Journal of Political Science and Leadership Research E-ISSN 2504-883X P-ISSN 2695 2432
Vol. 11 No. 3 2025 www.iiardjournals.org online version

Major Developmental Challenges of African States

Andrew, Aondosoo Nomsoor
Department of Political Science, Faculty of Social Sciences
Federal University of Lafia, Nasarawa.
Phone: 08134330788
Email: Andynomsoor@gmail.com
DOI: 10.56201/jpslr.vol.11.n03.2025.pg66.83

Abstract

The objective of this study is to examine the development of the African countries and the rationale
for the different developmental challenges that plagued the continent. Relying on secondary source
of data, it traces the African development right from the colonization era to the present day. The
study was able to spell out the challenges African countries are undergoing such as the challenge
of governance, lack of technology, brain drain, incorporation of Africa in the world capitalist
system, effects of globalization, debt burden among others. While adopting the modernization
theory as the major theory to anchor its analysis, it also highlights other various theories of
development and the flaws associated with such theories. The study was able to recommend among
others that Africa should strengthen an all-encompassing strong institutions, culture and
development, transfer of technology etc in order to position themselves in the world capitalist
System.

Keywords: Development, Governance, infrastructure deficit, Economic dependence, human
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INTRODUCTION

The infiltration of Western civilization and culture into Africa began with European incursions
driven by imperial ambitions and resource exploitation. African scholars argue that this practice
persisted even after independence, shaping the continent’s trajectory. In the 21st century, Africa
faces numerous challenges, including the colonial legacy, foreign aid, foreign direct investment
(FDI), climate change debates, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and cultural
diplomacy as a new strategic tool (Mlambo et al., 2024). Over the years, Africa has made
considerable efforts toward sustainable development. However, an assessment of its
developmental journey highlights the persistent need for more strategic and intensive interventions
to tackle longstanding constraints. Poor governance, policy inefficiencies, economic
mismanagement in some states, heavy external debt burdens, and conflicts contributed to the
severe economic downturn of the early 1980s. A partial recovery in the latter half of the decade
was fueled by economic policy reforms and increased socio-political pluralism, with relative
economic stability consolidating during the 1990s (Ehikioya et al., 2020).

Nevertheless, much remains to be done as Africa entered the 21st century still grappling with
profound developmental challenges. Despite undergoing significant political and economic
reforms since independence, tangible development outcomes remain minimal. Africa, though one
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of the richest continents in terms of natural and mineral resources, paradoxically remains among
the poorest globally. The continent faces numerous developmental hurdles that, while daunting,
could be addressed through an active civil society and strong political commitment. These remain
largely absent in Africa’s developmental discourse.

Today, the vision of development in Africa appears to be faltering. Development as an ideal seems
to be crumbling under the weight of unmet expectations. Historically, development was propelled
by certain conditions that are no longer prevalent, rendering conventional development paradigms
obsolete. As Sachs (1992) aptly put it, "Delusion and disappointment, failures and crimes have
been the steady companions of development, the hopes and desires which made the idea fly are
now exhausted."

The persistent gap between developed and developing nations has long influenced international
relations and diplomacy. This disparity has led to continued capital inflows from developed nations
to the Global South, including Africa, in efforts to address these developmental challenges. The
discourse surrounding Africa’s underdevelopment is not a new one but has deep historical roots.
Multiple factors have contributed to Africa’s development crisis, despite the continent’s vast
natural resources, including gold, cocoa, bauxite, oil, diamonds, and timber.

Several decades after colonial rule ended, much of Africa still struggles with high poverty rates,
widespread corruption, inadequate infrastructure, unemployment, high mortality rates, political
instability, and security challenges. Development discourse is intricately tied to concepts such as
poverty, production, governance, and equity. These ideas, rooted in Western historical
experiences, have been projected onto other parts of the world, including Africa (Sachs, 1992, p.5).
For instance, Ghana, often lauded as one of Africa’s most politically stable democracies, and
Nigeria, the continent’s most populous country, ranked 135th and 156th respectively out of 187
countries in the United Nations Human Development Report (UN, 2011).

Amidst Africa’s development crisis, debates have emerged on how best to address these
challenges. This discourse is dominated by two major themes: the meaning of development itself
and the most appropriate pathways toward achieving it (Ikenna, 2009). Despite the divergences
among scholars, policymakers, and global institutions, numerous attempts have been made to
analyze and resolve Africa’s development conundrum (Senanu, 2014). Against this backdrop, this
study seeks to interrogate the major developmental challenges confronting African nations.

CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION

Development

The concept of development within the field of development studies has long been mired in
controversy, particularly concerning its definition, its beneficiaries, and its agents. Despite these
debates, numerous scholars have attempted to define development based on their ideological
orientations and perspectives. The term has been interpreted in various ways. Traditionally, it was
closely associated with the growth of per capita income. However, since the 1970s, alternative
indicators have gained prominence among development scholars and global institutions such as
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). These indicators include meeting
basic needs (or reducing absolute poverty), generating modern employment opportunities, and
promoting a more equitable distribution of income (Todaro & Smith, 2003).

Todaro and Smith (2012, p. 16) assert that "development must therefore be conceived of as a
multidimensional process involving major changes in social structures, popular attitudes, and
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national institutions, as well as the acceleration of economic growth, the reduction of inequality,
and the eradication of poverty." This suggests that development extends beyond economic
progress; it is a comprehensive transformation of both economic and social systems. It involves
enhancing the quality of life through three fundamental aspects, which serve as both a conceptual
foundation and a practical guide to understanding development. These core values sustenance,
self-esteem, and freedom represent universal objectives pursued by both individuals and societies
(Todaro & Smith, 2012).

This notion of freedom aligns with Amartya Sen’s perspective on development. He challenges the
conventional economic viewpoint, arguing that development is not solely about economic growth
but also about expanding human capabilities. According to Sen (2023), all individuals possess
certain capabilities, and development should enable them to realize these potentials to escape
poverty and attain freedom. He identifies unfreedoms as conditions such as lack of education,
illiteracy, poor health, and malnutrition, which hinder human potential. Sen critiques the traditional
emphasis on economic growth and GDP as the primary measures of development, asserting that
income poverty should not be the sole determinant of development since it encompasses multiple
dimensions (Sen, 1999).

Expanding the interpretation of freedom, (Amartya Sen Shares His Theory of Development As
Freedom, 2023) identifies five essential forms of instrumental freedoms: political freedoms,
economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency guarantees, and protective security. He
emphasizes that these freedoms are interdependent, complementary, and inseparable, underscoring
the necessity of all five for individuals to achieve their full potential.

In my view, development entails both qualitative and quantitative improvements in all aspects of
human life, encompassing economic, political, cultural, environmental, and social dimensions.
True development should foster holistic growth, ensuring progress across various facets of human
existence.

Governance

Governance plays a crucial role in the development of African nations. Weak institutions,
corruption, and lack of accountability have significantly hindered Africa’s progress (Acemoglu &
Robinson, 2012). Many African states suffer from governance structures that do not promote
transparency or the rule of law, leading to political instability and inefficiency in public service
delivery. According to North (1990), strong institutions are essential for economic growth as they
create an environment conducive to investment, innovation, and entrepreneurship. Countries like
Botswana and Mauritius, which have relatively stronger governance structures, have achieved
sustained economic growth, whereas nations with weak institutions struggle with
underdevelopment.

Economic Dependence

Africa's economy remains heavily dependent on the export of raw materials and primary
commodities, making it vulnerable to global market fluctuations (Rodrik, 2016). The continent’s
trade relationships are often characterized by an imbalance where African countries export
unprocessed goods and import expensive finished products. This economic structure reinforces
dependency, preventing industrialization and self-sustaining growth (Frank, 1969). Structural
transformation, as suggested by Lewis (1954), is necessary for Africa to transition from an agrarian
economy to an industrialized one. Diversifying production and adding value to raw materials
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through industrialization will reduce Africa’s economic vulnerabilities and enhance its
competitiveness in the global market.

Infrastructure Deficit

A lack of infrastructure remains one of the biggest challenges to Africa’s development. Poor
transportation networks, unreliable energy supply, and limited access to information and
communication technology (ICT) hinder economic activities and increase the cost of doing
business (World Bank, 2020). The African Development Bank (AfDB) estimates that Africa’s
infrastructure financing gap is between $68 billion and $108 billion per year (AfDB, 2018).
Infrastructure development is critical for industrialization, trade, and regional integration.
Countries like Ethiopia have made significant progress in infrastructure development through
investments in roads, railways, and energy projects, improving connectivity and economic
productivity (Mogues, 2011).

Human Capital Development

Education and health are key drivers of development, yet many African countries suffer from poor
human capital development. Limited access to quality education and healthcare negatively impacts
labor productivity and economic competitiveness (Rindayati et al., 2023). The Human Capital
Index (HCI) by the World Bank ranks many African countries among the lowest in terms of
investment in education and health (Thusi & Mlambo, 2023). (Tsaurai, 2020) emphasizes that
development should be viewed as expanding human freedoms, which includes access to education,
healthcare, and social services. To overcome this challenge, African governments must invest
more in skill development, vocational training, and healthcare to build a more productive
workforce.

Political Instability

Many African nations face challenges related to political instability, armed conflict, and insecurity,
which significantly hamper development. Civil wars, terrorism, and ethnic conflicts disrupt
economic activities, displace populations, and create humanitarian crises. The Fragile States Index
highlights that many African countries rank high in political instability, making it difficult to attract
foreign investment and implement long-term development policies ((Smith, 2024)). To address
these issues, African governments need to strengthen conflict resolution mechanisms, promote
inclusive governance, and address the root causes of political instability, such as poverty and
marginalization

Methodology and Theoretical framing

Methodologically, this paper relied on secondary success of data. The paper decided to adopt only
secondary source to bring together the various perspectives by scholars in understanding the
challenges confronting African development.Theoretically, a suitable theoretical framework for
analyzing the challenges of African development is Modernization Theory, which was developed
in the mid-20th century by scholars such as Walt Rostow (1960), Talcott Parsons (1951), and
Daniel Lerner (1958). This theory suggests that economic and social progress follows a linear
path, where societies transition from traditional to modern economies through industrialization,
technological advancement, and institutional reforms. Modernization Theory posits that
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underdeveloped countries can achieve economic growth by adopting the practices, policies, and
institutions of developed nations.

Culture and Development Nexus

According to Modernization Theory, cultural transformation is crucial for economic progress.
Traditional norms and values often hinder development by discouraging innovation,
entrepreneurship, and industrialization. (Szirmai, 2018) argued that societies must shift from
subsistence economies to modern economic structures characterized by mass consumption and
industrialization. In Africa, cultural adaptation is essential for economic development, as seen in
East Asia, where Confucian ethics facilitated rapid industrial growth. African nations can similarly
integrate cultural values that support productivity, innovation, and entrepreneurship into their
development policies.

Strong Institutions Over Strong Leaders

Modernization theorists emphasize the role of institutions in fostering economic growth and
political stability. (Atiase et al., 2017) argued that strong institutions such as legal systems,
bureaucratic governance, and democratic structures are essential for societal development.
Africa’s development has been hindered by weak institutions, corruption, and governance failures.
To align with modernization principles, African nations must strengthen institutions that ensure
transparency, the rule of law, and accountability. Countries like Denmark and Singapore have
demonstrated that strong institutions significantly reduce corruption and promote sustainable
development (Uneke, 2010).

Technology Transfer and Industrialization

Modernization Theory underscores the role of technological progress in economic development.
(Galang, 2013) identified "take-off" as a critical stage where technological advancements drive
industrial growth. African countries lag in technological adoption due to inadequate infrastructure,
low investment in research and development, and a weak knowledge economy. By embracing
technology transfer and investing in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
education, African nations can accelerate their industrialization and economic transformation. The
success of East Asian economies highlights the importance of technology in achieving
modernization.

Globalization and Africa’s Positioning in the World Economy

Modernization Theory suggests that globalization can be a catalyst for development if countries
integrate effectively into the global economy. However, African nations have often faced
challenges such as unfavorable trade policies, dependency on primary commodities, and external
economic control. Lerner (1958) argued that developing nations must adopt policies that encourage
foreign direct investment (FDI), open trade, and economic liberalization while maintaining
national policy autonomy. To maximize globalization’s benefits, African governments must
negotiate fair trade agreements, build regional economic blocs, and implement policies that
enhance economic competitiveness (Arthur et al., 2024).

On the whole, we can argue that Modernization Theory provides a useful framework for
understanding Africa’s development challenges and potential pathways to progress. By embracing
cultural transformation, strengthening institutions, adopting technology, and strategically
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engaging with globalization, African nations can move toward economic modernization and
sustainable development. While the theory has been criticized for its Western-centric approach, its
principles remain relevant in shaping policies that can drive Africa’s long-term growth and
integration into the global economy.

Theories of Development

To explain the development gap existing between the developed and underdeveloped countries, a
galore of theories and models have been advocated by various scholars and practitioners in the
field in support of the reasons behind the divergence and disparity in the level of development
across space and time. It is of essence to note that, these theories and models developed by these
scholars to explain the developmental disparity are not without criticisms.

Development theory thus refers to the leading theories and many rival and subsidiary theories that
critique, revise, sum and offer broad explanatory frameworks on development (Sarkar, 2023).
Thus, a development theory has both a development concept and a development strategy
associated with it. Development theories are also often inter-disciplinary and problem oriented and
underdevelopment discourse emerged in the 1960s.

Dependency theory: Dependency was defined as a ‘situation in which a certain number of
countries have their economy conditioned by the development and expansion of another’ (Greig,
Hulme & Turner, 2007; Dos Santos quoted in Valenzuela & Valenzuela, 1978, P. 544). One
scholars whose name keeps ringing a bell with the mentioning of dependency theory is Andre
Gunder Frank. In his classical piece titled- the development of underdevelopment, he postulates
that the underdevelopment of undeveloped countries or part of the world is a ramification of the
unequal and unfavourable conditions they found themselves in, in the world capitalist system. To
understand why a nation is poor and underdeveloped, it is futile to examining the values and
attitudes endogenous to an individual but more pertinent to exploring the role a nation performed
in the world capitalist system (Greig, Hulme and Turner, 2007). The dependency theory turned the
modernization theory on its head by rejecting the argument that any relationship between the
traditional and the modern societies would culminate into mutual benefits or gains. For them, the
possibility of peripheral development is hindered by this relationship (Greig, Hulme and Turner,
2007).

(Greig, Hulme & Turner, 2007; Frank, 1978) illustrated how poorest countries and most remote
part of Latin America had been historically linked to the world capitalist system and how this
relationship and contact between tradition and modernity led to underdevelopment. So, in a
nutshell, the main thrust of the dependency school of thought in expatiating development and
underdevelopment discourse has to do with core-periphery relationship in the world capitalist
system and how the system has a negative repercussion on the periphery states. Gunder Frank used
the core periphery nexus to refer to the industrialized/developed and underdeveloped /poor nations
respectively.

In the 1970s emerged the alternative development perspective in explaining how development can
be engineered across space and especially in the underdeveloped part of the world of which Africa
continent is an integral part. It is essence to take note of the fact that, dissatisfaction with
mainstream development led to movement of alternative development and by mainstream
development, | am referring to the Meta narratives or grand theories to development which include
the modernization and dependency school of thought or theory. According to the 1975 report of
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the Dag HammarskjoEld Foundation, What Now? Another Development', development should be:
geared to the satisfaction of needs, endogenous and self-reliant and in harmony with the
environment.

Whether this was meant to be an alternative practice of development apart from the main- stream
or whether it is to change mainstream development is not quite settled (Pieterse, 1998). Alternative
development to development can also imply local development with local knowledge and expert
knowledge, bottom-up approach with the objective directed at the provision of basic needs. A
critical question is whether alternative development is an alternative way of achieving
development, broadly sharing the same goals as mainstream development but using different
means, participatory and people-centered which is conversely to the mainstream development
theories which focus on the state as their agent.

It would seem this way if we consider the huge increase of development funds being directed
through NGOs during the past decades which now surpass the total annual disbursements through
the IMF and World Bank. Despite the new dimension brought on board by the alternative
development in the development and underdevelopment discourse with focus on NGOs and local
actors as its agents, it is not devoid of censures. Alternative development has been turned on its
head that, how alternative is alternative development? And also, it lacks sufficient theoretical
cohesion and there exist varying understandings of what is alternative development and what is
not.

Neo-liberalism theory: In the 1980s appeared the neo liberalism perspective in development
landscape. Neo liberalism is seen as representative of reform under globalization. Neo liberalism
‘ is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-
being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and free trade.
The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such
practices. The state has to guarantee, for example, the quality and integrity of money. It must also
set up those military, defense, police and legal structures and functions required to secure private
property rights and to guarantee, by force, if need be, the proper functioning of markets’ (The
Stateless Equilibrium, 2023).

The neo liberalism rests on economic liberalizations, free trade, open markets, privatization of
nationalized industries, deregulation and enhancing the role of private sector in society with the
minimal role of the state in the economy which had seen reflection in the Structural Adjustment
Program as package for the developing countries which several African countries including Ghana,
Zambia, etc benefitted from. Structural Adjustment Program is the policies implemented by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (the Bretton Woods Institutions) in
developing countries in the 1980s. These policy changes are conditions for getting new loans from
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or World Bank, or for obtaining lower interest rates on
existing loans following the oil crisis which put burden on most economies especially the
developing and the underdeveloped countries. Conditionalities are attached to ensure that the
money lent will be spent in accordance with the overall goals of the loan. The Structural
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) are created with the goal of reducing the borrowing country's fiscal
imbalances.

The neo liberal prescription has been seen as a panacea for spreading growth across space since
it is market led but it has been challenged and criticized by many scholars that, it has bring more
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inequality across space than ever before, SAPs have failed to restore economic growth in short and
medium term run, introduction of SAPs led to worse health status of people in countries which
implemented SAPs and that SAPs do not address the economic constraints of Sub-Saharan Africa
(e.g., low levels of technology, human resource skills, small and fragmented markets). (Rapley
2007:4) posited that ‘structural adjustment yielded some positive gains in some of the more
advanced third-world countries. However, in the poorer countries, those most in need of rapid
change, it was less effective, and in some places actually did more harm than good’.

Major Developmental Challenges of African States

The Governance Challenge

Good governance is a fundamental pillar of sustainable development. Enhancing governance
quality in Africa is crucial for progress in the 21st century. This improvement must emphasize
inclusive participation in national development, ensuring transparency and accountability in public
resource allocation and policy management, and reinforcing the traditions and institutions through
which African countries exercise authority for the collective good of their people. It should also
address critical aspects such as the selection and replacement of governments and leaders, the
capacity of governments to effectively formulate and implement sound policies and programs, and
the adherence of both citizens and the state to institutional frameworks governing economic and
social interactions (Viskovi¢ et al., 2021).

To strengthen governance in Africa, capacity-building initiatives must play a greater role. These
efforts should focus on professionalizing civil society and private sector institutions, empowering
women and civil society organizations, enhancing transparency and accountability, addressing
political instability, and fostering conflict resolution and management skills. Additionally,
improving public sector efficiency, ensuring effective public service delivery, reducing regulatory
burdens, strengthening the rule of law, and tackling corruption are all essential measures for
advancing governance in Africa (2024). Encouraging the active participation of all stakeholders in
the development process is also crucial for fostering long-term growth and stability.

Leadership Challenges

With the advent of multi-party democracy, leaders are expected to establish an independent public
service and cultivate a cadre of professional, politically neutral civil servants with high ethical
standards and a strong commitment to the public interest. A competent civil service should also be
capable of engaging constructively with civil society, the private sector, the press, parliament,
marginalized groups, and donor communities to effectively absorb and utilize capacity-building
initiatives (Thozamile & Ngumbela, 2020). To enhance governance, African nations must
prioritize decentralization and devolution. The widespread inefficiency of local governments and
the weak capacity of municipal institutions in sub-Saharan Africa are widely recognized as
significant barriers to social and economic development.

The Challenge of Human Capital Flight

Human capital flight, or brain drain, remains a major impediment to Africa’s development. The
migration of highly trained professionals to industrialized nations has exacerbated capacity
constraints in both the public and private sectors, further depleting the skilled workforce that
African countries desperately need for poverty reduction and sustainable growth. According to
According to Adeniji et al., (2024), between 1960 and 1975, approximately 27,000 high-level
African professionals emigrated to the West. This number increased to 40,000 between 1975 and
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1984 and nearly doubled by 1987, accounting for 30% of Africa’s skilled workforce. Between
1985 and 1990, Africa lost 60,000 professionals, including doctors, university lecturers, and
engineers, and has continued to lose an average of 20,000 skilled workers annually (Adeniji et al.,
2024). The exodus of medical professionals is particularly concerning. According to the UNDP
Human Development Report (1998), more than 21,000 Nigerian doctors were practicing in the
United States, while Nigeria’s healthcare system suffered from a severe shortage of medical
practitioners. Similarly, 60% of Ghanaian doctors trained in the 1980s emigrated, and in Sudan,
17% of doctors and dentists, 20% of university lecturers, 30% of engineers, and 45% of surveyors
have relocated abroad (Ebeye & Lee, 2023).

The persistent loss of skilled personnel is attributed to socio-political instability, ineffective
economic policies, inadequate infrastructure, and weak institutions. Beyond economic hardship,
brain drain in Africa is also driven by political violence, human rights repression, and the absence
of a conducive professional and technological environment that supports career fulfillment and
innovation. Addressing these challenges requires comprehensive reforms to create an enabling
environment that retains skilled professionals and fosters sustainable development across the
continent.

The Challenge of Private Sector Development in Africa

Sustained economic growth and development in Africa hinge on the efficiency, dynamism, and
expansion of the continent’s private sector. To fulfill its role as a driver of economic progress, the
sector requires a supportive policy environment, functional and efficient infrastructure, effective
public institutions, and secure investment conditions. Both domestic and foreign private
investment must be nurtured through an enabling environment that fosters business growth.
Additionally, the private sector needs improved managerial practices, better access to market and
investment information, and a workforce equipped with the necessary skills and motivation
(Ababio et al., 2022).

Supportive public policies and the efficient provision of infrastructure and services are essential,
alongside targeted interventions aimed at strengthening private-sector institutions. As the private
sector increasingly assumes functions previously handled by the state, it must be equipped with
the necessary capacity to perform these roles effectively. Strategic measures, such as bolstering
chambers of commerce and industry, trade associations, and agricultural organizations, as well as
providing access to critical market and investment information, will be pivotal in strengthening
the sector (Abdul-Azeez et al., 2024).

Key areas of support for private sector development include enhancing business and trade
associations, such as chambers of commerce, manufacturers’ associations, and farmers’
organizations. Additionally, strengthening management development and training institutions to
cultivate entrepreneurial and leadership skills is crucial. Facilitating information-sharing networks
through seminars, conferences, workshops, and study tours will further enhance sectoral growth.
Other vital interventions include improving access to investment and market data by supporting
national statistics offices and investment promotion agencies, as well as leveraging innovative
information technology solutions to boost investment opportunities. Moreover, the private sector,
through its representative and professional organizations, must be empowered to conduct
independent, data-driven research and analysis on macroeconomic and sectoral issues that directly
impact the business environment (“World Investment Report , 2024).

IIARD — International Institute of Academic Research and Development Page 74



http://www.iiardjournals.org/

Journal of Political Science and Leadership Research E-ISSN 2504-883X P-ISSN 2695 2432
Vol. 11 No. 3 2025 www.iiardjournals.org online version

Revitalizing African Universities and Research Institutions

African universities play a strategic role in development by producing skilled human resources
and fostering indigenous research capabilities. However, many universities have deteriorated due
to inadequate infrastructure and resources, limiting their ability to support high-quality education
and research. Strengthening their capacity in training, research, knowledge production,
information dissemination, and technology development is crucial for the continent’s progress.

A comprehensive rehabilitation process is necessary, starting with reforms to improve strategic
planning, institutional leadership, and vision. Capacity-building efforts should focus on aiding
universities in conducting strategic planning, modernizing curricula, upgrading instructional
facilities, and improving incentives for academic staff while ensuring financial sustainability.
Additionally, programs must be designed to attract African academics from the diaspora while
retaining and enhancing the skills of those currently serving in universities (Mavhunga, 2022).

The Challenge of Regional Cooperation and Economic Integration

Africa faces significant challenges in strengthening regional cooperation and economic
integration. Lessons from industrialized nations and East Asia highlight the critical role of regional
integration in boosting economic performance and global trade competitiveness. Africa has a long
history of Regional Economic Communities (RECs), primarily established to facilitate intra-bloc
trade. However, these RECs have pursued varied approaches with differing levels of success.
Organizations such as UDEAC, ECOWAS, SADCC, and COMESA have attempted to eliminate
trade barriers and foster economic harmonization. Despite these efforts, intra-regional trade
remains minimal. For instance, intra-regional trade shares stand at only 6-7% for COMESA and
5% for ECOWAS, with negligible growth (Maikudi, 2021). The accession of South Africa to
SADCC led to an increase in intra-regional trade to nearly 10%. While initiatives such as the Abuja
Treaty (1991) aimed to establish an African Economic Union, progress has been slow, and the
continent-wide common market goal has been postponed to 2025 (Asuako, 2021).

Africa’s experience with RECs has been less successful compared to other regions. Intra-African
trade remains low, and cooperation on regional infrastructure and trade policies has yielded limited
results. Strengthening regional institutions such as the Nile River Basin Secretariat and the Mano
River Organization can facilitate conflict resolution over scarce resources, including land, water,
and energy.

Resource Flow to Africa

Despite being a major recipient of official development aid (ODA) for decades, Africa has largely
missed out on the surge in private capital flows to developing nations over the past 15 years. While
global net resource flows to developing countries have increased significantly, Africa’s share has
declined due to the shift toward private capital and the stagnation of ODA in nominal terms. The
continent’s heavy reliance on aid, combined with its exclusion from private inflows, has
contributed to this downward trend.

Foreign direct investment (FDI) trends mirror this shift, with global FDI rising from approximately
$50 billion annually in the early 1980s to $400 billion in 1997. Developing countries received over
25% of this total by 1997, with $60 billion directed to low-income nations, primarily China and
India. However, Africa received only $7 billion in 1997, accounting for less than 2% of the global
total (Adegboye & Okorie, 2023).

IIARD — International Institute of Academic Research and Development Page 75



http://www.iiardjournals.org/

Journal of Political Science and Leadership Research E-ISSN 2504-883X P-ISSN 2695 2432
Vol. 11 No. 3 2025 www.iiardjournals.org online version

Development aid remains the primary source of capital transfers to Africa, with the continent
receiving the highest per capita aid allocation among developing regions. However, the
effectiveness of aid has been widely debated, with concerns about aid dependence, donor fatigue,
and limited impact on capacity building. Approximately 35% of ODA to Africa in the 1980s was
allocated to technical assistance, amounting to $4-5 billion annually. Despite its benefits, technical
assistance in sub-Saharan Africa has had significant shortcomings, leading to calls for reevaluating
its utility and implementation (Pactoponos et al., 2021).

Key issues requiring attention include improving aid coordination at the national level, ensuring
aid effectiveness through locally led resource deployment, and untying aid to allow for greater
flexibility in its use. Furthermore, independent monitoring of donor performance is crucial to
maintaining a balanced donor-recipient relationship.

The declining aid budget is also affected by compositional changes in development assistance,
with a growing share allocated to humanitarian expenditures and debt relief rather than long-term
development programs. Given Africa’s limited presence in global trade and private capital
markets, securing increased real resources and enhancing the productivity of ODA remains a
critical challenge. Equally important is ensuring Africa’s ownership and leadership in managing
aid while establishing transparent financial systems at both national and local levels.

The Challenge of External Debt Burden

One of the most pressing challenges facing Africa is its external debt burden, which continues to
hinder economic growth and development. The continent's substantial debt remains a significant
constraint, deeply affecting its economic trajectory. Africa has long been categorized as heavily
indebted, with total external debt increasing from $112 billion in 1980 to $270 billion in 1990 and
further rising to $325 billion by the end of 1998. Based on key debt indicators, 29 out of 53 African
countries are classified as severely indebted, with the total external debt-to-GNP ratio for sub-
Saharan Africa standing at approximately 75% (Ndulu & O’Connell, 2021). Alarmingly, 19
African nations have debt-to-GNP ratios exceeding 100%, while seven surpass 200%, with the
Democratic Republic of Congo reaching a staggering 720% (Mukhopadhyay, 2023).

Despite nearly two decades of debt relief initiatives from the Paris and London Clubs, bilateral aid
donors, and the Bretton Woods institutions, the debt crisis remains unresolved for more than half
of Africa’s nations. While initiatives such as the Enhanced Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (E-
HIPC) Initiative offer some relief, they remain insufficient. Addressing this crisis requires more
than external interventions; African nations must invest in capacity-building for debt management
and negotiation. Strengthening these capabilities at both national and regional levels is crucial if
African countries are to take a proactive stance in mitigating their external debt burden.

The Challenge of the Information Revolution, Scientific and Technological Progress

The rapid advancement of information technology is driving economic and social transformations,
reshaping business, governance, and society as a whole. The emergence of the information
economy has redefined trade, investment, and knowledge-sharing, making institutions compete
globally based on their ability to harness digital networks. This technological revolution is also
exerting pressure on nations to adopt more competitive, democratic, decentralized, and transparent
governance systems. The digital shift is inevitable, but for countries and regions to harness its
potential for economic and social development, they must implement strategic adjustments,
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including policy reforms, regulatory updates, and significant investments in information
technology infrastructure (2025).

Participation in the global knowledge economy requires political stability, macroeconomic
balance, and sustained economic growth that are critical factors for facilitating trade, capital flows,
and investment. While advanced economies are swiftly adapting to these changes, Africa risks
marginalization if it does not bridge the digital divide. The challenge lies in not only developing
the necessary infrastructure but also in building human capacity to effectively utilize emerging
information and communication technologies. Without these measures, Africa could face
exclusion from the global digital economy (Ehimuan et al., 2024).

The Challenge of Globalization

The increasing international integration of markets for goods, services, capital, technology, skills,
information, and culture is fundamentally reshaping the global landscape. This phenomenon is
largely driven by the liberalization of trade and financial markets, as well as the rapid exchange of
technology and knowledge. Many developing nations have responded by adopting outward-
oriented economic policies, leading to a significant rise in their trade-to-GDP ratios since the mid-
1980s. However, the extent and pace of integration into the global economy vary widely across
regions (Dogra, 2021).

A stark contrast exists between East Asia and Africa in terms of global trade integration. East Asia
has consistently deepened its participation in world trade, while sub-Saharan Africa has struggled,
with its trade-to-GDP ratio declining until recent years and remaining below levels recorded two
decades ago. Likewise, Africa’s financial integration into global markets remains limited.
Nonetheless, globalization presents Africa with considerable opportunities, provided the continent
is prepared to tackle its challenges and maximize its benefits.

To fully leverage globalization, African nations must focus on maintaining sound economic
management and developing long-term policy frameworks to address critical areas such as trade,
foreign direct investment, portfolio investment, and intellectual property rights. Additionally,
strengthening human and institutional capacity is essential to effectively navigate global economic
shifts and unexpected challenges. Successfully integrating into the global economy will require
African nations to implement and sustain economic reforms that promote liberal trade and
investment environments (Fofack, 2023).

In an increasingly competitive global market, Africa faces rising pressures in both trade and
finance. The integration of international capital markets brings potential volatility, making
macroeconomic management more complex. As a result, African policymakers must enhance their
capacity to formulate and execute sound economic policies, as errors in a globalized context can
have severe consequences. While striving to become a key player in the international economic
system, Africa must also develop strategies to mitigate the negative effects of globalization and
safeguard its economic stability.

Conclusion

In a conclusion, the development gap between the developed (core) and the underdeveloped
(periphery) countries has remained an issue among development experts, academicians, politicians
and students of development studies. Various development theories of different nature- Meta and
micro narratives on development have been advanced but the gap between the developed and the
underdeveloped countries is widening by days. Various factors have been advanced for African
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underdevelopment comprising both endogenous and exogenous factors of colonialism and the
scramble for African continent, world capitalist, corruption, geographical location and weak
institutions (Musopole, 2021; Wosu, 2020). Despite the above causes, there is still hope for
Africa’s development through the options of culture and development nexus, emphasis on strong
institutions in African countries, transfer of technology, strategic positioning of themselves in the
world capitalist system.

Pathways to Development in Africa

For African countries to achieve significant development and reach parity with developed nations,
they must identify and implement effective strategies to propel growth across the continent.
Several key pathways can contribute to Africa’s development, ranging from cultural integration
and strong institutions to technology transfer and strategic engagement with globalization.

Culture and Development Nexus

A critical consideration in Africa’s development efforts is the interplay between culture and
economic growth. Policies, programs, and technologies must be aligned with and compatible with
African cultural values to ensure sustainable progress. Historical evidence suggests that culture
plays a crucial role in determining economic success. Elaborating on this theme, Japanese
economist Yoshihara Kunio asserts that "one reason Japan developed is that it had a culture
suitable for it" (Harrison, 2006). This insight underscores the importance of African leaders
integrating cultural perspectives into their economic policies, drawing from various theories such
as Amartya Sen’s perspective on development.

One notable example of the culture-development link is the Confucian ethics model, which has
been associated with economic success in countries like Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan,
particularly in the post-World War 1l era. These nations have leveraged cultural values such as
discipline, hard work, and community-oriented economic systems to foster development. Africa
can similarly draw from its rich cultural heritage to advance development. Indeed, many African
societies have made substantial progress in fields such as the arts, textile industries, crafts, music
technology, and food production industries that have facilitated cross-geographic exchanges and
interactions (Ogungbure, 2011).

Moreover, African nations must promote local industries by encouraging citizens to prioritize
domestically produced goods over foreign alternatives. The overreliance on imported products
undermines local manufacturing and weakens Africa’s economic base. A shift towards self-
reliance and support for indigenous industries would not only boost economic independence but
also enhance job creation and sustainable industrialization.

Strengthening Institutions Over Strong Leaders

A fundamental factor in Africa’s development is the establishment of strong and resilient
institutions rather than reliance on powerful political figures. This aligns with former U.S.
President Barack Obama’s assertion during his 2009 meeting with the late Ghanaian President
John Atta Mills that "Africa needs strong institutions, not strong leaders." The strength of
institutions is directly linked to governance quality, transparency, and the ability to combat
corruption effectively.

Weak institutions have perpetuated corruption across Africa, particularly in political and civil
service sectors. To address this challenge, it is imperative to implement robust anti-corruption
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mechanisms, legal frameworks, and enforcement agencies that operate without fear or favor.
Countries like Denmark, New Zealand, Sweden, Singapore, Finland, Iceland, and the Netherlands
demonstrate that corruption can be significantly curtailed through rational legal bureaucratic
systems (Uneke, 2010). These nations have successfully institutionalized accountability,
demonstrating that development is best achieved through governance structures that prioritize
transparency, legal enforcement, and institutional integrity.

Building strong institutions in Africa will require deliberate policy efforts, including constitutional
reforms, judicial independence, and public sector accountability. Institutional capacity building
should also focus on strengthening law enforcement agencies, anti-corruption commissions, and
regulatory bodies to create a conducive environment for economic and social development.

Technology Transfer as a Development Catalyst

Another critical driver of Africa’s development is the transfer and adaptation of technology.
Technology transfer provides developing nations access to innovations that can enhance
productivity, industrialization, and economic growth. The success of East Asian newly
industrialized economies is a testament to this approach, as their acquisition of foreign
technologies combined with localized learning and adaptation has played a crucial role in their
rapid industrialization and economic progress.

African countries must follow a similar trajectory by investing in technological acquisition and
local capacity building. However, the challenges of technology transfer such as high costs, time-
intensive learning processes, and the need for adaptation to local conditions must be addressed.
Emphasizing appropriate technology tailored to Africa’s unique socioeconomic contexts will be
vital in ensuring its successful integration into various economic sectors.

To maximize the benefits of technology transfer, African governments should foster partnerships
with global technology firms, invest in research and development, and promote STEM (science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics) education. Additionally, incentives should be provided
for domestic entrepreneurs to innovate and leverage technology for economic transformation.

Strategic Positioning in the Global Economy

A final but crucial step in Africa’s development strategy is its positioning within the global
economic system. The forces of globalization present both opportunities and challenges for
African economies. To harness its benefits, African nations must actively engage in global markets
while ensuring they retain policy autonomy.

Globalization has facilitated increased trade, foreign direct investment, and economic
interconnectedness. However, for Africa to fully capitalize on globalization, national governments
must have the capacity to formulate independent and contextually relevant economic policies. This
includes adopting sound monetary, fiscal, trade, and macroeconomic policies without excessive
interference from developed nations or multilateral institutions. A democratic and fair international
economic order is essential to ensure that globalization fosters sustainable and broad-based
development in Africa.

African governments must also negotiate favorable trade agreements, strengthen regional
economic integration, and create an enabling environment for local businesses to compete
globally. Policies that protect strategic industries while promoting export diversification and value-
added production can enhance Africa’s global economic standing. Furthermore, investments in
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human capital development, infrastructure, and digital economy initiatives will be critical in
positioning Africa as a formidable player in the global market.

Conclusion

Africa’s path to development requires a multidimensional approach that integrates cultural values,
institutional strength, technological advancement, and strategic engagement with globalization. By
leveraging its rich cultural heritage, strengthening governance institutions, adopting appropriate
technologies, and ensuring policy autonomy in the global economic landscape, Africa can unlock
its full development potential. The future of the continent lies in proactive leadership, policy
innovation, and a commitment to sustainable and inclusive growth. Sustainable development in
Africa requires initiatives internal to the continent, as well as considering the continent's
relationship with the rest of the world (Cunningham, 2004). African nations must therefore be
proactive in developing strategies that promote good governance, regional development, and long-
term economic reawakening (Enaifoghe & Mkhwanazi, 2020).
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