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1 |  CONTRADICTORY PATTERNS

The Fragile States Index ranks countries by their ability 
to defend national borders, police their territory and pro-
vide public services and economic stability, among other 
criteria. Of the 31 countries that are classified with a very 
high, high and alert status of fragility in 2019, 22 are in 
Sub- Saharan Africa (Fund for Peace, 2019). Only three 
of the region's countries are ranked as stable (Mauritius) 
or more stable (Seychelles and Botswana). Africa ap-
pears to be ill- governed. Yet, in seeming contradiction, 
the Berggruen Governance Index (BGI)1 shows for the 
period 2000– 2019 that governance progress has been 
made in many African countries, a finding corroborated 
by the Ibrahim Index of African Governance (Mo Ibrahim 
Foundation, 2020). What is more, a recent report by the 
International Monetary Fund (Newiak et al., 2022) found 
numerous instances of improved governance perfor-
mance across the region.

Africa is the world's poorest region, and home to some 
of the poorest countries worldwide. Yet for Sub- Saharan 
Africa as a whole, GDP per capita (constant 2015 US$)2 
increased from US$1238 in the year 2000 to $1652 by 
2019. Real GDP growth rates averaged 3.5% for that pe-
riod, lower than Southeast Asia (4.6%) but higher than 
Latin America's (1%) or Europe's (0.6%) (IMF, 2023).

So, how do these seemingly contradictory patterns 
of governance fragility and poverty, on one hand, and 
improved governance and economic growth, on the 
other, fit together? The answer is that the countries 
making up Sub- Saharan Africa are not only highly di-
verse in cultural, political and economic terms but also 
at a level of development that makes them vulnerable 
and volatile as well as malleable for improvements and 
opportunities. In this context, it is important to consider 
that the majority (26) of the region's countries are clas-
sified by the World Bank as low- income, based on an 
annual per capita income of less than US$1085, 17 are 
lower middle- income, six are upper middle- income and 
only one, Seychelles, is considered high- income.

Low per capita income makes African populations 
vulnerable and less resilient to changing conditions, 
be they natural such as famines and pandemics or 
economic downturns and political instability. As Ace-
moglu and Robinson  (2019) argue, it is not that less 
developed countries suffer from extended periods 
of low growth or even decline. On the contrary, they 
can grow, as we have seen above, sometimes at high 
levels and even quickly. However, what holds them 
back is their frequent inability to withstand economic 
downturns and crises of many kinds such as to main-
tain previous improvements. Gains in economic and 
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governance performance as well as political and social 
stability are at a greater risk of being lost. High- income 
countries especially, but already middle- income coun-
tries have more resilience, and, if suffering shocks or 
experiencing temporary decline, they are more likely 
to return to pre- crisis performance levels.

What are the origins of this pattern where gains are 
made and lost? Of course, many analysts have com-
mented on this, and here is not the place for a full pre-
sentation of the various explanations and theories (see 
Zartman's seminal assessment (2008); and more re-
cently, Lancaster & van de Walle, 2016; Olorungoba & 
Falola, 2020). Instead, we focus on governance, the role 
of the state and public administration. Governance sys-
tems in Africa have specific characteristics that set them 
apart from other parts of the Global South (Hyden, 2020; 
Tapscott, 2021; Vyas- Doorgapersad et al., 2019).

The first is that domestically, administrative systems 
were imposed by colonial powers that had little if any 
roots in the local population.3 They were systems of 
control and rent extraction first and foremost, and much 
less about building up state capacities to provide public 
goods. With independence (mostly in the 1960s), path 
dependencies set in, as the previous colonial admin-
istration system remained largely intact. In addition, a 
persistent reliance on financial and expert support from 
former colonial powers and later multilateral agencies 
like the World Bank meant that

the African state— the locus of public ad-
ministration— is a foreign creation imposed 
on society without roots in the economy or 
society. This tends to make its governance 
capricious and shaped foremost by political 
battles over how rents and privileges are 
shared among groups that come together 
for reasons of consumption rather than 
production. 

(Hyden, 2020, p. 1)

The second characteristic is that, since independ-
ence and throughout the Cold War, African govern-
ance and public administration systems have been 
influenced by international powers and pressured to 
adopt strikingly different ideologies and approaches 
to accelerate economic development. From the im-
port substitution doctrine and African socialism to 
structural adjustment programmes and neoliberalism 
to social democracy and indigenous growth policies— 
all left their mark on Africa's political systems, and 
by implication, their public administrations that, typi-
cally underfunded yet often overstaffed and lacking 
both stability and competence, became vulnerable 
to corruption and predatory elite. As a result, African 
countries have lacked a well- coordinated central poli-
cymaking and administrative machinery of govern-
ment with the capacity to set objectives and ensure 

service delivery consistency (Nhema, 2016). In some 
countries like Nigeria, with its export- oriented oil 
economy, the weakness of public administration sys-
tems is amplified by the resource curse of the Dutch 
disease, as Zartman (2008) argues.4

A third characteristic shared by most countries in 
the region is political instability, as demonstrated by 
the Fragile States Index discussed above. While there 
are a few exceptions (e.g., Botswana and Mauritius), 
countries like Nigeria, Ghana, Burkina Faso, Zimba-
bwe, Tanzania and many others experienced frequent 
involuntary changes of government, particularly in 
the decades immediately following independence. 
Since 1950, there have been 210 coup attempts (Law-
ler,  2022). Even so, a third wave of democratisation 
seemed to take hold in the post- Cold War era, reducing 
instability into the 2000s, but the 2020s augur increas-
ing volatility, as illustrated by a series of recent coups in 
the countries of the Sahel region.

Given the challenges of relatively low levels of 
economic development and fragile governments and 
public administrations, what can we say about the gov-
ernance performance of Sub- Saharan African coun-
tries for the first two decades of the twenty- first century, 
when many countries in the region entered their sixth 
decade of independence?

2 |  GOVERNANCE PERFORMANCE 
IN SUB-  SAHARAN AFRICA

The BGI data, which covers 32 of the Sub- Saharan 
African countries, allows us to shed considerable light 
on general governance trends in the region, especially 
in comparison with other world regions.5 Sub- Saharan 
African countries as a whole have improved their per-
formance measurably on all three high- level indices— 
public goods provision, state capacity and democratic 
accountability— that make up the Governance Triangle, 
introduced in Anheier, Lang and Knudsen's article ‘In-
troducing the Berggruen Governance Index: I. Con-
ceptual and Methodological Framework’ in this special 
issue.

As shown in Figure 1, Sub- Saharan Africa has made 
greater strides in improving the provision of public 
goods such as food security, healthcare and clean air 
than any other region, with its average score for public 
goods provision rising by 20 points from 24 in 2000 to 
44 in 2019. Though some countries like Burkina Faso 
achieved larger gains (from 8 in 2000 to 35 in 2019) 
and some like Botswana more modest ones (47– 52), 
none of the region's countries included in the BGI lost 
ground over the period. As we will see later, all five of 
the countries highlighted in this article improved their 
public goods provision over the period by more than 
10 points. Despite this promising news, Figure 1 also 
shows that Sub- Saharan Africa continues to offer its 

 17585899, 2023, S4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1758-5899.13283 by Freie U

niversitaet B
erlin, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [06/12/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



126 |   ANHEIER et al.

populace the lowest level of public goods, just reaching 
in 2019 the level South Asia had in 2000.

Improvement in the region's state capacity since 
2000 was noticeable (34 vs. 38 in 2019), but neither 
remarkable nor uniform across countries. Unlike pub-
lic goods provision, state capacity did not increase 
significantly in any world region, as shown in Figure 2. 
The Sub- Saharan African region's modest rise was led 
by countries such as Kenya (see below), Liberia and 
Gambia, which each made gains of at least 15 points 
over the 2 decades, but brought down by countries 
such as South Africa and Cameroon that lost 10 points 
or more. Many countries, including relatively high- 
capacity states such as Namibia and Senegal, began 
and ended the period at the same level. By 2019, the 
region's average for state capacity had just overtaken 
those of South Asia and Middle East/North Africa.

Democratic accountability increased in the Sub- 
Saharan Africa region slightly more than state capacity 
did, with the average score rising from 53 in 2000 to 58 
in 2019. This rather positive regional trend runs counter 
to that occurring in most other world regions, as seen 
in Figure  3. Among the most improved countries are 

Gambia (from 36 in 2000 to 65 in 2019), Liberia (from 
51 to 69) and Sierra Leone (50– 69). While these were 
improving, several countries tended in the opposite di-
rection, including Botswana (from 78 to 68), Cameroon 
(45– 39) and Uganda (54– 46). Especially during the 
1990s, the ‘third wave’ of democratisation surged in 
the region. In 1990, only 3 Sub- Saharan African states 
(Botswana, The Gambia and Mauritius) were ‘free’ 
and more than 30 ‘not free’, as measured by Freedom 
House. A mere decade later, in 2000, nine were cate-
gorised as ‘free’, two dozen were ‘partly free’ and only 
15 were not (including The Gambia which had fallen 
back into the ‘not free’ category). At the end of our ob-
servation period, 2019, there were still 9 ‘free’, but fewer 
were ‘partly free’ (21) and more ‘not free’ (19). As we will 
see later, there are signs that this ‘third wave’ of democ-
ratisation is running out of steam.

This generally positive pattern of improvement is con-
sistent with the results of the Ibrahim Index of African 
Governance (IIAG), which also detected a steady rise in 
overall governance performance in the broader African 
continent from 2010 to 2018, with a small drop in 2019 
(Mo Ibrahim Foundation,  2020). And like the BGI, the 

F I G U R E  1  Public goods provision in Sub- Saharan Africa in international comparison. Source: Berggruen Governance Index 2022.
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IIAG found that improvements in public goods- related 
indicators increased more than those relating to state 
capacity or democratic accountability. Yet, a fundamen-
tal conundrum remains: irrespective of higher per capita 
GDP, what made improvements in public goods provi-
sion possible without comparable increases in state 
capacity?

We will investigate this question in the context of 
the five countries presented below. While differences 
among the countries exist, the general pattern that pre-
vails seems to indicate that increases in public goods 
provision as part of total government spending have 
been financed mostly by a combination of significantly 
higher government borrowing and somewhat higher 
tax revenues. Official development assistance played 
a role, though a minor one, only in Ghana, Kenya and 
Senegal. There are also indications that personal remit-
tances from abroad, which have grown significantly in 
many Sub- Saharan countries since the beginning of the 
2000s, may have led to a private substitution of public 
goods expenditure, thereby relieving fiscal pressures on 
governments to provide quality education or healthcare 
(see Desierto, 2018).

3 |  A CLOSER LOOK AT FIVE  
COUNTRIES

Of course, behind the Sub- Saharan averages are signif-
icant variations in terms of country performance. Since 
we cannot do justice to the full variety in the space of 
this article, we offer here brief vignettes of a selection 
of countries— Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, Ghana and 
Senegal— highlighting the BGI findings and the oppor-
tunities and challenges presented for each. Table 1 pro-
vides the 2000 and 2019 scores on the three high- level 
indices for all five countries, and Figure 4 shows trends 
over the two decades for each individual country.

3.1 | Nigeria

Since independence from Britain in 1960, Nigeria's 
administrative system has been plagued by organisa-
tional instability and corruption. While trending towards 
democracy, the country suffered from a brutal civil war 
(1967– 70), several military coups and periods of dicta-
torship until 1999. Nigeria is not only by far the most 

F I G U R E  2  State capacity in Sub- Saharan Africa in international comparison. Source: Berggruen Governance Index 2022.
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populous country in Africa6 and one of the most ethni-
cally diverse (with more than 200 ethnic groups) on the 
African continent, but also the largest economy in Sub- 
Saharan Africa. Rich natural resource commodities, 
mostly crude oil, supported a considerable increase 
of GDP per capita from US$1462 in 2000 to US$2505 
by 2019,7 although inflation has been higher than GDP 
growth for all but a few years over this 20- year span.8 

In essence, for the average Nigerian, this has meant 
economic stagnation at best. In addition, long periods 
of internal conflict, especially in the country's northern 
and eastern regions, rampant corruption and misman-
agement of its vast oil revenues have undermined Ni-
geria's governance as well as economic performance.

As Table  1 shows, Nigeria's BGI public goods pro-
vision scores follow the Sub- Saharan average closely 

F I G U R E  3  Democratic accountability in Sub- Saharan Africa in international comparison. Source: Berggruen Governance Index 2022.

TA B L E  1  Public goods provision, state capacity and democratic accountability in five African countries, 2000 and 2019.

Country

Public goods provision State capacity Democratic accountability

2000 2019 Change 2000 2019 Change 2000 2019 Change

Ghana 35 57 +22 37 36 −1 81 77 −4

Kenya 25 53 +28 31 46 +15 56 64 +8

Nigeria 23 43 +20 20 27 +7 65 66 +1

Senegal 25 46 +21 51 53 +2 73 78 +5

South Africa 50 63 +13 53 43 −10 82 76 −6

Regional 
Average

24 44 +20 34 38 +4 53 58 +5

Source: Berggruen Governance Index 2022.
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and increase from 23 in 2000 to 43 in 2019. As seen in 
Figure 4, this significant improvement from a rather low 
starting point fluctuates in particular in the first decade 
of the twenty- first century, reflecting inconsistent policies 
resulting from contested government changes and pro-
found ethnic and religious frictions. Though gains were 
made in life expectancy, which rose from 47 years in 2000 

to a still- low 53 in 2019, and income inequality, which de-
clined over the period,9 both continue to be challenges. 
After the 2015 elections, public goods provision followed 
a more consistent positive development path, especially 
in terms of health and human development.

Overall, Nigeria's BGI scores for state capacity re-
mained quite low at around 20 from 2000 to 2010, 

F I G U R E  4  Democratic accountability, state capacity and public goods provision in five African countries, 2000– 2019. Source: 
Berggruen Governance Index 2022.
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well below the Sub- Saharan average, but like pub-
lic goods provision scores began to rise in the mid- 
2010s, reaching 27 by 2019. However, the increase 
in public goods provision was unlikely financed by 
tax revenue, which actually decreased from 9.2% of 
GDP in 200010 to 6% in 201911 and remains at the 
lower end of the average African range (OECD/ATAF/
AUC,  2022). While government gross debt,12 which 
declined from 57.6% of GDP in 2000 to 7.3% in 2008 
in the wake of debt relief programmes to return to 
29.2% by 2019, might have contributed, oil revenues 
were an important, but weakening foundation of gov-
ernment spending until 2011 (15.5% to 22% of GDP), 
after which rents fell and have remained in the sin-
gle digits.13 The Nigerian state also received strong 
back- up in public goods provision from diaspora re-
mittances, which increased from US$1.06 billion in 
2003 to US$14.64 billion in 2005 and continued to 
grow to US$23.81 billion in 2019.14 This made Nigeria 
the sixth- largest remittance- receiving country among 
low-  and middle- income countries (Ratha et al., 2020, 
p. 28). However, remittances fell sharply during the 
COVID- 19 pandemic.

The weak state capacity scores reflect two major ob-
stacles in the way of Nigeria's capacity to govern: the 
endemic corruption of a public administration system 
fueled by oil revenues, and internal security threats in-
cluding kidnapping, terrorism and banditry, most nota-
bly the threats of Boko Haram and the so- called Fulani 
herdsmen in the northern parts of the country. Nige-
ria continues to suffer from two ills Hyden (2020) and 
Zartman (2008) identify: a fragile public administration 
easily captured by a predatory elite and a profound in-
fection of Dutch disease.

However, irrespective of high corruption and in-
ternal violence, Nigeria has somehow managed 
to remain a democracy for the last two decades, 
with four election cycles since 1999. Indeed, Nige-
ria began and ended the period at the same overall 
level of democratic accountability, 65 in 2000 and 66 
in 2019, with scores fluctuating between 61 points in 
2007 and 72 in 2015. Though this is higher than the 
average for the Sub- Saharan region, the lack of sig-
nificant improvement confirms accounts that see the 
country's democracy only slowly consolidating and 
remaining fragile (Fasakin, 2015). While recent elec-
tions were mostly peaceful, political participation is 
still strongly hindered. By the same token, a rather 
strong media and civil society activism bolster socie-
tal accountability.

3.2 | South Africa

South Africa's economy is the most diverse and tech-
nologically advanced in Sub- Saharan Africa, its size 
second only to Nigeria's. At the beginning of the new 

millennium, economic growth, employment and capital 
formation increased until the global financial crisis hit in 
2008, after which growth rates barely recovered. Dur-
ing the first presidency of Jacob Zuma (2009– 2014), 
the government turned increasingly to state- owned en-
terprises, which play a significant role in the economy. 
Even though it has the continent's largest industrial 
base and advanced infrastructure, state revenue still 
depends heavily on the extraction of natural resources, 
such as platinum, gold and chromium. Further eco-
nomic diversification is held back by shortages of skilled 
labour in key sectors such as healthcare and technol-
ogy. Per capita GDP remains among the highest on the 
whole continent and increased from US$4735 in 2000 
to US$6189 in 2019.

Despite somewhat slower economic growth, South 
Africa managed to improve public goods provision con-
siderably, bringing its BGI score from 50 in 2000 to 63 
in 2019 (see Table 1). This trajectory is reflected in its 
Human Development Index (HDI) score which rose 
from 0.61 (2001) to 0.70 (2019), the highest in Sub- 
Saharan Africa.15

These changes are remarkable also in light of the 
manifold difficulties the country has been grappling with. 
HIV/AIDS, for example, was responsible for South Africa's 
average life expectancy plunging to less than 43 years by 
2008. The first Zuma presidency was praised for its HIV/
AIDS policy, which has been credited with increasing life 
expectancy, which rebounded to 65 years as of 2022.16 
Even with these efforts, in 2018 one in five South African 
adults (15– 49 years) was living with HIV/AIDS.17

South Africa is also challenged by persistent high 
youth unemployment of 47%18 by 2019, a poverty rate 
above 50% and income inequality at extreme heights, 
with a Gini coefficient of 63 in 2014, among the highest 
in the world.19 However, South Africa has implemented 
one of the most extensive social welfare systems 
among developing countries (e.g., for child support, 
old- age pension, school nutrition, unemployment insur-
ance, etc.) (Goldblatt, 2005; Oosthuizen, 2021), putting 
pressure on public budgets. So does South Africa's 
higher education system, the continent's most devel-
oped and internationally recognised, which relies heav-
ily on governmental support.

While well above the Sub- Saharan average, South 
Africa's BGI score for state capacity decreased con-
siderably from 53 in 2000 to 43 in 2019. At the same 
time, public debt increased from 37.9% of GDP in 
2000 to 56.2% in 2019, with most of the rise happen-
ing after 2008. As seen in Figure 4, the loss of state 
capacity coincides with the second Zuma presidency 
(2014– 2018), which was also marked by poor policy 
decisions, maladministration and corruption. Un-
sustainable government spending, collapsing state- 
owned enterprises and law enforcement unable to 
cope with a high crime rate are reasons why— in the 
eyes of some (e.g., Himbara,  2020)— South Africa 
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has begun to deteriorate towards a ‘sophisticated 
failed state’.

Having developed as a liberal democracy with a sig-
nificant state presence in the economy since the end 
of Apartheid in the early 1990s, the country is one of 
the few in Africa never to have had a coup d'état, and 
regular elections are the rule (Lieberman, 2022). The 
BGI score for democratic accountability remained at a 
high level of 82 points until 2012. The second Zuma 
presidency coincided with a decline towards 76 points 
in 2019. Still, a self- confident civil society and vibrant 
media hold the government accountable and oppose 
attempts to weaken key institutions.20

3.3 | Kenya

Only few countries in the Sub- Saharan African region 
have been able to maintain a stable growth pattern 
above the African average, among them Kenya. Defy-
ing generally downward economic trends during the 
second decade of the twenty- first century, Kenya de-
veloped into one of the strongest economies in East 
Africa, as it established itself as a central logistics and 
transportation hub. With these developments, GDP per 
capita rose from US$1187 in 2000 to US$1653 in 2019, 
just above the Sub- Saharan African average.

While Kenya shows strong improvement overall, 
it increased in public goods provision more than the 
other four Sub- Saharan African countries covered in 
this article. As Table 1 shows, while it started out at a 
rather low level of 25 in 2000, similar to the regional 
average at that time, the provision of public goods 
more than doubled to 53 points by 2019, well above 
the average since 2010. Policies emphasising build-
ing infrastructure have underpinned this strong overall 
improvement (Wekesa et al., 2016), as have efforts to 
step up the provision of social and environmental pub-
lic goods. Yet, as is the case in other countries, this 
expansion in public goods provision was to a consider-
able degree financed by growing public debt, which in-
creased from 34.2% of GDP in 2007 to 59.1% in 2019. 
Personal remittances from abroad increased as well 
from US$685.76 million in 2010 to US$2.84 billion in 
2019.

However, Kenya's state capacity, too, shows a re-
markable increase of roughly 50% from a score of 31 in 
2000 to 46 in 2019, the strongest improvement in this 
BGI dimension in the Sub- Saharan region, starting out 
below the African average, but exceeding it today. Al-
though corruption and mismanagement remain major 
issues, the positive trend indicates the effects of im-
provements in public administration, notably also in the 
management of infrastructure.

The BGI score for democratic accountability in Kenya 
started slightly higher than the Sub- Saharan Africa av-
erage in 2000 and has increased in line with the rest of 

the region. The highly diverse country of over 70 dis-
tinct ethnic groups has kept pace with the trend towards 
somewhat greater democratic accountability in the re-
gion, but fluctuations reveal that Kenya is not yet a con-
solidated democracy (Hassan, 2013) and instead retains 
a politicised public administration and justice system. 
Moreover, elections have become more polarised, more 
divisive and more violent (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2022). 
Nevertheless, BGI scores for democratic accountability 
improved considerably from 56 in 2000 to 68 in 2013 
promoting Kenya along the way from a Freedom House 
designation of ‘not free’ to ‘partly free’.

3.4 | Ghana

Hit hard by political instability in the 1970s and 1980s, 
and structural adjustment policies promoted by the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund in the 
mid-  to late- 1980s, Ghana's economic performance 
gradually began to improve slowly in the 1990s and 
continued so after its first transition of power by dem-
ocratic means in 2000 (Konadu- Agyemang,  2000). 
The economy's growth rate has exceeded that of 
the Sub- Saharan Africa region for most of the first 
two decades of the twenty- first century, reaching a 
peak of 14% in 2011 after commercial production of 
oil began. However, the country's dependency on 
only a few export commodities such as gold, crude 
oil and cocoa, and the absence of a larger domes-
tic industrial base have meant that growth rates have 
been hard to maintain, and the gains have not neces-
sarily been equally distributed. Meanwhile, GDP per 
capita increased considerably from US$1020 in 2000 
to US$1981 in 2019.

While Ghana's BGI scores for public goods provi-
sion stayed well above Sub- Saharan averages, they 
have varied over time— sometimes considerably— as 
governments changed. Though slight increases were 
seen between 2000 (35) and 2007 (38), public goods 
provision began to sustainably improve under the ad-
ministrations of John Atta Mills (2008– 2012) and John 
Mahama (2012– 2017) from 44 in 2008 to 54 in 2017, 
and continued to rise to 57 in 2019. Though progress 
in addressing poverty, hunger and inequality reduc-
tion (economic public goods) has been modest and 
income inequalities between rural and urban areas 
remain high, health and human development mea-
sures (social public goods) improved considerably 
since 2008, with steps forward made particularly in 
gender equality and educational access and quality. 
Moreover, Ghana's delivery of environmental goods 
improved as well with a boost in the electricity access 
rate.

While public goods provision improved, Ghana's 
state capacity did not, remaining on a consistently 
rather low level (37 in 2000 and 36 in 2019) around the 
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Sub- Saharan average (see Table 1). This suggests that 
the improvement of public goods provision seems to 
have been made possible by a combination of govern-
ment borrowing and, to a lesser degree, tax revenue 
increases: Government gross debt rose from 18.5% of 
GDP in 2006 to 58.3% in 2019, while tax revenue grew 
from 7% of GDP in 2000 to 12.5% in 2019. Moreover, 
Ghana's score on Transparency International's Cor-
ruption Perceptions Index reached its peak in 2014 (43 
of 100, with 100 being most clean), notably following 
the start of commercial oil production, but has since 
declined somewhat.21 Diaspora remittances may have 
compensated somewhat for shortcomings in the state's 
ability to deliver public goods as remittances grew sub-
stantially from US$135.85 million in 2010 to US$4.05 
billion in 2019.

Since the 1990s when decades of military rule 
ended, Ghana has consistently undertaken democratic 
reforms of its governance architecture and set an ex-
ample for the institutionalisation of democratic rule on 
the continent (Abdulai & Crawford, 2010). Ghana has 
had one of the most robust democracies in the region 
and consequently, as seen in Figure 4, BGI scores for 
democratic accountability show steady performance 
on a rather high level between 2000 (81) and 2019 (77) 
and have exceeded the Sub- Saharan African average 
by a wide margin. Still, a continuous, modest decline 
from its peak in 2011 (83) may reflect weaknesses in 
civil society development.

3.5 | Senegal

While Senegal has enjoyed political stability and de-
mocracy since the 1980s, economic development has 
remained problematic since the 1990s due to resource 
dependency, heavy foreign debt and high energy and 
consumer prices. Unlike the four other countries con-
sidered by this article, Senegal is not considered an 
‘African lion’ in economic terms. Still, GDP per capita 
rose from US$1077 in 2000 to US$1410 in 2019.

Senegal's overall performance in public goods pro-
vision follows the growth trend of the African average 
quite closely, outpacing it only from 2015 to 2018. Much 
of the increase of this BGI score from 25 in 2000 to 46 
in 2019 (see Table 1) reflects policy reforms and struc-
tural development programmes enacted during Macky 
Sall's first presidency (2012– 2019), including efforts to 
strengthen the social safety net by providing, among 
others, universal health coverage, an equal opportuni-
ties card, free healthcare for children under five and 
cash transfers programmes (Cissokho,  2018). These 
improvements have been financed largely by growing 
public debt and official development assistance (ODA). 
Government gross debt rose from 17.5% of GDP in 
2006 to 63.6% in 2019, while ODA remained relatively 
stable at between 7.3% of GNI in 2000 and 6.3% in 

2019.22 During the same period, personal remittances 
from abroad rose from US$234.07 million in 2000 to 
US$2.43 billion in 2018.

As seen in Figure 4, Senegal's overall BGI score for 
state capacity remains steady at the same level of 51 
points between 2000 and 2011 and slightly rises to 56 
until 2014, only to return to 53 by 2019, which is gen-
erally still well above the Sub- Saharan average during 
the whole period and places the country among the top 
state capacity performers in the region. While fiscal and 
coordination capacity only slightly increase, delivery 
capacity jumps eight points between 2012 and 2015, 
reflecting positive, albeit short- term effects in fighting 
corruption and administrative malfunctioning.

Compared to the Sub- Saharan average, Senegal 
has retained a much stronger democratic account-
ability score thanks largely to its political leadership 
that has consistently supported democratisation and 
political participation since the 1980s and has transi-
tioned power peacefully several times since then (Gal-
van, 2001). Tellingly, Freedom House set the country's 
status to ‘free’23 in 2014, making the country a prime 
example of African democracy. Though Senegal's 
democratic accountability scores rose from 73 in 2000 
to 78 in 2019, corruption scandals, increased centrali-
sation of power in the executive and an inefficient jus-
tice system remain challenges into the future.

4 |  COMMON CHALLENGES: 
STATE CAPACITY AND 
PUBLIC FINANCE

Concerns for African development bring to the fore the 
question of maintaining and improving state capacity 
to provide public goods. This question is particularly 
important for the Sub- Saharan Africa region with its 
sometimes fragile and exceptionally diverse economic 
and political environments. While Nigeria is the largest 
economy on the continent, it has been able to neither 
consolidate the rule of law and public administration nor 
improve the future prospects of a growing population. 
State capacity improved between 2000 and 2019, but 
remains at a low level even for the region. By contrast, 
Kenya's economy seems to defy economic downward 
trends and grows in a more stable pattern and above the 
African average. It is the only country among those pre-
sented here that showed a significant 15- point increase 
in state capacity during the period. Though Ghana and 
Senegal have different economic trajectories, both have 
remained relatively stable politically, yet neither country 
worsened or improved remarkably in terms of state ca-
pacity. By contrast, South Africa, a country with one of 
the highest HDI values and a record of relatively good 
governance in recent decades, has experienced a con-
siderable drop in state capacity along with a more mod-
est decline in democratic accountability.
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In all five countries, state capacity seems key 
to maintaining the gains made in public goods pro-
vision, as well as avoiding (further) reversal of de-
mocracy. Like many other governments in Africa and 
elsewhere, they struggle to control corruption and to 
improve the broad- based legitimacy of their political 
systems in the eyes of the population at large, not only 
elites. Better governance in weak and fragile African 
states has been hindered by informal patron- client 
networks, often along ethnic and family lines, leading 
to corruption and mismanagement. However, some 
countries have made substantial progress in their in-
stitutional transformation towards more democracy 
and enhanced state capacity. Yet as the BGI scores 
in Table 1 show, this is a rare combination that applies 
most fully only to Kenya but also somewhat to Nigeria 
and Senegal.

The other key challenge is the growing indebtedness 
of four of the five countries, and, in the case of Nigeria, 
the heavy reliance on (falling) oil revenues. Put sim-
ply, while in Ghana, Kenya, Senegal and South Africa 
somewhat higher tax revenues may have contributed 
to improvement in public goods provision, it was ulti-
mately significant government borrowing that made 
such improvement possible, especially during the pe-
riod of low- interest borrowing after the global financial 
crisis. As a result, sovereign debt increased. Mean-
while, remittances, in Nigeria and Ghana particularly, 
seem to provide alternative access to public services 
such as education and healthcare.

State capacity, which is still relatively weak, and growing 
sovereign debt must be put in the context of contradictory 
political cultures on the African continent: while most Af-
ricans identify strongly with their countries, religious and 
regional identities also remain strong. At the same time as 
most Africans support democracy as a form of government, 
democratic values are often weakly implemented (e.g., 
low trust in people with other local or ethnic identities, but 
high trust in political leaders) (Nyenhuis & Mattes, 2021). 
Due to weak institutions, a lack of political pluralism, in-
tolerance for diverse and critical voices, corruption and 
rights violations, democratic progress has been uneven, 
but some African countries show resilience of democratic 
governance. Social movements, in particular, mobilise and 
remain effective in many countries. In Nigeria, for example, 
the Not- Too- Young- To- Run movement, which was founded 
in 2016, demanded and in 2018 succeeded in pushing the 
government to amend legislation to reduce the minimum 
age for contesting elective positions in the country (Inter-
national IDEA, 2019, p. 81). Furthermore, the judiciary, civil 
society and media in South Africa have opposed the gov-
ernment's attempts to weaken key institutions. Courts in 
Ghana and Kenya successfully stood against challenges 
to democratic principles in recent years' elections (Kasam-
bala, 2022). South Africa shows the strongest BGI scores 
for democratic accountability, comparable to some post- 
Soviet European countries, although a slight declining 

trend towards 2019 is evident. Senegal and Ghana are 
also established democracies, but while Senegal keeps 
improving its democratic governance, Ghana shows a 
slight decline since 2012. Nigeria and Kenya have made 
progress in democratic accountability above the Sub- 
Saharan average, but their democracies remain volatile 
as indicated by BGI scores that fluctuate throughout the 
whole observation period. As Zartman (2008, p. 95) noted, 
‘Africa has made more progress on the road of democrati-
zation than on that of development’.

5 |  CONCLUDING COMMENTS

With the help of the BGI, we could point to an improve-
ment in governance performance in Sub- Saharan Africa 
achieved during the first two decades of the twenty- first 
century. Looking at five countries more closely, we could 
also point out differences in performance by examining 
the three dimensions of the Governance Triangle. Over-
all, we found that while improvements in public goods 
provision were substantial and scores remained at rela-
tively high levels for democratic accountability (with only 
South Africa showing a slight decline), the record for state 
capacity was by comparison disappointing (with Kenya 
and, to a lesser degree, Nigeria being the exceptions).

Acemoglu and Robinson (2019) propose a develop-
mental model of a narrow corridor that countries must 
navigate through countless compromises between the 
power and interests of elites, on one hand, and those 
of political challengers, on the other. Good governance 
means that countries advance along this corridor. For 
the five countries briefly reviewed here, uneven perfor-
mance or imbalance in the Governance Triangle sug-
gests serious challenges ahead. Four stand out.

First, the COVID- 19 pandemic, which began after 
the period considered here, has impacted the econo-
mies of many countries in the region (Gern et al., 2021), 
which also created greater food insecurities due to ris-
ing prices, a trend compounded by climate change. 
Second, with the African continent showing the highest 
population growth rate globally (United Nations,  n.d.), 
demographic changes will put significant pressure on 
governments' capacity to provide public goods to a 
larger number of people in need of education, health 
and economic opportunities. Adding to the first two 
challenges is Africa's mounting sovereign debt crisis 
that could see countries defaulting on their debt ser-
vice, with austerity measures as one of many implica-
tions that could threaten what the previous two decades 
have achieved (Bayar et al., 2023; Kedir et al., 2023).

Finally, Sub- Saharan Africa has once again be-
come the object of fierce geopolitical rivalries, this 
time between China, Russia and the West. A series of 
recent coups and the presence of competing external 
military forces in the Sahel region have created sig-
nificant political, institutional and economic instability 
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that threatens to spill over to neighbouring countries. 
Time will tell whether the affected African countries 
can avoid repeating the pattern of not being able to 
hold on to achievements in governance performance.
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ENDNOTES
 1 The Berggruen Governance Index is a collaborative project be-

tween the UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs and the Berggruen 
Institute examining, as of 2022, the performance of 134 countries 
in key areas over a 20- year period to advance understanding of 
why some countries are governed more effectively and enjoy a 
higher quality of life than others. See the article ‘Introducing the 
Berggruen Governance Index: I. Conceptual and Methodological 
Framework’ by Anheier, Lang and Knudsen in this special issue.

 2 Source for all GDP per capita data is the World Bank. GDP per 
capita (constant 2015 US$) -  Kenya, Ghana, Senegal, Nigeria, 
South Africa, Sub- Saharan Africa: https://data.world bank.org/
indic ator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD?end=2019&locat ions=KE- GH- SN- 
NG- ZA- ZG&start =2000

 3 Of course, there were differences, for example, between the 
British preference for indirect rule, which incorporated local elite 
and power structures, French direct rule, or the administrative 
system in settler colonies.

 4 Dutch disease is an economic phenomenon where the rapid de-
velopment of, and macroeconomic reliance on, export- oriented 
extractive industries precipitates underdevelopment or decline in 
other sectors.

 5 For more details about results for all the countries and regions the 
BGI covers, see Anheier, Lang and Knudsen's article ‘Introducing 
the Berggruen Governance Index, II. Initial Results 2000– 2019’, 
in this special issue. The dataset is available for download in var-
ious formats at https://gover nance.luskin.ucla.edu/datas ets/.

 6 According to World Bank data, the country's population was about 
218 million in 2022, making every fifth African a Nigerian https://
data.world bank.org/indic ator/SP.POP.TOTL?locat ions=NG

 7 The World Bank: GDP per capita (constant 2015 US$).

 8 https://data.world bank.org/indic ator/NY.GDP.DEFL.KD.ZG?locat 
ions=NG

 9 The Gini index fell from 40.1 in 2003 to 35.1 in 2018.

 10 For all data on tax revenue, see World Bank: https://datav 
iz.world bank.org/views/ TaxRe venue Dashb oard/TaxRe venue 
Dashb oard?%3Asho wAppB anner =false &%3Adis play_count 
=n&%3Asho wVizH ome=n&%3Aori gin=viz_share_link&%3Aemb 
ed=y&%3AisG uestR edire ctFro mVizp ortal=y

 11 World Bank data coverage for tax revenue in Nigeria is comple-
mented by OECD data (OECD/ATAF/AUC, 2022).

 12 For all data on government gross debt, see IMF: https://www.imf.
org/exter nal/datam apper/ GGXWDG_NGDP@WEO/GHA/NGA/
KEN/SEN/ZAF

 13 h t t ps : / /d a t a .wo r l d  bank .o rg / i n d i c  a to r / NY.GDP.PE TR .
RT.ZS?end=2019&locat ions=NG&start =2000

 14 For all data on personal remittances, received (current US$), see 
World Bank: https://data.world bank.org/indic ator/BX.TRF.PWKR.
CD.DT?end=2019&locat ions=ZG- GH- KE- NG- SN- ZA&start =2000

 15 https://hdr.undp.org/data- cente r/speci fic- count ry- data#/count 
ries/ZAF

 16 https://data.who.int/count ries/710

 17 https://www.unaids.org/en/regio nscou ntrie s/count ries/south 
africa

 18 World Bank. Unemployment, youth total (% of total labor force 
ages 15– 24) (modelled ILO estimate) -  South Africa. https://data.
world bank.org/indic ator/SL.UEM.1524.ZS?locat ions=ZA

 19 Latest WHO data puts South Africa's Gini index at 63.

 20 Since 1995, after Apartheid was dismantled, Freedom House's 
Freedom in the World report has listed South Africa consistently 
as ‘free’. See https://freed omhou se.org/count ry/south - afric a/
freed om- world/ 2023

 21 https://www.trans paren cy.org/en/cpi/2022/index/ gha

 22 For all data on net official development assistance (ODA) as per cent 
of GNI, see: https://data.world bank.org/indic ator/DT.ODA.ODAT.
GN.ZS?end=2020&locat ions=GH- SN- NG- KE- ZA&start =2000

 23 https://freed omhou se.org/count ry/senegal
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