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Introduction

Over the modern era of political development, de-
mocracy has expanded to encompass billions of
citizens worldwide. As of 2016, almost four billion
people across 96 countries lived in either an electoral
or liberal democracy. However, in the decade since,
democracy has receded, with only just over two billion
now living in countries considered democratic (Herre
et al. 2025). In fact, 40% of the world’s population now
lives in a country that, after initially transitioning to an
electoral or liberal democracy during the global wave
of democratization in the 1990s, now has regressed
to either an electoral or closed autocracy (Lindberg
2026).

The African continent is not immune to these fluctu-
ations in democracy. On the one hand, the number of
electoral or liberal democracies in the region has de-
clined from 22 to 15 over the last decade (Our World in
Data 202543, 2025b). Many countries have experienced
constitutional and military coups, increasingly restric-
tive environments for civil society organizations, and a
growing number of violent and uncompetitive elec-
tions (Matlosa 2025; Rakner 2019). On the other hand,
countries such as Senegal, Botswana, Mauritius, Gha-
na, and Malawi have demonstrated notable democrat-
ic strengthening, with opposition parties successfully
defeating incumbent governments in recent elections
(Wotjanik 2026). Overall, the demand for democracy is
still high across the region, regardless of regime type,
with Afrobarometer data collected in 2023 across 39
countries showing that 66% of respondents agree with
the statement that “democracy is preferable to any
other kind of government.” (Afrobarometer 2024)' Giv-
en this preference, what options are available to avert
backsliding in some contexts and deepen democratic
gains in others?

1  Data available from Afrobarometer (https:/www.
afrobarometer.org/data/merged-data/), Q23. Respondents
are asked which statement they agree with the most: “De-
mocracy is preferable to any other kind of government,” “In
some circumstances, a non-democratic government can be
preferable,” and “For someone like me, it doesn't matter what

kind of government we have.”

Addressing this question is especially crucial in the
wake of shifts in donor funding. Donor support for
democracy and governance assistance was always
dwarfed by spending for other sectors, but the loss
of USAID, plus the shift towards defense spending
by the EU, has further reduced such funding in recent
years. For instance, more than $14 billion in democ-
racy, rights, and governance grants were cut in 2025
as part of wider reductions in U.S. foreign assistance
(Silva-Leander et al 2025).

Given these trends, we examine what democracy
support options may have an impact on the region
and how they can be calibrated to a country’s current
democratic status. As part of a Brookings Institution
project on the state of democracy in Africa, we ex-
amined the political trajectories of five countries—the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Ghana, Ken-
ya, Mali, and Zimbabwe—to determine what factors ac-
counted for their democratic resilience, backsliding, or
autocratic stagnation. As seen in Figure 1, all of these
countries started at relatively similar low levels of de-
mocracy in the early 1990s and have not only diverged
dramatically over time but also have experienced
different degrees of volatility in their trajectories.

In this brief, we synthesize in-depth case studies on
the policy options available to strengthen democracy
in these countries, with the goal of offering broader
implications for the region. We first review insights
from the democracy support literature in general and
specific applications to Africa. Subsequently, we high-
light three key lessons that emerge from these cases:
tap into locally appropriate customs and traditions, pri-
oritize interventions to target the main constraints to
democratic deepening, and explore novel entry points
if extant democracy support efforts have floundered.
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FIGURE 1

Democratic trajectories over time in focus countries
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SOURCE: V-Democracy database (Coppedge et al), using the v2x_polyarchy index.

and 1 is best performance.

Lessons from past
democracy support
interventions

in Africa

Democracy strengthening, at its core, is a domestic
process. Strengthening vertical, horizontal, or diagonal
accountability requires the buy-in, active participation,
and centering of African actors themselves, whether
at the local, national, or continental level (Signé and
Korha 2016; Subrahmanyam et al. 2014; Signé 2018;
Afrobarometer 2025). Yet there are key actions and
lessons learned for global partners who can collab-
orate with these domestic players to achieve greater
democratic outcomes.

Democracy support activities by global partners

Based on this index, 0 is worst performance

generally fall into one of three categories. The first
includes democracy assistance, or investments in in-
stitutions and behaviors designed to improve the odds
of democracy’s survival. The second category includes
political conditions tied to financing or trade activities
aimed at incentivizing democratic behaviors. The third
category includes some form of sanction for violating
democratic norms and is usually targeted at countries
that are backsliding (Leininger et al 2025).

Democracy assistance interventions in Africa largely
commenced in the 1990s as much of the region transi-
tioned to multi-party democracy. Much of this support
came through Western bilateral funding—especially
from the United Kingdom, United States, and the Euro-
pean Union—through dozens of departments, special-
ized agencies, and political party foundations (Youngs
2019). The typical focus of democracy aid has fol-
lowed a three-part framework, including supporting
political parties and free and fair elections, strength-
ening state institutions that check the power of
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centralized executives (e.g. parliament, judiciary, and
local governments), and building civil society through
training NGOs, media, labor unions, and enhancing civ-
ic education (Carothers 2015). Over the last 20 years,
democracy aid in Africa democracy aid has increased
from around $3 billion to more than $6 billion (OECD
2026). Figure 2 examines the areas to which this aid is

FIGURE 2

allocated, showing the disproportionate impact of aid
financing on public financial and public policy man-
agement, democratic participation and civil society,
decentralization, and public sector policy with far less
attention to elections, legislatures and political parties,
media freedoms, and anti-corruption.

Trends in democracy aid to sub-Saharan Africa, 2004-2024
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the U.N., and regional development banks.

More recently, non-traditional donors have been in-
volved in democracy support efforts, including mid-
dle-income countries such as Brazil, India, Indonesia,
and Turkey (Youngs 2019), as well as Nigeria, South
Africa and the African Union (Mwaba 2023). Nigeria,
for instance, has tried to leverage its role as a region-
al hegemon to promote peace and democracy in the
Economic Community of West African States, includ-

ing most recently in its call for sanctions against Niger
when the latter's democratically elected leader was
ousted in a military coup in 2023 (Omotuyi et al 2024).

Political conditionalities—the second category of de-
mocracy support—played an important role in many of
Africa’s 1990s transitions as political reform became
a pre-condition for the release of multilateral and
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bilateral financing. More recently, the U.S. Millennium
Challenge Corporation included hard requirements
that countries could not receive assistance if they did
not tackle corruption and support democracy rights.
Even in a shift of methodology in 2026, these provi-
sions largely remained, with countries needing either
to have low corruption or high levels of government
accountability and support for personal freedom (Col-
linson and Brownell 2025).2

Other types of political conditionalities include linking
democratic criteria to trade agreements. For instance,
both the EU’'s Cotonou Agreement (2000-2020) and

its successor, the EU-Organisation of African, Carib-
bean and Pacific States Agreement, explicitly include
democracy and human rights clauses. Under the U.S.
African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), continued
eligibility for preferential trade access to U.S. markets
was contingent on, among other provisions, African
countries’ commitment to maintaining the rule of law,
combatting corruption, and protecting human rights.®
With respect to the third category—sanctions—more
than a dozen sub-Saharan African countries have
experienced some type of economic sanction over the
last decade because of violation of global anti-cor-
ruption regimes, sponsorship of terrorist networks, or
militarily ousting democratically elected governments.*

The global literature showcases important achieve-

ments related to interventions for strengthening or pro-
moting democratic development (e.g. Gafuri 2022; Gis-
selquist et al. 2021). For instance, Blanken et al. (2025)

2 For example, MCC'’s “Government Accountability” indica-
tor for determining country eligibility for FY2026 includes
“prevalence of free and fair electoral processes; political
pluralism and participation of all stakeholders; government
accountability and transparency; freedom from domination
by the military, foreign powers, totalitarian parties, religious
hierarchies and economic oligarchies; and the political rights
of all groups, among other things,” while the “Personal free-
dom” indicator includes “freedom of expression and belief;
association and organizational rights; rule of law and human
rights; and personal autonomy and economic rights, among
other things.”

3 These provisions for eligibility were retained in the 2026
extension of AGOA.

4  See the Global Sanctions Data Base available for down-
load here: https://www.globalsanctionsdatabase.com/

found that earmarked funding for civil society orga-
nizations between 2005-2021 improved the strength
of civil society over time and democracy levels in

the recipient country. Steele et al. (2021) found that
democracy aid was associated with improvements in
free and fair election indicators. Ha (2023) finds posi-
tive impacts of democracy aid on governance related
indicators, including public financial management,
decentralization, and anti-corruption.

At the same time, however, numerous criticisms of
this traditional democracy support have arisen over
the years. First, some of these efforts faced resistance
because they were seen as undermining national sov-
ereignty and representing a form of neocolonialism by
imposing a specific political model on African coun-
tries (Brown 2013; Mwaba 2023). Second, democracy
support efforts were sometimes uncoordinated with
development assistance, leading to several inconsis-
tencies in outcomes and leading to more impacts on
democratic transitions than on democratic consoli-
dation (Resnick 2014). Third, the causal mechanisms
of democracy aid were questioned; Carothers (2009),
for example, noted that democracy promotion often
hinged on the flawed assumption that with the right
technical knowledge and institutions, democracy can
emerge anywhere. Brown (2005) similarly observed
that there is often a deliberate lack of political will by
leaders and institutions to democratize that will not be
overcome through technical solutions alone. The over-
all trend of worsening democratic outcomes despite
billions of dollars spent on democracy assistance
every year underscores this point (Blanken et al 2025).
Fourth, while fragmentation in development assistance
received elevated attention through the Paris Declara-
tion on Aid back in 2005 (OECD 2005), an equivalent
process and introspection did not exist for democracy
assistance, leading to scattershot approaches rather
than strategic investments.

The other two categories of democracy support have
also been criticized. The uneven application of political
conditionality in Africa (Emmanuel 2010) and uneven
use of democratic sanctions (Del Biondo 2015), even
when countries have violated similar governance
principles, highlights how donor interests sometimes
trump their commitment to democratic norms, raising
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concerns in the region about hypocrisy. Economic
sanctions by Western countries, the AU, or regional
economic communities have rarely led to changes in
democratic behaviors in the region (Soumahoro 2023).
Afesorgbor et al. (2025) even find that sanctions have
increased negative outcomes, such as food insecurity,
in the targeted countries.

Collectively, this review suggests that there are several
lessons to be learned about best practices for democ-
racy support. First, there are several instruments to
support democracy—aid for mechanisms of vertical,
horizontal, and diagonal accountability (Signé, 2018;
2019), economic incentives to encourage more sup-
port for democracy, and economic sanctions for violat-
ing democratic norms. The combination of tools needs
to be aligned with a country’s democratic trajectory. An
approach aimed at protecting a country from further
backsliding may involve a heavier mix of the economic
incentives and sanctions than one for a country that is
trying to deepen its democratic credentials (Carothers
2015; Leininger et al 2025). At the same time, democ-
racy promotion activities need to adapt their strategies
if democratic backsliding begins (Grimm et al 2025),
as Ohlig (2025) shows in the case of Tanzania under
the late President Magufuli.

Second, democracy support needs to resonate with
local realities and norms. Strengthening political insti-
tutions whose mandate or membership lack credibility
and legitimacy among a broad swath of the population
is unlikely to create the grounds for long-term sus-
tainability. Third, to avoid fragmenting democracy aid
and spreading resources too thin, priorities need to be
identified. While vertical, horizontal, and diagonal ac-
countability theoretically all need to be strengthened,
prioritizing investments in one key dimension can en-
sure a stable foundation for subsequent investments
in the others. Finally, as observed by Brown (2005),

if there is a lack of political will by critical actors to
support democracy, then status quo technical innova-
tions are unlikely to have much impact. The following
sections demonstrate how these lessons apply to the
five focus countries in our project, recognizing that
they are undergoing quite different directions in their
democratic trajectories.

Leverage local
mechanisms
of democratic
engagement

The above review highlights that some democra-
cy-building efforts have been criticized for being ex-
ternally imposed and not locally owned. As such, it is
critical that democracy support efforts are well-aligned
with local customs and norms to have broad credibil-
ity. This is particularly important in fragile contexts,
such as Mali, where democracy-building efforts need
to have deep roots and repair fractured societal rela-
tionships to be sustainable.

MALI

Mali is a quintessential example of a fragile state that
has been dealing with climate extremes and jihadist
and separatist violence for more than a decade as well
as a high level of political volatility since 2012 (Bleck
et al. 2024). In that year, the country experienced its
first coup d'état since it had transitioned to democracy
in 1992. After elections in 2013, civilian democracy
was restored. Yet in 2020 and again 2021, additional
coups occurred, and the country has since been under
military junta rule, led by President Assimi Goita. Bleck
and Soumano (2025) argue that one of the real causes
of the country’s democratic backsliding since 2020
has been the gapping inequality between political
elites and the broader populace, high levels of corrup-
tion, and massive shortfalls in service delivery, includ-
ing adequate security to protect civilians from insur-
gent attacks. This reduced the perceived legitimacy of
formal political institutions and democratic processes,
such as elections, and increased the acceptance of
military rule.

If Mali is to pursue a more sustainable democratic
path going forward, Bleck and Soumano (2026) note
that building the legitimacy of formal institutions of
political accountability (such as political parties and
the National Assembly) requires a deeper engagement
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with Malians’ cultural experience with a more delib-
erative model of democracy. This means building on
historical traditions of political consultation and delib-
eration at the local level that had proved pivotal during
the country’s 1991 National Conference. Specifically,
Bleck and Soumano (2026) point to the tradition of
consultative meetings regularly held by chiefs in rural
areas and to the practice of debating political ideas in
urban grinw (tea-drinking social clubs). Moreover, con-
sultative citizen forums have been used several times
in Mali’s history to deal with political crises, including
in 1999 to deal with issues of political polarization.®

Building on these traditions, the authors propose two
types of institutions that could be useful in the Malian
context: citizen assemblies and deliberative councils.
Citizen assemblies, which could be organized by civil
society groups, could allow for diverse representatives
to coalesce around key policy issues and provide

their own recommendations that are communicated
to MPs. Deliberative councils would oversee citizen
assemblies and ensure accountability by monitoring
the National Assembly’s responses to citizen concerns
and solutions. There are precedents for both types of
institutions in other countries that favor consensual-
ism to deal with societal cleavages, such as Belgium,
Switzerland, and Canada.

In Belgium, citizen deliberation was institutionalized
by the Parliament of the German-speaking Community
via two bodies, 1) the Citizens’ Council who decides
on the topic and oversees the 2) Citizens’ Assemblies
(Velghe et al. 2025). The Council's members are made
up of former citizen assembly members and one-third
are replaced each cycle, which could be a helpful mod-
el for Mali to make sure council membership is con-
stantly changing. In Switzerland, citizen assemblies
are put on jointly by civil society organizations and the
federal government (Citizens’ Democracy, n.d.) and in

5  Similar traditions of consultative governance are
common throughout Africa, such as the kgotla system in Bo-
tswana, Ghana'’s palaver community dialogues, and Kenya's
baraza system for local dispute resolution. Rwanda’s gacaca
courts, which are participatory, community-based mecha-
nisms for dispute resolution, were utilized for reconciliation
processes after the country’s 1994 genocide (see Ingelaere
2016).

Canada, their Citizens’ Assembly on Electoral Reform,
which provided recommendations for changes to their
provincial electoral system, was funded by the gov-
ernment but run by an independent, non-partisan body
(National Citizens Assembly, n.d.). These examples of
institutionalizing deliberative processes and teaming
up between civil society and government could help
Mali bring more people into the democratic process
and build trust in institutions.

Reflecting on past efforts at consultative processes in
Mali, Bleck and Soumano (2026) also offer some cau-
tionary tales. These include designing forums that not
only allow for a fruitful exchange of ideas but also give
more attention to deriving solutions that are imple-
mentable. In addition, the decision of who is included
in such forums needs to be transparent, include critical
voices, and ensure that representation spans different
genders as well as castes and linguistic communities.

Prioritize the binding
constraints to
improve democracy

A scattershot approach to democratic support runs
the risk of fragmentation and wastage of scarce re-
sources. Instead, a more targeted approach that com-
prehensively addresses top frailties may prove more
impactful. In the case of Kenya, Otele et al. (2026) fo-
cus on the role of campaign finance reform as a mech-
anism to build up political parties to, in turn, harness
their ability to serve as a genuine vehicle to represent
citizens’ interests and a broader policy agenda. In the
DRC, Stearns et al. (2026) see executive entrenchment
and the creation of parallel power structures around
the president as generating a cascade of barriers for
accountability. Each case therefore identifies certain
mechanisms to address these binding constraints.

KENYA

In a review of Kenya’s democratic trajectory, Otele et
al. (2025) describe how the country has bounced back
from several crisis periods—including the 2007 elec-
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toral violence and the 2017 electoral re-run—with even
stronger institutions. However, there remain several
weaknesses in the political system that continue to
generate vulnerabilities for the country’s democracy,
including threats to media freedom and civic space,
frequent high-level elite pacts that eliminate the role of
an official opposition, judicial interference, corruption,
and state capture. In turn, some of these weaknesses
create low public trust, which dramatically manifested
in the streets during the 2024 Gen Z protests.

To consider possible ways to address some of these
challenges, Otele et al. (2026) argue that a key vulner-
ability is Kenya's campaign financing rules and pro-
cesses. Currently, the high level of money required to
compete in elections—close to $39 million in the 2022
presidential elections and as much as $4.7 million for
the gubernatorial elections—undermines internal party
democracy and marginalizes otherwise reform-minded
candidates who may lack sufficient resources to run
as candidates. Moreover, the high level of financing
required exacerbates the personalization of parties
because they become attached to the individual who
is funding the party rather than to a particular plat-
form or political ideology. There have been efforts to
address campaign financing reform in Kenya, including
a 2013 Campaign Financing Act, but this was never
fully implemented. Similarly, the Independent Electoral
and Boundaries Commission (IEBC)’s Draft Election
Campaign Financing Amendment Bill 2024, which is
aimed at preparing for the 2027 elections, has yet to
be passed (Government of Kenya n.d.).

The authors look at multiple dimensions of campaign
financing reform that therefore need to be addressed
and recommend a multi-faceted strategy, following
recommendations of democracy support agencies
that note such reforms are only successful if they
holistically address asset disclosure, conflicts of in-
terest, and lobbying (Hamada and Agrawal 2020). For
instance, the authors argue that voters could be better
empowered through regulation of private and corpo-
rate contributions, building the capacity of the IEBC in
campaign finance law, forensic accounting, and digital
auditing. In addition, sanctions should be levied when
there are violations of campaign finance laws and re-
porting mechanisms should be standardized and digi-

tized for the public to easily access information about
candidates’ incomes and expenditures. Civil society
organizations likewise have an important role to play
by monitoring the use of financing in elections, while
Kenya’s vibrant media landscape can be leveraged to
deepen the public’'s understanding of what campaign
financing is and why it is important to the health of the
country’s democracy.

The authors further offer some concrete suggestions
for translating their recommendations into action,
paying particular attention to different windows of
opportunity. For example, they note that legal and insti-
tutional reforms should be conducted right after an
election when tensions are lowest and political actors
are less likely to perceive that they are being targeted
by regulations. During the middle of the electoral cycle,
there is an opportunity to deepen capacity building,
stress test campaign finance reporting platforms, and
for the Auditor General to conduct periodic audits of
parties’ financing operations. In the longer term, more
emphasis would need to be placed on compliance
monitoring, enforcement of regulations, and public
disclosure.

THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE
CONGO

In their analysis of the DRC'’s political pathways over
the last two decades, Batumike et al. (2025) charac-
terize the DRC as an “electoral oligarchy” whereby
windfalls from the privatization of the mining sector
fueled high levels of corruption and there is a narrow
elite who constantly shift allegiances and coalitions,
undermining political party development. Institutions
intended to provide horizontal accountability, such as
the parliament and judiciary, are often undermined by
political interference and patronage. The election of
President Felix Tshisekedi in 2018 was widely viewed
as rigged and while the 2023 elections were more
credible, low turnout indicated citizen dissatisfaction
and apathy.

When looking at opportunities to address the frailties
of the DRC'’s political system, Stearns et al. (2026)
identify executive entrenchment, or “hyperpresiden-
tialism,” as one of several binding constraints. The ex-
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ecutive has invested significant powers within parallel
governing bodies; the “maison civile,” for example, is
supposed to only manage the president and family’s
personal affairs but has had an extended mandate that
includes even managing mining issues. The extreme
dominance of the president’s party in parliament and
the president’s ability to name the heads of regulatory
and state-owned bodies without legislative approval
undermines those bodies’ oversight functions. The ex-
ecutive can also interfere in the Independent National
Electoral Commission to postpone elections and has
the power to remove elected provincial governors and
assemblies. Since Tshisekedi announced in 2024 a
commission to draft a new constitution, there is now a
concern that this entrenchment could be more intense
if a new constitution allows the president to run for
additional terms.

Stearns et al. (2026) therefore offer several key recom-
mendations for reducing this entrenchment. First, they
suggest that the president should not have oversight
over some key accountability bodies, especially the
Inspectorate General of Finance (IGF), which has the
power to audit the finances of state institutions, and
the Official Journal of the DRC (JORDC), which publish-
es the state’s decisions and legislation to make them
enforceable. IGF is currently overseen by the Ministry
of Finance and therefore lacks autonomy. Likewise,
many laws are not published in JORDC, constituting
an implicit presidential veto. Second, they note that
parliamentarians’ attendance, voting records, trips,
and oral and written questions should be made public
so that citizens can confirm their representatives are
doing their jobs of overseeing the executive. Third, the
president’s close advisors should be stripped of the
powers that are supposed to be vested within the line
ministries and the office of the prime minister. Fourth,
building up sources of countervailing pressure, partic-
ularly opposition parties and civil society is critical—
however, the influence of parties is often hampered

by their vast number and frequent allegiance-shifting
while civil society is sometimes co-opted and institu-
tionally weak. Requiring political parties to obtain at
least five percent of the vote to be represented in par-
liament would reduce the number of parties present in
that body, while campaign finance limits would restrict
the impact of money on politics. For civil society, there

is a need for developing their organizational manage-
ment abilities in the sphere of financial and adminis-
trative affairs, enabling them to stay independent from
political co-optation into government and enhancing
their transparency to, and legitimacy with, their constit-
uencies.

Explore new entry
points to shift
the status quo

In some cases, traditional approaches to support dem-
ocratic behaviors either have not generated substan-
tive changes or have reached the limit of their effec-
tiveness. This is the case in the two extreme cases of
our project, Ghana and Zimbabwe. Ghana, despite hav-
ing the worst measures of electoral democracy among
our sample in the early 1990s (see Figure 1), is now
one of the continent’s most robust democracies, which
has been bolstered by many different types of democ-
racy interventions, both for voters and political elites.
There has been minimal attention, however, to the role
of party brokers and the strategic role that they could
play to strengthen democratic norms. By contrast,
autocracy has been entrenched in Zimbabwe. There,
decades of sanctions have failed to meaningfully shift
the incentives of elites. Instead, they have provided an
excuse for the ruling ZANU PF party to recuse itself of
accountability for poor services and macroeconomic
mismanagement and have prompted the government
to depend increasingly on China and illicit gold for
financing and investment. In each country, new ideas
are needed to shift the status quo.

GHANA

Ghana is widely lauded as a successful democratic
case, with multiple peaceful transfers of power across
the New Patriotic Party (NPP) and National Democrat-
ic Congress (NDC) since the country transitioned to
multi-party politics in 1992. In their study of Ghana's
political trajectory, Ofosu et al. (2025) argue that while
institutions of horizontal accountability are strong,
further democratic deepening is hampered by the
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country’s two political parties serving more as patron-
age networks rather than as vehicles that filter citizen
concerns into the public sphere. These weaknesses
typically come to the fore during elections when the
parties engage in violence, electoral fraud, and vote
buying (see also Asunka et al. 2019; Bob-Milliar 2012).

In their subsequent study, Ofosu, Selormey, and Dome
(2025) delve into the causes of partisan weakness in
more depth and specifically focus on the role of party
brokers, often referred to as grassroots “foot soldiers.”
Such brokers play an active role for their parties by or-
ganizing rallies, engaging in door-to-door canvassing,
and serving as party agents to monitor voting. Based
on focus group discussions and a survey of local party
executives in 12 constituencies in the Greater Accra
region, the authors find that such brokers have distinct
beliefs about democracy; sizeable minorities are skep-
tical of the need for multiparty democracy and believe
that only those with knowledge about policy issues
should vote, while more than 70% claim that media
reports on corruption were harmful to the country.

This leads Ofosu, Selormey, and Dome (2025) to
propose a deviation from traditional party strengthen-
ing approaches. Historically, party foundations have
concentrated on training party elites (Ohlig 2025), and
bilateral and multilateral donors have focused on civic
education experiences to promote democratic polit-
ical culture and participation (Finkel and Lim 2021).
Instead, Ofosu, Selormey, and Dome (2025) highlight
the need to specifically target Ghana's party foot sol-
diers—who reside in an oft-overlooked middle ground
between party elites and the citizenry—with appropri-
ate training and civic education. On civic education,
they suggest specialized modules that emphasize
tolerance, nonviolence, and the importance of media
freedoms as well as the long-term consequences of
vote buying for politics. They further advocate for train-
ing activities that enable brokers to properly represent
citizens’ concerns to politicians and become involved
in district-level budgeting to understand how policy
decisions are made and implemented. Finally, they
suggest that political party reforms, including credible
and fair internal elections for grassroots leadership
and primaries for selecting party leaders and candi-
dates, would give these foot soldiers more opportuni-

ties for shaping the party rather than just servicing it.
Overall, Ofosu, Selormey, and Dome (2025) highlight
the potential of a “mid-range” approach to democracy
assistance that does not just target citizens or leaders
but rather the thousands of individuals who comprise
the parties’ rank-and-file.

ZIMBABWE

Zimbabwe is characterized by Dendere and Tendi
(2025: 4) as “an illiberal, militarized, electoral author-
itarian regime.” Zimbabwe'’s initial move towards
multi-party democracy in 1990 significantly reversed
over time with ZANU PF’s consolidation of power.
Despite a hopeful period for the opposition after the
2008 elections, as well as the chance for a democratic
opening when Mugabe was ousted in 2018, opposition
parties like the Movement for Multiparty Democracy
(MMD) and the Citizens’ Coalition for Change (CCC)
have weakened over time due to internal fracturing
and active sabotage by ZANU PF through violence,
infiltration, and unlawful arrests. Likewise, civil society,
including trade unions, journalists, religious organiza-
tions, and NGOs, operate under high surveillance and
are targeted with arrests. The support by Zimbabwe's
cabinet in 2026 to extend President Mnangagwa’s
term limit from five to seven years and allow the
president to be elected by parliament than directly by
citizens suggests a further step backwards (Nyoka
2026).

Dendere and Tendi (2025) suggested several ways in
which the actions of Western donors unintentionally
reinforced ZANU PF’s control in the country. First,

they note that during the 1990s, international funders
encouraged civil society organizations and the opposi-
tion to work together as a means of leveraging scarce
resources. But the downside of this approach was that
ZANU PF automatically associated civil society with
the opposition. Second, when Mugabe was ousted in
2018 by the military, key donor countries refused to
label the action as a “coup,” which Dendere and Tendi
(2025) believe exacerbated the strong role of the mil-
itary and the security sector in the country’s political
settlement. Third, as Dendere (2026) notes, sanctions
have been in place since 2001 through the U.S. Zim-
babwe Democracy and Economic Recovery Act, which
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also limits World Bank and IMF financial aid to the
country, and the EU has prohibited member countries
from engaging in trade with several Zimbabwean com-
panies. The sanctions have had complex outcomes,
including economic suffering for the broader populace
without shifting political behaviors of the elite (Chaka-
wa 2023).

Consequently, Dendere (2026) recommends a dif-
ferent approach; one that shifts to the democracy
support approach that aims to incentivize elites rather
than punish them. She notes that with shifting geo-
political dynamics, there is now more of an emphasis
by Western countries on building mutually beneficial
trade relations and less on excluding countries due to
human rights abuses. This move from traditional diplo-
macy to commercial diplomacy, evidenced by several
shifts towards the Zimbabwe government by the U.K,,
Sweden, and the EU, could be leveraged to provide
Zimbabwe much-needed financing through trade and
mining deals. In return, donors can make their sup-
port for such deals contingent on the integration of
environmental, labor, corruption, and human rights
safeguards. Likewise, this approach may help tackle
corruption by enabling Zimbabwe to trade more of its
gold, diamonds, and rare earth materials legally, which
could reduce the premium on illegally obtained natural
resources. Oversight for adhering to these safeguards
could be under the mandate of anti-corruption civil
society organizations and independent media.

Conclusions

Supporting democratic reforms is a complex and
non-linear process that requires taking stock of

what has worked well, where a change in approach

is needed, and which types of interventions should
take precedence to build momentum and consolidate
scarce resources. Key to success will be aligning the
right type of partnership or intervention in a way that
works together with the domestic and endogenous
factors of each country. The work from the Brookings
case studies uncovers that these approaches need
to always be appropriately contextualized to where
countries are in their democratic journey and attuned
to the binding constraints that may have derailed that

journey. Indeed, the five case studies in the project
represent distinct trajectories: Ghana represents an
elected democracy which has remained steadfast
over two decades, Kenya has shifted from an elector-
al autocracy to an electoral democracy, and the DRC
moved from a closed to electoral autocracy. Mean-
while, Mali has shifted from an electoral democracy to
a closed autocracy, and Zimbabwe remains a stead-
fast electoral autocracy (Resnick & Signé 2025). This
variation in trajectories is critical for emphasizing that
countries experiencing active democratic backsliding
require different tools than those seeking to develop or
deepen democracy. In fragile or backsliding contexts,
shifting elite incentives through commercial diploma-
cy and political conditionality may be more effective
than deploying traditional democracy assistance. In
more consolidated democracies, deploying targeted
investments in specific vulnerabilities such as cam-
paign finance, party structures, or civic education are
likely to be more successful. In all cases, democracy
support actors should focus on conducting rigorous
political economy diagnostics to understand how elite
incentives may influence the outcome of democracy
interventions.

Notwithstanding this variation, three key lessons
emerge for actors seeking interventions to sup-
port democratic development, promote democratic
strengthening, and prevent democratic backsliding
across Africa.

1. ROOT DEMOCRACY SUPPORT IN
LOCAL TRADITIONS AND NORMS.

Externally designed interventions that lack local legiti-
macy are unlikely to generate actual sustainable dem-
ocratic strengthening. In countries that are backsliding
especially, democracy development and support must
engage with the customs, deliberative traditions, and
social structures that citizens already recognize as le-
gitimate. One reason that citizen assemblies and delib-
erative councils are a proposed tool for Mali’s future is
the country’s tradition of deliberative forums and direct
consultations, expressed through chiefs’ consultative
meetings, which acts as a foundation for developing
further ways to connect communities to formal politi-
cal institutions (Bleck and Soumano 2025). Drawing on
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such traditions broadens participation and reduces the
perception that democracy itself is a foreign impo-
sition, which is a criticism that authoritarian leaders
frequently exploit.

2. PRIORITIZE ADDRESSING BINDING
CONSTRAINTS RATHER THAN
SPREADING RESOURCES THIN.

Given the significant reduction in global democracy
funding, concentrating resources on the single most
critical constraint to democratic progress in a given
context is more likely to generate durable results than
a fragmented, sector-by-sector approach. In Kenya,
campaign finance reform is a central focus because of
its impact on the high distortion of party development
and the marginalization of reform-minded candidates
across the entire political system (Otele et al. 2026). In
the DRC, executive entrenchment creates a cascade of
accountability failures that undermine all other reform
efforts. This means focusing on a panoply of reforms
that remove executive interference over key institu-
tions, grant greater transparency over parliamentarian
voting records, and incentivize electoral reforms to
mitigate party proliferation that dilutes the opposition’s
ability to serve as a source of countervailing power
(Stearns et al. 2026). Identifying and systematically
addressing these binding constraints can establish a
stable foundation from which other democratic gains
can follow and can maximize the output of scarce
resources.

3. INVEST IN THE “MIDDLE LAYER" OF
DEMOCRATIC ACTORS.

Democracy support has traditionally concentrated

on either elite institutions—parliaments, judiciaries,
electoral commissions—or on broad citizen-level civic
education. The cases suggest a persistent gap in the
“middle layer:” the brokers, local leaders, party foot
soldiers, and civil society intermediaries who translate
between formal institutions and ordinary citizens. This
“middle layer” can help facilitate dialogue between citi-
zens and translate their ideas or grievances effectively
to leaders. Ghana’s case exposed how even strong
top-level institutions can produce patronage-driven

or violence-prone electoral behavior if the grassroots

party brokers hold weak democratic norms (Ofosu

et al. 2025). Other research using data on grassroots
brokers in Ghana's NPP found that brokers’ behavior is
also shaped by the type of incentive structure par-
ties use for their compensation (Brierley and Nathan
2022). The study found that most payments occurred
long after campaign periods which were more likely
predicted by social ties to local elites instead of rela-
tive performance. To reform and better invest in the
“middle layer,” party foundations and bilateral donors
should develop civic education modules specifically
targeted for middle actors, and democracy support
actors can engage with parties directly on potential
governance reforms such as transparent criteria for
broker compensation and credible internal elections
for grassroots leadership positions, so that brokers
have pathways to advance within their parties based
on merit instead of based on personal patronage
networks. Together, these interventions could begin to
shift the incentive environment that currently rewards
loyalty over democratic performance, making Ghana's
and similar countries’ democratic infrastructure more
resilient from the ground up.

These three lessons can guide actors, both domes-

tic and global, to support the long-term trajectory of
African democracies. A historically grounded, locally
led, and context-informed approach will be key to de-
veloping or strengthening each facet of democracy, as
these cases have shown. The interventions suggested
in these cases represent actionable ways forward for
countries experiencing similar crossroads in their jour-
ney, shining a light on the practical hope for partners
who wish to play a role in Africa’s long-term democrat-
ic resilience.
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