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 Abstract Corruption and poor Leadership have played a significant role in shaping Africa’s economic 

underdevelopment. Africa's economic potential is vast, yet it grapples with numerous challenges hindering 

progress. Few or no studies have been done to specifically look into corruption and poor leadership as challenges 

causing economic underdevelopment/ backwardness. The study sought to fill this gap by examining the impact of 

corruption and poor leadership on Africa's economic underdevelopment/backwardness. This was achieved by 

focusing on the following specific objectives: to discuss the role of corruption poor leadership on African 

economic underdevelopment.  The study was guided by the theory of underdevelopment and Marxist   Theory 

which provided an analytical framework for understanding the African challenges/ limitations/ barriers 

development. A case study research design was employed, through an evidence-based analysis to affirm that 

corruption and poor leadership are the major causes of Africa's economic backwardness. The study utilized 

qualitative methods, including interviews, observation, focus group discussions, and document analysis, to gather 

rich insights from political and economic leaders, victims of corrupt-led programs, and historical records. 

Sampling was purposive, targeting individuals who had direct experience of the corruption and poor leadership 

institutions or interventions. Data was analyzed thematically to identify patterns and trends in the corruption and 

poor leadership contributing to economic underdevelopment. The findings of this study will contribute to the 

broader discourse on politics and economics circles. The research will serve as a valuable reference for future 

studies on the intersection of political and economic development in Africa. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Corruption: This is the abuse of entrusted power for personal gain or to achieve illicit advantages, often at the 

expense of integrity, fairness, and justice. 

Leadership: It is the art of inspiring and guiding individuals or groups towards a common goal, fostering positive 

change, and maximizing potential.  

Poor leadership:  Involves ineffective decision-making, lack of vision, failure to inspire, and an inability to foster 

growth or collaboration within a group or organization. 

Economic backwardness:  Refers to a state of underdevelopment characterized by low productivity, limited 

infrastructure, inadequate technology, and stagnant or declining living standards compared to more advanced 

economies. 
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I. Introduction 

Africa is a continent with immense potential for economic growth and development. However, it also faces numerous 

challenges that hinder its progress. The economic situation in Africa is characterized by a combination of opportunities 

and obstacles, including poverty, limited access to basic services, high unemployment rates, and inadequate 

infrastructure. Corruption and poor leadership are significant factors that contribute to Africa's economic challenges. 

These issues undermine governance, hinder development efforts, and erode public trust. Corruption diverts resources 

away from essential services, discourages investment, and perpetuates inequality. Poor leadership, characterized by 

ineffective governance, a lack of accountability, and limited transparency, hampers economic growth and 

development. Weak institutions, inadequate policy implementation, and a lack of long-term vision contribute to 

Africa's economic challenges. Therefore, this paper reviews the validity of the statement that corruption and poor 

leadership are major causes of Africa’s economic backwardness while providing evidence across Africa.  

 

 
Historical Context 

Understanding this historical context is crucial for comprehending the challenges African economies face today. It 

provides a foundation for analyzing the role of corruption and poor leadership in shaping the economic trajectory of 

the continent. The historical background of African economies is multifaceted, encompassing ancient trade and 

agricultural practices, the impact of colonization, and the complexities of the post-colonial era (Mlambo, 2018). Dating 

back to ancient times, hunter-gatherer societies laid the foundations, engaging in the trade of luxury items and 

cultivating crops like pearl millet and sorghum (Allen, 2011). The trans-Saharan trade routes connected North and 

sub-Saharan Africa, fostering economic development in the Sahel region (Mlambo, 2018). However, the 19th century 

marked a pivotal period with European colonization, as exploitatively extracting Africa's resources became a hallmark 

of colonial economic policies (Wantchékon et al., 2022). The slave trade further exacerbated the economic challenges 

faced by African societies. 

Post-independence, in the mid-20th century, many African nations grappled with building robust economies, hindered 

by issues such as political instability, corruption, and inadequate infrastructure (Irele & Jeyifo, 2010; Wantchékon et 

al., 2022). Additionally, some African countries had amassed huge debt, with UNCTAD estimating that between 1970 

and 2002, sub-Saharan Africa had received $294 billion in loans and paid out $268 billion in debt service (Caplan, 

2008). Some of the leading African countries with huge debts in the 20th century included Nigeria, South Africa, the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sudan, and Ethiopia. 

In the late 20th century, the affluent class in Africa was defined by civil servants acting as "gatekeepers," occupying 

roles that bestowed them with the authority to endorse foreign aid, humanitarian assistance, and private investments, 

usually from abroad (Collins & Burns, 2014). This system saw the establishment of corruption and bribery practices 
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deeply rooted in certain countries. Despite these challenges, some regions experienced economic growth driven by 

factors like natural resource exploitation, foreign investment, and improvements in governance (Mlambo, 2018). 

 

II. Impact of Corruption on Economy of Africa 

Corruption in African economies is a significant challenge that hampers economic development and undermines 

foreign investment. Analysts estimate that developing countries lose $1.26 trillion per year to corruption, theft, and 

tax evasion (Keulder, 2021). According to Transparency International (2019) corruption manifests in various forms 

and has detrimental effects on both the public and private sectors including; 

• Bribery and Extortion: Corruption often involves the exchange of bribes or extortion to gain unfair 

advantages in business transactions, government contracts, or regulatory processes. Corrupt practices in 

public procurement processes are widespread. In Kenya, so-called "tender-preneurship" involves the 

manipulation of bidding processes through bribery, leading to inflated contracts and substandard 

infrastructure projects (Netswera et al., 2022). 

• Embezzlement and Misappropriation of Funds: Public officials and politicians may embezzle public funds 

or divert resources meant for development projects, depriving the economy of much-needed investments. In 

Nigeria, for instance, the misappropriation of oil revenue by government officials has been a longstanding 

issue (Obiezu, 2023). This has deprived the country of funds that could have been invested in infrastructure, 

education, and healthcare, hindering overall development. 

• Nepotism and patronage: Favoritism based on personal connections rather than merit can lead to the 

appointment of unqualified individuals to key positions, undermining efficiency and hindering economic 

growth. Zimbabwe has faced challenges where political leaders favor their associates and family members in 

the allocation of resources and business opportunities (DFID, 2010). This not only perpetuates inequality but 

also stifles economic progress by limiting competition and innovation. 

• Lack of Transparency and Accountability: Weak governance structures and a lack of transparency in 

public institutions create an environment conducive to corruption, allowing it to thrive unchecked. For 

instance, the Goldenberg scandal in Kenya serves as a stark reminder of how weak governance structures and 

a lack of transparency create an environment where corruption can flourish without proper checks and 

balances (Grynberg & Singogo, 2021). 

Corruption's detrimental impact on African economies is multifaceted, affecting not only domestic development but 

also deterring foreign investment crucial for sustained economic growth. 

 

III. Impact of Corruption on Kenyan Economy 

According to the Ethics and Anti-Corruption Commission (EACC) (2021), corruption has a significant impact on the 

Kenyan economy. One of the key effects highlighted by the EACC is the drain on the economy's resources that are 

essential for crucial projects such as infrastructure development. An illustrative example of this is the 2015 case where 

a network of companies siphoned approximately USD$17 million from the National Youth Service (NYS) through 

inflated pricing for goods and services.  
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Moreover, corruption acts as a major impediment to the successful implementation of Kenya's Vision 2030 and the 

Third Medium Term. The diversion of funds away from their intended purpose greatly hinders the progress towards 

achieving the goals outlined in these national development plans, as stated in the EACC's 2021 report. Furthermore, 

corruption undermines the effective administration of justice in Kenya. The EACC faces numerous challenges in 

combating corruption, including the politicization of anti-corruption efforts, legal complexities, lack of public 

awareness, resource constraints, and the need for collaborative efforts. These factors collectively impede the EACC's 

ability to effectively tackle corruption and make Kenya a corruption-free nation. 

Poor Leadership Role on African Economy 

 
Poor leadership in African countries is marked by pervasive corruption, where leaders exploit their positions for 

personal gain, fostering a culture of nepotism and favoritism in key appointments that undermines meritocracy 

(Yeboah-Assiamah et al., 2016; Mbandlwa, 2020; Anand, 2021). Accountability is often evaded by ineffective leaders, 

facilitated by weak institutional frameworks and a lack of checks and balances, contributing to a non-transparent and 

unresponsive governance culture (International Monetary Fund, 2021). Political instability is a common consequence 

of poor leadership, leading to frequent changes in government, coups, or civil unrest, creating an uncertain environment 

detrimental to economic planning and investment (Aisen & Jose Veiga, 2011).  

Additionally, a short-term vision exhibited by some leaders prioritizes immediate gains over long-term sustainable 

development, neglecting crucial investments in education, healthcare, and infrastructure (Yahmed, 2021). This 

ineffective governance contributes to economic challenges, including the mismanagement of resources and public 

funds, inadequate infrastructure development, undermining the rule of law, and fostering social unrest and a "brain 

drain" as skilled professionals seek better opportunities abroad, collectively hindering economic progress. 

Some of the instances of poor leadership leading to economic setbacks include but not limited to; 

• Zimbabwe's Hyperinflation Crisis (2000s): Under the leadership of Robert Mugabe, Zimbabwe 

experienced a severe economic downturn characterized by hyperinflation (Conkling, 2010; River Financial, 

2023). Poor governance, including land reforms and mismanagement, contributed to the collapse of the 

agricultural sector and widespread economic hardships. 

• Sierra Leone's Civil War (1991-2002): The civil war in Sierra Leone was fueled by poor leadership, 

corruption, and ineffective governance (Momodu, 2017; Fyfe & Sesay, 2019). The conflict resulted in 

significant economic setbacks, with infrastructure destroyed, human capital depleted, and foreign investment 

withdrawn. 

• Oil-Rich Nigeria's Economic Challenges: Despite being endowed with abundant oil resources, Nigeria has 

faced economic challenges linked to poor leadership (Elwerfelli & Benhin, 2018). Corruption, 

mismanagement of oil revenues, and inadequate diversification of the economy have hindered sustained and 

inclusive development. 

Poor leadership in African countries is marked by corruption, a lack of accountability, political instability, and a short-

term vision. These characteristics contribute to economic challenges such as resource mismanagement, weak 
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infrastructure, legal uncertainties, social unrest, and setbacks exemplified by cases like Zimbabwe, Sierra Leone, and 

Nigeria. However, despite the substantial evidence of the impact of corruption and poor leadership and governance on 

the economy of Africa, some argue that Africa's economic challenges stem from historical legacies, such as colonial 

exploitation and global economic imbalances, asserting that attributing economic backwardness solely to corruption 

and poor leadership oversimplifies a complex array of factors (Settles & McGaskey, 1996; Austin, 2010). Critics point 

to the burden of external debt and structural adjustment programs imposed by international financial institutions, 

combined with geopolitical forces, as significant impediments to African economic development (Fischer & Storm, 

2023). Another perspective highlights the overreliance on natural resources, with the volatility of commodity prices 

seen as a challenge beyond the control of domestic leadership (Van der Ploeg & Poelhekke, 2009). While historical 

legacies, global factors, external debt, and natural resource dependency contribute to Africa's economic challenges, it 

is crucial to underscore that corruption and poor leadership exacerbate these issues. Evidence from successful cases 

emphasizes the importance of addressing internal governance issues to pave the way for sustainable economic 

development in Africa. 

 
IV. Conclusion 

Africa's economic challenges are shaped by a complex interplay of historical legacies, global factors, external debt, 

and natural resource dependency. While these elements contribute, it is evident that corruption and poor leadership 
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exacerbate these issues, hindering the continent's progress. The importance of addressing internal governance issues 

remains paramount for sustainable economic development.  

A concerted effort to combat corruption, enhance transparency, and promote effective leadership is essential. As Africa 

navigates its economic trajectory, envisioning a prosperous future necessitates a commitment to good governance, 

responsible resource management, and policies that prioritize long-term sustainable development, ultimately fostering 

a resilient and thriving economic landscape across the continent.  

• Complex Economic Challenges: Africa faces multifaceted economic challenges influenced by historical 

legacies, global factors, external debt, and natural resources. 

• Corruption and Poor Leadership: Corruption and poor leadership exacerbate these challenges, hindering 

Africa's progress. 

• Importance of Governance: Addressing internal governance issues is crucial for sustainable economic 

development. 

• Combatting Corruption: A concerted effort to combat corruption, enhance transparency, and promote 

effective leadership is essential. 

Vision for Prosperity: Envisioning a prosperous future for Africa requires a commitment to good governance, 

responsible resource management, and policies prioritizing long-term sustainable development 
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