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Preamble 
Africa has a corruption problem enabled by bad governance and weak institutions.  It 
undermines development, distorts markets, reduces efficiency, and deepen citizens’ 
despondency.  With corruption inhabiting the darker corners, its financial costs to 
society are difficult to estimate.  However, a 2013 study showed that Africa lost between 
$1.2-1.4 trillion in illicit financial outflows from 1980 to 2009.1  This loss amounts to 25 
times the total official development assistance Africa received in the same period from 
the major donors in the Organisation of Economic Cooperation for Development.2 
 
Political leadership on the continent have not done enough to fight corruption, and 
the people know this much.  Six in ten Africans claim the government had done a lousy 
job curbing corruption or driving good governance.3  Almost half of Africans (47 percent) 
say that the police are corrupt, while four in 10 Africans say that government officials 
and parliamentarians are corrupt.4 
 
As with the tectonic movements that separated the continents, Africa is drifting away 
from the world.  The last three industrial revolutions left Africa behind, and the emerging 
fourth industrial revolution will widen the gap. Therefore, the continent must unshackle 
itself from corruption, stop the drift, and grow.  While there is evidence (from China) that 
a country can grow despite corruption, Africa’s circumstances are different.  It lacks 
competent leadership and a meritocratic system that enables growth.  Therefore, it is 
imperative to rethink the anti-corruption programs employed in the continent. 
 

 
1 Gfintegrity.org. 2013. Illicit Financial Flows and the Problem of Net Resource Transfers from Africa: 1980-2009. [online] Available 
at: www.gfintegrity.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/gfi_afdb_iffs_and_the_problem_of_net_resource_transfers_from_africa_1980-
2009-highres.pdf [6 November 2021]. 
2 Oecd.org. 2018. Development Aid at a Glance: Statistics by Region (2. Africa) 2018 Edition. [online] Available at: 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-data/africa-Development-Aid-at-a-Glance-
2018.pdf  [Accessed 6 November 2021]. 
3 Pring, C., & Vrushi, J. (2019). Global corruption barometer: Africa 2019. Transparency International. [online] Available at: 
https://www.transparency.org/files/content/pages/GCB_Africa_2019_Full_report_spread.pdf [6 November 2021] 
4 Brunger, S. (1990). World Bank. Sub-Saharan Africa: From Crisis to Sustainable Growth. Washington, DC: The World Bank, 1989. 
300 pp. Paper. African Studies Review, 33(1), 146-147. [online] Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/524638 [6 November 2021] 
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Implementing anti-corruption programs in Africa is an exhausting exercise in whack-
a-mole.  Nevertheless, African governments dutifully followed scholarly advice and the 
requirements of multilateral donors to implement different anti-corruption measures.  
These efforts include but are not limited to a range of anti-corruption agencies, 
whistleblowing and witness protection programs, asset declaration by public officials, 
freedom of information and transparency laws, public procurement units, single treasury 
accounts, civil service reforms, capacity building, orientation campaigns, and many 
other programs. 
 
None of these programs has effectively trapped the gnawing rodent.  There is no 
evidence that these programs delivered any significant or sustained reduction in 
corruption anywhere in Africa.  On the contrary, over time, corruption perception 
worsened across the continent.  In the decade to 2018, sixteen out of 50 African 
countries recorded a decline in their CPI scores.5  Notwithstanding the robust debate 
about the CPI methodology, there is little argument on the reality or severe impact of 
corruption in Africa.6 
 
Why Anti-Corruption Programmes Fail 
Efforts to address corruption in Africa fail for many reasons, especially a lack of 
political will.7  While the leadership makes the right noises, they have minimal incentive 
to fix the problem.  Recall John Githongo, Kenya’s anti-corruption czar?  He was lauded 
for his successes until he turned on President Mwai Kibaki’s cronies, and they ran him 
out of town.8  Similarly, political appointees are expected to use their offices to “raise 
funds” for their political parties in Nigeria.  The rule, therefore, is not “Thou shall not 
steal;” rather, it is “Thou shalt not get caught.” Better still, “Thou shalt not fall out of 
favour with the leadership.” 
 
Wrong conceptualization of corruption as a principal-agent problem - instead of a 
collective action problem - is a major reason for the failed programs.  Governments 
erroneously assume the existence of principled principals.  For instance, in 2015, 
Nigerians elected President Buhari based on his integrity.  Yet, five years later, the police 
arrested his anti-corruption czar for ‘re-stealing’ N37 billion (about $100 million) from the 
recovered loot. Conceptualizing corruption as a “collective action problem” does not 
make it easier to solve; rather, it highlights the difficulty of finding anyone willing to take 
on the personal costs of fighting the corruption in a society where it is the “operating 
system.” 
 
Various corruption theories do not hold up under scrutiny.  Bo Rothstein and Jan 
Teorell, in their “Getting to Sweden” essays, argued that a “big bang’ is needed to move 
the political elite towards greater public integrity.  They highlighted Sweden’s 19th-
century defeat to the Russians as such a moment.  This theory does not explain the U.S. 
experience with corruption.  For instance, Boss Tweed’s control of the New York political 
machine must be the envy of every corrupt politician in Africa.  However, it was not a 
“big bang” moment that solved that problem.  It was investigative journalism that ended 

 
5 Casais, E., (2021). Corruption Index, From 1995 Onwards. [online] Stats.areppim.com. Available at: 
http://stats.areppim.com/listes/list_corruption.htm [Accessed 6 November 2021]. 
6 Hope Sr, K. R. (2017). Corruption and Governance in Africa: Swaziland, Kenya, Nigeria. Springer. 
7 This point was the key finding from the author’s key informant interviews with fifteen respondents including incumbent and 
former leaders of various anti-corruption agencies in Nigeria. 
8 Wrong, M., 2010. It's our turn to eat. London: Fourth Estate. Vancouver 
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Boss Tweed’s career and set off accountability processes that have, over time, made 
corruption in the U.S. less overt.  Similarly, although the Arab Spring of 2010–2012 
qualifies as a ‘big bang’ moment, a decade after, there is no evidence of a sustained 
reduction in corruption in those states. 
 
Centralized anti-corruption programs are prone to undue influence.  No individual or 
institution should be solely responsible for a corruption prosecution process, not even 
the president.9  African elites have “captured democracy”10 and use democratic 
institutions and processes to choose policies and programs that favour them and not 
the masses.  They have perfected the art of creating a veneer of action that delivers little 
to no change.  Marginal improvements in democratic processes will not buck the trend.  
Both political and economic reforms are simultaneously required to deliver any 
significant effects. 
 
Standalone anti-corruption initiatives are ineffective.  Human beings have an uncanny 
ability to hack for any system, no matter how well-designed it may be.  While it is easy 
to break a broomstick, it is impossible to do so with a bunch of broomsticks.  Anti-
corruption solutions should form an ecosystem where each tool or process reinforces 
the other.  The solutions should be additive and not independent or siloed.  Effective 
anti-corruption programs should be interlinked supported with immutable data.  Many 
of the successes of Nigeria’s anti-corruption agencies come from triangulating data from 
a suspect’s bank accounts, tax payments, and major purchases.  However, such 
evidence is not admissible in court, and the National Assembly cannot pass the enabling 
law.  Such data would be more powerful if immutable, but Nigeria’s bureaucracy has 
repeatedly frustrated digitization efforts.  This is understandable as self-preservation is 
rational behavior, especially in a society where corruption is the operating system. 
 
Anti-corruption programs that do not cause behavior change are ineffective in the 
long run.  Many anti-corruption processes (mentioned above) do not force behavior 
change, so it is easy to unwind any gains made.  Such programs should be modelled to 
look like the ISO certifications that certify the use of set processes.  Behavior change 
happens through the daily implementation of the same processes. 
 
Human beings are rational and will take a chance if the benefits outweigh the costs.  
Many failed anti-corruption programs defined corruption as a moral or values-based 
problem.  In many African countries with weak institutions, corruption is not an 
exception; rather, it is the operating system.  It is the way things get done in a 
particularistic society.  Therefore, Africa’s corruption challenge is not a fight between 
good and bad people; rather, it is a challenge to figure out how to create a new norm.  
This conclusion does not seek to denigrate Africans.  Corruption is endemic to 
humankind, especially in societies with limited resources shared by public officials.  
Human nature is such that these officials seek personal advantage if they have the 
capacity and opportunity.  Most people will take advantage if they know they can get 

 
9 Kenya’s 2010 Constitution holds enormous appeal and potential for controlling corruption. It places immense powers in the 
hands of the police and provides independence to the institution.  These powers are of little consequence as the president still has 
the powers to appoint or remove the Inspector General of Police and the Committee that supervises the Police.  Given that the 
pollical players are rational, they will not act against the desires (or ‘body language’) of the President.  The political elite will always 
create institutions that foster their access and control of power.  Unchecked, they will undermine existing institutions.  Sustained 
abuse will lead to a situation where external stimuli is required to buck the trend or shift the power equilibrium. 
10 Acemoglu, D. and Robinson, J., 2008. The role of institutions in growth and development (Vol. 10). Washington DC: World Bank. 
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away with it.  For this reason, there are a few countries that have effectively transitioned 
from particularism to ethnic universalism. 
 
In all these situations, aggrieved citizens have little to no recourse.  The guardrails of 
civilized society in Africa are wobbly, at best.  Elections are a sham—less than one in six 
major elections in the continent resulting in a full power transfer.11  The judiciary offers 
no respite.  More than eight in 10 Ghanaians (85 percent) say “some” judges and 
magistrates are corrupt, while half (52 percent) say that corruption in the judiciary is 
‘high’ or ‘very high.’12  Civil society organizations are not much better.  A Transparency 
International survey showed that 28 percent of people globally think that civil society 
organizations are corrupt or extremely corrupt.13  The media is not much more effective.  
With the government as the biggest spender in most African countries, even the private 
media survives on government patronage.  Worse still, private businesses in the country 
will not advertise with a media company seen to be adversarial to the incumbent regime 
because they too need the government to survive. 
 
Impetus for Change 
Curbing corruption requires political will from the elite and effective engagement by 
the people and civil society actors.  These requirements are difficult to achieve as a 
natural course of affairs.  They require a mix of catalysts to trigger their emergence.  It is 
difficult (in fact, near impossible) for the impetus for change to come from within a society 
where corruption is the operating system.  Newton’s Frist Law states that other factors 
are required to trigger the change. 
 
Catalyzing the political leadership to embrace an anti-corruption programme is a 
critical success factor.  As discussed above, in a society where corruption is endemic 
(and defines the way things are done), it is rational to expect the political leadership to 
figure out hacks to any anti-corruption system.  Therefore, an effective anti-corruption 
system must create incentives that supersede the current system. 
 
The effectiveness of the proposed system depends on how well it targets the items 
that are of paramount importance to the political elite.  Access to such items should 
be tied to progress made (and sustained) on predefined transparency and accountability 
standards.  Foreign loans and aid fit this description.  Many African countries depend on 
such facilities to fund their national budgets.  As of 1999, in half of the African countries, 
net aid constituted at least 25 percent of government expenditures. Seventeen countries 
receive net aid equivalent to more than half of all government expenditures.14  As of 2019, 
12 African countries received net aid greater than 10 percent of their Gross National 
Income.15  As such, restricting access to such facilities will spell doom for many regimes.  

 
11 Ronceray, M. and Byiers, B., 2019. Elections in Africa – Playing the game or bending the rules? [online] European Centre for 
Development Policy Management, Discussion Paper No. 261. Available at: https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Elections-
Africa-Playing-Game-Bending-Rules-ECDPM-Discussion-Paper-261.pdf  [Accessed 5 December 2021]. 
12 Osse, L. and Asiamah, G.B., 2020. Ghanaians cite high cost, bias, and long delays as barriers to using formal justice system. 
[online] Afrobarometer, Dispatch No. 347 | 28 February 2020.  Available at: 
https://media.africaportal.org/documents/ab_r8_dispatchno347_high_cost_bias_delays_prevent_ghanaians_from_using_justice_sy
stem.pdf [Accessed 5 December 2021]. 
13 DE SWARDT, C., 2021. Corruption in Civil Society Organizations. [online] Disrupt & Innovate. Available at: https://disrupt-and-
innovate.org/corruption-in-civil-society-organisations/ [Accessed 5 December 2021]. 
14 Bräutigam, D.A. and Knack, S., 2004. Foreign aid, institutions, and governance in sub-Saharan Africa. Economic development 
and cultural change, 52(2), pp.255-285. [online] Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/380592 [Accessed 5 November 
2021]. 
15 Author’s analysis based on World Bank data. 
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There is ample literature on how the West has used such levers to determine democratic 
outcomes in Africa.16 
 
Commentators may criticize this proposal as neo-colonialism through the backdoor. 
However, Africa is already aid-dependent and seemingly comfortable dancing at the end 
of the puppeteers’ strings.  The fact is that local forces on the continent - such as the 
civil society organizations, legislature, judiciary, executive – cannot budget the current 
corruption-defined system out of its orbit for reasons discussed above.  The continent 
needs help from external forces to shift the centre of gravity, and the silent majority can 
do the rest. 
 
Debates on the effectiveness of political conditionality are still inconclusive.  Lack of 
policy coherence, government consistency, and clarity of measures impact their 
effectiveness.  However, there is ample evidence on how international actors can 
pressure governments – even in developed countries - to adopt an integrity system. For 
example, in 2008, the OECD Working Group on Bribery sanctioned the United Kingdom 
for not meeting the required anti-bribery conventions.17  The U.K. acted and fixed the 
highlighted issues.  African countries will align, especially when such sanctions are 
backed up with the credible threat of being shut out of credit markets and development 
support. 
 
Countries respond to international efforts to build institutions.  However, these 
countries tend to set targets that are easy to achieve.18  Even the international donor and 
multilateral agencies choose low bar targets that are easy to scale.  They do not measure 
outcomes but targets that indicate how the organizations are organized.  Many of the 
goals measure “form” and not “function.”19  This point explains, in part, why many African 
countries have passed laws and created all forms of anti-corruption agencies but have 
failed to achieve any significant results.  Countries most in need of stronger public sector 
institutions are least likely to choose institutional targets that focus on functionality, while 
those with effective government agencies and low reliance on concessionary 
development finance are more likely to choose “function” targets.20  This point explains 
why externally funded institutional development is difficult to achieve.  Note, however, 
that this argument does not negate the central thesis of this paper that external support 
could be the impetus needed to move the political elite towards behavior that improves 
integrity.  It just means that the nature of the intervention must change. 
 
Cutting off a nation’s access to credit markets or development aid could result in 
various scenarios.  Access to aid encourages the elite to postpone reforms.21  Therefore, 
lack of access could cure their aid dependency and force them to look inwards.  South 

 
16 Ake, C., 2001. Democracy and development in Africa. Brookings institution press. 
17 OECD. 2011. United Kingdom: Phase 2BIS Follow-Up Report on the Implementation of the Phase 2BIS Recommendations. 
[online] Available at: https://www.oecd.org/daf/anti-bribery/anti-briberyconvention/48066020.pdf  [Accessed 6 December 2021]. 
18 Buntaine, M.T., Parks, B.C. and Buch, B.P., 2017. Aiming at the wrong targets: the domestic consequences of international 
efforts to build institutions. International Studies Quarterly, 61(2), pp.471-488. [online] Available at: 
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/96g3t2k2  [Accessed 10 October 2021] 
19 Andrews, M., Pritchett, L. and Woolcock, M., 2013. Escaping capability traps through problem driven iterative adaptation (PDIA). 
World Development, 51, pp.234-244. [online] Available at: http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:9403175 [Accessed 10 
October 2021] 
20 Pritchett, L., Woolcock, M. and Andrews, M., 2013. Looking like a state: techniques of persistent failure in state capability for 
implementation. The Journal of Development Studies, 49(1), pp.1-18.  [online] Available at: https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-
3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37366264 [Accessed 10 October 2021] 
21 Chauvet, L. and Collier, P., 2008. Aid and reform in failing states. Asian‐Pacific Economic Literature, 22(1), pp.15-24. [online] 
Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8411.2008.00209.x [Accessed on 01 October 2021] 
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Africa’s pariah status in the 1980s led to the growth of many of its local industries.  On 
the other hand, the elite could become more repressive (as in North Korea and Cuba).  It 
could also cause a splinter in elite cohesion, especially in places where money is the 
glue that holds the society together.  Managing the situation towards the more positive 
ends will be critical in administering the TAR system. 
 
Building the New Trap 
The proposed Transparency and Accountability Rating (TAR) system will evaluate 
government entities against parameters that prevent corruption.  It will evaluate 
policies, processes, and tools.  Attainment of a pre-agreed benchmark score qualifies 
the government to access the requisite credit or aid. 
 
The TAR system parameters will vary across governments and institutions.  It is 
difficult to agree on a shared set of anti-corruption practices because good governance 
means different things across different climes.  There is no one-size-fits-all solution for 
all governments.22  Nor is there a single set of measurable anti-corruption targets.  
Governments and peoples are different, and good governance concepts vary even 
between states in the same country.  
 
Each government must decide on the targets that work within its peculiar history, 
culture, political systems, economic and social contexts.  The anti-corruption targets 
should be selected from a “menu” that ensures good governance.23  The menu must 
focus on “function” over “form” and be steeped within the local context in each country.  
Furthermore, the TAR system must be dynamic to capture any changes to the prevailing 
“context.”  For instance, while the Cold War context supported opacity in U.S. military 
spending, today’s realities demand more transparency. 
 
Setting the targets demands an inclusive process.  Such an effort cannot be left to the 
incumbent government as it will more than likely set “form” targets that are easy to 
achieve.  The targets should be set by a group of local and international actors drawn 
from across the sectors.  This selection task must be mindful of the controlling influence 
of the political elite within the state and the adverse incentive of the international actors.  
For instance, World Bank staff are incentivized on project approval and loans disbursed 
and not necessarily for project quality or outcomes.24  They tend to focus on measuring 
progress on institutional form and not function. 
 
Implementation of a TAR starts with developing a national transparency and 
accountability policy.  This process must include different stakeholders, including 
members of the political opposition, multilateral and donor agencies, domestic and 
international civil society organizations, and other relevant parties.  The policy must 
outline the measurable objectives and programmes with clarity on how progress will be 
measured.  The team will outline the high-level transparency and accountability tools 
and processes that must be implemented to indicate the government’s commitment to 
the TAR system.  The government must ensure broad-based participation in the planning 

 
22 Andrews, M., 2010. Good government means different things in different countries. Governance, 23(1), pp.7-35. [online]. 
Available at: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/6618215.pdf  [Accessed 09 December 2021] 
23 ibid 
24 Buntaine, M.T., Parks, B.C. and Buch, B.P., 2017. Aiming at the wrong targets: the domestic consequences of international 
efforts to build institutions. International Studies Quarterly, 61(2), pp.471-488. [online] Available at: 
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/96g3t2k2  [Accessed 10 October 2021] 
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and management of the programme with clarity 
on how the audit processes will be conducted 
and documented, including the corrective and 
preventative actions. 
 
Government institutions must achieve a high 
TAR score to access the loans and 
development aid.  The TAR score is 
determined by how the government agency 
performs against the set parameters.  The ideal 
TAR process measures not just a point in time 
but the continued use of the transparency and 
accountability processes and tools.  Behavior 
change happens through continuous use.  
Access to the credit or aid facilities will be 
milestone-driven.  A drop in the TAR score will 
restrict further access to the facilities.  At the 
minimum, the TAR system must ensure 
government-wide digitization of records and 
interconnection of the various databases and 
anti-corruption tools to achieve increased 
access and transparency. 
 
The TAR system will measure process 
standards to help countries (and their 
institutions) identify and manage activities to 
reduce corruption.25  The system will measure 
and score implementation and continued use 
of the transparency processes and tools.  The 
TAR score for a preceding period will be the 
baseline for the subsequent period.  Any drop 
in score – even if it is still above the benchmark 
score – will be recorded as a decline in TAR 
score, which constricts access to finance and 
aid.  The idea is that government entities must 
continue to improve on their transparency and 
accountability standards.  Maintaining the 
status quo is rated as a drop in score. 
 
The multi-stakeholder team that defined the 
TAR system for a government will be 
responsible for measuring the performance of 
the different institutions.  Private rating 
agencies (like Moody’s, Fitch, and S&P) will be 
engaged to provide their evaluation using the 
same defined standards.  These agencies are 

 
25 Curkovic, S. and Sroufe, R., 2011. Using ISO 14001 to promote a sustainable supply chain strategy. Business Strategy and the 
Environment, 20(2), pp.71-93. Vancouver.  Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Robert-
Sroufe/publication/229881203_Using_ISO_14001_to_Promote_a_Sustainable_Supply_Chain_Strategy/links/59d924dc0f7e9b12b3
686a16/Using-ISO-14001-to-Promote-a-Sustainable-Supply-Chain-Strategy.pdf [Accessed 10 October 2021] 

Testing the Idea 
 
The World Bank’s State Fiscal Transparency, 
Accountability and Sustainability Program 
aims to strengthen the fiscal transparency, 
accountability, and sustainability in the 
Nigeria’s participating states.  The program 
has a performance-based financing 
component implemented as a Program for 
Results; and a technical assistance 
component implemented as an investment 
project financing. 
 
An assessment of the program shows that all 
the qualifying terms for accessing the loan 
are “form” requirements: pass a law, create 
a plan, publish reports, etc.  Even with these 
low-bar requirements, the states have hardly 
achieved any.  There are no “function” 
requirements to drive behavior change. 
 
The World Bank designed the technical 
assistance component to be accessed on 
demand by any of the states.  This design 
has created a moral hazard where the 
politicians and bureaucrats see the funds as 
“largess” from the World Bank.  With about 
95 percent of the loan disbursed, the overall 
program implementation rating is 
“moderately satisfactory.” 
 
The SFTAS program managers agree that 
the proposed TAR framework could have 
improved the program design.  They 
cautioned that the politicians and 
bureaucrats could push back with a neo-
colonialism argument.  They recommended 
paying attention to the following issues: 
• Agree the eligibility criteria to select states 

that are ready to implement the TAR 
system 

• Agree the Disbursement Linked Results to 
drive behavior change 

• Include a performance-related pay given 
to states that achieve preset benchmarks 

• Agree on a broad-based stakeholder to 
monitor and score the performance 
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already employed by retail and institutional investors for loan decisions and by 
governments for decisions on aid and grants.  Their ratings will be used to verify the 
scores provided by the government’s TAR team.  Both scores must incorporate 
stakeholders’ perceptions of the process improvements. 
 
Conclusion 
No single tool or action effectively checks corruption’s multi-dimensional nature. 
Therefore, a combination of tools and approaches is required to address the problem.  
In societies where corruption is the operating system, there is a need to evolve a system 
that changes the incentive scheme and causes the people to implement anti-corruption 
processes.  The TAR system is one such approach.  It should get the political elite to 
focus and respond to demands for transparency and accountability.  Or else, they will 
be locked out of credit and aid markets, and the ripple effect could lead to internal crisis 
and the loss of their exalted status in society. 
 
Further Research 

Evaluate how the idea applies to other types of corruption: petty theft, grand theft, speed 
money, and access money. 
 
Identify other items of value to the political elite besides credit and development aid. 
 
Potential pushback to the TAR system 
 
 
 


