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ADAPTATION OR DRIFT?

Africa is often described as standing at a democratic
crossroads, a familiar framing that implies a binary choice
between democratic consolidation and authoritarian
regression. 

Yet this interpretation increasingly fails to capture the deeper
reality unfolding across the continent, where political systems
are not simply choosing between two paths but are instead
being reshaped by structural forces that are redefining the
very nature of governance. 

These forces, demographic transformation, digital disruption,
and rising expectations for performance, are not peripheral
pressures; they are fundamental shifts that are altering how
legitimacy is constructed, contested, and sustained.
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Across much of Africa, elections remain widespread and, in many
cases, fiercely competitive, reinforcing the continued relevance of
democratic procedures. However, beneath this apparent
continuity lies a more complex and unsettled landscape. Trust in
institutions varies significantly across countries and social groups,
civic participation is increasingly moving beyond traditional party
structures, and political authority is no longer confined to formal
institutions but is negotiated through informal networks and
digital spaces. 

At the same time, global trends reinforce this sense of
uncertainty. Research from the V-Dem Institute shows that more
people now live under autocratic systems than democratic ones,
marking a reversal of decades-long expansion of democratic
governance.

Using a foresight approach, this analysis moves beyond linear
projections to examine how structural drivers, critical
uncertainties, and emerging signals interact to shape Africa’s
democratic future. By combining trend analysis with scenario
planning, it becomes possible to identify multiple plausible
trajectories, rather than assuming a single, predetermined
outcome. This approach highlights not only the risks facing
democratic systems, but also the opportunities for adaptation
and renewal.

In this context, the central question is no longer whether
democracy exists in Africa, but whether it can adapt, both
institutionally and politically, to remain legitimate in the face of
rapid and interconnected transformations.

Understanding this transformation requires moving beyond
conventional political analysis toward a foresight perspective,
which emphasizes the structured exploration of possible futures.
Rather than extrapolating current trends in a linear fashion,
foresight examines how multiple drivers interact, how
uncertainties shape outcomes, and how different trajectories
may emerge depending on decisions taken today.
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From Linear Analysis to
Foresight Thinking
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Institutions such as the European Commission Joint Research Centre have
highlighted that democracy must be understood as an evolving system influenced
by dynamic interactions between citizens, institutions, and the information
environment.

In such a system, stability cannot be assumed, and legitimacy cannot be taken for
granted. Instead, governance systems must continuously adjust to maintain both
effectiveness and public trust.

From this perspective, Africa is not moving toward a single democratic future. It is
navigating a set of plausible trajectories, each shaped by the interplay of structural
forces and political choices.
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Demography and the
Reconfiguration of
Political Participation
Among the forces reshaping Africa’s democratic
future, demographic transformation stands out
not only for its scale but for its profound political
implications. According to Cities Alliance, by
2050, the continent is expected to account for
more than half of global population growth, with
at least 60% of its population under the age of
25, a shift that represents not merely a
demographic trend, but a fundamental
reconfiguration of the political landscape.

Across countries such as Nigeria and Kenya,
youth-led movements have increasingly taken
center stage, signaling new forms of political
engagement that diverge sharply from traditional
party-based participation. For example,
movements such as Nigeria’s #EndSARS protests,
alongside digitally coordinated electoral
mobilization across East Africa, illustrate the
emergence of networked civic engagement, in
which individuals organize through decentralized
platforms rather than hierarchical political
structures. 
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These developments are not isolated disruptions, but early indicators of a broader
transformation in how political participation is organized and expressed.

This shift is increasingly recognized in empirical research. Findings from sources
such as the Afrobarometer surveys, which track public attitudes toward democracy
across the African continent suggest that while support for democratic principles
remains high, younger citizens are significantly less satisfied with how democratic
systems function in practice, particularly where opportunities for meaningful
participation remain limited. 

In such contexts, exclusion from formal political processes tends to erode trust in
institutions and amplify protest-based engagement, whereas inclusive governance
arrangements are more likely to reinforce democratic legitimacy.

The future of democracy in Africa will therefore depend, to a considerable extent,
on how this generational transition is managed. Where political systems succeed in
integrating young people into decision-making processes, they may harness a
powerful source of renewal and legitimacy. Where they fail to do so, however, this
same demographic force may increasingly manifest as sustained pressure on
institutions, reshaping democratic politics from outside rather than within.

The Digital Arena and the
Transformation of Power
If demographic change is reshaping who participates in politics, digital
transformation is fundamentally altering how political power is exercised,
contested, and understood. Across Africa, the rapid expansion of mobile
connectivity and social media has created new arenas for political interaction,
enabling citizens to mobilize, share information, and challenge authority with
unprecedented speed and scale.
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However, this transformation is inherently dual in nature. The same technologies
that empower citizens also provide new tools for control. Governments and political
actors increasingly deploy digital strategies that include narrative management,
targeted messaging, and, in some cases, restrictions on access to information
during critical political moments. The growing use of internet shutdowns during
elections, alongside coordinated disinformation campaigns, illustrates how the
digital sphere has become both a space of participation and a site of contestation.

Foresight analysis from the European Commission Joint Research Centre
underscores the risks associated with this shift, particularly as advances in artificial
intelligence make it easier to manipulate information and harder for citizens to
distinguish between credible and misleading narratives. As the information
ecosystem becomes more fragmented, the foundations of trust that underpin
democratic governance may weaken further.

In this evolving context, the future of democracy in Africa may be shaped less by
formal electoral processes alone and more by the capacity of states and societies to
govern the digital public sphere effectively.

From Procedures to Performance: 
A Changing Basis of Legitimacy
Alongside demographic and technological transformations, a more subtle but
equally significant shift is occurring in how citizens evaluate democracy itself. While
support for democratic principles remains relatively strong across much of Africa,
satisfaction with how democracy functions is often considerably lower.

Findings from the International IDEA indicate that this gap is closely linked to
perceptions of governance performance, particularly in areas such as service
delivery, accountability, and economic opportunity. Citizens are increasingly
concerned not only with the ability to participate in elections, but with whether
governance systems produce tangible improvements in their lives. This reflects a
transition from procedural legitimacy, based primarily on electoral processes, to
performance legitimacy, grounded in outcomes. Where governments deliver
effectively, democratic systems tend to gain trust and stability. Where they fail,
citizens may become disengaged or open to alternative forms of governance.

This dynamic helps explain why, in certain contexts, non-democratic interventions
initially receive public acceptance. Such responses are not necessarily a rejection of
democracy as an ideal, but rather a reaction to perceived failures in its
implementation.

https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/select-language?destination=/node/10050
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/about-the-global-state-of-democracy-initiative
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Uncertainty and the Shape of the
Future
Despite the clarity of these structural drivers, the future of democracy in Africa
remains uncertain. Two questions will play a decisive role in shaping outcomes. The
interaction between state legitimacy and institutional adaptation provides a useful
framework for understanding how these uncertainties may unfold. By mapping
these variables, it becomes possible to identify four plausible democratic futures,
each reflecting a distinct pathway shaped by the choices and constraints facing
political systems across the continent. 

The first question concerns whether governments can maintain legitimacy through
effective governance and accountability. 

The second question relates to whether political systems will adapt to changing
societal demands or rely increasingly on mechanisms of control to preserve power.

The interaction between these uncertainties gives rise to multiple possible futures. 
In one trajectory, democratic systems evolve and strengthen, becoming more
inclusive and responsive. 

In another, they persist but in a constrained form, maintaining electoral processes
while limiting meaningful accountability. 

In more fragile contexts, declining legitimacy may lead to cycles of protest and
instability, while in others, the increasing use of digital tools may enable more
sophisticated forms of political control. 

These trajectories are not hypothetical constructs; elements of each can already be
observed across different parts of the continent.
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Recognizing the Signals of Change
What distinguishes foresight from speculation or prediction is its attention to early
signals, patterns and indicators that reveal emerging trends before they become
fully visible. 

Across Africa, several such signals are already apparent. In some countries, voter
turnout is declining, suggesting growing disengagement from formal political
processes. In others, the increasing use of digital restrictions during elections points
to a tightening of control over the information environment. At the same time, rising
youth-led protest movements reflect both dissatisfaction with existing systems and
the emergence of new forms of political participation. Surveys indicating declining
trust in institutions further underscore the fragility of current arrangements. Taken
together, these signals do not point to a single outcome, but rather, they highlight
the direction in which systems are evolving and the risks that may lie ahead.

Adaptive Democracy as a Strategic
Response
In light of these dynamics, the central challenge facing African democracies is not
simply one of preservation, but of adaptation. The concept of adaptive democracy
captures this need for evolution, emphasizing the capacity of political systems to
respond effectively to structural change. 

Adaptive democracy involves more than incremental reform. It requires rethinking
how institutions engage with citizens, how digital spaces are governed, and how
legitimacy is constructed. It calls for the integration of younger generations into
decision-making processes, the development of frameworks to manage digital
political ecosystems, and the strengthening of accountability mechanisms to
ensure that governance delivers meaningful outcomes. 

Work by the Berggruen Institute reinforces this perspective, arguing that the
resilience of democratic systems depends on their ability to evolve across values,
processes, and performance. In this sense, adaptation is not a departure from
democratic principles, but a necessary condition for their survival.

A Moment of Opportunity
While much of the discussion around democracy in Africa focuses on risks and
challenges, it is equally important to recognize the opportunities that this moment
presents. The continent’s youthful population, expanding digital connectivity, and 
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A Choice That Defines the Future

diverse governance traditions create a unique environment for experimentation
and innovation. Rather than simply replicating existing models, African countries
have the potential to develop new forms of democratic governance that are better
suited to contemporary realities. In doing so, they may not only address domestic
challenges but also contribute to the broader global debate on the future of
democracy.

The application of foresight by governments, NGOs, and other institutions
throughout Africa that are concerned about the future of this continent will not
eliminate uncertainty, but it does offer the hope of clarifying the choices that shape
future outcomes. 

Africa’s democratic future will not be determined by structural forces alone, but by
how governments, institutions, and societies respond to them. Some pathways lead
toward renewal and resilience, while others point toward fragmentation or control.
 
The difference between these futures lies not in abstract principles, but in concrete
decisions about inclusion, governance, and adaptation. The question, ultimately, is
not whether democracy will endure in Africa. It is whether it will evolve in ways that
allow it to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world, or whether it will be
overtaken by systems that prove more responsive to those demands.
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