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Across the world, democracy is under strain. 

Africa is no exception. While an impressive number of elections have 

effectively taken place recently – 26 presidential elections over 

2024-2025 – the mounting wave of coups against 'elected powers' 

and increasing citizens dissatisfaction highlight a widespread inability of 

democracies to deliver and live up to their citizens’ expectations, as well 

as their unsatisfactory accountability. 

As youth represent the overwhelming majority of Africa’s population, 

getting their assessment of the current state of democracy on their own 

continent is a priority. 

This survey, conducted by the Mo Ibrahim Foundation with members of 

its Now Generation Network (NGN), set out to understand how young 

African leaders define democracy, where current models are falling short, 

and what a more accountable, grounded version could look like 

in practice.

Introduction

Methodology 

The survey was carried out within 

the NGN community. The NGN 

is a curated network of young 

Africans dedicated to shaping 

a brighter future for their own 

continent. Alongside alumni from 

MIF Fellowship and Scholarship 

programmes, it comprises a 

diverse group of thematic experts, 

all focussing on Africa’s challenges 

and opportunities.

NGN: 350 members from 

47 African countries.

Survey responses: 63 

respondents, from 27 African 

countries, including several of 

Africa’s most populous countries, 

with representation from all 

regions of the continent. 

Method: a mix of quantitative 

questions, requiring either a single 

response or ranking statements, 

and open-ended questions 

designed to elicit qualitative 

responses.

This is not a nationally 

representative survey; it reflects 

the perspectives of a curated 

network of emerging leaders on 

the continent.

NGN democracy survey country 

representation

Source: MIF NGN survey
Participant 
countries

Key findings

The NGN respondents do not reject democracy.

They firmly believe in its value and adhere to its 

founding principles.

But they are clearly dissatisfied with the way democracy 

is currently practised. 

While they still consider that free and fair elections can remain 

a key cornerstone of democracy, it cannot be 

the only one. One respondent went so far as to describe 

the focus on elections and transition of power as a 

'colonial perception'.

Effective democracy needs to move from the electoral process 

to what elected leaders effectively deliver. Democracy is 

increasingly being defined and judged in terms of outcomes 

and accountability.

Going further, key 'African values', such as community 

and social solidarity, and human dignity, are considered 

as more fundamentally democratic than ballots.

Africans overwhelmingly want democracy, but they expect it 

to deliver more than just elections. The challenge is to make 

it real by strengthening institutions, ensuring accountability 

and delivering tangible improvements in people’s lives, 

while respecting African traditions and sovereignty.

Nassirat Fatim Kassamou, Côte d’Ivoire
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A general dissatisfaction with the 
current state of democracy 

Over 80% of respondents describe their country  
as either ’mixed’ or ’mostly not’ democratic

52 of the 63 respondents described their country as either 'mixed' 

or 'mostly not' democratic. A third of them consider that their country 

has been 'mostly not' democratic over the last two decades. Fewer 

than 16% consider their country to be 'mostly democratic'. What is 

notable is that this almost general dissatisfaction is grounded in lived 

experience, with almost 75% of respondents having directly witnessed 

'undemocratic practices': fraudulent electoral processes, election-related 

violence, lack of accountability and corruption once elections have 

taken place. 

How democratic has your country been in the last 10-20 years?

Source: MIF NGN survey

49.2%
Mixed

1.6%
Not sure

15.9%

Mostly 
democratic

33.3%

Mostly not 
democratic

There have been strong 

constitutional principles and 

periodic institutional resilience, 

but also deep institutional 

erosion, corruption and 

service-delivery failure. In other 

words: democratic architecture 

exists, but democratic outcomes 

and everyday accountability 

have been inconsistent. 

Nasi Rwigema, South Africa

My country has done very well on 

the electoral democracy scale, 

free and fair elections, universal 

adult suffrage. But it still has a long 

way to go on instituting rule of 

law and combating corruption.

Richard Kweitsu, Ghana

NGN members observe that even when elections are conducted in 

their respective countries, they can co-exist with state capture, lack of 

accountability, repressed freedoms and corruption.

Democracy fails when elections exist, but everyday life feels like 

impunity. In South Africa, the years of state capture exposed 

how quickly institutions can be hollowed out when patronage 

networks take hold. When corruption becomes 'normal', 

citizens disengage, cynicism rises and democracy turns into 

a performance rather than a lived reality.

Nasi Rwigema, South Africa 
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Almost 75% of respondents have witnessed 
undemocratic practices

74.6% of NGN respondents have often witnessed undemocratic practices, 

in their country or on the continent. Only one claimed never to have 

seen any.

For almost 80% of them, the undemocratic practices witnessed were 

corruption/state capture. Abuse by security forces and disinformation 

or propaganda have also been witnessed by over 70% of respondents. 

Only slightly fewer have witnessed cases of election manipulation or 

intimidation (69.8%), opposition harassment (69.8%). Limits on civil 

society/NGOs have been reported at a lower level (54.0%). Only one 

respondent mentioned torture of legitimate political actors.

In recent years, the youth in Africa have exercised their right to protest, 

most notably with the #EndSars movement in Nigeria in (2020) and 

the controversial tax bill protests in Kenya (2024). While both protests 

could be considered victories in that they achieved change, the violent 

crackdowns on protesters were also defining moments illustrating that 

democracy was under pressure.

What undemocratic practices have you witnessed?

Source: MIF NGN survey100.010.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0 90.00.0 %

Corruption/state capture

Limits on civil society/NGOs

Election manipulation or intimidation

Opposition harassment

Abuse by security forces

Censorship/internet shutdowns

Courts used as political tools

Torture of legitimate political actors

Disinformation or propaganda

79.4%

73.0%

73.0%

69.8%

69.8%

54.0%

50.8%

49.2%

1.6%

The #EndSARS protests in October 

2020 were a watershed moment in 

Nigeria's history, where youth-led 

demonstrations against police 

brutality were met with violent 

repression by state security 

forces. The movement, which 

began as a Twitter campaign 

against the Special Anti-Robbery 

Squad (SARS), escalated into 

nationwide protests demanding 

broader governance.

Chukwuemelie Henry 

Onyebuchi, Nigeria

There are many instances in 2024 and 2025 when the 

government's lethal machinery has been unleashed on its critics, 

especially the opposition leaders and civil society members. 

Lives have been lost, suspects locked up in an unprocedural 

manner and many maimed. The most recent example was 

during the June 2024 Gen-Z protests which led to the deaths of 

hundreds of participants, arrest of political leaders and arrest 

of civil rights activists. 			              

Fredrick Oduor, Kenya
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There is a strong consensus that free and fair elections remain a 

cornerstone of democracy. However, defining democracy simply 

by elections is flawed. There is clear frustration at the absence of 

accountability between elections, the limited – at best – delivery on 

commitments made, and the lack of attention to inclusion.

This is further compounded by the growing distrust in elections 

themselves, with many respondents referencing a familiarity with 

election manipulation and disputed results. 

While 79.4% of respondents have participated in or directly observed 

voting, 71.4% also indicated they either participated in or directly 

observed community organising/civic participation, with almost 40% 

having engaged in or witnessed peaceful protests.

Democracy cannot be reduced 
to elections only

For over 80% of respondents, the current 
democracy model does not fit reality,  
or only poorly

Only 7.9% of NGN respondents think that the current model 'fits well' 

with reality. Meanwhile, 44.4% consider it 'fits partly' and 36.5% that 

it 'fits poorly'. 

To what extent does the mainstream (often 'Western-style' ) model  
of democracy fit African realities today?

Source: MIF NGN survey

44.4%
Fits partly

7.9%
Fits well

11.1%
Not sure

36.5%
Fits poorly
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The current model does not fit, because it has 
been mostly reduced to elections, with little 
respect for outcomes and accountability  

More than half (61.9%) of NGN respondents consider the current model 

of democracy fits poorly due to its focus on elections not outcomes. An 

additional 52.4% also highlight the weak accountability systems 

between elections.

Far behind come statements that the democratic model 'doesn’t reflect 

local governance traditions' (under 48%), 'imported institutions without 

local legitimacy' (under 32%), and the distortion of sovereignty due to 

external influence (27%).

Respondents consider that effective democracy should go beyond 

elections and guarantee institutions’ ability to provide opportunities 

and deliver services to citizens. For 50.8% of respondents, 'economic 

inequality undermines political equality'.

Ranking above elections, key values considered as intrinsic to 

democracy are ordered by respondents as follows: 'Human rights and 

freedoms' (for almost 62% of respondents) followed, to a lesser extent, 

by 'Rule of law' (52.4%) and 'Accountability and checks on power' (50.8%). 

'Free and fair elections' are only mentioned by 46.0%.

Democracy in Africa should 

not be assessed only by 

electoral cycles, but by whether 

institutions genuinely serve their 

citizens. Across the continent, we 

see progress in constitutionalism 

and civic awareness, yet 

persistent challenges remain 

in implementation, elite 

capture, and youth exclusion. 

Africa’s demographic reality 

demands that democracy moves 

beyond political participation 

to economic inclusion and 

intergenerational equity. 

Leonard Kongongo, Kenya

Where does the mainstream model of democracy fit poorly  
in the African context?

Too focussed on 
elections, not 

outcomes

Weak accountability 
between elections

Economic inequality 
undermines political 

equality

Doesn’t reflect  
local governance 

traditions

 Imported institutions 
without local 

legitimacy

External influence 
distorts sovereignty

%

0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0
61.9%

52.4% 50.8%

31.7%
27.0%

Source: MIF NGN survey

47.6%
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Democracy’s founding principle: 
the representation of people’s 
choices and priorities

The critical role of citizens and their authority to shape, or at least 

participate in shaping, the priorities and direction of their elected 

government is a recurrent key theme in the respondents’ definition of 

democracy. They believe this authority should not be limited to votes 

and elections but remain constant and continuous – beyond and 

between elections.

Democracy is the direct representation of people’s concerns 

and priorities and majority choices. It ensures the rule of law and 

separation of power, but most importantly the dilution of power 

so everyone is accountable. It requires massive investments in 

informing and educating the populations so they can assume their 

political and civic responsibilities as well as enjoy their rights.

Khalid Tinasti, Morocco

Free and fair elections: a key ingredient of a ‘real 
democracy’, but only one element of a wider 
‘democracy basket’

For over a quarter (25.4%) of NGN respondents, 'Free and fair elections' 

are considered as a key component (ranked 1 or 2) of a true democracy. 

But this is closely followed by 'Accountability and checks on power' 

(almost 22% of respondents), and 'Rule of law' (over 19%).

Rank the top five ingredients of a 'real democracy' 

Source: MIF NGN survey4th 5th1st 3rd2nd
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Democracy is not just majority 

rule, it is a system where power is 

constantly questioned, limited, 

and answerable to the people. It 

exists when citizens can shape 

decisions, challenge authority 

without fear, and replace leaders 

without instability.

Anonymous NGN member
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Rule of law, human rights and freedoms more 
important than free and fair elections, peaceful 
transfer of powers, or freedom of media

When asked about what democracy should protect above all, the most 

popular answers are 'Rule of law' and 'Human rights and freedoms', with 

54% mentioning each. 50.8% of the respondents then mention 'Free and 

fair elections' as a priority for democracy, followed by 'Accountability and 

checks on power' (47.6%).

'Peaceful transfer of power', and 'Freedom of media and information' 

come last, a priority for only 13% of respondents, and 'Inclusion' for less 

than 30%.

When you hear 'democracy', what should it protect above all?

Source: MIF NGN survey100.010.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0 90.00.0 %

Rule of Law

Basic services and opportunity (health, education, jobs)

Inclusion (women, youth, minorities)

Accountability and checks on power

Free and fair elections

Local/community voice in decisions

Freedom of media and information

Peaceful transfer of power

Human rights and freedoms

54.0%

54.0%

50.8%

47.6%

28.6%

19.0%

17.5%

12.7%

11.1%

The importance of community organisations

For many respondents, key democratic moments in which they have 

participated were rooted in significant grassroots organisation and 

community groups providing space to raise collective concerns.

The moment our '10 Champions' – widows and youth with 

disabilities – collectively secured land in Mekelle for their own 

Sovereignty Hub. Individuals exercised their agency to claim 

physical space and formalise a vision into a registered civil 

society organisation that proved that grassroots participation is 

the most powerful engine of democracy.

Jedser Bairu, Ethiopia

One moment that made me 

believe democracy was working 

was when the Supreme Court 

of Kenya annulled the 2017 

presidential election. The decision 

showed that independent 

institutions could hold powerful 

leaders accountable and uphold 

the rule of law to protect the will 

of the people.

Michael Sanya, Kenya
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So, what next? Stick to the 
founding principles, but update 
the model 

Source: MIF NGN survey

Do you believe democracy should be defined or practised  
differently in Africa?

69.8%
Yes

15.9%
Not sure

14.3%
No

Almost 70% (69.8%) of respondents consider that democracy should be 

defined or practised differently. Only 14.3% disagree. 

Respondents do not reject democracy's core principles. What they 

challenge is a narrow, procedural model that over-relies on elections 

while under-delivering on accountability, inclusion and economic dignity.

The notion of  'Africanised democracy' provoked a degree of pushback. 

A minority of respondents cautioned that the term could be misused to 

legitimise authoritarian tendencies or entrench gerontocracy. They all 

exclude any weaker standards approach.

Indeed, they highlight that some key 'African values' – social, family, 

community solidarity – are intrinsic to the principles of democracy and 

could enrich the model. 

So about 80% of NGN respondents call for either an expansion or a  

significant update of the current model, rather than replacing it entirely.

No double standard approach to democracy; 
a universal principle

Which statement is closest to your view?

60.030.0 50.020.0 40.010.00.0 % 

Keep the core model, but expand it 

Rethink the model significantly

Not sure yet

Keep the same core model, improve enforcement

Source: MIF NGN survey

44.4%

36.5%

15.9%

3.2%
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The updated model should uphold the core democratic principles, but 

implement them effectively by going beyond elections, emphasising 

inclusion, regular consultation and accountability.

Respondents were clear not only about what is blocking democratic 

progress, but about what would accelerate it.

Identifying the major hurdles and levers to democratic progress, 88.9% 

of respondents cited corruption/patronage as the most significant 

barrier, followed by institutional weakness (79.4%), and then by economic 

hardship/inequality (65.1%). 49.2% pointed to the concentration of 

executive power and low levels of civic trust. According to respondents, 

all these issues co-exist.

Making democracy real: four levers for change

What are the biggest blockers to a healthy democracy?

Source: MIF NGN survey100.010.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0 90.00.0 %

Corruption/patronage

Ethnic/identity polarisation

Low civic trust

Concentrated executive power

Economic hardship/inequality

External interference

Security challenges/conflict

Disinformation/captured media

Weak political parties

Weak institutions

88.9%

79.4%

65.1%

49.2%

42.9%

41.3%

36.5%

34.9%

28.6%

25.4%

'Africanised' democracy would be a constitutional system 

of government based on popular sovereignty, competitive 

elections, rule of law and protection of fundamental rights, while 

incorporating indigenous African traditions of consultation, 

communal accountability, restorative justice and social solidarity 

to deepen participation, inclusion and legitimacy.

Aytenew Debebe, Ethiopia

We need a decolonised 

perception, where focus isn't 

solely on elections and transition 

of power, but on fair governance, 

sovereignty, inclusion and respect 

of traditional value and beliefs.

Khdeija Sidi Boubacar, Mauritania
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When it comes to the strongest levers for 'making democracy real', 

priority was given by 63.5% of NGN respondents to economic 

opportunity and reduction of inequality. Coming next are institutional 

accountability mechanisms (60.3%) – which could be helped by the 

expansion of digital tools, strong civil society (58.7%), and anti-corruption 

enforcement (57.1%). 

Notably, term limits and their enforcement ranked lowest, at 19.0%.

What are the strongest levers for making democracy real?

Economic 
opportunity/  

reducing 
inequality

Independent 
courts

 Strong civil  
society

Anti-corruption 
enforcement

Civic  
education

Stronger 
parliaments/

local 
government

Digital 
transparency 

(open budgets/
data)

Term 
limits and 

enforcement

 Independent  
media

Electoral  
reform

%

0.0

10.0

20.0

30.0

40.0

50.0

60.0

70.0 63.5%
60.3% 58.7%

47.6%

38.1% 38.1%

19.0%

42.9%44.4%

Source: MIF NGN survey

57.1%

Publish and enforce a 'full transparency pipeline' for public 

money: open contracting data, visible project delivery tracking, 

and mandatory public reporting for major procurement. If 

citizens can follow money from budget to delivery, it becomes 

much harder for democracy to be quietly stolen.

Nasi Rwigema, South Africa

Implement a fully digital, 

publicly accessible governance 

platform that tracks government 

spending, procurement and 

project delivery in real time 

so citizens can see exactly 

how public resources are used 

and hold leaders accountable 

beyond election cycles.

Anonymous NGN member

In the next two years, push for a platform that lets citizens 

actively engage with government decisions and monitor 

services. This would make democracy more real and responsive, 

giving people a voice every day, not just during elections.

Anonymous NGN member
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Community and social solidarity are the most widely shared priorities, 

selected by 81.0% of respondents, followed by justice and fairness (65.1%) 

and human dignity (63.5%). 

Key 'African values' as core components of 
democracy: community & social solidarity, justice 
and human dignity 

What African values matter most for how we govern? 

Source: MIF NGN survey100.010.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0 90.00.0 %

Community and social solidarity

Youth voice and intergenerational fairness

Stability and peace

Local ownership and sovereignty

Human dignity

Respect for elders/tradition

Freedom of expression and belief

Merit and competence

Respect for minority rights

Justice and fairness

81.0%

65.1%

63.5%

57.1%

52.4%

39.7%

33.3%

31.7%

19.0%

17.5%

In conclusion, the survey highlights that the current 'democracy distrust' 

does not apply to its core values, still widely shared, but to the current 

system, which, being mainly focussed on elections and transfer of power 

(quoted by some as a 'colonial system') fails to implement these values 

properly. NGN members consider that the current system falls short of 

delivering according to its core principles, and is specifically undermined 

by rampant corruption, weak institutions and economic inequity. While 

elections are seen as a necessary non-negotiable, democracy must also 

ensure accountability, rule of law, economic opportunity and freedoms. 

Indeed, democracy could gain from a stronger attachment to specific 

African values, such as community and solidarity. 'Africanising democracy' 

is about raising the ambition: building systems that combine universal 

democratic principles with African histories, social realities, community 

values and development priorities. 

Conclusion
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