2014, economic inequality 

remains higher than in other developing regions of the world. The high level of economic 

inequality is mainly caused by seven outlier countries (South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, 

Zambia, Central African Republic, Comoros and Lesotho), which have greater levels of 

inequality than the global average, and the dualistic nature of African economies. A 

relatively small number of Africans work for multinational companies or in extractive 

industries where wages are high. The bulk of the population, on the other hand, continues 

to work in the informal sector where wages are low and less stable. Until the level of 

inequality in Africa is reduced, there is limited potential for the rise of the middle class to 

bring meaningful change to the continent. 

 

http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2015/08/Global-Middle-Class-Report_8-12-15-final.pdf
http://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21676774-africans-are-mainly-rich-or-poor-not-middle-class-should-worry
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Economic Development and Food Security 

Sub-Saharan Africa has taken significant strides to reduce the prevalence of hunger in the 

region. In 1990, the Global Hunger Index for Africa stood at 47.3. By 2015, it had declined to 

32.2. Strong economic growth, advances in public health and the end of hostilities in many 

regional conflict zones contributed to the lowering of hunger. Agricultural systems across 

the continent generally remain underdeveloped, however, and the continent’s food 

production potential is not being fully realised. 

While Africa depends on food imports, and is left with a US$35 billion ($46 billion) food 

deficit, there is immense potential for increased agricultural production on the continent – 

particularly in the Guinea Savannah zone. The further rise of the middle class could hinder 

the development of domestic agriculture, however, if middle class consumers preference 

imported food over that produced in Africa. On the other hand, those consumers could drive 

demand for higher-value agricultural products that will fetch higher prices for African 

farmers and food processors. That would create new opportunities for local entrepreneurs 

and drive economic growth. 

Rising levels of wealth and changing dietary habits have helped fuel a rise in obesity in some 

parts of Africa. The dietary habits of middle class consumers tend to favour highly processed 

foods that promote obesity and contribute to the rise in other lifestyle-related ailments. In 

Ghana, for instance, the proportion of the population that is obese has increased from less 

than two per cent in 1980 to 13.6 per cent in 2017. The emergence of fast food outlets and 

supermarkets, which sell a wider range of ultra-processed and comparatively cheap 

industrialised food products that are high in sugar, salt and saturated fat, have helped to fuel 

that rise.  

Increased obesity rates could spark a health crisis in some parts of Africa. There is likely to 

be an increase in the dissemination of nutritional information and education, however, 

which will help to curb the rise of diet-related health conditions. 

The Middle Class and Educational Attainment 

According to a Brookings Institute study, African school enrolment rates are among the 

lowest in the world and the quality of African education systems remains poor. Education 

remains one of the main barriers to more efficient and productive agricultural systems in 

Africa. Middle class households tend to invest more in their children’s education and this, in 

turn, could reduce fertility rates – bringing population growth under control - and improve 

agricultural production.  

Research, development and extension programmes are fragmented, underdeveloped and 

underfunded across the continent. Demand for tertiary-level technical education has 

increased alongside the rise of the African middle class. Australian universities are well 

regarded internationally and could stand to benefit from the increased demand for 

education coming from Africa. Agriculture is also the backbone of many African countries 

and would benefit from the research, development and technical extension services that 

Australian institutes provide.  

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/high-growth-markets/assets/food-security-in-africa.pdf
https://www.thesolutionsjournal.com/article/a-breadbasket-for-africa-farming-in-the-guinea-savannah-zone/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/02/health/ghana-kfc-obesity.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/obr.12107
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2018/06/08/africas-3-deadly-deficits-education-electricity-and-taxes/
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Conclusion 

The number of Africans joining the middle class continues to increase, albeit at a slower rate 

than in the past. The rise of the African middle class is likely to be a double-edged sword for 

food security on the continent. On the one hand, it will lift purchasing power, increase 

educational attainment and, if agricultural development is made a major focus, will improve 

agricultural production. On the other hand, however, it could increase levels of obesity and 

nutrition-related disease – as witnessed in other regions of the world that have undergone 

transitions in wealth. 

Any aggregate analysis of a continent obscures the nuances between the individual 

countries that make up the whole. If Australia is to increase its involvement in the education 

and training of African students, a more detailed study that takes those nuances into 

consideration will be required.  

 

 

 

***** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Any opinions or views expressed in this paper are those of the individual author, unless stated to be those of Future 

Directions International. 

 

 

 

Published by Future Directions International Pty Ltd. 

80 Birdwood Parade, Dalkeith WA 6009, Australia.  

Tel: +61 8 9389 9831 Fax: +61 8 9389 8803 

Web: www.futuredirections.org.au 
 

 

file:///E:/Food%20and%20water/SAP/Iraq%20Food%20and%20Water%20Security/www.futuredirections.org.au

