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About African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) 
African Economic Research Consortium, established in 1988, is a premier capacity 
building institution in the advancement of research and training to inform economic 
policies in sub-Saharan Africa. It is one of the most active Research and Capacity Building 
Institutions (RCBIs) in the world, with a focus on Africa. AERC’s mission rests on two 
premises: First, that development is more likely to occur where there is sustained sound 
management of the economy. Second, that such management is more likely to happen 
where there is an active, well-informed cadre of locally based professional economists 
to conduct policy-relevant research. AERC builds that cadre through a programme that 
has three primary components: research, training, and policy outreach. The organization 
has now emerged as a premier capacity building network institution integrating high 
quality economic policy research, postgraduate training, and policy outreach within a 
vast network of researchers, universities, and policy makers across Africa and beyond. 
AERC has increasingly received global acclaim for its quality products and services and 
is ranked highly among global development think tanks. 
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Preface 
The African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) convenes Senior policy seminars to 
provide high level African policy makers the opportunity to come together to dialogue on 
the results of research conducted by AERC and its affiliates, exchange policy experiences 
and interact with the researchers in an atmosphere of peers. The themes of these seminars 
are selected based on topicality and contemporary interest to African policy making. 

AERC Senior policy seminars are forums where policy makers and researchers engage in 
uninterrupted deliberations on a set of important issues considered significant to policy 
making in Africa. The seminar format insulates the policy makers from pressures related 
to their responsibilities and thus creates an environment for lively professional discourse 
on the selected issue. Aside from the specific aims of bringing researchers and policy 
makers together, the seminars are directly useful to AERC because they help identify 
research imperatives crucial to transforming Africa. They also improve prospects for policy 
involvement of the researchers and enhance AERC’s visibility in the policy community. 
Consequently, they serve to highlight the growing capacity in the region for policy research 
and, overall, provide important feedback to AERC for its research and training programs. 

Exchange of country-specific experiences is particularly important in these seminars. The 
policy makers are normally identified for their interest in policy research issues and the 
level of seniority of the policy makers is generally high, leading to detailed discussions. 
Researchers are reasonably well balanced between Anglophone and Francophone, and 
attendance by Francophone policy makers is always encouraged. Policy makers report 
that they have found their experiences in the seminars very useful. The information 
exchanged helps them update their knowledge on current research and sieve out issues 
that are relevant to their duties. Some have even been embarrassed to find that during 
negotiations with international financial institutions, they have agreed to certain policies 
without understanding the full implications of the policy package. Seminars of this kind, 
while not intended or able to make the policy maker an economist, nevertheless afford 
the opportunity of considering the wider ramifications of their policy decisions. 

AERC is hugely indebted to Mr. Eliud Owalo, Cabinet Secretary, Ministry of Information, 
Communications and Digital Economy, Kenya, who was the guest of honour at the official 
opening of the Seminar where he delivered a keynote speech. The welcoming remarks were by 
Prof. Théophile Azomahou, Acting Executive Director, AERC. The conference was also graced 
by Prof. Njuguna Ndung’u, Cabinet Secretary, National Treasury and Economic Planning, 
Kenya; Bangasi J. Bakosoo, Minister for Public Service and Human Resource Development, 
South Sudan; Kobygda Larba Issa, Ministry of Economy, Finance and Development, Burkina 
Faso; Dr. Wilson T. Banda, Governor, Reserve Bank of Malawi; Issa-Toure Salahaddine, Speaker 
of the National Assembly, Togo; Dr. Kerfalla Yansane, Ambassador of Guinea to the USA and 
Former Minister for Mining and Geology; and Dr. Kheswar Jankee, Ambassador of Mauritius 
in Russia. Other special guests were Dr. Donald Kaberuka, former President of the African 
Development Bank (AfDB) and Her Royal Highness, Queen Nozizwe Mulela, Kingdom of 
Eswatini among other high level policy makers. A summary of those present included five 
ministers, three ambassadors, a Governor of a central bank, a permanent secretary, a queen, 
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and four former ministers.  This hybrid conference attracted a total of 603 participants (131 
physical participants and 472 online) drawn from 43 countries across Africa. A total number 
of 1,909 registered online to participate in the event. 

The conference featured four presentations by thought leaders on the theme Human 
Capital  Development in Africa. Human capital—the education, skills, and health of 
people — plays a pivotal role in the transformation of African economies. 

Session One focussed on A Lifecyle, Economy-Wide Framework for Human Capital in 
Africa  and was presented by Prof. Lant Pritchett, Harvard University, USA. This session 
was chaired by Hon. Bangasi J. Bakosoo, Minister for Public Service and Human Resource 
Development, South Sudan. The paper was discussed by Dr. Adam Mugume, Executive 
Director, Bank of Uganda. Session Two discussed Human Capital Investments and 
Economic Growth in Africa and was presented by Prof. Jere R. Behrman, Department of 
Economics, University of Pennsylvania, USA. This session chair was Dr. Kheswar Jankee, 
Ambassador, Embassy of Mauritius in Russia and the paper was discussed by Dr. Sherillyn 
Raga, Overseas Development Institute (ODI), UK. 

The Third Session was on Human Capital Accumulation in Africa: Drivers, Consequences, 
and Way forward.  This session was chaired by Kobygda Larba Issa, Ministry of Economy, 
Finance and Development, Burkina Faso. The paper was presented by Prof. Germano 
Mwabu, Department of Economics, University of Nairobi, Kenya. The discussant for the 
paper was Prof. Olu Ajakaiye from African Centre for Shared Development Capacity 
Building, Nigeria. The fourth paper was on Education in Africa: Career Progressions, 
Gaps in Learning Outcomes and Responding to the Learning Crisis. This session was 
chaired by Dr. Wilson T. Banda, Governor, Reserve Bank of Malawi. The paper was 
presented by Prof. Adrienne Lucas and Dr. Gerald Ipapa from Lerner College of Business 
and Economics, University of Delaware, USA. This paper was discussed by Dr. Elizabeth 
Nanziri, University of Stellenbosch, South Africa. The presenters presented high-quality 
papers, and the participants were very active, thus enabling us to produce the seminar’s 
policy recommendations that were shared as a communiqué with African policy makers 
including those who did not find time to take part in this important event.  

We are grateful to all those who made the seminar a great success. Special thanks to 
Dr. Dianah Muchai, Manager, Research; Dr. Scholastica Odhiambo and Prof. Théophile 
Azomahou, Director of Training, who made valuable inputs into the preparation and 
implementation of the seminar. In equal measure, AERC appreciates the hard work of Senvy 
Maistry, Chief Communications Officer; Dr. Charles Owino, Publications Manager; Joel 
Mathia, ICT Administrator, and Lancer Wao, Communications and Publications Assistant 
in organizing the event. AERC also acknowledges with thanks Dr. Tom Kimani, Manager 
Training and Dr. Mark Korir, Manager Training, for their role as rapporteurs, as well as Pamela 
Kilwake, Sheila Lyaga, Hellen Muthoni, Margaret Mwangi, Natalie Chaponda and Jackson 
Ng’ang’a, who assisted with logistics. To these individuals, and the many others who were 
involved in one way or another, AERC extends its heartfelt appreciation. 

Prof. Dominique Njinkeu
Executive Director (Interim)

African Economic Research Consortium
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Human Capital 
Development in Africa

Introduction 
Human capital—the education, skills, and health of people — plays a pivotal role in the 
transformation of African economies. Sub-Saharan Africa scores the lowest of all the 
world’s regions on the World Bank’s Human Capital Index (about 0.40), a measurement 
of how well countries invest in the next generation of workers (World Bank, 2020). This 
is despite the fact that access to sources of human capital in Africa, although still low, 
has increased significantly over the past two decades (Leornard, 2022). More households 
have access to health care, more students are enrolled, and families have access to 
more tools for improving the quality of their life. However, the goal of human capital, 
quality of life still lags significantly behind even in other developing countries, especially 
considering the substantial gains in access. Africa’s low human capital can be explained 
by three interlinked factors, namely: survival, school, and health.

Human capital is critical for inclusive growth and shared prosperity in Africa. Investment 
in human beings for improved social and economic outcomes in future – through 
education and training, learning and experience, or health interventions – is vital in 
shaping future income and productivity. Developing human capital in Africa, therefore, 
requires a massive and coordinated effort to strengthen the quantity, efficiency, and 
impact of investments in people. There is need to facilitate regional and country-owned 
policy reforms, action plans and cross-country learning in four key areas:

 Expanding effective government investment in social services.

 Introducing reforms and innovation to improve service delivery.

 Committing to equity and inclusiveness.

 Addressing fertility and gender issues to harness a demographic dividend.

Enhancing the capacity of African governments to make policy decisions that will 
confront the challenges of building human capital for accelerated inclusive development 
in a 21st century context is fundamental to improving the capability of the continent 
(and its policy makers) to address the key constraints on human capital accumulation. 
Over the last three years, the AERC, with support from the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation (BMGF), has implemented several activities under the “Building Policy 
Research Institutions to Support Human Capital” Programme. Key components of the 
programme are: 

• Capacity building for policy-oriented economic research undertaken within the 
AERC research capacity building program; 
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•  Institutional partnerships; 

• Technical skills enhancement workshops; 

• Research fellowships with national think tanks and international research centres 
of excellence; 

• Policy outreach and research dissemination; and 

• One collaborative research project on human capital development in Africa

The collaborative research project on ‘Human Capital Development in Africa’ sought to 
generate evidence on the challenges of building human capital for accelerated inclusive 
development as well as address key constraints on human capital accumulation, such 
as weak public financial management (PFM) and service delivery systems (SDM). In 
addition, this collaborative research project sought to provide policy reforms that would 
enable Africa’s young people to grow up with optimal health and equipped with the right 
skills to compete in the digitizing global economy. The project involved both framework 
papers and country case studies. 

The framework papers sought to investigate broad, and crosscutting issues around 
human capital development to improve the capability of the continent (and its 
policy makers) to confront human capital development challenges, and leverage the 
opportunities they present, as it confronts its development challenges. The country 
case studies sought to inform policy makers and development practitioners on human 
capital development in Africa from the viewpoint of individual countries and/or sub-
regions (or group of countries).

To assist policy makers and other actors improve generation and management of 
knowledge on Africa’s human capital and address key constraints on human capital 
accumulation, such as weak public financial management (PFM) and service delivery 
systems (SDS), the AERC intends to disseminate the findings from the above studies 
to senior African policy makers through its flagship dissemination vehicle, the “Senior 
Policy Seminar” (SPS). 
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Opening Session

Official Opening Session
  
Session chair: H. E. Dr. Kerfalla Yansane, Ambassador of Guinea to the 
 USA and Former Minister for Mining and Geology
Welcome remarks:  Prof. Théophile Azomahou, Ag. Executive Director, AERC
Opening remarks:  Mr. Dan Peters, Advisor, Global Policy and Advocacy, BMGF
Official Opening & Keynote: Hon. Eliud Owalo, Cabinet Secretary, Ministry of 
 Information Communications and Digital Economy

The Master of Ceremony for the day, Dr. Charles Owino-Manager, Publications, AERC-
called the meeting to order, welcomed the participants, and then took them through 
the programme for the AERC Senior Policy Seminar XXV. He then invited Prof. Njuguna 
Ndung’u, Executive Director, AERC, to continue with the rest of the programme. 

Welcome Remarks by Prof. Théophile Azomahou, 
Ag. Executive Director, AERC
Honourable Ministers, 

Governors of Central Banks, 

Permanent Secretaries,

Members of the Diplomatic Corps, 

The Queen of Eswatini,

Distinguished Guests, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Let me welcome all of you to this AERC Senior Policy Seminar on Human Capital 
Development in Africa. Even though AERC has convened many other events in Nairobi, 
this is the first of our to-date 25th Senior Policy Seminars to be hosted physically beyond 
the devasting COVID-19 pandemic. Our custom has always been to involve high ranking 
African policy makers in seminars such as this. The urgency and importance of this theme 
are well reflected by that target audience, on the one hand, and on the other, by the 
profile of Nairobi which hosts some of the United Nations agencies.  

At the outset of this seminar, ladies, and gentlemen, permit me on your behalf to thank 
the Kenyan government, being AERC’s host country. We are particularly honoured to 
have with us today respected government officials, including ministers and permanent 
secretaries from Kenya as well as from other African countries, who have taken time off 
their busy schedules to participate in this conference. 
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Our appreciation would be incomplete without due recognition of the authors and 
presenters of the papers that will be presented and discussed here. They have researched 
diligently for long hours to explore all aspects of human capital development, as well 
as looked at the options and opportunities for developing and managing this valuable 
resource. I am thankful to you all for your enthusiasm and availability to participate in 
this seminar.

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Over the next two days we are looking forward to an objective evaluation of the role 
of human capital with a view to spelling out a proactive stance for African policy 
makers, particularly because human capital plays a pivotal role in the transformation 
of economies. That sub-Saharan Africa scores the lowest of all the world’s regions on 
the World Bank’s Human Capital Index, a measurement of how well countries invest in 
the next generation of workers is not something to be proud of.   

We all know that low investments in human capital impinges on growth rates of income. 
Such interrelations consequently imply a vicious circle of development. Poor countries 
have considerable discretion over how much to invest in education and health. Since 
independence, Africa has achieved a rapid growth of some aspects of human capital - 
particularly in the expansion of education - despite starting from a low level of income. 
The expansion of the human capital stock has not been matched by a commensurate 
rise in physical capital. The result has been low growth of incomes and low returns to 
the educational investment.

There is a plethora of research on human capital and its contribution towards the 
economic wellbeing and technological advancement. Human capital accumulation 
through educational advancement plays a crucial role in growth and development. 
Investment in education has positive effect on economic growth with varying magnitude 
on developed and developing countries. Investment in higher education combined 
with advancement in technology facilitates nations to grow faster. Human capital and 
economic growth have been measured in different studies using different techniques. 
And according to some of these studies as you will witness in the presentations, the 
impact of different level of education has different impact on growth. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Human capital has been considered the significant factor of economic growth and 
development. But, unless there is technological innovation, economic growth cannot be 
achieved. The endogenous growth theory holds that the human capital is the separate 
strong factor of production and education, however, knowledge-based economy has its 
spillover and multiplier effect, which leads to economic development.

Due to health and education deficiencies, employees’ decreased labor input is a 
significant factor in poverty in many countries. Thus, increasing investment in human 
capital is an attractive method for enhancing revenue. It takes a long time though to 
develop a new worker, and it takes much longer for workers who were subjected to 
inferior human capital investments during their adolescence to leave the labour force.
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Ladies and gentlemen, 

The role of governments is key to expanding the skillsets and education levels of a 
country's population. Some governments are actively involved in improving human 
capital by offering higher education to people at no cost. These governments have 
realized that the knowledge people gain through education helps develop an economy 
and boost economic growth. Workers with more education or better skills tend to 
have higher earnings, which, in turn, increases economic growth through additional 
consumer spending. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

You may well ask what is the relationship between this compelling issue and AERC?  I 
don’t think we have indeed come late into this fray, because our traditional mandate 
has been much broader – to build overall capacity for economic policy making in sub-
Saharan Africa. But it is important to keep in mind that nearly all the impacts of human 
capital development – in Africa and elsewhere – are exacerbated by inappropriate 
policy choices, often those taking a short-sighted view of what is best for some view of 
economic development. 

Under that broader mandate, the African Economic Research Consortium is marking 35 
years of leadership in policy-oriented economic research in the continent. This Senior 
Policy Seminar might also be thought of as addressing a very crucial African problem, 
particularly as we seek the insights of policy makers into this pressing issue.

AERC was established in 1988 as a public not-for-profit organization devoted to 
building capacity for economic policy research into problems pertinent to the 
management of economies in sub-Saharan Africa. We do this through two main 
programmes: research and postgraduate training. Our research Programme uses a 
flexible approach that allows us to improve the technical skills of local researchers 
as we determine regional research priorities and strengthen national institutions 
concerned with economic policy research. Our Training Programme augments the 
pool of economic researchers in sub-Saharan Africa by supporting collaborative 
graduate programmes in economics – at both master’s and PhD levels – as well as 
improving the capacities of departments of economics in local public universities. 
The networking aspects of the programmes foster closer ties between researchers 
and policy makers across the continent, akin to what we will be witnessing 
throughout this seminar.

Ladies and gentlemen, 

AERC Senior Policy Seminars are annual events that have addressed an array 
of topics relevant to Africa’s policy agenda.  Last year’s seminar, for example, 
considered Climate Change and Economic Development in Africa. Other seminars 
have discussed the following topics: The Global COVID-19 Health Pandemic and Its 
Implications for the African Economies; Agriculture and Food Policies for Better 
Nutrition Outcomes in Africa; Fragility of Growth in African Economies; Governance 
and Pro-poor Growth; How to Finance Pro-poor Growth; Poverty, Growth, and 
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Institutions; Financial Sector Reforms; Fiscal Policy; Revenue Mobilization; and 
the Macroeconomic Policy Framework for Poverty Reduction. The seminars are 
intended to inform policy makers about the latest developments in policy research, 
provide a forum for sharing experiences, and promote a closer relationship between 
researchers and policy makers.

AERC’s programmes receive financial support from bilateral governments, multilateral 
institutions, and private foundations. While I am proud to say that most African countries 
are active participants in AERC’s activities and provide the much-needed moral and in-
kind support, we would encourage your greater financial participation, for which you 
will be hearing from us soon.

As we look forward to what promises to be an informative and successful conference, 
I encourage you all to participate to the fullest, particularly in the discussions that will 
emanate from the presentations as we proceed.

I thank you!!!

Remarks by Mr. Dan Peters, 
Advisor, Global Policy & Advocacy, BMGF
Honourable Ministers, 

Governors of Central Banks, 

Permanent Secretaries,

Members of the Diplomatic Corps, 

Distinguished Guests, 

All Protocols Observed, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am thrilled to be part of this year’s African Economic Research Consortium’s Senior 
Policy Seminar, the 25th in the series. It is great to listen to some of the amazing 
research that has come out of the important project. Over the last three years, the AERC, 
with support from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF), has implemented 
several activities under the “Building Policy Research Institutions to Support Human 
Capital” Programme. 

The key components of this programme  include capacity building for policy-oriented 
economic research undertaken within the AERC research capacity building programme; 
institutional partnerships; technical skills enhancement workshops; research fellowships 
with national think tanks and international research centres of excellence; policy 
outreach and research dissemination as well as collaborative research project on human 
capital development in Africa. 
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The Collaborative research project on ‘Human Capital Development in Africa’ sought to 
generate evidence on the challenges of building human capital for accelerated inclusive 
development as well as address key constraints on human capital accumulation, such 
as weak public financial management (PFM) and service delivery systems (SDM). In 
addition, this collaborative research project focused on policy reforms that would enable 
Africa’s young people to grow up with optimal health and equipped with the right skills 
to compete in the digitizing global economy. 

I know that this project involved both framework papers and country case studies. 
And the framework papers investigated broad, and crosscutting issues around human 
capital development to improve the capability of the continent (and its policy makers) 
to confront human capital development challenges, and leverage the opportunities 
they present, as it confronts its development challenges. While the country case studies 
sought to inform policy makers and development practitioners on human capital 
development in Africa from the viewpoint of individual countries and/or sub-regions (or 
group of countries). All the outputs are meant to be put into policy to shape programme 
development across Africa countries moving forward. 

To assist policy makers and other actors improve generation and management of 
knowledge on Africa’s human capital and address key constraints on human capital 
accumulation, such as weak public financial management (PFM) and service delivery 
systems (SDS), I know that the AERC main intension is to disseminate the findings from 
all these  studies to senior African policy-makers through its flagship dissemination 
vehicle, which is this Senior Policy Seminar plus other events. I look forward to successful 
deliberations. 

I thank you! 

Keynote Speech by Hon. Eliud Owalo, Cabinet Secretary,
Ministry of Information Communications & 
Digital Economy
Honourable Ministers

Central Bank Governors

Members of Parliament

Ambassadors 

Members of the Diplomatic Corps

Special Advisors to Heads of State

The Executive Director of the African Economic Research Consortium

Heads of Academic and Research Institutions

Members of the Research Community

Distinguished Guests
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Ladies and Gentlemen

It gives me great pleasure to be in your midst today and to be one to preside over the 
formal opening ceremony of this special event. It is the twenty fifth Senior Policy Seminar 
of the African Economic Research Consortium. Such memorable event provides a timely 
opportunity for African policy makers and scholars to address the opportunities and 
challenges in sight with regard to Africa’s development.  

But first of all, I would like to express my profound appreciation to the seminar organizers 
for choosing Nairobi as the venue for this very important meeting. It is my great pleasure 
to welcome each one of you to our beautiful country, with the sincere hope that your 
stay will be pleasant and productive.

Ladies and Gentlemen

The theme of the twenty fifth Senior Policy Seminar, ‘Human Capital Development in Africa’ 
is relevant in Kenya and the rest of Africa.  We all know that sub-Saharan Africa scores the 
lowest of all the world’s regions on Human Capital Index. Coupled with the fact that Africa 
has the fastest growing and most youthful population in the world, the continent faces 
demographic challenges as its population of young people continue to increase. 

That human capital is critical for inclusive growth and shared prosperity in Africa cannot 
therefore be gain-said. Human capital affects economic growth, but also helps to develop 
an economy by expanding the knowledge and skills of its people. The level of economic 
growth driven by consumer spending and business investment determines the amount 
of skilled labour needed. Thus, investing in workers has had a track record of creating 
better employment conditions in economies throughout the world.

Ladies and Gentlemen

Protecting, improving, and increasing investment in our human capital is fundamental 
to achieving the structural transformation of our economies. We should therefore be 
committed to closing the human capital development gap in the continent. This will of 
course involve significant investments to strengthen social safety nets and food security, 
as well as increased spending on education, including creating Centres of Excellence. In 
health, we need to make substantial investments to address shocks such as pandemics 
while improving the quality of services provided to populations and national data 
collection systems that will track progress in human capital.

In most countries, human capital determines the rate of development, economic, 
technological, and scientific progress and this leads to more innovations in the areas 
of production and other related activities. We all know that innovation leads to more 
growth, and in turn human capital creates the ability to absorb new technologies.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I am aware, that the mission of AERC is to strengthen local capacity for guiding public 
policymaking and this requires the availability of qualified and proactive professional 
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economists who need to remain independent and objective in dealing with such matters.  
As a way of meeting its objective, AERC offers opportunities for African economists 
and researchers to carry out research and to network with their counterparts in other 
regions as a way of developing their skills in academic and policymaking institutions 
in African countries. 

Evidently, the importance of local capacity and research arising from local realities 
cannot be over-emphasized. Too often decisions on policy and the future of Africa have 
been based on information from other continents.  By building local capacity, AERC is 
taking a lead in identifying factors that will contribute to growth and poverty reduction 
to address the problems our economies face in ways that make sense for us in the 
continent, with a view of a brighter future for our people.

Over the years, AERC has amassed a wealth of knowledge through its research activities.  
In this regard, I commend AERC for devoting time and resources to share this knowledge, 
particularly the policy research findings with policy makers and economists in the 
continent once every year through the Senior Policy Seminars.   

I know that previous seminars have addressed various key issues like governance; 
macroeconomic policies; financial sector reforms, regional integration; fragility of growth; 
agriculture and food policies; Covid-19 and its implications for African economies  among 
others, but what is very significant is that these seminars have informed policy makers 
about the latest developments in economic policy research, provided a forum for sharing of 
experiences, and promoted a closer relationship between researchers and policy makers.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am pleased to know that this seminar will be graced by the participation of senior 
policy makers representing over forty African countries.   Amongst these high-ranking 
government officials are ministers, governors of central banks, permanent secretaries, 
ambassadors, a queen, and special advisers to heads of state.  Evidently, the seminar 
will be a haven of fruitful discussions as you all exchange knowledge, experiences, and 
ideas in your deliberations over the next two days.  The outcome, I believe will consist of 
policy implications and recommendations of policy actions that will guide the continent 
to a bright and fruitful future. 

In conclusion, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Allow me to thank the AERC once again as the conveners of this very important meeting, 
and the researchers and participating policy makers for making time to share and exchange 
experiences on human capital development in the continent.  As you participate in shaping 
the future of our economies and our people, I do wish you all very fruitful deliberations 
and look forward with great anticipation to receiving the conclusions of your discussions.

With these few remarks, ladies, and gentlemen, it is my great honour and pleasure to 
declare this twenty fifth Senior Policy Seminar officially opened!!
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Session 1

A Life-Cycle, Economy-Wide 
Framework for Human Capital 

in Africa

Session chair: Hon. Bangasi J. Bakosoo, Minister for Public Service & Human
 Resource Development, South Sudan
Presenters:  Prof. Lant Pritchett, Harvard University, USA
Discussant:  Dr. Adam Mugume, Executive Director, Bank of Uganda

This overall work has three parts. Part I argues that the existing paradigm in discussions 
of the acquisition of human capital has been focused on the drive to universal schooling 
and expanding access and grade attainment. This focus has been quite successful. The 
expansion of schooling in sub–Saharan Africa (SSA) over the last decades has been 
impressively rapid  in percentage growth terms much faster than other regions of the 
world, because SSA at political independence began far behind most other regions. 
However, the paradigm needs to shift as “invest in human capital”—which implicitly 
focuses on the acquisition of valued skills—has mostly been treated as equivalent 
of “spend on school” and this conceptual elision has produced very mixed results 
on learning and the creation of cognitive skills, which were, and are, taken to be an 
important goal of schooling. 

This segment therefore focuses on some facts about schooling and learning with 
an emphasis on both the question of whether (i) “sub-Saharan Africa” has been 
distinctive as a region and (ii) the heterogeneity across SSA both in sub-regions 
and across countries. The conclusion is that there needs to be a shift away from 
the crude “accumulationist” model of “invest in human capital” as exclusively (i) 
more years spent in school and (ii) more spent on school. “Invest” in human capital 
must mean (i) acquisition of valued skills, capabilities, dispositions and (ii) effective 
spending. This implies three major changes in the research paradigm: (i) stop using 
“year of schooling” as the major “outcome” to be pursued, (ii) stop using a naïve 
“education production function” to evaluate impact of inputs towards a systems 
approach and (iii) as part of that, work towards a more realistic positive model of 
the politics of learning.
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Part II proposes a life-cycle approach as an overall framing of the issue of human 
capital in Africa. In this life-cycle approach we propose two basic periods, one the 
“accumulation” phase and two the “utilization” phase. The accumulation phase divides 
the period of “conception/birth to adulthood” into sub-periods and transitions (e.g., first 
1000 days, starting school, primary to secondary) decisions that affect human capital 
accumulation. This raises a distinctive set of questions in each period. The second basic 
period is of “human capital utilization (and continued acquisition) which is, in the jargon 
of economists, the much longer period of human life from “youth-to-adulthood to old 
age/Cap T.” This section starts with the “school to work” transition and the very tricky 
and differential across individuals in the “blend” or transitional ages from say, age 15 to 
25 and onward into career paths, job transitions, etc. What is very different about these 
periods (and their sub-periods) is to a large extent to “policy and programmatic” tools 
and levers for improving outcomes and their modes of engagement and contact with 
the child and the relative mix of engagement in three broad classes of “institutions” 
(either “social”, “state/government” and “economic.”) 

In particular, a human capital in Africa project should acknowledge the very important 
role in human capital of the overall ways in which the capabilities and competencies 
that augment human capital is gained when young (and these are across the array of 
both “soft” and “hard” skills, competencies, values, dispositions, attitudes, traits) are 
then how these individual capabilities are embedded productively (or not) in various 
roles as adults: parents, community leaders, citizens, workers, entrepreneurs, political 
leaders, thought leaders, etc. That is, “Human Capital in Africa” should include both 
how human capital is formed, developed, and created in Africa but also how that 
human capital is deployed, further shaped, and utilized in Africa to allow individuals 
to promote their well-being, that of their families, communities, cities, regions, and 
countries. 

Part Three addresses the “utilization” of human capital. Part One is primarily about 
the acquisition of capabilities in youth and in particular acquisition of cognitive 
skills in formal K-12 schooling. Part Two extends that to include both before K-12 
and also after. The argument is that the challenges Africa faces are at least as much 
in “utilization” as in the “accumulation” phase and, without improvements in 
the “utilization”—how productively labor and human capital are deployed in the 
economy—further progress in accumulation might be of limited value (if not, one 
might fret, counter-productive).

This in turn suggests a shift in the research away from the simple “accumulationist” views 
of human capital as represented by a simple aggregates of “factors” of “capital” and 
“human capital” in growth models like the Solow/Swann model and expand research 
into the connections between measures and types of human capital and the deeper 
determinants of the evolution of economic productivity. We cannot ignore that the 
main reason human capital is low in Africa is because the human capital is embedded 
in people who work in Africa.
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Conclusion 
This is an exciting time for research into human capital in Africa. The reigning paradigm 
for the last 50 years or so in global education has been to conflate “invest in human 
capital” with “spend on school.” This has brought about the paradox of the combination 
of very rapid expansion in the access, enrollment, and grade attainment and hence 
much more schooling, but with generally low (and, on new evidence, secularly falling) 
levels of learning.

The paradigm has shifted so that it is increasingly recognized that the future of “invest 
in human capital” has to focus on the creation of valued skills (and these skills are of 
personal, community, social and economic value; this is not reducing learning to only 
what is valued instrumentally in a market while in school. This shift in the overall paradigm 
requires shifts in the priorities for research about basic schooling and education and we 
have outlined three: (i) a shift to the use of “output” and “outcome” measures that are not 
just “time served” but “human capital gained”; (ii) away from an attention on proximate 
determinants, particularly “thin inputs” to the system level, to put attention on the “why” 
and “how” and the realities of implementation, how the proximate determinants of the 
proximate determinants structure endogenous choices and outcomes; and (iii) to an 
explicit consideration of the politics of learning and an explicit rejection of the naïve use 
of “normative as positive” as a basis for “policy recommendations” and the formation of 
better models of why governments do what they do in the domain of basic education. 
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Session 2

Human Capital Investments 
and Economic Growth in 

Sub-Saharan Africa: Fertility, 
Early Life Human Capital, and 

Schooling Investments

Session chair:  H. E. Dr. Kheswar Jankee, Ambassador, Embassy of Mauritius 
 in Russia 
Presenter:  Prof. Jere R. Behrman, Department of Economics, 
 University of Pennsylvania, USA
Discussant:  Dr. Sherillyn Raga, Overseas Development Institute (ODI), UK

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is exceptional among the major world regions with regard to its 
experiences on human capital and human fertility, which has important implications for 
economic growth. Schooling is the form of human capital on which empirical literature has 
focused most. Schooling progress in SSA has lagged behind other world regions, and SSA 
now comes in last place in average schooling attainment (Barro and Lee, 2013). SSA also 
lags in terms of most other human-capital indicators. SSA is the only major region with a 
total fertility rate (TFR) in excess of four children per woman, the result of later and slower 
fertility declines (UNDESA, 2019). Largely due to this high fertility, the UN projects that it will 
become the world’s most populous region by the end of the century. Within the standard 
quantity-quality fertility model, SSA’s exceptionalism in terms of human capital investments 
and in terms of human fertility are not independent, but likely to be interconnected.

A major contribution of the African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) - Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) collaborative research project on human capital and 
growth in Africa is to adopt a much broader view than many previous studies on what 
constitutes human capital and what are the channels through which human capital might 
work. This paper summarizes two of the project’s papers that adopt aspects of this broader 
perspective and the implications for policies with respect to some important components 
of how human capital might affect economic growth in SSA: “Fertility Change and Human 
Capital Growth in Africa” by Tom Vogl (2021) and “Early Life Human Capital Investments 
in SSA” by Jere R. Behrman and Claudia Vazquez (Behrman and Vazquez, 2021). 
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Vogl’s paper seeks to document recent fertility and human capital, in particular schooling 
trends in SSA, shed light on their interlinkages, and identify key questions for their future 
trajectories, starting with the framework of the quality-quantity fertility model. Within an 
aggregated production function increased human capital for women may impact output 
growth by reducing the number of labourers in the children’s generation and increasing 
their human capital with multiple impacts on growth. 

Behrman and Vazquez (2021) focus on early life human capital investments in the pre-
school lifecycle stage, which are particularly important because of the rapid physical 
and neurological developments that occur in this lifecycle stage that lay the foundation 
for and often have critical dynamic complementarities with subsequent human capital 
investments in the school ages and beyond (Black et al., 2021; Ritcher et al., 2019; Black 
et al., 2017; Engle et al., 2011; Cunha et al., 2010 and Heckman, 2006). Support for early 
life human capital development needs to be multidimensional, as recognized explicitly 
in the WHO/UNICEF (Black et al., 2021; and WHO/UNICEF, 2018). 

Nurturing Care Framework, with its five (5) components pertaining to: learning, health, 
nutrition, responsive interactions, and safety and security. This support in early life 
typically comes primarily from families, but increasingly with children’s ages in interaction 
with broader environments, institutions, and policies (Black et al., 2021). Currently, 
however, ~250 million children under five (5) years of age in Low-and-Middle Income 
Countries (LMICs), including over 116 million in SSA, are estimated to be at risk of not 
developing their potential because of inadequate support for their development (Black 
et al., 2017; Ritcher et al., 2017; Lu et al., 2016). 

The Behrman and Vazquez (2021) article focuses on three general dimensions of support 
for human capital development of SSA children in this critical pre-school lifecycle stage: 
nurturing care through age five, nutrition through age five but particularly before age 
two, and pre-primary programmes generally for ages three to five. These are not the 
only dimensions of support for children in this lifecycle stage, but they encompass three 
important dimensions of such support for which a fair amount of evidence exists in LMICs 
generally, and for which more research is needed for SSA. 

Early life human capital, such as nutritional and cognitive and socioemotional 
development in the first years of life, has been increasingly emphasized as critical for 
human capital development, with impacts on economic growth when the children 
become adults through the multiple channels in the aggregate production function.

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations
Improving data collection and administrative records: To understand what the situation 
is regarding fertility, early life human capital investments and schooling in SSA and 
what are likely to be high priority policy areas, good data are essential. Some important 
characteristics of good data include: representativeness (either covering the whole 
relevant population or representative subsamples of the relevant population); timeliness 
so that problems can be investigated or addressed without great delays; coverage of 
individual, familial and service-provider characteristics (including the quality of services); 
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covering data on costs and those necessary to estimate impacts; and, for some purposes, 
longitudinal data in which individuals and/or service providers are followed to ascertain 
dynamic patterns and results. There are costs, of course, for collecting high-quality data. 
But the potential gains in terms of better understanding and better policy designs are 
considerable. Such data are likely to have substantial public-goods components that 
would lead to inefficient data collection if left to private markets, so that public-sector 
support is likely to be essential for assuring adequate collection of such data. 

Allocate resources to early life and fertility-related investments that reflect the apparently 
relatively high rates of return to those investments: Based on the reviews and the COI 
estimates above, there are some potentially high-return investments in reproductive 
health and early life that merit serious consideration in SSA, including in fertility 
regulation, pre-and-post natal maternal and infant care, early life nutrition, early life 
stimulation and nurturing care, and pre-primary programmes. Though the evidence is 
limited, it is perceived that such private investments are constrained by imperfections 
in capital and information markets that are particularly severe for poorer members of 
society. Thus, such investments may be desirable both from an efficiency and a pro-
poor distributional perspective, and from a human rights perspective. It would seem 
that the expected rates of return in many cases are likely to be high in comparison with 
many alternative uses of resources. But it is important that good examples from other 
contexts not be followed blindly, but that they be adapted to the particular contexts of 
particular SSA countries and be carefully monitored and evaluated, perhaps on pilot 
project basis through sequentially randomly rolling-out new programmes and adjusting 
or abandoning them if monitoring and evaluation suggests that is appropriate. The focus 
on improving access should not neglect the dimensions of quality and equity. While 
Vogl (2021) does not present estimates of the returns to investments to enhance fertility 
control and women’s schooling, the associations that he presents suggest that the rates 
of returns to such investments might be fairly high, and therefore consideration should 
be given to whether such investments might be warranted in addition to investments 
in early life human capital.

Lessen or eliminate barriers to females exploiting their full potential: Formal or informal 
barriers to women exploiting their full potential in education, labour markets and other 
activities are likely to reduce incentives to reduce fertility and to invest in females’ human 
capital in early life and thereafter. Therefore reducing, or better yet, eliminating such 
barriers is likely to lead to greater productivity, greater efficiency, and greater equality, 
in part through inducing reduced fertility and in part through inducing more investments 
in females’ human capital over their life course.

Coordination across sectors and stakeholders: Reproductive health and early childhood 
development are multidimensional by nature and services from different sectors need to 
be integrated and well-coordinated. However, in many countries, relevant functions are 
allocated to different ministries, such as for health, education, and welfare. Inadequate 
coordination is likely to lead to inefficiencies since different relevant decisions are made 
by different individuals facing different constraints. Therefore, coordinating mechanisms 
may need to be developed, such as inter-ministerial committees focusing on child 



16

Human Capital Development in Africa

development broadly and with high-level political mandates. If the programme is at 
scale, coordination between different levels of government is also important, as some 
functions typically fall to the national government (for example, the establishment of 
quality assurance mechanisms and guidelines, monitoring, and evaluation) and others 
remain in local administrations (provision of services, hiring and training staff). Budget 
stability and programme institutionalization (for example by law or other norms) are 
critical for the coordination schemes to consolidate and evolve successfully. 

Incentives for good decisions by governmental officials and individuals in private entities: 
Governments and other entities in economies are large, complicated institutions with 
multiple decision makers facing varied constraints. Therefore, it is important that the 
processes in which these institutions and the individuals in them make decisions are as 
transparent as possible. Also, it is important that these institutions and the individuals 
in them face incentives, whether in monetary form or in terms of recognition or in terms 
of longer-run access to resources, to enhance the achievement of societies’ objectives to 
increase welfare by enhancing efficiency and obtaining distributional goals.
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Session 3

Human Capital Accumulation in 
Africa: Drivers, Consequences, 

and Way Forward

Session chair:  Hon. Kobygda Larba Issa, Ministry of Economy, 
 Finance and Development, Burkina Faso
Presenter:  Prof. Germano Mwabu, Department of Economics, 
 University of Nairobi, Kenya
Discussant:  Prof. Olu Ajakaiye, African Centre for Shared Development 
 Capacity Building, Nigeria 

The Sub-Saharan African (SSA) region has a young population and most people in the 
labor force are working, but poor (Fields, 2000). The poorer African nations lag behind 
in the formation of human capital, which in this paper is restricted to the accumulation 
of health and education stocks. The wage returns to job experience are generally low in 
SSA, suggesting that workers in the region do not benefit as much from the on-the-job-
training as in comparable regions, such as Latin America and South Asia. Some studies 
suggest that education human capital, enhanced by technology or technical knowledge 
(Papadavid et al., 2021) are key to growth in SSA. In a similar vein, Behrman et al. (2017), 
demonstrate that higher wages and agricultural incomes are driven by accumulation 
of education capital rather than by nutrition or physical strength (brawn), while also 
showing that child health improves labor productivity in adult life but via its effects on 
schooling and learning. 

The determinants and effects of human capital accumulation (HCA) are well studied 
(see, e.g., Schultz and Strauss, 2008). However, little is known about latent constraints 
to HCA, such as the intention-action gaps and wedges. Equally lacking is evidence on 
policies to address these hidden constraints (Leonard, 2021). Furthermore, systematic 
information regarding effects of HCA on inequality and shared prosperity has been 
documented only in a few countries in SSA (Epo et al., 2021) but the mechanisms behind 
the effects generally remain unknown. The paper makes a small step towards addressing 
these issues, especially in the formation of education and health human capital in sub-
Saharan Africa drawing mainly on recent AERC research (Pritchett, 2021), Lucas (2023), 
and on a small number of studies outside the AERC work (see, e.g.,  Pritchett, 2001; 
Schultz and Strauss, 2008).
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Takeaways
The health index for the five Sub-Saharan African countries in the Epo et al. (2021) study 
is 78% of its upper bound. Interestingly, for SSA as a whole, the life expectancy in the 
region in 2021 was 60.1 years or about 71% of the upper bound, i.e., 85 years (UNDP, 
2022). However, achievements in the area of education are less impressive. The education 
enrollment ratio for the five-country sample during the period, 1970-90, was 26%of its 
upper bound (Epo et al., 2021). Again, the SSA as a whole (based on the Barro-Lee dataset) 
the region’s schooling level for the period – 1960-85 –averaged2.67 years (Pritchett, 2001) 
relative to a maximum of 15-18 years. By 2021, schooling in SSA had nearly doubled to 
six years, but this amounted to a mere 33.3% of its upper bound (UNDP, 2022). Thus, 
SSA region has a long way to go before reaching its education capital frontier, which 
currently, is the number of years it takes an individual to obtain a master’s degree. The 
distance is even longer, if learning achievements are considered. 

Foreign direct investments are strong drivers of both health and education stocks in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. The association between schooling and learning in the region is 
low but positive. On this point, it is demonstrated that “broadly, countries with more 
quantity of schooling also have more learning, but the relationship is not purely linear. 
Some countries deliver more learning for each additional year of education”. And globally, 
Singapore has the highest return to a year of schooling, while Kenya has the highest 
return in the African region.

Health service utilization improves health (reduces probability of sickness reporting in the 
general population), but not in all countries (Mwabu, 2022). Household survey datasets 
show a strong positive correlation between human capital formation and household 
income, but this evidence is based on a tiny sample of countries. The wage share of 
human capital in Sub-Saharan Africa is 26-38% relative to a share of 62-73% in developed 
economies (Pritchett, 2001), which indicates that the contribution of human capital to 
growth in SSA is far below its potential. Human capital accumulation is not enough for 
initiation and sustainability of high growth rates in Africa. In addition, complementary 
inputs, and incentives to stimulate full utilization of the available capital are needed.

The effects of equalization of human capital on poverty, inequality and shared prosperity 
are mixed but this evidence comes from a small and selective sample of countries. Under-
performance of citizens and policymakers in human capital accumulation and in its 
utilization can be addressed using nudges, peer-based supervision, and short message 
service (SMS) – an electronic nudge. These kinds of nudges complement effort and 
other inputs in the production of human capital, especially in the restoration of health 
(Wagstaff et al., 2019) and in the recapturing of previous levels of learning, particularly 
after its erosion by pandemics and climate shocks.

The productivity of health and education systems are probably constrained more by 
motivation, supervision, and management problems than by lack of skilled staff or 
facilities. Moreover, policy mechanisms to ensure that health and education systems 
are equitable and fair in the process of accumulating human capital are lacking. As 
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a consequence, any high-quality services offered by these systems are generally 
inaccessible by the poor. There is little evidence in SSA on how these issues can be 
addressed.

In using foreign direct investment to accumulate human capital in Africa, account should 
be taken of the fact that the benefits of this investment critically depend on structures 
of national economies. The type of the investment inflow also determines the form of 
human capital accumulated.  Spending on human capital accumulation should be guided 
by a return to schooling, e.g., learning, and by a return to health-service provision, e.g., 
a cure or prevention of illness or disease.

Managers of health and education systems need to develop nudging mechanisms to 
help both service providers and service users to cope with self-control problems as they 
engage in human capital formation activities. Nudges should be used to complement 
or supplement managerial, supervisory, and administrative tools, e.g., smoking bans, 
school rules, and financial incentives that can be used to make a difference in people’s 
lives by implementing even small aspects of the existing government policies (Halpern, 
2016). The designs of nudges for the top policy makers are complicated because these 
actors do not have supervisors, but the designs or nudges could be in-built into political 
processes through which they are appointed or into institutional structures under which 
they work. 

In a plenary discussion of this paper, Professor Olu Ajakaiye distilled the takeaways 
from it in respect of the design and implementation of effective education and health 
policies in Sub-Saharan Africa, and highlighted the following:

•	 Firstly,	human	capital	comprises	the	knowledge,	learning	and	skills	acquired	via	
education, training, culture, and socialization, plus the health capital that people 
accumulate through better nutrition, quality medical care, routine vaccinations, 
ability to control disease pandemics, and engagement in good lifestyles.

•	 Secondly,	utilization	of	 the	available	human	capital	 stocks,	 complemented	by	
other factors of production enables individuals to realize their human potential as 
productive members of society, and thus helps them move towards the WHO’s (1948) 
notion of health as a proxy for ‘complete physical, mental and social well-being’.

•	 Consequently,	there	is	need	for	African	policy	makers	to:

- Intensify and sustain provision of quality, affordable, accessible, and equitable 
healthcare services.

- Improve the quality of primary education to maximize learning for each year of 
schooling.

- Significantly increase primary and tertiary education attainments in order to 
meet the high-skill requirements for national and continental development 
agenda 2063 for a prosperous Africa, characterized by inclusive and sustainable 
high rate of growth.
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- Increase availability of schools to enhance schooling in the general population, 
especially since schooling and learning are generally positively correlated 
(Pritchett, 2021; Lucas, 2023), and also since, availability promotes enrollment 
(Foster and Rosenzweig, 1996).

•	 However,	the	realization	of	the	above	potential	benefits	is	not	automatic,	as	a	lot	
depends on the structure of African economies, ample and decent employment 
opportunities, especially for the youth, and an enabling environment for efficient 
and effective utilization of all the factors of production, not just the human capital.

•	 In	particular,	there	is	need	to:

- Seriously consider and address micro-level and workplace constraints to human 
capital formation.

- Implement system-wide and economy-wide policies for ensuring that human 
capital development is targeted at meeting existing and emerging needs in all 
population deciles and geographic regions. 

- Implement demand driven human capital development strategies to ensure 
that the accumulated stock is efficaciously utilized and that its production is 
both cost-effective and equitable.

•	 Finally,	although	foreign	direct	investment	has	been	shown	to	be	an	important	driver	
of human capital accumulation in Africa, success in this area critically depends on:

- Suitable local content activities and policies.

- Well negotiated profit repatriation policies and practices.

- Appropriate legal and institutional frameworks which protect all stakeholders.

- Articulate and enforceable labor and property laws.

- Peaceful and business friendly local environment. 
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Session 4

Education in Africa: Career 
Progressions, Gaps in Learning 
Outcomes, and Responding to 

the Learning Crisis

Session chair:  Dr. Wilson T. Banda, Governor, Reserve Bank of Malawi
Presenters:  Prof. Adrienne Lucas & Dr. Gerald Ipapa, Lerner College of Business 
 & Economics, University of Delaware, USA 
Discussant:  Dr. Elizabeth Nanziri, University of Stellenbosch, South Africa

Schooling and the development of human capital are essential contributions both to 
individuals’ livelihoods and country-wide economic growth and development. In the mid-
1990s, sub-Saharan Africa had a crisis of low enrollment rates with only 54% of primary 
school aged students in school in the lower- and middle-income countries of sub-Saharan 
Africa. The lack of schooling access, i.e., schooling quantity, has been replaced by a crisis 
of learning quality. As barriers to schooling have fallen, the primary school net enrollment 
rate is now over 80% (UNESCO 2019). Yet, in many cases schools are continuing to fail the 
children they are supposed to be serving by not imparting them with adequate knowledge 
to be successful. As an example, in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda about three-quarters 
of grade three students cannot read a simple sentence (World Bank 2018). This “learning 
crisis” of students being in school but not learning is acute. The scale of this problem was 
recognized and codified in Goal number 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals’ focus 
on “quality education” and not just number of years of schooling. 

Gaps in Learning Outcomes 
One of the challenges in understanding how to increase quality education is 
understanding the extent of the problem. Data on years of completed schooling are 
readily available across countries. A much more complicated issue is measuring actual 
learning. A second challenge is to understand the potential differences between what 
is stated in policy and what happens in practice. In “Two Big Gaps in the Supply of 
Human Capital,” Noam Angrist and Stefan Dercon (AD henceforth) tackle both the 
quantity-quality gap (the difference between the time spent in school and the amount 
of knowledge learned) and the policy-practice gap (the difference between the policies 
as stated by the ministries of education and the actual services received by households). 
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The quantity-quality gap codifies that schooling and learning are not the same. Just 
because a child completes a year of school, that child might not have learned all the 
necessary competencies. Comparable data on the quantity of schooling, i.e., years of 
education, across countries are readily available from the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics (UIS). The data on 
learning outcomes are more sparce. Angrist et al. (2021) harmonized data collected by 
twelve separate international tests from 2000 to 2017 across 164 countries – the country 
with the most coverage has data for only 10 years and some countries, e.g., Ethiopia, 
only have data for one year over the entire time span. 

The schooling system that delivers the highest quality is Singapore. Within Africa, the 
country that has the highest learning return for each year of schooling is Kenya. The 
difference between the quality of schooling and the quantity of learning is the largest in 
sub-Saharan Africa. This difference can be thought of as the efficiency of the schooling 
sector – the amount of learning that students acquire for each year spent in school. 
When adjusted for learning acquired, the 8.2 median years of expected schooling in sub-
Saharan Africa decreases by 3.3 full years to 4.9 years, a decrease of over 40%. In other 
words, children in sub- Saharan Africa are only getting about 60 percent of the learning 
that they should for each year that they spend in school. 

The differences between countries within sub-Saharan Africa are wider for years of schooling 
than they are for LAYS, reflecting different levels of learning efficiency across countries 
within the same region. Broadly, countries with a greater quantity of schooling also have 
more learning but the relationship is not purely linear. Some countries deliver more learning 
for each additional year of education. Ghana, Indonesia, and Vietnam all have average 
expected attainment of about 12 years of schooling, yet their students score very differently 
on a common test, demonstrating differences in learning across the three countries. Ghana 
scores below what is considered minimum achievement. Vietnam scores over two standard 
deviations higher. Indonesia scores between the two. Other countries with test scores like 
Ghana’s report about five years of schooling compared to Ghana’s 12. At the same level of test 
scores as Indonesia are countries with expected years of schooling as low as 7 and as high as 
13. Vietnam has test scores that are more like countries with 14 years of expected schooling. 

Key Policy Messages
Across the three papers, a few key themes emerged.
1. Any solution to increase low student achievement needs to take a system-wide 

approach.

2. Solutions will need to involve not just the teachers and students but include 
stakeholders all the way up to the national level decision-makers. 

3. Because of lack of systematic data collection, the full extent of the problem and any 
within and between country differences are unknown.

4. Data collection elucidated the learning crisis – better data collection on other actors 
in the system are needed to understand existing limitations and potential solutions. 

5. Once collected, data also needs to be shared in meaningful ways to incite action.
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Session 5

High Level 
Policy Panel

 Session chair: Her Royal Highness (HRH), Queen Nozizwe Mulela, 
  Kingdom of Eswatini

 Panellists: 
	 	 • Dr. Rose Ngugi, Executive Director, Kenya Institute
   for Public Policy Research and Analysis, (KIPPRA) 
  • Dr. Martha Muhwezi, Executive Director, FAWE
	 	 • Ms. Barbra Barungi, Managing Partner, Imara Africa
	 	 • H. E. Dr. Kheswar Jankee, Ambassador, 
   Embassy of Mauritius in Russia 
	 	 • Hon. Issa-Toure Salahaddine, Speaker of the 
   National Assembly, Togo
	 	 • Prof. Ahoure Alban Alphonse E. Directeur, Centre 
   for Economic and Social Research (CAPEC)
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Senior African Policy Makers 
Reaffirm the Critical Role of 

Human Capital for Development 
in Africa

At a Senior Policy Seminar held in Nairobi, Kenya on 29-30 March 2023, and hosted by the 
African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) and supported by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation (BMGF) focusing on the theme, “Human Capital Development in 
Africa,” senior policy makers from around the African continent adopted a declaration 
as an affirmation of their strong commitment to supporting human capital development 
for enhanced transformation of African economies.

Declaration
Nairobi, March 30, 2023

We African Senior Policy Makers assembled at the AERC Senior Policy Seminar,

Affirming that human capital—the education, skills, culture, gender, and health of a 
people—is crucial for development in African countries  and—plays a pivotal role in the 
transformation of African economies,

Recognizing that sub-Saharan Africa scores the lowest of all the world’s regions on the 
World Bank’s Human Capital Index, a measurement of how well countries invest in the 
next generation of workers,

Further recognizing that there is improved households access to health care, school 
enrolment and amenities and tools to enhance quality of life, however, the goal of human 
capital and quality of life still lags significantly behind, 

Commending that even though access to sources of human capital in Africa is still low, 
it has increased significantly over the past two decades,

Noting that human capital development is critical for building sustainable, resilient, and 
inclusive growth in Africa, and that investment in human beings for improved social and 
economic outcomes in future – through quality education, health care nutrition, jobs, 
and skills – is vital to ending extreme poverty and creating more inclusive societies,

Further noting that developing human capital in Africa requires a massive and 
coordinated effort to strengthen the quantity, efficiency, and impact of investments in 
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people. Thus, the need to facilitate regional and country-owned policy reforms, action 
plans and cross-country learning,

Mindful of the reality of key constraints on human capital accumulation, such as weak 
public financial management (PFM) and service delivery systems (SDM), 

Also mindful of the need to address policy reforms that would enable Africa’s young 
people to grow up with optimal health and equipped with the right skills to compete in 
the digital global economy,

Appreciating the urgent need for human capital development policy reforms and 
institutional innovation to overcome these obstacles, with an emphasis on stronger 
implementation,

Acknowledging the importance of tackling problems related to human capital 
development and how to improve the capability of the continent and its policy makers 
to confront human capital development challenges, and leverage the opportunities they 
present, as it confronts its development challenges,

Recommendations
1. Affirm to assist policy makers and other actors to improve generation and 

management of knowledge on Africa’s human capital to address key constraints 
on human capital accumulation, and respond effectively to these challenges,

2. Commend the critical role of African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) and its 
partner institutions, in capacity building for promoting evidence-based policies as 
well as generating the knowledge basis for decision making on such key economic 
policy issues as human capital,

3. Take note of the multiple overlapping global crises – including the COVID-19 
pandemic, climate change-induced natural disasters, and regional armed 
conflicts, which have underscored the need to protect and bolster human capital 
in the overarching effort to save lives, promote well-being, and safeguard future 
productivity,

4. Confirm to the leveraging of technology and innovations in projects to further 
develop human capital as well as support policy reforms to overcome legal and 
regulatory constraints,

5. Further Confirm to undertake consultations within our own Governments, both 
national and sub-national, to explore the scope for advancing research to strengthen 
the knowledge base and the demand side of human capital,

6. Call for renewed efforts towards the implementation of the Abidjan Declaration 
of July 15, 2021, that established three priorities for Africa: (i) human capital 
improvement, (ii) job creation through private sector development policies, and 
(iii) economic recovery. 
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ANNEX A 

Seminar Papers

Session 1: A Lifecyle, Economy-Wide Framework for Human Capital in Africa  
by Prof. Lant Pritchett, Harvard University, USA

Session 2: Human Capital Investments and Economic Growth in Africa by 
Prof. Jere R. Behrman, Department of Economics, University of 
Pennsylvania, USA

Session 3: Human Capital Accumulation in Africa: Drivers, Consequences, 
and Way forward by Prof. Germano Mwabu, Department of 
Economics, University of Nairobi, Kenya

Session 5: Education in Africa: Career Progressions, Gaps in Learning 
Outcomes and Responding to the Learning Crisis by Prof. Adrienne 
Lucas & Dr. Gerald Ipapa, Lerner College of Business & Economics, 
University of Delaware, USA
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ANNEX C

Seminar Programme

AERC Senior Policy Seminar (SPSXXV) Plenary Session on
“Human Capital Development in Africa”

29–30 March 2023
      
Tuesday, 28 March 2023

16:00–20.00:00 Hrs Registration 

Wednesday, 29 March 2023

08:00 –10:30
 Official Opening Session
  
 Session chair: H. E. Dr. Kerfalla Yansane, Ambassador 

of Guinea to the USA & Former Minister for 
Mining & Geology

 Welcome remarks:  Prof. Théophile Azomahou, Ag. Executive 
Director, AERC

 Opening remarks:  Mr. Dan Peters, Advisor, Global Policy & 
Advocacy, BMGF

 Official Opening & Keynote: Hon. Eliud Owalo, Cabinet Secretary, 
Ministry of Information Communications & 
Digital Economy

10:30 –11.00  Tea/Coffee Break
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AERC Senior Policy Seminar XXV

11:00 –12:30
 Session 1: A Lifecyle, Economy-Wide Framework for 

Human Capital in  Africa

 Session chair:     Hon. Bangasi J. Bakosoo, Minister for Public 
Service & Human Resource Development, 
South Sudan

 Presenters:   Prof. Lant Pritchett, Harvard University, 
USA

 Discussant:  Dr. Adam Mugume, Executive Director, Bank 
of Uganda

 Floor Discussion

12:30 –14:00  Lunch Break   

14:00 –15:30 
 Session 2:  Human Capital Investments and Economic 

Growth in Africa

 Session chair:  H. E. Dr. Kheswar Jankee, Ambassador, 
Embassy of Mauritius in Russia 

 Presenter:  Prof. Jere R. Behrman, Department of 
Economics, University of Pennsylvania, USA

 
 Discussant:  Dr. Sherillyn Raga, Overseas Development 

Institute (ODI), UK

 Floor Discussion
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15:30 –17:00
 Session 3: Human Capital Accumulation in Africa: 

Drivers, Consequences, and Way forward 

 Session chair:  Hon. Kobygda Larba Issa, Ministere 
de l 'Economie,  des Finances et  du 
Developpement, Burkina Faso

 Presenter:  Prof. Germano Mwabu, Department of 
Economics, University of Nairobi, Kenya

 Discussant:  Prof. Olu Ajakaiye, African Centre for Shared 
Development Capacity Building, Nigeria 

 Floor Discussion

17:00 –17:30  Tea/Coffee Break

19:00 – 21:00  Cocktail Reception

Thursday, 30 March 2023

8:30 –10:00      Session 4: Education in Africa: Career Progressions, 
G a ps  i n  Lea r n i n g  O u tco m e s  a n d 
Responding to the Learning Crisis 

 Session chair:  Dr. Wilson T. Banda, Governor, Reserve Bank 
of Malawi

 Presenters:  Prof. Adrienne Lucas & Dr. Gerald Ipapa, 
Lerner College of Business & Economics, 
University of Delaware, USA 

 Discussant:  Dr. Elizabeth Nanziri, University of 
Stellenbosch, South Africa

10:00 –10:30  Tea/Coffee Break 
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10:30 –12:30 
 Session 6:  Policy Roundtable 

 Session chair: Her Royal Highness (HRH), Queen Nozizwe 
Mulela, Kingdom of Eswatini

 Panellists: 
	 	 • Dr. Rose Ngugi, Executive Director, Kenya 

Institute for Public Policy Research and 
Analysis, (KIPPRA) 

	 	 • Dr. Martha Muhwezi, Executive Director, 
FAWE

	 	 • Ms. Barbra Barungi, Managing Partner, 
Imara Africa

	 	 • H. E. Dr. Kheswar Jankee, Ambassador, 
Embassy of Mauritius in Russia 

	 	 • Hon. Issa-Toure Salahaddine, Speaker 
of the National Assembly, Togo

	 	 • Prof. Ahoure Alban Alphonse E. 
Directeur, Centre for Economic and 
Social Research (CAPEC)

12:30 – 12:45  
 Session 7: Conference Resolutions (Communiqué)

 Session chair:  H. E. Dr. Kerfalla Yansane, Ambassador of 
Guinea to the USA & Former Minister for 
Mining & Geology 

12:45 – 12:55                          Vote of Thanks 

13:00 –14:00  Lunch Break 

19:00 – 21:00  Dinner
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Mission
To strengthen local capacity for conducting independent, 

rigorous inquiry into the problems facing the management of economies in sub-Saharan Africa.

The mission rests on two basic premises:  that development is more likely to occur where there is 
sustained sound management of the economy, and that such management is more likely to happen 

where there is an active, well-informed group of locally based professional economists to conduct 
policy-relevant research.

Bringing Rigour and Evidence to Economic Policy Making in Africa 

• Improve quality. 
• Ensure Sustainability. 
• Expand influence.

Contact Us
African Economic Research Consortium

Consortium pour la Recherche Economique en Afrique
Middle East Bank Towers, 

3rd Floor, Jakaya Kikwete Road
Nairobi 00200, Kenya

Tel: +254 (0) 20 273 4150 
communications@aercafrica.org

www.facebook.com/aercafrica

twitter.com/aercafrica

www.instagram.com/aercafrica_official/

www.linkedin.com/school/aercafrica/

Learn More

www.aercafrica.org


