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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This policy insight  highlights the impact of generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) on various sectors of the
African economy and identifies some of the factors limiting the responsible adoption and growth of this
technology in Africa. This brief further provides key policy considerations on how Africa can effectively
employ the potential of generative AI to drive innovation, productivity, economic growth, and development in
the continent. Through infrastructural development, capacity building and regional collaboration, Africa can
harness generative AI's transformative power while ensuring  its deployment is ethical, inclusive, and aligned
with Africa’s unique challenges and goals. 

KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Generative AI and other technologies have the potential to automate work activities that absorb 60% to
70% of human time, thus improving the Future of Work (FoW) and workers’ productivity in the labour
force.

The introduction of generative AI in agriculture has helped to boost food production and improve food
security in Africa.

Generative AI has also transformed Africa’s creative industry. Creative artists in Africa now use Google's
TensorFlow machine learning framework to produce African art works at a faster pace.

African governments must build capacity by investing in AI research, education, and training programs
to cultivate a skilled workforce capable of developing and implementing responsible generative AI
solutions.

Clear ethical guidelines and regulations for the responsible use of generative AI in Africa must be
developed to address concerns around privacy, consent, and AI-generated content.

Limited internet access and connectivity, as well as the existing digital gender divide, affects the growth
and responsible adoption of generative AI in Africa.
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AI has emerged as a transformative force across industries worldwide. The increasing level of advancement
of AI has significantly impacted the functionality of societies and economies, thus prompting extensive
debates over the advantages and disadvantages of AI for society and humanity as a whole.  There have
been substantial developments in various sectors of the global economy since the advent of AI. This is
evident in an estimated projection, which indicates that AI will provide approximately $15.7 trillion to global
GDP by 2030, with $6.6 trillion from increased productivity and $9.1 trillion from consumption effects.

In 2023, generative AI, an emerging field of AI technology, has garnered substantial attention. It involves the
creation of AI models that can generate original content, such as images, text, audio, code, simulations, and
videos.  The of generative AI has ushered in an era of immense transformation in business operations,
communication, and research. With the potential to drive innovation, enhance productivity, and create new
economic opportunities, this technological advancement not only presents considerable prospects for
economic development but has also introduced unprecedented challenges due to its usage by humans.
These challenges include misinformation, fake content creation, violation of privacy rights, cybersecurity
threats, and intellectual property concerns that contribute to higher risks for individuals and organisations.
Nonetheless, this versatile technological tool has the capacity for long-term advancement and inclusive
transformation.

Incorporating generative AI in the African space is pertinent, and nations within the continent have gradually
begun to adopt this advanced technology into critical sectors of the economy. However, there are
limitations within the African context that affect the adoption and prevent the growth of this technology in
the region. This brief highlights the impact of generative AI on various sectors of the African economy
including Education, Healthcare, Agriculture, and Manufacturing sectors. It also identifies some of the
factors limiting the adoption and growth of this technology and provides key policy considerations on how
Africa can effectively harness the potential of generative AI to drive innovation, productivity, economic
growth, and development.
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BACKGROUND

The global acceptance of Generative Artificial Intelligence can be attributed to its resemblance to human
intelligence. This likeness can improve and upgrade the relationship between humans and machines leading
to improvements in productivity. Issues about the morality of its application still need to be clarified. For
instance, Geoffrey Hinton, also known as the “Godfather of AI”, resigned from Google due to his concerns
about the dangers of AI and how it could harm humans.  One of the renowned examples of generative AI
tools is ChatGPT, a language-processing chatbot created by OpenAI. It was developed in November 2022,
and according to research, it hasover 100 million users in just two months.  DALL-E, developed by OpenAI,
generates fresh picture material through natural language processing. Google uses the Language Model for
Dialogue Applications (LaMDA) to comprehend the context of the conversation and respond in a human-like
manner. Google Bard utilises real-time information from the web, giving it an advantage in up-to-date
content compared to ChatGPT, which relies on data from 2021 and earlier.  Bing AI combines an existing
Bing search engine with an AI chatbot that responds to requests while also conducting searches. Finally,
several other generative AI programs, such as You.com, Jasper, Youchat, and Akkio, have separate features
yet produce comparable results. However, this program's uniqueness is based on using previous data to
build current content.

Therefore, generative AI goes beyond the properties of discriminative AI  due to its ability to produce new
data based on previous data. AI’s acceptability depends entirely on various factors centred around
perspectives and other considerations, such as ethical, structural, and societal factors. Furthermore, how
people view the software will determine whether generative AI is widely accepted. It cannot be denied that
some live on either side of the pendulum. The optimists contend that the primary purpose of generative AI is
to enhance human creativity through technological advancement. The critics of this technology list various
reasons not to be overly enthusiastic about it; typically, moral and legal concerns take centre stage when
criticising this technology's drawbacks.

Over time, the Future of Work (FOW) has changed, and recently, due to generative AI's unique abilities to
modify routine jobs, the tide has swung in favour of integrating it into Africa's workplace. For instance,
periculum, an African-focused AI company, aims to empower African businesses and government agencies
to drive economic growth and social impact. The company provides and develops innovative solutions by
leveraging generative AI models to produce output, such as text, images, code, music, etc., customised to
users' tastes, thus unlocking creative solutions, and driving growth. In Nigeria, fintech start-ups like
FairMoney and Carbon successfully use generative AI to conduct credit risk assessments by analysing large
amounts of financial data and market trends, equipping these institutions with the capability to make more
informed financial decisions.

Another fintech, Flutterwave, has successfully incorporated AI-powered chatbots and virtual assistants into
their model construct to optimise customer experiences.  According to a forecast conducted by the
International Data Corporation (IDC), the Middle East and Africa (MEA) are projected to spend a staggering
$3 billion in 2023 on AI; the expectation is that spending on AI in MEA will increase by a compound growth
rate of 29.7% between 2022-2026 with a minimum cap of an estimated $6.4 billion in 2026. As a result,
Africa should further exploit avenues to benefit from the numerous innovations of generative AI.
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THE CAPACITIES OF GENERATIVE AI AND ITS IMPACT ON
DIFFERENT SECTORS

Generative AI has a range of potential capacities that make it useful across various sectors and industries.
According to McKinsey & Company (2023), generative AI’s impact on productivity could add trillions of
dollars in value to the global economy.  In its latest research, McKinsey & Company estimates that
generative AI could contribute an equivalent of $2.6 trillion to $4.4 trillion annually to the global economy.
With its ability to generate human-like text from extensive datasets, generative AI can aid individuals and
communities in making informed decisions. Additionally, it has the potential to boost economic productivity
across various sectors of the economy significantly. Some examples of the capacities and impact of
generative AI on different sectors of the economy include:

Healthcare: Generative AI can improve healthcare services by providing personalised assistance to
doctors and other healthcare professionals. It can be used to develop automated systems that provide
medical professionals with personalised advice and guidance.  It can also to help answer medical
queries, explain treatment options, provide essential health advice, and assist with patient engagement.
Hence, with its ability to understand medical terminology and generate personalised responses,
generative AI can help improve patient outcomes and reduce the burden on healthcare providers.

Education/Academics: Generative AI can help students better understand concepts they are struggling
with by providing customised and interactive explanations. It has the potential to act as a virtual tutor or
mentor, aiding in personalised learning experiences. Thus, helping students learn more effectively and
efficiently.

E-commerce/Customer Service: Generative AI has the potential to revolutionise the entire customer
operations function, improving customer experience and agent productivity through digital self-service.
It has already gained traction in customer service because of its ability to automate interactions with
customers using natural language. Generative AI can also provide personalised product
recommendations or assist with online shopping. This helps to increase sales, improve customer
satisfaction, provide a seamless customer experience, and help businesses save time and resources.
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Information Technology/Cyber Security: Generative AI has significantly impacted the field of
information technology (IT). It has revolutionised how we interact with technology and has made it
easier for people to access and use information.  For example, generative AI has introduced fresh
opportunities in the field of cybersecurity by enabling the detection and prevention of cyber-attacks.
Moreover, it can identify phishing emails through language analysis, further enhancing online security
measures and protecting individuals against scams.
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Source: Author’s extract from Goldman Sachs Survey, March 2023.

The use of generative AI could have a significant impact across all industry sectors as it has the potential to
change the anatomy of work, augmenting the capabilities of human workers by automating several
activities. Generative AI and other technologies can potentially automate work activities that absorb 60 to
70% of human time due to its increased ability to understand natural language.  Thus, this innovation has
improved workers' productivity in the labour force, potentially resulting in cost savings to the labour market.
The benefits of generative AI cannot be overemphasised; for instance, according to Goldman Sachs, it could
increase global annual GDP by an estimated 7% over ten years (approximately $7 trillion USD over the said
time). 

Figure 1 shows the proportion of the United States of America (USA) workforce that will benefit from the
automation of AI through increased productivity. Office Administrative support will have the highest effect
from AI, with a staggering 46% automation dependence, followed by Legal and Architecture and
Engineering, with 44% and 37%, respectively.

Governance: Generative AI language models have started to show some impact on governance,
particularly in the areas of public engagement, policy development, and information dissemination.
Governments and policymakers can use it to engage citizens and gather feedback on various policies
and initiatives. Thus, facilitating more inclusive and accessible public participation in governance
processes.

GLOBAL BENEFITS OF GENERATIVE AI ON SOCIO-
ECONOMIC GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT
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ASPECTS OF AFRICA’S ECONOMY EXPOSED TO
GENERATIVE AI IMPACT 

Generative AI has been gradually integrated into various global sectors, including healthcare. It enables
physicians to offer prompt consultations and quickly generate images from X-rays, resulting in faster
response time to patient treatment.  In 2020, Accenture provided a comprehensive report, forecasting
annual savings in the US healthcare sector to be approximately $150 billion by 2026 due to the adoption of
AI technologies.  Furthermore, generative AI has boosted automation within the manufacturing industry on
items such as image and video synthesis, game development, etc. Significant points of impact are in
product design and manufacturing processes. This technology has caused a shift in conventional methods
of production procedures, leading to increased efficiency and precision.  According to Grand View
Research, the AI market was worth approximately $15.4 billion in 2022 and is anticipated to grow at a
Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 37.5% from 2023 to 2030.   This is a good representation of the
upward trajectory of AI adoption. Hence, Africa should seek these potential benefits by leveraging
generative AI to gain total productivity across various sectors of its economy. 
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Generative AI can impact multiple aspects of Africa's economy, just as it does in other regions. It is pivotal
to the success of many sectors in the African economy today due to its undeniable usage in the healthcare
sector, agriculture, and education sector, among others.   Hence, generative AI has proved to be a necessary
tool for the advancement and growth of the African economy. However, African nations may be concerned
that the profitable share from the usage and adoption of generative AI could primarily benefit developed
countries, as AI technological solutions are often designed and originate from the Global North.
Nonetheless, despite the global reach of the AI supply chain, the benefits of these technologies have not
been widely obtained in the African region and are, instead, primarily accrued to the Big Tech companies of
the Global North and China.

While the adoption and effects of AI technologies can vary across different countries and sectors, here are
some aspects of Africa's economy that have be impacted by generative AI:

Positive Impact of Generative AI on the African economy

Agriculture and Food Security: The introduction of AI in agriculture has helped boost food production
and improve food security in Africa. It is used for soil and crop monitoring, harvesting, pest and disease
control, and crop yield forecasting.  For example, farmers in Tanzania and Kenya use an AI-powered
system tool to detect crop diseases. This AI tool is known as the Cassava Disease Detection App.
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It was developed by the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA) and uses image recognition
to identify diseases in cassava plants.  Hence, farmers can take timely action to mitigate the spread of
diseases based on the app's recommendations. Thus, leading to more sustainable farming practices in
Africa. 

Education: AI has transformed education by facilitating the transition into digital learning, such as f
grading and assessment reports and tracking. Generative AI has transformed teaching, learning and
assessment by influencing digital learning. For example, an African start-up, Tioo, developed an AI-
powered platform that provides personalised lesson content and empowers teachers to conduct
research. Teachers can generate class activities, notes, and assessment questions on a particular topic
for a specific class and age from multiple curricula through the app.  Hence, it relieves African teachers
of unnecessary workload and opens students to globally competitive content.

Creative Industries: The capabilities of the generative AI have an impact on the creatives in Africa due
to its functions, such as the ability to produce images, text, and software. This innovation also answers
simple prompts faster from various data sources on the internet, leading to a debate on whether AI
output should be copyrighted.  Research conducted by computer interaction researchers at Carnegie
Mellon University has proved that AI has made a massive impact in Africa. The research conducted by
this institution used Google's TensorFlow machine learning framework to train a generative adversarial
network (GAN) “African masks dataset”. The GAN network uses generators that produce samples and
discriminators that differentiate between generated and real-world samples. The work has successfully
explored the intersection of African art and AI. This AI model can learn concepts specifically centred
around African masks, such as textures, geometry, etc. and then use these concepts to interpret artistic
pieces.

Manufacturing and Supply Chain: The manufacturing industry has contributed to the surge in
generative AI as organisations have recently leveraged resources such as text, video, imaging and
much more. According to the International Data Corporation (IDC) survey conducted in 2023, it is
estimated that approximately 27% of organisations will invest in generative AI technologies.   In Africa,
generative AI has facilitated the adoption of automotive programs in the manufacturing industry and
has aided the diversity of new product lines for manufacturers.  According to statistics from the Bureau
of Census, Africa’s manufacturing sector employs over 33 million people and represents an estimated
17% of Africa’s GDP and accounts for 20% of Africa’s exports. An increase in the manufacturing of high-
value technology has also led to an increase in African countries exporting manufactured goods. In
2019, exports across the continent were estimated to be $110 billion. These figures are expected to
surge due to the influence of generative AI.
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[39] Agrawal, A., Gans, J., & Goldfarb, A. ‘’ChatGPT and How AI Disrupts Industries’’. Harvard Business Review. December 12, 2022
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Tourism: The tourism industry has been a significant beneficiary of generative AI, as this technology
has spurred an increase in efficiency, decreased costs and improved the general customer experience
in the industry. Furthermore, it can successfully pull this off by enhancing automation for iterative
processes, providing operations with more structure that gives customers and businesses a more
pleasant experience. However, like many other sectors, there are significant concerns about ethics and
privacy.  AI has been used in the tourism industry in Africa for various reasons, such as the
implementation of specific customer recommendations, solidifying the quality of engagement and fast
response time. With the increasing reliance on generative AI in this industry, it is expected that Africa’s
income from tourism will significantly rise and surpass the $1.19 billion generated in 2019.

Impact on the Labour Market: Generative AI could be disruptive in the labour market if not appropriately
adopted, as it could potentially be an alternative to human beings.  Its impact on the labour market can
be two-fold. On the one hand, it has created new job opportunities in fields such as natural language
processing, artificial intelligence, and machine learning.  As the demand for these skills increases, there
is a growing need for specialists who can work with generative AI technologies. On the other hand, it
has also impacted existing jobs. For example, chatbots and virtual assistants are increasingly used to
handle customer support queries, thus reducing the need for human customer service representatives.
This trend will likely continue as chatbot technology becomes more advanced and capable of handling
more complex tasks.

Gender Issues and Concerns: A particular aspect that has not received adequate attention is the impact
of automation on job loss for African women. They often occupy the majority of positions involving low-
skilled labour and repetitive tasks, making them more susceptible to replacement by automation.  The
experiences of women tend to be ignored in policy measures developed to address job loss, particularly
reskilling programs, which fail to consider the daily realities of women who bear the burden of domestic
responsibilities and have limited time to reskill for the digital world.  These issues are exacerbated by a
growing digital gender divide within the continent, where, on account of a variety of social factors
including deep-set patriarchy, women have poorer access to digital technologies than men.

Potential Adverse Impact of Generative AI on the African Economy

Over-reliance on Foreign Technology: The African continent is plagued mainly with subpar technology,
which hinders optimal adoption of AI technology. This has posed a barrier for consumers who wish to
access AI technology. As Africa strives to generally improve the quality of digital infrastructure and find
an optimal balance between the quality of technology and affordable rates, there remains a vast
dependence in the continent on foreign technology, which comes at a premium and is rarely
customised to meet the needs of African consumers.
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Additionally, with this setup, AI technology companies, primarily located in Europe and the United States
of America (USA), would continue to reap greater benefits from AI as the African continent maintains a
position of disadvantage due to its overdependence on these countries for the technology in an
extractive importation setup.

Skills Gap: The presence of generative in Africa has made it necessary for those wishing to integrate
into this industry to acquire the required skills for success in the AI sector. Some of such skills include
digital literacy, which remains a challenge in the continent as training options are limited and costly
when available. Hence, lack of education and inadequate skills have contributed to the existing skills
gap in the region. 

Disruption of the Traditional Sector: The creative industry is valued at approximately $14 billion
approximately, and this includes digital channels, artists, musicians, writers, etc.  The industries that
rely on traditional hands-on skills to deliver quality services would be disrupted by further deepening
with this generative AI technology. This is because generative AI can produce images, software,
gaming, etc, faster than humans.

Adopting generative AI in Africa has several limitations and challenges, many of which are shared with
other regions but may be more pronounced within the African context. Some of these limitations and
challenges include.

Limitations and Challenges in Adopting
Generative AI in Africa

Internet Access and Infrastructure: Internet access and connectivity needs vary across Africa. Many
regions still need more reliable internet infrastructure. According to the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU) statistics of 2022, internet penetration in Africa was around 40%.   This
implies that over half of the African population lacks access to internet services, thus hindering the
widespread use of generative AI technologies that rely heavily on cloud-based services. In addition, the
availability and reliability of electricity vary across African countries. Some regions still have inadequate
access to a reliable power supply, making it challenging to run resource-intensive AI models.

Cost, Affordability and Entry Barriers: Accessing cloud-based generative AI services and training large-
scale models can be high. This has hindered the adoption of generative AI services for individuals and
organisations in Africa with limited financial resources. Furthermore, foreign Big Tech monopolies, like
the Amazon Web Services (AWS) facility in Cape Town, which currently dominates the African region,
threaten to new domestic market entrants.
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KEY POLICY CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE RESPONSIBLE
ADOPTION OF GENERATIVE AI IN  AFRICA

Data Availability and Quality: Generative AI models require vast amounts of diverse and high-quality
data for training. While some datasets exist for popular languages and topics, more representative and
localised data for African languages and specific contexts are often needed. Africa is home to over
2,000 languages, making it challenging to develop models that cater to all the linguistic diversity
present in the continent.  Most pre-trained models are usually in English and a few other major
languages, leaving out more minor African languages and further limiting the technology’s domain
knowledge acquired through its training data.  As a result, it may need help with highly specialised or
niche topics outside its domain. This limitation can make generative AI less useful for users seeking
information on African-specific topics.

Regulatory and Legal Challenges: The use of generative AI in sensitive sectors such as healthcare,
finance, and governance raise ethical concerns related to privacy, consent, and the responsible use of
AI-generated content. The rapid development of generative AI has outpaced regulatory frameworks and
legal precedents. Thus, addressing issues related to liability, intellectual property, privacy, and security
in the context of generative AI can be complex. In addition, many African countries need more
comprehensive policies and regulations governing AI and data usage, leading to uncertainties about AI
adoption legal and ethical aspects.
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As African policymakers consider the best approach to adopting generative AI and other related AI
technologies in their countries; emphasis should be placed on building sustainable local AI ecosystems that
contribute AI solutions to advance national development priorities and support inclusive and prosperous
African societies.  The future of generative AI is exciting and full of potential. As natural language
processing (NLP) technology continues to evolve, generative AI is expected to become even more
sophisticated and capable of understanding and responding to human language more naturally and
nuancedly. This could lead to the development of even more advanced chatbots and virtual assistants to
handle complex tasks and provide personalised recommendations and advice. It could also become an
even more powerful tool for data analysis, predictive modelling, and decision-making as it continues to learn
from the vast amounts of data it processes.   Hence, there is a need for African countries to take advantage
of this growth and leverage the potential of generative AI through responsible adoption to advance
economic growth and development in the continent. To do this, there are some key policy areas for African
countries to consider, which include:

Infrastructure Development (Creating a Progressive Environment for Generative AI to Thrive): African
governments should make every effort to focus policy formations on building and maintaining safe,
secure, and inclusive infrastructure to support the local development of generative AI. This focus
should include creating policies to advance internet access and maintain good governance and data
availability for development. 
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To thrive and substantially impact the African economy, generative AI requires an enabling
environment, dependent on factors such as technological equipment, adequate resources, and
cooperation from both public and private sectors.

Building Local Capacity and Skills: African governments must build capacity by investing in AI
research, education, and training programs to cultivate a skilled workforce capable of developing and
implementing responsible, generative AI solutions. Investment in Research and Development (R&D)
initiatives should target students, researchers, government officials, local tech companies, and
professionals across different sectors. Holistic capacity development policies are needed to promote
understanding of AI at all levels, with specific policy measures to advance women in STEM and AI-
related decision-making positions. Additionally, to address the threat of job loss from automation,
African Governments, local tech companies, and intergovernmental organisations can provide
programs to re-skill or up-skill the existing workforce. In doing this, more attention and focus should be
given to African women to address the structural challenges women face in the digital age and curb the
growing digital gender divide that persists in the continent.

Community Participation: African governments should make every effort to involve local communities
in decisions around designing and deploying AI systems that may affect them. This will ensure a more
inclusive development and adoption of AI solutions. Furthermore, a beneficiary framework can be
developed to support dividends for local communities whose data are used in developing AI systems
and solutions. This dividend can be used for these local communities' advancement and economic
development.

Regional Collaboration: African governments should encourage collaborative efforts between countries
in the region to access resources, expertise, and funding for AI research and development in Africa.
This would provide a platform for inter-regional data sharing and, thus, support the region’s growth and
development goals. In addition, regional cooperation could also serve as a policy option for developing
common regulatory responses for multinational and foreign tech companies operating in the region.

Quality Data Availability: African governments and local tech companies should encourage and ensure
the careful selection of local training data and additional programming. Creating localised datasets and
AI models that cater to African languages and cultural contexts can help foster more inclusive and
equitable AI design and development in the region.

International Assistance: Gaining international assistance remains a significant opportunity for Africa’s
growth and development. In supporting the adoption of responsible AI solutions in Africa, donors,
intergovernmental organisations, Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), and other funders should support
efforts to build inclusive digital infrastructure and develop long-term local capacity in AI governance.
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By embracing these recommendations, Africa can harness the transformative power of generative AI while
ensuring that its deployment is ethical, inclusive, and aligned with Africa’s unique challenges and goals. 

Regulatory Framework and Assessments: African governments and policymakers should develop clear
ethical guidelines and regulations for the responsible use of generative AI in the region. Adherence to
international standards and best practices in AI development and deployment should be encouraged. In
addition, regular assessments of the application of generative AI in Africa should be conducted to
assess its economic, social, and ethical impact on the economy and to ensure that they align with the
development goals of Africa.
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