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Motivation for paper 

• Conjunction of rapid economic growth and 
democratization in Africa region since early 
1990s; a causal link? 

• Oddly, increasingly, a negative link is being made 
between democratization and growth. 

• Paper thus has two objectives: 

– Investigate the link between growth and regime type; 

– Ask why today there appears to be something of a 
backlash against democracy in Africa region. 

 

 



Work in Progress 

• Outline: 
–  theory 
– Data and models 
– Econometric results 
– Why the persistent myth of the authoritarian 

advantage? 

• Involves two papers. 
–  “The Impact of Democracy on Economic Growth in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, 1982-2012” with Taka Masaki 
– Paper in progress on the donor backlash against 

democracy 

 



Theories on the link between 
Economic Growth and democracy 

Three long standing related sets of arguments for a “authoritarian 
advantage”: 
 
• The redistribution argument: “democracy undermines property 

rights, to redistribute resources to majority”; 
– In poor neo-patrimonial states, state elites undermine property rights 

to finance their own election (Booth, 2013) 

• The low investment argument: Democracy undermines investment 
to favor current consumption, because of participatory pressures; 
– Weak institutions unable to resist participatory pressures (Huntington, 

1968) 

• The developmental dictatorship argument: Authoritarian leaders 
are more autonomous from society and thus better able to make 
the tough choices to promote development (Woo-Cumings, 1999, 
Haggard, 1990) 



The currently fashionable Neo-
Modernization theory 

• “The trouble with democracy… is that its effectiveness 
depends on social and economic conditions that may not 
be present and are not yet enjoyed in most developing 
countries” Booth (2012, p. 50)… “Democratic politics 
generates policies that are the opposite of those required 
for successful economic transformation”  p. 51.  

• “ democracy in the least developed countries remains 
fragile because conflicts over resources are intense, 
particularly  between competing political 
factions…democracy deserves support as an end in itself 
(but) should not be confused with the more difficult task of 
creating governance capabilities for supporting growth”. P. 
121 (Khan, in Stiglitz et al, 2014).  

• Similar views in Collier (2009), or Sachs, (2005) 
 
 



Counter-arguments for a democratic 
advantage 

 
• Democracy provides institutional guarantees to protect 

property rights,  notably from the depredations of the 
state itself (North, 1990;  

• Participatory pressures increase public goods provision 
in democracy, spurring economic growth (Baum and 
Lake, 2003); 
– Public investment more productive in democracies, 

because of fewer white elephants (Przeworski, 2000); 

• Greater accountability  of leaders leads to better 
performance of democracies. East Asia is odd 
exception.  (Schedler, et al, 1999). 



Econometric evidence? 

• A large literature --  84 studies between 1983 and 
2005 (Doucouliagos and Ulubasoglu, 2008). 
“democracy’s net effect on the economy does not 
seem to be detrimental”. 

• Why then another study on SSA? four reasons: 
– The relationship may vary across regions; 

– The Africa growth literature has ignored political 
institutions. 

– Democratization in Africa is recent; until now, too little 
data to be conclusive.  



A fourth reason: we innovate in 
several ways: 

 
• We use an ordinal scale (Polity IV) to measure 

regime; 

• We hypothesize that the effect of democracy 
increases over time, with the use of a duration 
variable; 

• We make an analytical distinction between 
democratization and democracy. 

 



Econometric Models and data 

• We use cross sectional annual time series data on 
43 SSA countries from 1982 – 2012; 

• Barro growth equation, with all the usual 
independent variables found to influence GDP 
growth; 

• Key independent variable:  level and duration of 
democracy  (POLITY2 variable); 

• Pooled, random effects and fixed effect models; 
• Endogeneity issues. We lag all the endogenous 

political and economic variables.  



Results 

• There is a lot of noise; results are sensitive to different 
model specifications. Still: 

• Finding of low positive correlation between level of 
democracy and growth, but weakens in fixed effect models, 
and with addition of political violence variable; 

• Interaction between duration and level of democracy 
consistently significantly positive; the positive economic 
effects of democracy increase over time; 

• Transition dummy significantly negative, but not in all 
models.  

• Issue of stability:  a test for authoritarian stability fails; the 
negative effects of autocracy on growth do not improve 
over time. 
 



Caveats 

• Measurement issues (Jerven, 2012) 

• In the absence of an instrument for regime, 
endogeneity issues not fully resolved.  

• Transition variable needs to be recoded.  

 



How strong are these results? 

• The strong normative preference for 
democracy means the burden of proof is on 
the side of an “authoritarian advantage”, yet 
we find no credible statistical evidence for it. 

• Developmental dictatorships are the 
exception, not the norm, and the policy 
lessons that are to be derived from the recent 
success of a Rwanda or an Ethiopia  should be 
limited and circumspect. 



Why the persistent myth of the  
authoritarian advantage? 

• Old ideas die slowly; the bias against 
participatory politics is deeply ingrained in the 
economics literature, and in the public policy 
world 
– Post-colonial zeitgeist in which Foreign aid regime 

developed assumed authoritarian governments; 

– Post-Brown world: political conditionality only slows 
down funding flows. 

• The sausage factory dynamic; 

• Disappointed hopes of the democratic era? 
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