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In the latter part of the 20th Century, the so-called Third Wave (Huntington 1991) of 

democratization rose in the Iberian peninsula, flowed through Latin America and to Asia, 

and swept away communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.   The Third 

Wave coursed through Africa as well (Bratton and van de Walle 1997).  This essay focuses 

on one aspect of the political changes that took place in Africa: the re-introduction of 

competition into political life.   

Before the Third Wave, the military had held the highest office in one third or more 

of the nations of Africa; after, in less than a quarter.  Where the military ruled, they banned 

political parties1; when the no-party systems were added to the single party regimes, the 

result as a political universe in Africa in which the majority of nations lacked competitive 

party systems.  After the Third Wave, however, in more than one half, governments that 

cam to office had been selected in elections contested by rival political parties.   

In this chapter, when we speak of the re-introduction of political competition into 

Political life in Africa, we speak of political reform.  More specifically,  we define reform as 

the movement from a no-party or a one-party to a competitive party system or from a 

military regime to civilian government.  By largely ignoring political liberties – freedom of 

association and expression, for example – and political rights – such as the right to vote and 

campaign for office – we join with Inhonovbere,  (Ihonovbere 1998), Ottaway (Ottaway 

1997) and others (e.g. (Hutchful 1997)) in distinguishing between democratization and 

reform and focus solely on the latter.   

The basic question posed in this essay is the relationship between political and 

economic reform in late-century Africa.   When politicians who seek office must compete 

for the approval of citizens, many have argued, they then become accountable.  Being 
                                                 
1 In one quarter of the instances in which they held power, military officers organized single party 
governments; in all cases, however, they banned opposition parties.   
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accountable, it is then in their interests to adopt policies that generate collective benefits, 

such as economic prosperity.  Reasoning along such lines, donors and international financial 

institutions and elites within Africa itself advocated political reform as a means for securing 

economic development.  We seek to determine whether their reasoning was correct. 

Background 
 
By reform we mean the transition (a) from no- and one-party to competitive party systems 

and (b) from military to civilian governments.  To study this process, we turn to the standard 

chronicles2 and for forty-six countries over a twenty-six year period – 1970-95 -- we ask: Did 

the head of state in place on December 31 of that year preside over 

• A no-party system, i.e. a political system in which parties were legally 

banned and effectively suppressed? 

• A single party system? 

• Or a competitive party system? 

We also asked whether the head of state was – or was not --a military official. 

Save among white settlers, politics in colonial Africa remained authoritarian: colonial 

administrators governed and the African majority obeyed, or at least dissembled(Young 

1994).3  Democratization began with decolonization.  It emerged from the tactical bargains 

forged between the retreating European powers and the rising African elites. 

 

The roots of this transition had been planted in World War II when the colonial 

powers called for sacrifices not only from their citizens but also from their subjects.  They 

                                                 
2 The reports were collected from Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, Country Profiles of the Economist 
Intelligence Unit, Africa Research Bulletin, Africa Contemporary Record, Africa Confidential and Africa 
South of the Sahara. 
3 With the notable exception of the four communes of Senegal. 
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promised to confer political and human rights in return.  By the end of the war, so 

impoverished were the European nations and so weary of fighting that they possessed 

neither the capacity nor the will to suppress the political demands championed by Africa’s 

political elites.4  While on the one hand seeking to render the colonies generators of hard 

currency with which to pay off their debts, they on the other sought to shed the costs of 

government.  After the war, colonization therefore gave way to development administration 

and Imperial Rule to self-government.5  In the course of their strategic retreat from the 

continent, the colonialists first granted power to local legislatures, then shared power with 

cabinets that included local politicians, and finally surrendered power to sovereign heads of 

state.  The culminating reform at each step was the introduction of elections: rather than 

being selected by a colonial bureaucrat,  legislator or executive was chosen by a local 

electorate.   

Once the European powers stood at the margin rather than the center of political 

affairs in Africa, local political forces determined the structures of governance.  In a careful 

and detailed study of political change in 26 Franco- and Anglo-phone polities in Africa, Ruth 

Berns Collier (1982) reports that in the interval between self-government and independence 

9 of these countries formed single party.  “In most,” she writes, “the overwhelming electoral 

victory of a single party or the [voluntary] merger of two parties into one made it possible 

for that party effectively to eliminate all competition” (Collier 1982), p. 95. 

                                                 
4 The classic remains Emerson, R. (1962). From Empire to Nation. 
 For a more contemporary treatment, see Ticchi, D. and A. Vindigni (2004). War and Political 
Development: The Role of International Conflicts in the Democratization of the West. Urbina, Italy and 
Stockholm, Sweden, Department of Economics, University of Urbinna and Institute for International 
Studies, Stockholm University. 
  
5  Cooper, F. and R. Packard (1997). International Development and the Social Sciences. Berkeley and Los 
Angeles, niversity of California Press. 
  provides an insightful treatment of the first of these transitions; Collier, R. (1982). Regimes in 
Tropical Africa. Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press. 
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In the post-independence period, two kinds of authoritarian regimes emerged.  

Seven of Collier’s sample of 26 states adopted single party systems: “In most of these,” she 

writes, “the one-party states did not result from electoral victory or merger but from the 

banning of all opposition parties or the outright rigging of elections.”(Collier 1982), p. 95.6  

And soon after independence, military rule began to displace civilian government.  Even 

before the official conferral of independence, the armed forces in Kenya and Tanzania 

mutinied against their governments (Luanda and Mwanjabala 1993).  The year of 

independence, the army of Zaire rebelled against its civilian leadership.  And three years after 

independence, the armies of Benin, Madagascar, Sudan, Togo, and Congo (Brazzaville) 

overthrew their civilian leaders.  In the sample of states employed for this study (see Table 

1), by 1970, only 9 – or 25 percent – retained competitive party systems; the remainder 

possessed authoritarian political systems: 13 no-party and 14 single-party regimes.7   

                                                 
6 For an overview of the formation of single party regimes, see Coleman, J. S. and C. G. Rosberg (1964). 
Political Parties and National Integration. Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press. 
  
7 The remaining states of the 46 nation sample (see Table 1) had not yet achieved independence. 
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Table 1: The Sample Set of Countries 

        
        
1. Angola   24. Madagascar   
2. Benin   25. Malawi   
3. Botswana   26. Mali   
4. Burkina Faso   27. Mauritania   
5. Burundi   28. Mauritius   
6. Cameroon   29. Mozambique   
7. Cape Verde   30. Namibia   
8. Central Africa Republic  31. Niger   
9. Chad   32. Nigeria   
10. Comoros   33. Rwanda   
11. Congo, Republic  34. Sao Tome & Principe  
12. Cote d’Ivoire   35. Senegal   
13. Djibouti   36. Seychelles   
14. Equatorial Guinea  37. Sierra Leone   
15. Ethiopia   38. Somalia   
16. Gabon   39. Sudan   
17. The Gambia   40. Swaziland   
18. Ghana   41. Tanzania   
19. Guinea   42. Togo   
20. Guinea-Bissau   43. Uganda   
21. Kenya   44. Democratic Republic of Congo 
22. Lesotho   45. Zambia   
23. Liberia   46. Zimbabwe   

 
 

In Table 2 below, we present the distribution of the types of party systems that 

prevailed over the sample period (1970-1995); in Table 3 we portray the incidence of military 

rule.  To be noted is that the two are correlated (see Table 4), with the great majority of 

military rulers presiding over single- or no-party systems.   
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 Table 2: Nature of Party System 
   Competitive  

 
No-
Party 

One-
Party Party Total 

Time Period     
1970-74 70 83 28 181 
 38.67 45.86 15.47 100.00 
1975-79 93 97 25 215 
 43.26 45.12 11.63 100.00 
1980-84 75 111 36 222 
 33.78 50.00 16.22 100.00 
1985-89 72 110 33 215 
 33.49 51.16 15.35 100.00 
1990-95 64 68 127 259 
 24.71 26.25 49.03 100.00 
Total 374 469 249 1092 
 34.25 42.95 22.80 100.00 

 

 

 Table 3: Military  
 Chief Executive?  
 No Yes  
Time Period    
1970-74 129 63 192
 67.19 32.81  
1975-79 141 79 220
 64.09 35.91  
1980-84 146 74 220
 66.36 33.64  
1985-89 149 71 220
 67.73 32.27  
1990-95 164 49 213
 77.00 23.00  
Total 729 336 1065
 68.45 31.55  
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 Table 4: Military Rule and the Party System 
   Competitive  

 
No-
Party 

One-
Party Party Total 

Chief 
Executive      
in Military?     
     
No 107 372 239 718 
 14.90 51.81 33.29 100.00 
 29.32 82.48 98.35  
Yes 258 79 4 341 
 75.66 23.17 1.17 100.00 
 70.68 17.52 1.65  
Total 365 451 243 1059 
 34.47 42.59 22.95 100.00 
 100.00 100.00 100.00  

 

Until the mid-1990s, then, the majority of the African governments were 

authoritarian: on average, a third of the heads of state came from the military and three 

quarters presided over no-party or single-party systems.  The late 1970s marked the peak 

period of military rule (Table 3); the late 1980s that of single party systems (Table 2).  In 

assessing these changes, it is important to note the data in Table 5 which demonstrate that 

the history of political systems in Africa is marked more by persistence than by change: on 

average, 90 % of the governments that enter a five year period as no- or single-party systems 

or as competitive regimes exit that period unchanged.  Until the late 1980s, the single party 

systems proved the most stable, followed by the no-party and then by the competitive 

systems.8  The period of change came in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  In that era, for the 

first time, the military furnished less and one-third of the heads of state: the percentage fell 

from 33 % to 23 %.  The portion of the chief executives that presided over single party 

regimes fell from one half to one quarter.  And for the first time in the period 1970-1995, 

                                                 
8 As shown in Table X, when the military provided the head of state, they tended to chose single party rule.  
This pattern helps as well to explain why three quarters of the no-party governments possessed military 
heads of state. 
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competitive political systems became the modal form of government in Africa, albeit 

presiding over slightly less than half the sample.   

 

Table 5: Changes in Party System 
        
 Changes in Party System: 1970-74  Changes in Party System: 1985-89 
   Competitive     Competitive 
 No-Party One-Party Party Total  No-Party One-Party Party Total 
No-Party 53 2 0 55  68 3 2 73
 96.36 3.64 0.00 100.00  93.15 4.11 2.74 100.00
One-Party 1 63 0 64  2 107 0 109
 1.56 98.44 0.00 100.00  1.83 98.17 0.00 100.00
Competitive 3 3 19 25  2 0 31 33
 12.00 12.00 76.00 100.00  6.06 0.00 93.94 100.00
Total 57 68 19 144  72 110 33 215
 39.58 47.22 13.19 100.00  33.49 51.16 15.35 100.00
Average      Average    
Reproduction    90.26705  Reproduction  95.09
      Changes in Party System: 1990-95 
 Changes in Party System: 1975-79    Competitive 
   Competitive   No-Party One-Party Party Total 
 No-Party One-Party Party Total  58 1 11 70
 86 4 3 93  82.86 1.43 15.71 100.00
 92.47 4.30 3.23 100.00  5 67 13 85
 3 87 2 92  5.88 78.82 15.29 100.00
 3.26 94.57 2.17 100.00  1 0 99 100
 1 1 19 21  1.00 0.00 99.00 100.00
 4.76 4.76 90.48 100.00  64 68 123 255
 90 92 24 206  25.10 26.67 48.24 100.00
 43.69 44.66 11.65 100.00  Average    
 Average     Reproduction  86.89
 Reproduction  92.50      
          
 Changes in Party System: 1980-84  Changes in Party System: 1970-95 
   Competitive     Competitive 
 No-Party One-Party Party Total  No-Party One-Party Party Total 
 69 5 1 75  334.00 15.00 17.00 366
 92.00 6.67 1.33 100.00  91.26 4.10 4.64 100.00
 3 106 1 110  14.00 430.00 16.00 460
 2.73 96.36 0.91 100.00  3.04 93.48 3.48 100.00
 3 0 34 37  10.00 4.00 202.00 216
 8.11 0.00 91.89 100.00  4.63 1.85 93.52 100.00
 75 111 36 222  358.00 449.00 235.00 1042
 33.78 50.00 16.22 100.00  34.36 43.09 22.55 100.00
 Average     Average    
 Reproduction  93.42  Reproduction  92.75
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As argued elsewhere, it is useful to partition the cases in this volume into three 

categories: landlocked, coastal, and resource rich.  When we do so, we find intriguing 

differences (Table 6).  Throughout most of the sample period, no-party government 

provides the modal form of rule in the landlocked regions of Africa.  In the coastal 

territories, however, single party systems held sway.  And when political reform took place, it 

struck with particular force on the coast, where nearly 75% if the sample set of countries 

adopted competitive political regimes.  Turning to the resource rich countries, we find that 

by the late 1970s, in the order of 53 percent fell prey to single party rule.  Until the 1990s, 

authoritarian regimes controlled the majority of Africa’s best endowed economies.  In the 

late 1980s and early 1990s, they adopted competitive political systems at a rate comparable to 

the continental average (just under 50%). 



1/13/2005 
11 

 
 Table 6: Party System by Region 
         
 1970-74 1975-79 
            
 No Single Competitive Total No Single Competitive Total 
 Party Party    Party Party   
Landlocked 24 19 11 54 32 11 8 51
% 44.44 35.19 20.37 100 62.75 21.57 15.69 100
Coastal 14 36 2 52 14 27 3 44
% 26.92 69.23 3.85 100 31.8 61.8 6.8 100
Resource            
Rich 6 6 6 18 9 15 8 32
% 33.33 33.33 33.33 100 28.13 46.88 25 100.01
Total 44 61 19 124 55 53 19 127
% 35.48 49.19 15.32 99.99 43.3 41.73 14.96 99.99
         
         
         

1980-84 1985-89  
           
No Single Competitive  Total No Single Competitive  Total  
Party Party   Party Party    

24 16 9 49 24 16 13 53  
49.98 32.65 18.37 101 45.28 30.19 24.53 100  

9 25 7 41 11 25 5 41  
21.95 60.98 17.07 100 26.83 60.98 12.2 100.01  

           
6 24 10 40 16 20 0 36  

15 60 25 100 44.44 55.56 0 100  
39 65 26 130 51 61 18 130  
30 50 20 100 39.23 46.92 13.85 100  

         
         

1990-95      
           
No Single Competitive  Total      
Party Party         

22 14 21 57      
38.6 24.56 36.84 100      

7 7 36 50      
14 14 72 100      

           
18 10 27 55      

32.73 18.18 49.09 100      
47 31 84 162      

29.01 19.14 51.85 100      
         
         
Source: D:\AERC\Resources_Description.log      
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Explaining Political Reform 
 
In the attempts to account for these changes, two major explanations stand out.  Both begin 

with Africa’s economic collapse.  The first – which we label the economic – focuses on the 

role of global forces and in particular on the role of donors and financial institutions.  The 

second – which we label the political – focuses on the role of domestic political forces  that 

operated within Africa. 

The Economic Path  
 

By the end of  the 1970s, the international community was fully aware of the failure of 

African development.  Emboldened by the reformist mandate bestowed by its President, 

Robert McNamara, the World Bank had financed a dazzling array of small-farmer and 

community-level projects.  As recounted in the official history of the World Bank, the 

Banks’ own evaluations revealed a distressingly low rate of return for its Africa projects: 

“More than any other task the Bank had undertaken, its engagement with Sub-Saharan 

Africa sapped the institution’s … confidence,” its official history reports ((Kapur 1997), p. 

720).  When the Bank sought reasons for the failure of its projects, it found them in “the 

policy environment.”  Africa’s economies were overwhelmingly agrarian in composition.  

But as the World Bank documented in the famed “Berg Report,”9 Africa’s agrarian economy 

was subject to a mix of policies that distorted market prices and undermined economic 

incentives, thereby weakening the performance of Africa’s economies. 

The World Bank therefore sought ways of altering the policies of Africa’s 

governments.  In pursuit of policy change, it drew upon two sources of strength.  The first 

                                                 
9 World Bank, W. (1981). Accelerated Development in Sub-Saharan Africa: An Agenda for Action. 
Washington DC, The World Bank. 
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was expertise.  Through publications, seminars, and the training of public servants, the Bank 

sought to expose the economic costs of government policies and to present alternatives.  It 

also periodically engaged debtor governments in policy dialogues, during which it debated 

and critiqued the governments’ policy choices.  The second was capital.   

As described by, Stanley Please, an influential member of its staff, the World Bank 

sought ways to transform its wealth into power, or at least the power to influence policies.10  

In any given country at any given time, the Bank normally would be financing a multitude of 

projects, the cancellation of any one of which would go largely un-noticed by the national 

government.  To gain the attention of policy makers, Please writes, the Bank therefore began 

to bundle its projects into sectoral programs; more would then be at risk were the Bank to 

suspend its lending.  Sectoral programs soon gave way to country programs and policy 

dialogue to conditionality, as the Bank sought to increase its leverage over policy makers in 

debtor nations and to sharpen the incentives for policy reform.   

The World Bank was but one of several sources of finance, however; private banks, 

bilateral donors and increasingly the International Monetary Fund also provided credit to 

African governments.  In pursuit of power, the Bank therefore sought to build coalitions 

among creditors.  Given international realities, however, a united front proved difficult to 

achieve.  In the midst of the Cold War, the United States, for example, simply refused to join 

any coalition threatening to suspend aid to Mobutu, who was providing arms and bases to 

those fighting Marxists in Angola.  And while the United States then might pursue collective 

efforts to elicit changes in Socialist countries, other nations – those in Scandinavia, for 

example – would then breach the creditor’s alliance out of ideological sympathy or 

humanitarian concerns. 
                                                 
10 Please, S. (1984). The Hobbled Giant. Boulder CO, Westview Press. 
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As donors focused on the behavior of African governments, they necessarily 

struggled with the question: Why would these governments adopt policies that undermined 

economic prosperity?  To address this question, they focused on the incentives of policy 

makers.  A major characteristic of African governments, they concurred, was their lack of 

accountability   Not being accountable, governments in Africa could adopt policies that 

conferred concentrated benefits on the elites while imposing widely distributed costs on the 

the small holders, the artisans, the traders, and transporters who generated the wealth of the 

nation.  In its pursuit of ways to alter the economic environment faced by private agents in 

Africa’s economies, the World Bank therefore focused not only on policy choices but also 

on political institutions11.  Political reform joined policy reform on its agenda (Bank 1991) 

(Bank 1989) (Bank 1991). 

Perhaps the most visible and vocal advocate of political reform was Edward (Kim) 

Jaycox, Vice President in Charge of Bank Operations in Sub-Saharan Africa 1984-1996.  His 

blunt criticism of the excesses of Robert Mugabe, Daniel arap Moi, Desire Mobutu and 

others made clear the international community’s belief that without political reform there 

would be little prospect of economic recovery in Africa. 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, changes at the global strengthened the hand of 

Africa’s creditors.  Under the presidency of Ronald Reagan, the United States vigorously 

backstopped the efforts of international financial institutions to reduce the level of 

governmental intervention and to strengthen the role of markets.  The collapse of the Labor 

Party and the decades long rule of Margaret Thatcher aligned Britain’s agenda with that of 

the United States.  And after the fall of the Labor government in Norway in 1981 and the 

                                                 
11 Or governance structures, as the development community, formally averse to politics, referred to the. 
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Social Democratic government in Sweden in 1991, African governments seeking to resist 

market-oriented reforms could no longer count on support from the Scandinavian countries.   

The fundamental change in the alignment of international forces was the collapse of 

communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.  After Mikhail Gorbachev renounced 

the Brezhnev doctrine, political dissidents in Eastern Europe no longer feared Soviet 

intervention; thus emboldened, students, workers, poets and politicians revolted against and 

overturned the communist regimes.  A new democracy in middle income Europe now had a 

stronger claim on western aid than did an authoritarian regime in Africa.  As declared in 

1990 by President Francoise Mitterand, given this new political reality, France, “would 

thereafter link its aid to African states to the pace of democratic reforms.”12 

The “economic” explanation of political reform thus focuses on the place of Africa’s 

bankrupt states within a global political system that, with lesser or greater success, regulates 

access to capital.  It stresses the role of foreign creditors and international financial 

institutions.  There exists a second account, however, which we shall label a “political” 

narrative.  By this account, the path to reform runs through the domestic politics of Africa’s 

states.  As stated by Adu Boahen, a long-term challenger of Ghana’s military regimes, “Adu 

Boahen (sic) was detained … for [my] role in … campaigns for the reintroduction of 

multiparty democracy in Ghana … long before anybody heard of Mikhail Gorbachev or of 

World Bank and IMF conditionalities” ((Boahen 1997), p. 146).  Boahen’s indignation 

underscores his claim that the source of political change lay in the townships of Africa rather 

than in the offices of the international financial community. 

                                                 
12 Clark, J. F. (1997). Introduction. Political Reform in Francophone Africa. J. F. Clark and D. E. Gardiner. 
Boulder, Westview Press. 
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The Political Path 
 
With the decline of Africa’s economies came the erosion of public revenues.  Many 

governments fell into arrears in wage payments; and even when governments did pay their 

employees, the salaries they offered often failed to cover the costs of basic essentials much 

less support a life of decent comfort.  When Sahr Kpundeh examined the pay slip of 

Freetown’s Commissioner of Taxes, he noted a monthly salary of Le 13,941.00.13  “If [the 

Commissioner] buys a bag of rice at Le 8,200 … every month to feed his family,” Kpendeh 

writes, and pays Le 300 for transportation to and from work every day, … his expenses 

exceed his earnings” ((Kpundeh 1995; Kpundeh 2000; Kpundeh 2004) p. 67.  The 

Commissioner’s response, Kpendeh notes, was to devote less time to collecting the public’s 

revenues and to devote more to generating an income for himself and his family (Ibid.)   

McCaffrey ((MacGaffey 1991), p. 14) reports similar findings from Zaire.  Drawing 

on a survey of household expenditures in Kinshasa, she notes that over two-thirds of the 

expenditures made by public employees went to the purchase of food and that the portion 

spent on grains had in recent years increased while that spent on meat and fish had declined.  

The first, she notes, is the mark of poverty and the second a symptom of immiseration.  

Those who manned public incomes could not survive on their salaries.  The response of 

public servants in Kinshasa resembled that of the Tax Commissioner in Freetown.  By the 

mid 1980s, McGaffrey (1991) reports, salaries constituted less than one-half of the incomes 

of those who worked in the public sector.   

In response to the erosion in their salaries, not only did government workers exit the 

public domain and turn to private economic activity; they also turned against their employer 

                                                 
13 $28 US (!) at the time of writing. 
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and joined the ranks of those who opposed the government.  The decline in their salaries 

posed a threat to their economic interests.   

In Ghana, to offer one example, military had overthrown the Second Republic in 

1972 and installed a military regime, the so-called National Redemption Council (NRC).  The 

policies adopted by the NRC unwittingly magnified the economic impact of global recession 

(Leith and Lofchie 1991).  In part because of the performance of the economy, and in part 

because of the grotesque levels of corruption within its ranks, the NRC soon faced growing 

demands for the restoration of civilian government.  Rather than returning to the 

competitive party system of the Second Republic, Coloniel Ignatius Akyeampong, the head 

of the NRC, instead sought to introduce a “union government” which would draw both 

civilians and military into the ranks of a single political movement.  Civil service unions that 

had once joined with the military in opposition to the Second Republic now turned against 

the NRC.  In response, the government – now led by Frederik Akuffo and styled the 

Supreme Military Council (SMC) – declared a state of emergency.  Repressing all groups that 

opposed it, including its own employees – it fired over 1,000 striking employees --14 the SMC 

nonetheless pledged to legalize the formation of political parties and to return to civilian 

rule.15 

The Ivory Coast, to offer a second example, fortuitously escaped the recession of the 

1970s: its economy was buoyed by favorable prices for coffee and cocoa, its principle 

exports.  In 1978, however, these prices declined –just as petroleum prices doubled.  During 

the export boom, the government had launched massive development programs in the 

North, a region long disgruntled by its marginal position in the forest-based economy.  The 

                                                 
14 http://reference.alrefer.com/country_guide_study/Ghana. 
15 These pledges came to naught, of course, when mutinies led to the overthrow of the SMC and the rise of 
Flight Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings to power. 
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bills for this expansion came due just as the capacity to finance them declined and the 

government sought to retrench. As stated by Rapley (1993), the “austerity program hit with 

particular force on the civil servants, who found their budgets frozen; their programs cut; 

and their salaries left unpaid.  In response, public servants turned on the government that 

employed them: transport workers closed down bus lines, workers disrupted the supply of 

electricity to Abidjan, the national capital, and airport employees closed down the national 

airport” ((Rapley 1993), pp. 58-59; see also (Faure 1989)).  As stated by Mundt, President 

Houphouet-Boigny, as Mundt writes, appeared to have run out of alternatives and was 

compelled “to approve multiparty elections as the only way left to buy time” ((Mundt 1997), 

p. 190).  Among the principal beneficiaries was one Laurence Gbagbo, the political 

champion of the public employees and now President of what remains of the Ivory Coast. 

For public servants, the economic collapse of the state represented a threat to private 

incomes; for private citizens, the collapse of the state resulted in a loss of public services.  

Clinics were left without medicines, as governments could not afford to import them – or as 

the staff would sell them to supplement their meager wages.  Schools were left without 

textbooks, and teachers often spent as much time in commerce as they did in instruction.    

Private traders faced increased costs from the decay of the roads and the inefficiency of the 

harbors.  Telephone facilities decayed and postal workers trimmed their hours to fit their pay 

checks.  For want of complementary public services, the productivity of the private sector 

declined.  As a result, costs rose and profits fell.  Many turned from activities that made 

extensive use of public services to those that did not, shifting from industry to commerce or 

production for exchange to self sufficiency.  Many also joined in demands for political 

reform (Bratton and van de Walle 1997). 
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Those attending Africa’s universities were virtually cosseted by the state and the 

quality of their lives directly affected by the quality of its services.  In the Ivory Coast, 

students protested over the quality of their food and accommodations, the cost and 

availability of text books and, and the introduction of fees to cover laboratory equipment 

and activities.  Their protests were both amplified – and, to a significant degree, instigated – 

by opponents of the regime, who sought to enlist them in their campaign for the legalization 

of opposition parties ((Rapley 1993), p. 58).  In Sierra Leone, the protests began in the late 

1970s, when the students heard that President Siaka Stevens stood accused of appropriating 

$40 million from the national treasury.  Acting as Chancellor of the University, the President 

addressed its 1977 convocation.  Interrupting the proceedings, student leaders criticized his 

government, citing in particular the rising private wealth of those with power midst the 

declining quality of the lives those who lacked it ((Rashid 2004), p. 75).   

The collapse of the public sector thus politicized Africa’s peoples.  Further adding to 

the radicalization of Africa’s politics was the reaction of its governments: in the face of 

popular protest, sought to silence political dissent and to repress efforts to secure political 

change.  In Sierra Leone, for example, the All People’s Congress, the governing party, posted 

a branch of the Youth Brigade at the University, to informers and to identify dissidents for 

arrest and detention.  The government appointed an ex-chief of police as student warren 

((Abdullah 2004), p. 49).  And following student demonstrations, thugs, recruited by the 

Youth Brigade, and the Internal Security Unit, mobilized by the Office of the President, 

stormed the campus, beat students and lecturers, and placed many in detention (Rashid 

2004).   

In Kenya – to take another example-- when the KANU (Kenya African National 

Union) government of President Daniel Arap Moi officially became the sole legal party in 
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1982, widespread protests by civilians were followed by an attempted coup by junior officers 

in the military (Dianga 2002).  When in 1988 the government detained several proponents of 

return to multiparty democracy,, it faced “the worst rioting in the … nation’s history” 

((Mwakikagile 2001), p. 101).  A cabinet minister probing possible corruption by one of 

Moi’s henchmen died in mysterious circumstances; so too the bishop of Eldoret, the Rt. 

Rev. Alexander Muge, who supported a return to a competitive party system (Hempstone 

1997).  And when in 1990 “the country’s pro-reform lobby held a rally (in support of ) 

political pluralism” the police stormed into the crowd shooting at “point-blank range” and 

then swarmed into the neighboring townships, clubbing residents, firing tear gas, and 

destroying homes and property ((Mwakikagile 2001), p. 111). 

Similar stories could be recounted for Benin (Decalo 1997), Togo (Heilbrunn 1997), 

Cameroon (Monga 1996), Mali (Vengroff and Kone 1995), and other nations.  “Fearful … 

of loosing to their rivals in the competition for state power,” Ake writes ((Ake 1996), p. 3), 

governments “presented [themselves] as an apparatus of violence … re[ying] for compliance 

on coercion rather than authority” (Ibid.).  Such clashes between incumbent regimes and 

opponents led some, such as Ayettey, to condemn the elites’ “primordial interest … [in] 

perpetuat[ing] themselves in power .. and brutally squelch all dissent” ((Ayittey 1998), p. 16)) 

and others, such as Monga, to explore “the anthropology of anger” (Monga 1996).  The 

result was the radicalization of political sentiment in Africa, leading students of popular 

culture, such as Monga, to explore the manner in which “cvic society” could organize to 

“escape enslavement” ((Monga 1996), p. 4). 

By this account too, then, economic decline led to political reform.  But the path 

runs not through international capital but rather through domestic interests and the 
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incidence of the costs inflicted upon them by the decline of the private economy and the 

public sector.   

Discussion 
 
Whichever the causal path – an issue to which we turn below – a wave of political reform 

cascaded through late-century  Africa.  In several countries, the opposition organized 

national conferences that assumed the power of sitting governments and acted as 

constitutional conventions.  These assemblies transformed military governments into civilian 

regimes and single party systems into competitive political systems.  Benin was the first to 

hold a national conference.  Seeking to emulate Benin’s achievements, reformers in 

neighboring states convened conferences of their own.  The Third Wave thus spread first 

through West Africa and then inland and to the south, encompassing both French and 

English speaking states.16  As summarized by Mbaku and Ihonvbere: 

In Benin, Matthew Kerekou could not believe it when the 

national conference stripped him of powers which he had 

steadily accumulated power in a military coup in October 

1972….He was later defeated in open elections [by] 

Nicephore Soglo….In Lesotho, the ruling Basotho National 

Party (BNP) which had dominated the country’s politics for 

… twenty-three years was swept out of power….  In Nigeria, 

General Ibrahim Babangida … was forced by popular forces 

… to ‘step aside’ and cede power to an Interim National 

Government.  .These are certainly novel developments which 

                                                 
16 It will noticed that we continue to exclude South Africa from this analysis. 



1/13/2005 
22 

show that … the march toward a new democratic era might 

just be unstoppable.  (Ihonvbere and Mbaku 1998), p. 14. 

Empirics 

In seeking the origins of political reform in Africa, we turn from narrative to estimation, 

using data from the period 1970-1995 drawn from the 46 countries listed in Table 1 

The most straightforward way of exploring the patterns described in the section 

above would be to estimate the values of a transition matrix which would capture the 

probability of a political system enduring from one period to the next or altering from a 

military to a civilian regime or from a no- or one-party to a competitive political system.   

The paucity of data confounds this approach, however.  Given the high level of persistence 

in the political systems of Africa, the number of informative observations is small.  Even 

when applying techniques designed for the investigation of rare events (King and Zeng 

2001), I have been unable to achieve precise estimates of the impact of key variables upon 

the likelihood of such transitions. 

I have therefore adopted a second approach.  Assigning a value of 1 to observations 

that refer to a no-party system; a 2 to observations that contain a single-party system; and a 3 

to observations that include a competitive party system, I have created an index17 of 

REFORM.18  The process of reform involves attempts to create political systems that lodge 

at higher levels on this index and by employing it to estimate ordered probit rather than 

Markov model, I can use much more of our data. 

                                                 
17 More precisely, a Guttman scale with a coefficient of reproducibility in excess of 0.9.  See the evidence 
in Bates, R. H., K. Ferree, et al. (1996). Toward the Systematic Study of Transitions. Development 
Discussion Paper No. 256. Cambridge MA, Harvard Institute for International Development. 
  
18 I here adopt the convention of fully capitalizing the names of variables. 
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I derive one set of coefficients by pooling the country year observations.19  I generate 

another set after entering country specific fixed effects, thereby controlling for omitted, time 

invariant variables. Robust estimation compensates for differences in the variances derived 

from different panels, as well as for the lack of independence between the panels and the 

cross-sections.. 

The major difficulty confronting the efforts at estimation is the extent of missingness 

in the data.20  Resorting to case-wise deletion – that is, to dropping observations which lack 

data for key variables –decreases the efficiency and increases the potential for bias in the 

estimates.  I therefore employ the methods developed by Rubin ((Rubin 1996) (Schafer 

1997)) to impute multiple estimates of the missing values and to calculate their distributions 

and the techniques developed by the Harvard Data Center to estimate and to interpret the 

estimates derived from the resultant data.21 

In selecting independent variables, I include those that tap into the political account, 

those that draw from the economic, and those that underpin both.  The last set includes a 

measure of the GROWTH rate and of public REVENUES; their decline, it as argued, drove 

events down both the domestic and international path to reform.  Because political change 

could influence, as well as be influenced by, these variables, I also use instrumental variables 

to purge the coefficients of endogeneity bias.   

                                                 
19 In the estimates to follow, we drop from the sample observations taken from nations, such as Namibia or 
the Lusophone countries, that were not yet independent or from countries, such as Somalia, that had 
disintegrated. 
20 This will come as no surprise to anyone who studies Africa.  See Honaker, J. (2000). Issues in Multiple 
Imputation of Data of the African Research Program. Cambridge MA, Department of Government, 
Harvard University. 
  
21 Gary King, M. T. a. J. W. (2000). "Making the Most of Statistical Analyses." American Journal of 
Politrical Science 44(2): 347-61. 
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Also underlying both accounts was the impact of the Cold War, which, while it 

persisted, provided external support to incumbent regimes, even when autocratic in nature.  

By introducing the variable YEAR I sought to determine whether there was a time-related 

shift in the expected level of REFORM, independent of the value of other variables. 

To address the impact of international financial agencies, I employ the variable AID, 

which is a measure of the magnitude of development assistance, expressed as a percent of 

central government expenditures. 

In addressing the political interpretation of the reform movements, I include the 

standard modernization variables:22 it was, after all, the educated and wealthier segments of 

the urban population that launched the challenges to the incumbents regimes.  The first 

column of each table therefore includes (the natural log of) INCOME, LITERACY, AND 

URBAN(ization).  Because of multicolinearity among these variables, the second clumn 

reports a composite measure, called MODERN, which is the factor score generated by an 

un-rotated principal components analysis of these variables.  To capture the impact of 

political demonstrations, I include a measure, UNREST, that takes the value 1 when at least 

one protest was reported for that country year and 2 when reports indicate that at least one 

such protest turned violent; in the absence of such reports, the variables takes the value 0.  I 

also include a variable NEIGHBOR that captures the average level of REFORM in adjacent 

states.  Not only does the inclusion of this variable help to correct for interdependence 

among the panels, and thus the lack of independence in the errors of the estimates, but also 

it helps to capture the manner in which the political triumphs in one country emboldened 

the efforts of reformers in neighboring states.   As emphasized in the political account, 

                                                 
22 Lipset, S. M. (1960). Political Man. Garden City NY, Doubleday. 
 , Przeworski, A., M. Alvarez, et al. (2000). Democracy and Development. New York, Cambridge 
University Press. 
  



1/13/2005 
25 

incumbent regimes strongly resisted the introduction of REFORMS: thus the “elite 

backlash,” in the words of Keen (Keen 2000).  The duration over which the incumbent 

regime as been in power provides a proxy of the extent to which it has consolidated itself in 

power and, in the case of the no- and one-party systems, therefore of its ability to resist the 

introduction of reforms. 

Table 7 provides a description of the variables, their distribution, and the sources 

from which they were taken.  Tables 8 and 9 contain the results of the estimates drawn from 

the pooled samples; Tables 10 and 11, those that allow for country-specific effects.  The 

second panel in each table substitutes the composite score, MODERN, for INCOME, 

LITERACY AND URBAN.  The second table in each pair employs instrumented estimates 

for GROWTH and government REVENUE. 

Table 7: Variables Employed in the Analysis 
      
Variable  Units Distribution Source  
Name      
      
INCOME Log of GDP per 6.835 Summers and Heston 
 capita (PPP) 0.021 Penn World Tables 
    Mark XXXX 
LITERACY Percent of adult 40.463 World Bank 
 popultion literate 0.614 World Development 
    Indicators  

URBANIZATION 
Percent of 
population 25.348 ditto 

 living in cities 0.41   
      

MODERN 
Factor score 
derived -1.60E-02   

 from principal  0.024   
 components factor    

 
Analysis of 
INCOME   

 LITERACY, and    
 URBANIZATION    
      
GROWTH Annual rate of  -0.15 Calculated from data 
 growth of  0.351 in Summers and 
 INCOME   Heston, Penn 
    World Tables, Mark 
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Table 7: Variables Employed in the Analysis (continued) 
Variable  Units Distribution Source  
Name      
      

REVENUES 
Central 
government 18.106 World Bank 

 revenues as  0.381 World Development 
 percent of GDP  Indicators  
      
GRANTS International grants 19.386 ditto 
 as Percent of  2.89   

 
Central 
Government    

 Budget     
      
DURATION Length of time  Data collected by 
 political system in  research team 
 place     

No-party   2.639   
   0.15   

One-Party   3.747   
   0.176   

Competitive   1.395   
   0.127   
No-party Dummy Variable  0.349 ditto 
 is 1 if Chief 0.015   

 
Executive 
Assumes    

 Power Without    
 Facing Election    
      
One-Party Dummy Variable 0.444 ditto 
 is 1 if Chief 0.015   
 Executive  Elected    
 to Office but Faced    
 No Opposition    
 Party     
      
AVERAGE Average level of 2.728   
  REFORM in 0.033   
 Neighboring     
 States     
      

REFORM 

1 if no-party 
system;; 2 if single-
party system; 

0.023 
1.9 ditto 

   
 3 if competitive    
 system.     
 
Note: Drops collapsed states and those that have achieved independence. 
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   Table 8:Ordered Probit Model: Political Reform 
   Pooled Sample 
           
           

   COEFFICIENT
STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| COEFFICIENT

STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| 

INCOME   -0.1438 0.1565 -0.919 0.371     
LITERACY  0.0073 0.0029 2.534 0.012     
URBAN   0.0112 0.0044 2.544 0.012     
MODERN       0.2217 0.0957 2.318 0.024
GROWTH   0.0112 0.0055 2.056 0.041 0.0098 0.0059 1.675 0.096
REVENUES  -0.0011 0.0076 -0.149 0.883 -0.0029 0.0077 -0.373 0.712
AID   -0.0046 0.0015 -3.048 0.004 -0.0039 0.0013 -3.025 0.017
UNREST   -0.1244 0.0488 -2.548 0.011 -0.1163 0.0258 -6.411 0
DURATION          
 NO-PARTY -0.1641 0.01362 -12.045 0 -0.1651 0.0258 -6.411 0
 ONE-PARTY -0.01218 0.0092 -2.375 0.018 -0.0163 0.0124 -1.309 0.191
 COMPETIVE 0.2265 0.0288 7.864 0 0.2204 0.1296 -1.701 0.089
MILITARY   -0.7646 0.1137 -6.728 0 -0.706 0.113 -6.25 0
NEIGHBORS  0.1266 0.05 2.533 0.012 0.1304 0.0509 2.564 0.01
YEAR   0.0512 0.0088 5.789 0 0.0571 0.0087 6.588 0
NO. OBS.   1048    1048    
           
Note: Variables are lagged. States that have collapsed or that possess governments that are not independent have been dropped 
from the sample.          
Source: C:/AERC/Oprobits_laidce_year        
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   Table 9: Ordered Probit Model: Political Reform 
   Pooled Sample, Estimated Values 
           
           
           

   COEFFICIENT
STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| COEFFICIENT

STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| 

INCOME   -0.0843 0.1526 -0.553 0.588     
LITERACY  0.0077 0.0031 2.521 0.013     
URBAN   0.0127 0.0043 2.963 0.003     
MODERN       0.2904 0.122 2.38 0.035
GROWTH   0.0405 0.0315 1.285 0.206 0.0426 0.0304 1.405 0.173
REVENUES  -0.0145 0.0158 -0.919 0.391 -0.016 0.0155 -1.028 0.343
AID   -0.0048 0.0015 -3.299 0.001 -0.0042 0.0013 -3.227 0.002
UNREST   -0.1515 0.0492 -3.081 0.001 -0.141 0.0505 -2.793 0.005
DURATION          
 NO-PARTY -0.159 0.0135 -11.784 0 -0.161 0.026 -6.204 0
 ONE-PARTY -0.0188 0.0096 -1.958 0.051 -0.0129 0.0126 -1.101 0.271
 COMPETIVE 0.2287 0.0286 8.008 0 0.2218 0.1263 1.757 0.079
MILITARY   -0.8283 0.1118 -7.409 0 -0.7722 0.1182 -6.533 0
NEIGHBORS  0.1131 0.0494 2.291 0.022 0.1165 0.0511 2.282 0.022
YEAR   0.0535 0.0094 5.711 0 0.0596 0.009 4.242 0
NO. OBS.   1048    1048    
           
Note: Variables are lagged. States that have collapsed or that possess governments that are not independent have been dropped 
from the sample.          
Source: D:\AERC\Oprobits_laidce_hat_new        
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   Table 10: Ordered Probit Model: Political Reform 
   Fixed Effects 
           
           
           

   COEFFICIENT
STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| COEFFICIENT

STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| 

INCOME   0.1324 0.4033 0.328 0.747     
LITERACY  0.0125 0.0145 0.865 0.387     
URBAN   0.0365 0.0286 1.275 0.202     
MODERN       0.5253 0.5245 1.002 0.325
GROWTH   0.0086 0.0072 1.187 0.236 0.0072 0.007 1.039 0.299
REVENUES  0.0032 0.0135 0.237 0.815 0.0028 0.0135 0.208 0.837
AID   -0.0031 0.0021 -1.455 0.147 -0.0027 0.0021 -1.281 0.201
UNREST   -0.1245 0.063 -1.975 0.048 -0.1288 0.0616 -2.089 0.037
DURATION          
 NO-PARTY -0.0806 0.0291 -2.769 0.006 -0.0799 0.0294 -2.719 0.007
 ONE-PARTY -0.0769 0.0216 -3.564 0 -0.0771 0.0218 -3.535 0
 COMPETIVE 0.0511 0.1108 0.462 0.644 0.0464 0.1137 0.408 0.683
MILITARY   -1.685 0.4284 -3.935 0 -1.642 0.4233 -3.88 0
NEIGHBORS  0.0569 0.0327 1.216 0.225 0.1501 0.1108 1.355 0.176
YEAR   0.0569 0.0327 1.743 0.082 0.0748 0.0288 2.599 0.01
NO. OBS.   1048    1048    
           
Note: Variables are lagged. States that have collapsed or that possess governments that are not independent have been dropped 
from the sample.          
Source: C:/AERC/Oprobits_laidce_year        
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   Table 11: Ordered Probit Model: Political Reform 
   Fixed Effects, Estimated Values 
           
           
           

   COEFFICIENT
STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| COEFFICIENT

STD. 
ERROR 

t 
STATISTIC P>|t| 

INCOME   0.096 0.3662 0.262 0.795     
LITERACY  0.0141 0.0134 1.052 0.293     
URBAN   0.0408 0.0276 1.477 0.14     
MODERN       0.5347 0.5156 1.037 0.305
GROWTH   0.0501 0.0374 1.339 0.19 0.0522 0.038 1.374 0.181
REVENUES  -0.0118 0.0232 -0.507 0.629 -0.0115 0.0232 -0.495 0.636
AID   -0.0042 0.0022 -1.955 0.053 -0.0038 0.0022 -1.687 0.093
UNREST   -0.1404 0.0616 -2.28 0.023 -0.1427 0.0605 -2.361 0.019
DURATION          
 NO-PARTY -0.0738 0.0293 -2.523 0.012 -0.0745 0.0297 -2.512 0.012
 ONE-PARTY -0.0715 0.0228 -3.143 0.002 -0.0718 0.0228 -3.153 0.002
 COMPETIVE 0.0652 0.1221 0.581 0.561 0.0598 0.1164 0.0514 0.608
MILITARY   -1.718 0.4292 -4.003 0 -1.656 0.4274 -3.873 0
NEIGHBORS  0.1224 0.1082 1.131 0.258 0.1329 0.1046 1.271 0.204
YEAR   0.0578 0.0325 1.78 0.075 0.0803 0.0293 2.737 0.006
NO. OBS.   1048    1048    
           
Note: Variables are lagged. States that have collapsed or that possess governments that are not independent have been dropped 
from the sample.          
Source: D:\AERC\Oprobits_laidce_hat_new        

 
 
 
 
 



1/13/2005 
31 

Findings 
 
In all equations, the coefficient on GROWTH  indicates that when economic growth 

declines, then so too (with a lag) does the probability of moving to authoritarian forms of 

government.  To a degree, then, political collapse in Africa mirrors the course economic 

decline.  The coefficient on GROWTH is larger when instruments are employed to estimate 

its magnitude but are then less precisely measured.  That the results are stronger for the 

pooled sample than for the estimates based upon fixed effects suggests that the relationship 

between GROWTH and REFORM is driven by differences between rather than within the 

46 countries.   

The variable REVENUES is insignificant in all models.  The sign suggests that the 

higher the level of public revenues, the less likely are governments to reform.  As expected, 

then, authoritarian regimes, when underpinned by ample public revenues, appeared either 

less subject to or less vulnerable to pressures for political reform. 

Turning to the “economic” interpretations of reform, the coefficient of YEAR 

indicates that the likelihood of reform rose as the sample period lengthened, thus suggesting 

a possible link with the late century changes in the global political system.  Challenging the 

“economic” interpretation, however, are the coefficients on AID: they are negative and 

significant in the pooled models and in those fixed effects models that include instrumented 

variables.  Higher levels of AID thus appear to be related to lower rates of reform, thus 

challenging the argument that financial dependency induced compliance with the donors’ 

calls for the end of authoritarian forms of government.  

Reflecting on this result, one can note two possible paths between AID and 

REFORM.  In the “economic” interpretation, the path runs through the leverage given 
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donors by the dependence of countries on international transfers.  By this interpretation, the 

relationship between AID and REFORM should be positive.  A second argument predicts a 

negative relationship, however.  In this instance, the impact runs through the quest for 

public revenues.  When a government must raise resources at home, reform then takes place 

as part of a bargain between governments in search of revenues and citizens who control the 

tax base (see, for example, (Bates and Lien 1985)).  To the degree that governments depend 

on international sources of revenues, the impetus to reform would then decline; the 

relationship between AID and REFORM would be negative. 

The results suggest that the relationship runs along the second path.  Casting further 

doubt on the first interpretation are the results of a second set of estimates (not reported 

here).  When AID is interacted with YEAR, the coefficient on AID remains negative and the 

interaction term, while positive, is small and insignificant.  Note as well that AID becomes 

significant in fixed effects models when REVENUES is estimated using instrumental 

variables.  To the degree that authoritarian regimes have greater difficulty than reformed 

regimes raising revenues domestically (as the second interpretation would argue), then 

purging the estimates of the reciprocal effect of REFORM  on REVENUES should provide 

an estimate of the impact of revenues on reform that is free from endogenity bias.  When 

endogeneity is controlled, the results suggest that the source of revenues counts: the higher 

the levels of domestic revenues and less the reliance on foreign aid, the more likely are 

governments to reform. 

Estimates from the pooled sample highlight the relationship between literacy and 

urbanization on the one hand and reform on the other: as articulated in the “political” 

account, it was the literate urban dwellers, the estimates suggest, who led the charge for 

political liberalization.  Possibly because of the slow moving nature of these variables, similar 
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results do not emerge in the fixed effects models.  The coefficients on DURATION 

highlight the magnitude of the challenges faced by the reformers.  The more consolidates 

no-party or single-party rule – i.e. the longer such systems had been in place – the less likely 

they were to reform.  And when the MILITARY held power, the likelihood of reform 

sharply declined.   Recalling as well the arguments regarding elite backlash, observe the 

coefficient on UNREST: in countries marked by political demonstrations, and when these 

demonstrations lead to violence, then elites were less likely to accede to political reform.   

In explaining why reformers prevailed, the data suggest that political “contagion” 

played a positive and significant role.  Insofar as a country’s NEIGHBORs adopted a 

competitive political system, that country too was likely to adopt one.  Political reform in 

one country appears to have influenced the likelihood of reform in adjacent countries. 

It should be noted and stressed that the country-specific intercepts (not reported 

here) in all fixed effects models tended to be significant.  As might be expected, the level of 

competition in Botswana and Mauritius are poorly explained by the model: they lie several 

standard deviations above the level expected, given the values of the variables included in 

the equation.   At the other extreme lies Swazi, a kingdom that would be a competitive 

political system, the model suggests, were country-specific factors not at play. 

Political Accountability 

Many who advocated political reform view edit as a means for securing economic reform 

and the choice of better policies.  Being unconstrained by the need to compete for political 

support, it was argued, authoritarian governments were more likely to engage in economic 

predation, redistributing resources from the private economy to themselves.  In addition, 

they were less likely to govern with economic restraint and therefore more likely to distort 
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key prices in the macro-economy: the exchange rate, the interest rate, and aggregate price 

level.  Such arguments were championed by both African intellectuals who posited a link 

between poor governance and poverty (Ake 1990) and by international donors who 

increasingly viewed political accountability as a necessary precondition for policy reform 

(Bank 1994).   

Using a principal-agent framework, Barro (Barro 1973), Ferejohn (Ferejohn 1986), 

Persson and Tabellini (Persson and Tabellini 2000) and others (Besley forthcoming) have 

crafted models of political accountability and derived from them the equilibrium behavior of 

governments:.  In this section, we emulate their work by developing a model of political 

accountability that we then test, thereby exploring the link between political reform in Africa 

and the policy choices of governments.23 

In models of political accountability, the citizens move first, choosing a minimum 

level of acceptable performance by their government.  Knowing how the citizens have 

chosen, the government then chooses public policies, seeking to gain the maximum private 

benefits from office that are consistent with its retention of office.  After its term has been 

completed, the citizens evaluate the government’s performance.  If some decisive group of 

citizens approves – a group we call the selectorate -- it may choose to renew the 

government’s contract.  If the selectorate fails to do so, the government departs from office 

and another is installed in its place.  The game between the citizens and their government is 

played over an infinite number of periods of fixed length; each player’s valuation of utility is 

given by the sum of welfare in each period, discounted for time.   

                                                 
23  This section draws heavily on Humphreys, M. and R. H. Bates (2004). "Political Institutions and 
Economic Policies." British Journal of Political Science(Summer). 
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As we shall demonstrate, there exists an equilibrium for this game in which the 

strategy followed by citizens compels the government to produce more public goods and 

private benefits and fewer private benefits for itself than it might otherwise desire.  The 

model demonstrates that institutions of accountability can generate incentives that influence 

public policy in ways that enhance the collective welfare.  To determine whether they have 

done so in Africa, we later turn from formal argument to statistical estimation. 

THE ECONOMY 
 
In this model, we think of an economy containing N individuals, indexed by i ∈{1,2,…N} 

in which production is governed by an agent – the government – that manages the 

transformation between public goods – denoted by π  – and private goods –denoted by φ  – 

subject to the constraints that f(π , φ )≤ 1 and π , φ ≥ 0. The function f(π , φ ) captures the 

ease with which the agent can transform public into private goods. The income of each 

player – the government and all others – is written as yi = π  + φ i, where φ i denotes 

individual i’s allocation of the private good and Σ iφ i=φ .   

We assume that production sets are convex: i.e. that φ π < 0, that πππ < 0, and that 

φφπ  < 0; we also assume that πφ (0)= 0 and φπ  < -1/N.  The total income of the economy 

is Σ iyi =Nπ (φ ) + φ , a function that decreases in φ . Total income is greatest, then, when 

the government refrains from transforming public into private goods (or alternatively, uses 

divisible assets to produce public goods).  Rent seeking is inefficient. 

THE POLITY 
 
The government, acting as an agent, implements a set of policies that apportion resources 

between π  (a public good) and φ  (private goods). It can retain some of the private goods 
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for her own consumption (i.e. generate and consume political rents). Alternatively, it can 

distribute such goods to influential followers. 

The government is forward looking and confronts two streams of future satisfaction. 

One is the reward of holding office, which it discounts for political risk  and time at rate 

∈δ [0,1). The other is the most rewarding alternative offered in the private sector, whose 

per-period value is given by v and also discounted for time.24 Insofar as the rewards from 

holding office exceed those from alternative employment, the government seeks to retain 

office. 

The principals whose support is sufficient to return the government to office we call 

the selectorate; denoted by M, the selectorate is a strict subset of the principals and of fixed 

size.25   We assume that the government is incapable of credibly committing to honor its 

promises. It is the power of the selectorate to reward (or to punish) governments for 

meeting (or failing to meet) its expectations that generates incentives for governments to 

adhere to particular policies.   If a sufficient number, M, of principals choose not to re-select 

the government  -- alternatively, if the government fails to satisfy the demands of M 

principals – then the government is dismissed with some positive probability. 

THE GAME 
 
The accountability game is played over an infinite number of periods of fixed length. In each 

period, there are three phases of play. In a first, each citizen has the option unilaterally to 

select a minimum satisfaction level, yi = π  + φ i, that represents the lowest level of 

performance that she will tolerate before voting to dismiss the government. In the second, 

                                                 
24 We treat v as exogenous and time-invariant and we assume that it is of less value to the government than the 
most attractive gains that can be made from the unconstrained use of office. 
25 With a slight abuse of notation we also use M to denote the cardinality of the set M. 
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the government chooses a mixture of public and private goods and an allocation of the latter 

between herself and selected principals. In the third phase of play, principals choose non-

cooperatively whether to take some costless action to return the government to office.  

If the members of some set of principals of size M choose to return the government 

to office, they succeed in doing so. Should the government fail to satisfy the selectorate, it 

remains in power with probability q∈(0,1); otherwise, with probability 1-q, the government 

is dismissed and a new one is installed. In either case, play returns to the first phase in which 

principals can again choose performance criteria for the new term of office. 

Within this framework, we look for an equilibrium in which principals employ a 

retrospective voting rule with cutoff points {yi} and the government undertakes actions that 

are feasible; that meet the demands of some set of M principals; and that leave no reason for 

any principal to alter her personal threshold in an effort to increase her well-being. 

The Impact of Accountability 
 
Note three benchmark values for π . 

The Government’s Ideal. Like all actors in the model, the government seeks to maximize a 

combination of her private income plus the level of public goods in the economy. The 

government’s ideal output is (π min, {φ min, 0}). If unconstrained, it would choose φ -a=0 and 

a level of π  for which the slope of π (φ ) is –1.  π min is the least amount of a public good 

that the government would wish to produce, if  it were unconstrained.26 

                                                 
26 Note that π min will always exceed zero because of the properties of the transformation function, which 

render it increasingly costly to transform public into private goods. 
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Participation Constraint. A second benchmark value for π , which we label π max, is the 

maximum value of π  (and thus the minimum value of φ ) that yields benefits to the 

government that are at least as valuable as those it could gain were it to choose 

opportunistically and suffer dismissal. π max sets an upper bound on the level of collective 

goods that a government, behaving strategically, is willing to produce while seeking to 

remain in office. 

Assuming that the government consumes all private goods, this upper bound is 

given by the largest feasible value of π  that satisfies: 
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The proof for this claim is given as Lemma 1 in the working paper, where we also 

demonstrate that π max ≥ π min. and that π max always exists. 27 

Feasibility Constraint. A third benchmark is the value of π  below which the costs that 

result from the distortion that arises from the transformation of public benefits into private 

goods becomes too great to allow the government to compensate any set of M players 

through private transfers. It is given by the value of π  for which the slope of π (φ )  

is -1/(M+1), or, if no such point exists, by π  (0).   We call this value *π  and again 

define the corresponding value )( ** πφφ = .  Note that since φφπ < 0, min* ππ > .   

When π  is greater than *π , then the government can find M players that will be 

willing to accept a reduction in π  in exchange for some increase in φ –- an increase which it 

is feasible for the government to supply.   

                                                 
27 Humphreys, M. and R. Bates (2002). Political Institutions and Economic Policies: Lessons from Africa. 
Cambridge MA, Center for International Development, Harvard University. 
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EQUILIBRIUM  
 

These benchmark values of π  help us to describe the equilibrium of this game. 

Claim: It is a subgame perfect stationary equilibrium for each principal, i, to demand 

yi*=π * in each period and for the government to produce (π *, {φ (π *), 0}) in each period, 

where π *=min(π *,π max); and for the selectorate to re-select the government. 

In equilibrium therefore, an accountable government produces positive amounts of 

the public good and satisfies its selectorate by supplying public goods.  In addition, it shirks, 

producing positive amounts of private goods and consuming them itself.28 

This model supplies the logical foundations for the arguments of those who 

advocate greater levels of accountability for governments in Africa. Disciplined by the 

prospect of dismissal by the selectorate, governments that are accountable would provide 

more public goods and enjoy fewer private benefits from office than they would enjoy were 

they not constrained.  

Testing the Model 
 

The question remains: Does accountability work in practice?  Has political reform led to 

economic reform in Africa.  To address this question, we employ two measures.  Both reflect 

the assessments of informed observers and both offer insight into the policy choices of 

governments. The first comes from the International Country Risk Guide (ICRG) and is 

produced by Political Risk Services (PRS).29  Each year, the PRS convenes a panel of 

                                                 
28 The proof is reported in Macartan Humphries and Robert Bates, Political Institutions and Economic Policy 
Making: Lessons from Africa. CID Working Paper No. 94 September 2002.  Note that hile formally this 
equilibrium is not unique, most of the other stationary subgame perfect equilibria that we have identified are 
similar to that stated. 
29 <http://www.countrydata.com/wizard/>. 
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international investors to rate governments on a series of dimensions, each relevant to the 

political, economic and financial risks faced by investors. For each country, our measure, 

OPPORTUNISM, combines ratings of the government's propensity to repudiate its 

financial obligations and its likelihood of expropriating private investments.  To produce the 

measure, we weight these two ratings by the loadings derived from principal components 

estimation.  The resulting score provides a measure of the tendency to adopt distributive 

policies and to make opportunistic use of public power. 

 

We also employ the World Bank's Country Policy and Institutional Assessment 

(CPIA), an annual evaluation of the conduct of governments that have loans outstanding 

with the Bank.  The Bank's rating covers the policy performance of the government in 

twenty specific areas, grouped into four major categories (see Table 12).  Scoring the 

country's performance in each area from 1, for low, to 5, for high, the Bank calculates an 

aggregate score, or CPIA, which is the un-weighted average of the rating in each of the 

twenty areas.  
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Table 12: Country Policy and Institutional Assessments (CPIA) 

 
 

Disaggregated Elements of CPIA Index 
 

I.  Macroeconomic Management 
1. General macroeconomic performance 
2. Fiscal policy 
3. Management of external debt 
4. Macroeconomic management capacity 
5. Sustainability of structural reforms 
 

 
 

III.  Policies for sustainable and equitable growth 
1. Trade policy 
2. Foreign exchange regime 
3. Financial stability and depth 
4. Banking sector efficiency and resource mobilization 
5. Property rights and rule-based governance 
6. Competitive environment for the private sector 
7. Factor and product markets 
8. Environmental policies and regulations 

 
II.  Public sector management 
1. Quality of budget and public investment process 
2. Efficiency and equity of resource mobilization 
3. Efficiency and equity of public expenditures 
4. Accountability of the public service 

IV.  Policies for reducing inequalities 
1. Poverty monitoring and analysis 
2. Pro-poor targeting of programs 
3. Safety nets 

Rating scale: 1 = low; 5 = high  
Source: Country Policy and Institutional Assessments, Report on 1998 Ratings Washington DC: The World Bank. 
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In essence, the CPIA provides as measure of the government’s adherence to the so-

called Washington consensus (Williamson 1990; Williamson 1994).  While the measure 

contains several flaws, 30  we use it to provide an assessment of the government’s efforts to 

generate a sustainable macro-economic environment, free of major policy distortions.    

In Table 13, we demonstrate the relationship between our measures of policy choice 

—OPPORTUNISM and CPIA—and growth for our sample.  Combining a Barro-like 

growth regression (which includes the policy ratings) with an empirical model of policy 

choice (which includes a measure of growth) into a single system of equations, we use three 

stage least squares to generate coefficients that provide measures of the relationship of 

policy to growth that partially account for endogeneity.  The results indicate that variation in 

our measures of policy choices are associated with large differences in growth rates, a one 

standard deviation shift in OPPORTUNISM and CPIA is associated with a shift of 

approximately 1.2 and 1.3 percentage points in growth rates, respectively. 

                                                 
30 Regressing the aggregate score against measures of macro-economic balances -- levels of government 
consumption, fiscal deficits, inflation and so on -- shows the measure to yield highly significant 
relationships with objective measures of policy choices and enhances our confidence in the measure. There 
are however some technical concerns with the measure: It mixes assessments of policies with outcomes; it 
assigns equal weights to each policy; and the policies in Category IV are largely irrelevant to the arguments 
of this paper.  The measure is both bounded and categorical, resulting in a distribution of errors that could 
complicate statistical inference.  Furthermore, there is evidence that the criteria for determining the score 
has varied over time. Note that while the CPIA index is based in part on assessments of institutions, (a) 
these assessments constitute but a minor portion of the total rating and (b) were the Bank raters inclined to 
give higher ratings to countries that exhibited higher levels of political accountability then this would bias 
us towards finding such a positive correlation in the data whereas our findings, contrary to what we in fact 
find (see below) . 
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Table 13: Growth and Policy Choice 

 SYSTEM 1 SYSTEM 2 
Dependent Variables: Growth QUALITY Growth CPIA 

OPPORTUNISM 1.248    
 [3.12]***    
CPIA   1.757  
   [2.52]**  
GDP growth (annual %)  0.085  0.09 
  [7.20]***  [8.21]*** 
Per capita GDP (lagged) -1.682 0.105 -2.132 0.186 
 [5.54]*** [10.67]*** [6.48]*** [10.05]*** 
Gross Domestic Investment as a 
Share of GDP 12.045  8.327  
 [7.88]***  [7.34]***  
Life Expectancy (logged) 11.037  13.597  
 [4.41]***  [5.54]***  
Literacy Rate  -0.019  -0.026  
 [2.09]**  [2.86]***  
Literay * GDP 0  0  
 [2.80]***  [3.39]***  
General government consumption 
(% of GDP) -0.075  -0.085  
 [3.44]***  [3.41]***  
Sub-Saharan Africa 1.027  1.455  
 [2.04]**  [2.88]***  
COMPETITIVENESS  0.031  -0.024 
  [3.58]***  [2.34]** 
CHECKS   0.023  0.054 
  [1.83]*  [3.49]*** 
AGRIPOP (Lag)  -0.225  0.359 
  [1.94]*  [2.69]*** 
PROBLEM (Lag)  -0.195  -0.07 
  [5.50]***  [1.64] 
OIL  -0.442  -1.068 
  [2.64]***  [5.37]*** 
Year  0.07  0.012 
  [14.39]***  [2.81]*** 
Constant -41.588 -140.402 -56.211 -21.459 
 [4.14]*** [14.47]*** [6.29]*** [2.56]** 
Observations 973 973 1109 1109 
Notes: Absolute value of z statistics in parentheses; *significant at 10%; **significant at 5%; *** significant at 
1% 
• Jointly Estimated Using Three Stage Least Squares: World Sample 
• These models differ from Barro's standard model in a number of ways.  First, annual data is used rather 

than quinquennial data.  Second, for reasons of data coverage, less rich education data is used:  
Literacy*GDP is related to Barro's interaction between GDP and human capital where literacy substitutes 
for Barro's aggregate human capital measure.  Finally in the context of this paper our measures of 
QUALITY and CPIA substitute for Barro’s measure of market distortions, given by a measure of the 
black market premium   
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Table 13 highlights the significance of our exploration into the institutional 

determinants of policy decisions. 

Independent Variables 
 

Table 14 reports the definitions and distributions of the independent variables and the 

sources from which they were drawn. 
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Table 14: Data definitions, sources and summary statistics 

Variable and 
Variable Label 

Definition Source Units  Range Mean

OPPORTUNISM See Text PRS, ICRG data Index -2.5-1.5 0 
CPIA See Text World Bank Index 1-5 2.86 
COMPETITION 
(Executive Scales) 

See Text Ferree and Singh, Institutional Change and 
Economic Performance in Africa, 1970-1995; 
and Beck, Clarke, Groff, Keefer and 
Walsh, ‘New Tools and New Tests in 
Comparative Political Economy: The 
Database of Political Institutions’. 

Categorical 1-7 4.56 

CHECKS For presidential systems this is the sum of 1 (if there is a 
competitively elected legislature), 1 (for the president), 
and the number of relevant legislative chambers.   
However, if closed list =1 and the president’s party is 
the 1st government party, then the relevant legislative 
chambers are not counted.  For parliamentary systems, 
this is the sum of 1 (if there is a competitively elected 
legislature), 1 (for the PM) and the number of parties in 
the coalition.  If there is a closed list and the PM’s party 
is the 1st government party, then this sum is reduced by 
one.  If there is no competitively elected legislature, then 
CHECK1 gets a “1”. 
 

Beck, Clarke, Groff, Keefer and Walsh, 
‘New Tools and New Tests in 
Comparative Political Economy: The 
Database of Political Institutions’; 
(CHECKS1) 

Count 1-14 2.55 

PROBLEM State Failure Task Force Problem Country Indicator J. Goldstone et al., State Failure Task 
Force Project, Phase III Report  McLean 
VA: SAIC, 2003. 

Binary 0-1 .18 

AGRICPOP Share of population engaged in agriculture Constructed from FAO agricultural 
population data and State Failure Task 
Force Population Data 

Share 0-1 .47 

OIL The share of the value of domestic oil production in 
GDP 

Multiple Source: See text. Share 0-1 .05 

GDP per capita GDP per capita, constant 1995 prices international 
$US. (thousands) 

World Bank: World Development 
Indicators 

Constant 
1985 

.22-43.62 5.06 
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dollars 
WDIGDPAG Growth rate of per capita GDP  World Bank: World Development 

Indicators 
Percentage -50-85 3.69 

Literacy Based on WDI Illiteracy measure: Adult illiteracy rate 
is the share of adults aged 15 and above who cannot, 
with understanding, read and write a short, simple 
statement on their everyday life. 

World Bank WDI 2000 Percentage .2-94.3 34.5 

Government 
Consumption 

General Government Consumption as a percentage 
of GDP 

World Bank: WDI 2000 Percentage 0.89-76.20 15.54 

Gross Domestic 
Investment 

Gross Domestic Investment as a share of GDP World Bank: WDI 2000 Share -.08 - 2.15 .24 

Log of Life 
Expectancy 

Natural log of life expectancy World Bank: WDI 2000  3.44 - 4.39 4.09 
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In describing these variables and our expectations of their relationship to measures 

of policy performance, we proceed in a sequence that parallels our exposition of the logic of 

political accountability, first dwelling on institutions, then on the determinants of the 

governments’ discount rate, then on the nature of the decisive sets, and finally on the 

structure of the economy. 

Institutions:  According to the logic of accountability, the incentives that drive government 

responses bite because the government wants to return to office but faces the prospects of 

the loss of power. To capture the government’s insecurity, we employ a measure of electoral 

COMPETITION.  By the rules governing the creation of this measure, a polity receives a 

score of 1 if there is no executive in place; 2 if there is a non-elected executive; 3 if there is 

an elected executive but no electoral competition; 4 if there is an elected executive, and 

competition between candidates but not between parties (because opposition parties are 

banned); 5 if there is an elected executive and competition between candidates but not 

between parties (even though opposition parties are legal); and 6 if there is an elected 

executive, with competition between candidates backed by opposing parties taking place 

during the electoral campaign.  A score of 7 is accorded in the DPI if the executive's vote 

share is less than 75%.31 

Discount Rate. In this model, the government is forward looking: it compares the short-term 

benefits from adopting self-interested policies with the longer term costs of the loss of 

office.  The power of the incentives to which institutions of accountability give rise thus 

depends upon the government's rate of discount.  Affecting the value the government places 

upon future benefits from office is its assessment of political risk.  To capture the level of 

political risk arising from political instability, we employ a measure of the instability of a 
                                                 
31 The variable REFORM, employed above, is a proper subset of this scale.  It possesses fewer categories 
simply because Africa contains no countries that exhibit the requisite characteristics. 
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given regime developed by the State Failure Task Force (Block 2002; Goldstone, Marshall et 

al. 2003). This measure—which we call PROBLEM—indicates whether each country was a 

part of the State Failure Task Force’s “problem set” in the previous year by virtue of being 

embroiled in a civil conflict, undergoing extreme levels of violence or experiencing an 

adverse regime change.32 

Properties of the Selectorate. According to the logic of the model, the degree to which a 

government will employ political power to produce collective benefits depends upon the size 

of the selectorate. The larger the number of veto points within the institutions of 

government, the more inclusive must be the government’s core coalition.  The logic of the 

model therefore suggests that the larger the number of veto points in the institutions of 

government, the more likely will policy makers be to promote the creation of collective 

goods.  The variable, CHECKS, is based upon the number of independent parts of the 

political process. It uses information regarding the number of different parties in a governing 

coalition and the extent to which there is a competitive legislature independent of the 

president or prime minister’s party.33 

Economic Structures. Policy makers are constrained by the types of economies in which they 

function.  In particular, if economic agents are able to protect themselves from predation by 

reducing production or by moving their assets, then extractive policies will yield fewer 

benefits to government.   

We use two variables to capture the ease with which rents can be extracted. The first, 

AGRICPOP, measures the share of the population that is dependent upon agricultural 

production. The second, OIL, measures the value of oil production as a share of the gross 

                                                 
32 More information on this measure can be found on the homepage of the State Failure Task Force: 
http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/inscr/stfail/sfcodebk.htm.   
33 Each of the DPI variables, CHECKS1 and CHECKS2 were used in the analysis.  
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domestic product. In each case we expect negative relations between these measures of 

economic structure and performance on the dependent variable. 

Control Variables 
 
We include a small set of variables that contain information on the wealth of the country, 

GDP growth rates and time.  We also add an Africa dummy in the pooled regressions that 

employ the global dataset.  This variable provides an important check on our argument.  For 

if our reasoning provides an adequate theory of the policy preferences of Africa's 

governments, then the coefficient on the African dummy should fail to attain statistical 

significance, when the variables that capture the logic of accountability are entered into the 

analysis.34 

Estimation 
 

We first estimate our statistical models using a pooled sample of observations.  We then re-

estimate each model introducing country-specific effects and the lag of the dependent 

variable.  Since a fixed-effects structure that includes a lagged dependent variable may 

introduce bias in finite samples (Wooldridge 2002), we report a third version of each model 

that employs the Arrelano and Bond Generalized Method of Moments estimator.35  

                                                 
34 We stress that the results presented here do not take account of the possible impact of policy on the 
supposedly independent variables.  Our results are robust to the replacement of independent variables with 
their lags; however save in the estimates reported in Table 19, we have yet to model these endogenous 
relationships directly.  We note however that insofar as public goods provision, as recorded by the World 
Bank, may increase the competitiveness of institutions, this should lead to an upward bias in the estimated 
correlation, and hence, a bias against our result. 
35  Arellano, M. a. S. B. (1991). "Some Tests of Specification for Panel Data." The Review of Economic 
Studies 58: 277-297. 
 The results reported do not take account of the categorical and censored nature of the dependent 
variable.  While formally categorical, the dependent variables in fact contain as many as thirty values.  And 
although formally bounded, there is little clustering of data on the boundaries.  We therefore find that 
employing Tobit models made little impact on our estimates. 
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In Tables 15 and 16 below, we present two sets of results.  Table 15 presents results 

for OPPORTUNISM for both an African and a world sample.  Table 16 presents similar 

results for CPIA.  In the case of OPPORTUNISM, the analysis is based upon data from 

103-104 nations, of which 28-29 are from Africa, depending on data availability; the samples 

cover the period 1985-1995.  In the case of CPIA, the global sample includes 95-96 nations 

and the African sample 36-37 and covers the period 1975-1990.  

Table 15: OPPORTUNISM as Dependent Variable 
 

Model I II III IV V VI  

Dependent Variable 
OPPOR-
TUNISM 

OPPOR-
TUNISM 

OPPOR-
TUNISM 

OPPOR-
TUNISM 

OPPOR-
TUNISM 

OPPOR-
TUNISM  

Sample Africa Africa Africa World World World  

Method Pooled+ FE AB+ Pooled+ FE AB+  

Theoretic Variables        

COMPETITION 0.01 0.032 0.027 0.049 0.019 0.023  
 0.67 3.62*** 2.14** 5.05*** 2.71*** 2.07**  
CHECKS 0.079 -0.021 -0.029 0.045 -0.003 0.016  
 3.08*** 1.23 1.05 3.95*** 0.28 1.25  
PROBLEM (lag) -0.225 -0.09 -0.013 -0.243 -0.079 -0.012  
 4.16*** 2.33** 0.30 5.75*** 2.60*** 0.16  
AGRIPOP(Lag) -0.524 -1.136 -1.768 -0.521 -1.184 -1.294  
 2.90*** 1.60 1.27 3.87*** 2.58** 1.47  
OIL (lag) -0.372 0.287 0.141 -0.785 0.346 1.016  
 2.62*** 1.34 0.54 6.27*** 1.76* 2.71***  
Control Variables        
GDP (lag) 0.134 0.037 0.025 0.076 -0.015 -0.025  
 7.40*** 0.87 0.23 12.75*** 1.71* 1.27  
GROWTH (lag) 0.002 0 -0.001 0.023 0.003 -0.002  
 0.53 0.12 0.40 6.09*** 2.33** 0.93  
YEAR 0.027 0.01 0.014 0.075 0.028 0.023  
 4.03*** 1.96* 1.33 18.02*** 7.53*** 2.66***  
Lag of the Dependent Variable . 0.789 0.521  0.772 0.812  
 . 19.02*** 4.52***  40.62*** 16.58***  
Dummy Variable for Sub-Saharan Africa .   0.024    
 .   0.43    
Constant -53.39 -19.2  -150.238 -54.971   
 4.07*** 1.83*  18.10*** 7.36***   

N 338 314 285 1273 1180 1074  

R-squared 0.37 0.74  0.65 0.82   

Number of Cross-sectional units   29 28 104 103  
Arellano-Bond test that average 
autocovariance in residuals of order 2 is 
0: (z-stat)   1.06   -1.49  

Note: Absolute value of t statistics listed below coefficients, +Robust t statistics reported, * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; 
*** significant at 1%  
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Table 16: CPIA as Dependent Variable 
Model VII VIII IX X XI XII 

Dependent Variable CPIA CPIA CPIA CPIA CPIA CPIA 

Sample Africa Africa Africa World World World 

Method Pooled+ FE AB+ Pooled+ FE AB+ 

Theoretical Variables       

COMPETITION 0.011 0.001 -0.004 -0.015 0.012 0.004 
 0.71 0.05 0.15 1.32 1.24 0.17 
CHECKS 0.11 -0.001 -0.026 0.056 -0.005 -0.01 
 3.55*** 0.02 0.55 3.31*** 0.32 0.41 
PROBLEM (lag) -0.091 0.034 -0.015 -0.093 -0.065 -0.147 
 1.25 0.48 0.16 1.96* 1.55 1.90* 
AGRIPOP (Lag) -0.33 -1.72 -3.344 -0.155 -1.033 -1.89 
 1.72* 1.71* 1.41 1.13 1.63 1.56 
OIL (lag) -1.505 -0.068 -0.439 -1.346 -0.303 -0.127 
 7.74*** 0.13 0.72 9.31*** 0.90 0.34 
Control Variables       
Per capita GDP (lag) 0.127 0.022 -0.179 0.107 -0.038 -0.16 
 4.90*** 0.39 1.38 7.17*** 1.50 3.17*** 
Growth of GDP (lag) 0.023 0.008 0.005 0.031 0.009 0.004 
 6.02*** 2.75*** 1.32 8.23*** 3.88*** 1.45 
Year 0.01 -0.005 -0.009 0.019 0 -0.001 
 1.75* 0.71 0.81 4.84*** 0.05 0.08 
Lag of the Dependent Variable  0.635 0.641  0.664 0.687 
  17.15*** 10.42***  29.14*** 16.11*** 
Dummy Variable for Sub-Saharan Africa    -0.032   
    0.63   
Constant -16.896 12.093  -35.919 2.038  
 1.51 0.83  4.50*** 0.21  

N 507 501 463 1227 1198 1099 

R-squared 0.27 0.46  0.24 0.49  

Number of Cross-sectional units  37 36  96 95 
Arellano-Bond test that average 
autocovariance in residuals of order 2 is 
0: (z-stat)   -.97   .10 

Note: Absolute value of t statistics listed below coefficients, +Robust t statistics reported, * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; 
*** significant at 1%  
 

 

We interpret positive coefficients for the variables relating to OPPORTUNISM as 

suggesting that higher levels of the variable yield a lower tendency for the government to 

employ public powers to extract private benefits from the economy.  In the case of CPIA, 

we interpret positive coefficients as suggesting that higher levels of the independent variable 

yield a stronger tendency on the part of governments to use public policy to generate a stable 

macro-economic environment. 
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Turning first to the control variables, we note a pronounced tendency for hysteresis 

in public policy: the magnitude and significance of the coefficients on the lagged dependent 

variables indicate that policies, once chosen, tend to persist.  As expected, wealth and GDP 

growth are associated with more favorable policy ratings; although we are reluctant to offer a 

causal explanation to this correlation.  

The Nature of the Economy 

When corrected for bias arising from the incidence of a lagged dependent variable, there is 

scattered evidence in the Africa sample that increases in the importance of primary products 

in the private economy lead to the adoption of self-interested policies. When OIL is 

employed as a measure of resource mobility, the results for the pooled regressions support 

the hypothesized relationship between the costs of private goods extraction for the choices 

of governments. As the value of oil production rises, the quality of public policies declines.   

The results for the equations that employ differenced data fail to supply such support; and 

the coefficient of OIL in one such equation – that in the global sample, using 

OPPORTUNISM as a dependent variable and GMM methods of estimation — yield 

evidence against our argument.   

More consistent is the evidence of the impact of agriculturally dependent economies. 

In the case of both dependent variables – OPPORTUNISM and CPIA – and both samples, 

the pooled regressions suggest that the greater the weight of the agricultural sector, the more 

opportunistic a government’s policy choices.  Fixed effects estimates from the global sample 

yield further support of the argument, when ratings from private investors are employed.  

The sign on this measure of the importance of agriculture is negative for both samples.  It 



1/13/2005 
53 

fails to attain significance in all models, however, particularly those employing the Arrelano 

and Bond estimator. 

Given that Africa’s economies are largely rural in nature, and that the most valuable 

industries are based on resource extraction, its governments face fewer costs when 

themselves engaging in extractive policies.  In accordance with the model, these results 

suggest, there are therefore fewer incentives to refrain from predatory policy making.36 

Decisive Groups 

The formal model underscores the importance of a third set of variables: those relating to 

the size of the selectorate.  The larger the size of the selectorate, the logic suggests, the 

stronger the incentives for the government to reward it by producing public goods.   

One indicator of the size of the selectorate is the number of veto points in the 

institutions of government, and thus the number of points of entry for political interests; the 

greater the number of veto points, then, the larger the effective selectorate. The pooled 

regressions suggest that governments that are constrained by checks and balances, and so 

that face multiple veto points, adopt policies that elicit higher investor ratings.  This is true 

for both dependent variables and for both samples in the pooled regressions and when 

modeled using fixed effects. These institutional features are “slow moving,” however.  

Possibly for that reason, measures of their impact fail to emerge in the equations that use 

differenced values of the variables. 

                                                 
36 Insofar as the structure of economies are themselves a function of the policy choices of governments and 
subsequent growth rates, this analysis suggests the possibility of multiple equilibria, with some economies 
residing in a low-output high-extraction equilibrium and others dwelling in a high-output low-extraction 
equilibrium. 
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Discount Rate 

The data provide evidence of the impact of discounting.  If a government is sufficiently 

unstable to fall into the State Failure Task Force’s problem set (i.e. PROBLEM = 1), the 

policy environment deteriorates for private investors, a measured by OPPORTUNISM.  The 

same relationship holds for the World Bank ratings of government policies in the global 

sample.  Higher levels of regime instability tend to associate with opportunistic policy 

making. The magnitudes in regressions I, II, IV and V associate a change in PROBLEM 

from 1 to 0 with a fall in OPPORTUNISM of between one tenth and one fifth of a standard 

deviation. 

Institutions 

Of greatest concern, however, are our results regarding political institutions.  Both the 

African and global samples offer evidence of a relationship between electoral competition 

and OPPORTUNISM. The results are strongly significant in all but one specification. The 

magnitudes of the coefficients suggest that an increase in competitiveness from the lowest to 

the highest value is association with an increase in the OPPORTUNISM score of 

approximately one fifth of a standard deviation; as noted above, this increase in turn 

associates with an increase in growth rates of approximately one quarter of a percentage 

point. 

We find however that when we use the CPIA as a measure of policy choice, that 

there is no evidence for a relation between institutions and public policy, once other 

determinants of policy choice are taken into account. Indeed in some models there is (weak) 

evidence that governments that are at risk, when subject to the spur of electoral competition, 
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choose policies that distort the macro economy (equations IX and X), and so receive lower 

ratings from the World Bank. 

Note the African dummy in the global sample in Tables 15 and 16.  In both cases, 

the coefficients are insignificant.  Viewed within the context of our model, African 

governments behave in ways that are indistinguishable from governments elsewhere. 

Why Accountability Fails 
 
The results may surprise; they may dismay; but they are clear: Introducing political 

competition stays the hand of predatory governments.  In the judgment of investors, 

governments rendered accountable by the need to compete for office are less likely to 

repudiate their debts or to expropriate investors.  But introducing competition does not 

appear to render governments managers of the macro-economy.  Indeed, scattered evidence 

suggests the opposite: governments subject to electoral risk appear less willing to adhere to 

the Washington consensus – the very antithesis of what they financial institutions had hoped 

for when pressing for  political reform. 

To aid in interpreting these findings, we turn to some additional evidence: that 

produced by Block (Block 2002) and Block, Ferree and Singh (Block, Ferree et al. 2003).  

Employing data from 47 African states over the period of political reform, 1980 -1994, 

Block (2002) sought to determine whether the introduction of elections affected the policy 

choices of governments; Block, Ferre and Singh (2003) narrow the focus to elections in 

which opposition parties can challenge incumbent regimes. 

In exploring the ink between elections and policy choice, Block (2002) explores the 

so-called “naïve” and “rational” models of business cycles.37  In both, politicians seek office 

                                                 
37 See Nordhaus, W. (1975). "The Political Business Cycle." Review of Economic Studies 42: 169-90. 
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and are fully informed; the citizens prefer better economic conditions to worse and lack full 

information.  In the “naïve” models of the political business cycle, citizens can observe 

aggregate features of the macro-economy: inflation and unemployment.  Being 

unsophisticated, however, they react to present and past information only: if the present 

level of inflation is low and employment high, then they are more likely to vote for the 

incumbent, even if neither level  is sustainable.  The result is the production of economic 

booms in election years, followed by contractions in the post-election period.  The failure to 

smooth inter-temporal consumption imposes welfare losses on the citizens, even while the 

politicians reap the rewards of office. 

In the second version of the model, the voters prefer politicians who can 

competently manage the economy.  To signal their competence, the politicians generate 

public services, the more competent they are the greater the amounts of such services they 

can generate for any given level of revenues.   Political competition offers competent 

incumbents the opportunity to separate, revealing their competence by increasing public 

expenditures.  Divisible goods can be consumed immediately while the benefits of capital 

goods must be reaped later: not only greater expenditure but also the displacement of capital 

formation by public consumption thus results in equilibrium.  Political competition thus 

leads not only to the failure to smooth inter-temporal consumption but also to the failure to 

achieve high levels of growth.38 

                                                                                                                                                 
  and Rogoff, K. (1990). "Equilibrium political budget cycles." American Economic Review 80: 
21-36. 
  respectively.  See also Lindbeck, A. (1976). "Stabilization policies in open economies with 
endogenous politicians." American Economic Review Papers and Proceedings: 1-19. 
  
38 As noted in Block, S. A. (2001). "Does Africa Grow Differently?" The Journal of Development 
Economics 65: 443-467. 
  And Drazan, A. (2000). The political business cycle at 25 years. Cambridge MA, The MIT Press. 
 , Block, S. A., K. Ferree, et al. (2003). "Multiparty Competition, Founding Elections and Political 
Business Cycles in Africa." Journal of African Economies 12(3): 444-68. 
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In testing the first of these models, Block finds significant evidence of pre-election 

increases in the growth of money supply and decreases in the nominal rate of interest and 

the exchange rate in the non-CFA countries.  The pro-cyclical impact of these changes 

emerges in the post-election period, when the rate o money growth turns negative and the 

interest and exchange rate rise.  While the rates of inflation in pre-election periods remains 

higher than expected, given the logic of the model, it rises significantly in the post-election 

period, thus lending additional support to the theory.  Block also finds evidence in support 

of the political competence model, with public expenditures and government consumption 

rising significantly in the pre-election periods, along with the level of government debt. 

Block, Ferree and Singh (2002) go further, restricting their attention to presidential 

elections in which there was competition for office  In years in which there are competitive 

elections, the share of government consumption in GDP increases in the order of 1.5 

percentage points, they find, which is significantly greater than that for non-competitive 

elections ((Block, Ferree et al. 2003), p. 460).  Competitive elections are “associated with a 

nearly 13 percentage point increase in the rate of real money growth over that observed in 

non-competitive election years” (Ibid., p. 461).  And “competitive elections are typically 

followed by devaluations on the order of 20 percentage points greater than [for] non-

competitive elections” (Ibid., p. 462) – an adjustment made necessary by the imbalances 

introduced by the changes in fiscal and monetary policy and by the postponements of 

adjustments in the pre-election periods.  In no case do they find non-competitive elections 

                                                                                                                                                 
 The absence of strong and independent monetary institutions in Africa remove a basic objection to 
the application of models of the political business cycle.  In addition, African governments tend to be 
presidential and with fixed term limits, thus limiting the possibility of endogeneity.  To be noted is that 
struggles between capital and labor rarely the lines of partisan cleavage in Africa, thus diminishing the 
value of the so-called partisan models of the political business cycle (e.g. Hibbs, D. (1977). "Political 
Parties and Macro-economic Policy." American Political Science Review 71: 467-87. 
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yielding evidence of politically induced business cycles; evidence of political shocks is 

confined to elections in which there is competition. 

Block, Ferree, and Singh (2002) distinguish between so-called founding and non-

founding elections, the first being those run competitively for the first time since the turn to 

authoritarian rule.  While they find the impact of competition magnified in founding 

elections, in the case of money growth the exchange rate, they find no evidence of a similar 

impact upon government consumption.  The behavior of the government is thus premised 

not on the initial incredulity of an electorate capable of learning but rather upon the 

government’s apparent belief that in order to stay in office, incumbent regimes can and must 

bit for the support of the electorate. 

The evidence marshaled by (Block 2001; Block, Ferree et al. 2003) promote 

additional skepticism concerning the link between political and economic reform in Africa.  

Seeking to secure political accountability, reformers introduced competition for office.  

While such competition appears to stay the hands of elites that may be tempted to renege on 

agreements or to expropriate investors, it appears to leave unchecked – or indeed to 

strengthen -- the tendency to use public policy to gain political advantage, even at the 

expense of the national economy. 

Discussion 
 
There are thus two theories linking competition to policy choice.  The first, based on 

accountability, sees competition as checking political predation and yielding welfare-

enhancing choices.  The second sees competition as generating politically induced economic 

cycles, which both lower current welfare and undermine growth.  The evidence suggests that 

the latter more accurately captures the impact of political competition upon the policy 
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choices of governments.  Why does accountability fail to induce fiscal and monetary 

restraint?  Addressing once again the logic of the model, we focus on several of its key 

elements, each of which is suggestive of significant features of African politic. 

Candidates 
 

According to the model, if the incumbent fails to meet the performance criterion set by the 

selectorate, then she is replaced by another randomly selected from a pool of identical 

candidates.  But what if the candidates varied and along additional dimensions?  Might not 

the selectorate then be tempted to reinstate the incumbent, even were she to fail to deliver 

decent economic performance?  And, anticipating that behavior, might the incumbent not 

then find the performance criteria incredible and therefore ignore them? 

In a recent paper, Gerard Prado i Miquel (2004), pursues this line of reasoning and 

argues that if displacing the president is likely to cause power to shift from the hands of one 

ethnic group to the hands of another, then the first might wish to continue its support for 

“their” president, be he ever so inferior a maker of public policy.  One could thus readily 

envisage the selectorate continuing to support an economically incompetent chief executive 

rather than turning to one who may be at least as skilled as an economic manager but 

opposed to their interests along other dimensions of the policy space.    

Phrased differently, buried beneath the accountability model lies an assumption of 

political convergence: it is convergence that renders the selectorate willing to accept a 

random draw in place of an incumbent who has failed to meet their performance standards.  

Rephrasing the argument in this manner highlights how difficult it is to fufill the model’s 

requirements.  Convergence results when there is plurality voting; under proportional 

representation, parties face few incentives to pool.  In Africa, virtually all of the French-
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speaking states and several of the Anglophone employ proportional representation39.  Even 

where plurality voting is employed, however, convergence may not take place.  Regional, 

religious, and ethnic differences make it difficult to reduce the number of parties such that 

the centripetal incentives created by plurality voting override the centrifugal forces arising 

from substantive differences (Cox 1997). 

To illustrate, consider the case of Kenya.  When in 1991 the KANU [Kenya African 

National Union] government of Daniel arap Moi legalized the formation of other parties, 

leading dissidents formed the Forum for the Restoration of Democracy [FORD].  But in 

1992, FORD split, with leaders from the Central Province forming FORD-Asili (or 

“original”) and Western Province, especially Luo-speaking leaders, gathering in FORD-

Kenya.  Further clouding the picture was the formation of the Democratic Party by Mwai 

Kibabki, former Vice President, and yet a third unit of FORD by Simeon Nyachae, a 

prominent advisor to both previous presidents.  Given that a plurality of votes was sufficient 

to win, the number of opposition parties made it possible for Moi to remain in office, even 

when opposed by 60% of the electorate in the 1992 election (Throup and Hornsby 1998).  

Behaving in a sophisticated fashion, party leaders responded as theory would predict (Cox 

1997; Magaloni 2004): they sought alliances and mergers, such that they could assuredly 

defeat their least preferred candidate (the incumbent, president Moi) while sacrificining the 

possible victory of their most preferred (themselves).  But uniting proved difficult to achieve.  

In particular, the rivalry between FORD-Asili and Ford-Kenya derived from a long history 

of treachery and violence and tapped a deep reservoir of distrust.  It was not until the 21st 

                                                 
39 See the important work of Mozaffar, S. (1998). Electoral Systems and Conflict Management in Africa. 
Elections and Conflict Management in Africa. T. D. Sisk and A. Reynolds. Washington DC, United States 
Institute of Peace. 
 , Mozaffar, S., J. R. Scarritt, et al. (2003). "Electoral Institutions, Ethnopolitical Cleavages, and 
Party Systems in Africa's Emerging Democracies." American Political Science Review 97(3): 379-90. 
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Century that the opposition merged.  And when it did, KANU was swepped from power.  

That it had remained in power for over a decade while facing competitive elections and 

while exhibiting extraordinary incompetence in its management of the Kenyan economy 

underscores the power of the assumptions underlying the accountability model, and how 

they may limit its applicability in contemporary Africa. 

Voter Sophistication 
 
The accountability model this places restrictions on the supply of candidates that have been 

violated in African settings.  In addition, it places restrictions on the decisions of voters.  It 

demands sophisticated behavior; when voters set performance criteria, they must do so in an 

optimizing manner.  If they set the criteria too high, the incumbent may despair of meeting 

the standard for re-selection and, knowing she will in any case be “fired,” indulge herself 

while in office.  If the criteria are set too low,, then the incumbent need not deliver good 

policy in order to stay in power. 

There is scattered evidence of the demanding nature of Africa’s electorates.  Recent 

reports from the Afrobarometer surveys state that “the general public may have an overly 

rosy view of the diminished capabilities of the African state” (Afrobarometer 2004), p. 38.  

Over 52% of those surveyed in 15 countries thought that “the government can solve … all 

or most of the country’s problems” (Ibid.).  When fortified by such lofty expectations, 

electorates can be unforgiving.  Bratton and van de Walle (1997) note that prior to 1970, 

only one African head of state had been voted out of office; between 1990 and 1994, the 

number rose to 11, with three others choosing not to run ((Block 2002), p. 206)).  Based on 

this evidence, it is tempting to argue that unsophisticated voters in Africa may be too 

demanding; in the face of unrealistically high demands, incumbents may have little incentive 
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to expend effort pursuing the collective welfare and rather use their time in office to pursue 

private agendas. 

Recalling the ICPR ratings by private investors, however, we may not wish to 

endorsethis line of reasoning, however;.  Recall that, according to investors, governments in 

competitive political environments do behave with greater restraint.  And the evidence of 

political business cycles suggests that even if incumbents are defeated in competitive 

elections, it is not for want of striving to stay in office.  Rather than resigning themselves to 

defeat in the face of excessively high performance standards, as the model suggests, they 

instead manipulated fiscal and monetary policy in an attempt to remain in office. 

Another reason for failing to engage in performance voting would be if voters 

instead responded to identities, evaluating candidates in terms of who they were rather than 

what they achieved.  Were that to be the case, voters would then set standards too low.  

Beliefs that voters behave this way are commonly held both by citizens and by students of 

Africa.  At present, however, we lack the data to evaluate this explanation. 

Voter Preferences and Information 
 

The purpose of political accountability is to align political incentives, such that those with 

power strive to serve the interests of the citizenry rather than their own.  Reminded of this 

purpose, one is immediately struck by the importance of an assumption made by those who 

pursue political reform in order to secure policy change: that the citizens would prefer 

economic restraint.  A possible reason for the failure of political competition to induce the 

kinds of policy choices advocated by international financial institutions is that Africa’s 

citizens may not like them. Just as important, given the logic of the model, the political elite 
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may know that the citizens feel this way.  When accountable, they would then not strive to 

implement the Washington Consensus. 

There is scattered evidence in support of this effort to explain the absence of a link 

between political and economic reform.  The data from the Afrobarometer surveys suggest 

popular support for a mixed economy.  But “by a large margin” ((Afrobarometer 2004), p. 

14) they support trade protection.  “There is widespread popular resistance to public sector 

reform” (Ibid.).  And “most people want the government to remain involved in agricultural 

marketing” (Ibid.).  In the words of the authors of the Afrobarometer survey, “even if 

Africans desire a mixed economy, their vision favors state intervention above market forces” 

(Ibid.). 

Preferring an activist government is not, however, the same as preferring fiscal 

profligacy or an unsustainable monetary policy.  Even though Africa’s citizens may prefer 

state intervention, they loath inflation and desire employment – and both price stability and 

job creation fall victim to the post-election adjustments made necessary by the economic 

excesses of incumbents competing  to remaining office.  The failure of accountability may 

therefore not derive from the preferences of citizens. 

More likely is the impact of information.  For citizens to hold their governments 

accountable, they need to hold them to standards of performance.  For the proper 

management of the macro-economy, their standards would presumably be based upon the 

aggregate level of inflation and unemployment.  Employment figures are difficult to come by 

in Africa, however; indeed, given the size of the subsistence sector and the informal 

economy, unemployment is itself difficult to define.  Nor are average price levels common 

knowledge; and even when calculated with precision, their release is too long delayed to 

assist in the making of voting decisions.  It is therefore difficult for citizens to monitor the 
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management of the national economy and to judge the economic performance of 

incumbents. 

A notable feature of the models of politically induced business cycles is that they 

explicitly presume incomplete information; that politicians are able to exploit informational 

asymmetries is what accounts for their ability to manipulate the economy in ways that are 

economically harmful but politically advantageous.  Such models appear better able to 

capture the relationship between political competition and macro-economic policy than are 

the models of political accountability.  The implication is that macro-economic 

mismanagement may result from the ability of politicians to exploit the public rather than to 

deliver them the policies that they prefer. 

Many in Africa championed political reform for its own right.  They desired liberty, 

freedom, and a government that placed the public interest above their own.  Many also 

championed reform as a means of rendering it in the political interests of incumbents to 

choose economic policies that would strengthen rather than undermine the economy.  By 

introducing competition for office into political life, they sought to render governments 

accountable to private citizens, thus aligning political interests with economic incentives.  

The evidence suggests that political reforms have rendered Africa’s governments less 

opportunistic: private investors rated them as less likely to repudiate debts or to expropriate 

investments.  But it appears not to have rendered them more vigilant custodians of the 

macro-economy.  Indeed, in the face of prospective political defeat, the evidence suggests, 

governments in competitive systems spend more, borrow more, print money, and postpone 

needed revaluations of their currencies in an effort to produce politically rewarding 

economic benefits in election years, thus damaging their economies. 
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