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Briefly

Governance in the Global South has been shaped by a complex interplay of colonial legacies and post-independence
challenges, institutional evolution and global economic and political forces. Understanding this trajectory provides a
critical context for assessing contemporary governance challenges and anticipating future developments.

Global South Governance

The modern state structures in many Global South countries were primarily influenced by colonial rule, such as
parliamentary or presidential systems, which imposed administrative frameworks that often disregarded indigenous
governance systems. The post-independence period saw newly formed states grappling with the challenges of nation-
building, economic restructuring and institutional development since these structures required significant adaptation to
align with diverse domestic political, social and economic conditions. Some states successfully reformed their institutions
to enhance political stability and public sector capacity, while others experienced governance challenges, including
institutional fragility, political polarisation and difficulty in managing diverse interests. These experiences highlight an
essential principle: governance structures must be responsive, inclusive and adaptable to national contexts to ensure long-
term effectiveness.

During the Cold War, geopolitical alignments influenced state governance, with many Global South countries caught
between competing ideological blocs. This period saw increased foreign intervention, often reinforcing authoritarian
regimes or undermining state sovereignty.

Subsequently, the 1980s and 1990s introduced structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) led by international financial
institutions, which mandated economic liberalisation and state downsizing. While these reforms aimed to stimulate
economic growth, they often weakened state capacity, exacerbated inequalities, and fueled social discontent.

The turn of the 21st Century ushered in an era of globalisation, intensifying state interdependencies. Economic
integration, digital transformation and the rise of regional governance structures have redefined the state's role. While
globalisation has created new opportunities, it has also exposed states to external shocks, from financial crises to
pandemics, highlighting the need for adaptive governance models.

Beyond institutional design, political stability has remained a defining governance challenge. Many states have faced
military coups, single-party rule or hybrid governance models that blend democratic institutions with centralised control.
Political transitions, contested elections and civic unrest continue to test the resilience of institutions, underscoring the
importance of legal frameworks, judicial independence and mechanisms for political accountability. External influences
have also shaped governance trajectories, from Cold War-era interventions to contemporary economic partnerships that
present both opportunities and governance considerations.
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While many states in the Global South share common governance challenges, their trajectories have also been shaped by
unique historical, political and economic circumstances. For example, China pursued a state-led economic development
model, combining centralised governance with market-oriented reforms to achieve rapid industrialisation and global
economic integration. This contrasts with countries in Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa, where governance has often
been influenced by democratic transitions, external financial dependencies and fluctuating political stability.

Similarly, Southeast Asia has seen varied governance models, with states such as Singapore and Vietnam leveraging
strong state capacity to drive economic growth. In contrast, others have faced constraints linked to political fragmentation
and policy instability. These diverse paths highlight that governance in the Global South is far from monolithic, and
understanding these differences is essential in assessing both challenges and opportunities.

As governance structures continue to evolve, states in the Global South face a rapidly changing landscape influenced by
globalisation, economic transformation, technology and environmental challenges. Economic governance remains a
critical factor in state capacity and institutional resilience. Many states have pursued industrialisation and economic
diversification with varying degrees of success, navigating both domestic and global constraints. Key factors such as
infrastructure development, access to capital, policy consistency and human capital investment have influenced economic
trajectories. While some countries have integrated into global value chains and high-growth sectors, others continue to
face structural challenges, including economic volatility, limited diversification and reliance on commodity exports.
Demographic trends, including rapid population growth and urbanisation, add further complexity, requiring governments
to create employment opportunities, strengthen public services and develop infrastructure that supports sustainable
economic development.

Therefore, the evolution of governance in the Global South reflects a continuous process of adaptation, shaped by
historical legacies and contemporary global shifts. Political instability, external influences, economic transitions,
technological advancements and environmental challenges have all played a role in defining governance trajectories. The
central challenge remains the ability of states to build resilient, inclusive and adaptive institutions—ones that can navigate
complex political and economic pressures while fostering long-term stability, accountability and development.

Governance Models and Contemporary Trends in the Global South

Governance across the Global South is characterised by diverse models that reflect historical legacies and contemporary
adaptations. States vary in their institutional design, ranging from presidential to parliamentary systems, from highly
centralised authorities to increasingly decentralised arrangements. Many function in practice as hybrid regimes,
combining formal governance structures with informal power dynamics, traditional authorities or customary law. These
models often evolve in response to shifting internal needs and external pressures, rather than following a uniform
trajectory toward liberal democratic norms.

Ongoing tensions accompany this diversity. On the one hand, states must maintain legitimacy and deliver public goods in
contexts marked by limited resources, demographic pressures and contested authority. On the other hand, they must
adapt to emerging transnational challenges such as climate change, technological disruption and insecurity. In many
cases, legitimacy is grounded less in procedural norms, such as electoral cycles, and more in performance-based
measures: the capacity of the state to deliver services, maintain order and foster economic inclusion.

Institutional resilience varies widely across the region. Some states have demonstrated adaptability and innovation in the
face of shocks, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic or economic crises, while others struggle with weak institutional
capacity and eroding trust. These challenges are compounded by growing demands for accountability and transparency
from increasingly vocal citizenries.
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Non-state actors are also reshaping the governance landscape. Civil society organisations, traditional leaders, private
sector actors and regional institutions play more prominent roles in shaping policy, delivering services and holding
governments accountable. This reflects a broader shift toward multilevel and networked governance, where authority is
distributed across overlapping systems rather than concentrated solely in central governments. In some contexts, non-
state armed actors—such as criminal organisations, gangs, rebel groups and militias— challenge formal governance
through less conventional and often coercive means.

Taken together, these trends point to a dynamic and contested governance terrain. While institutional fragmentation
remains a risk in some contexts, others show signs of innovation and transformation. This complexity underscores the
need for context-specific analysis of governance performance, explored in the following section.

Governance Performance

This section analyses and compares the current context of global state governance through the six World Bank Worldwide
Governance Indicators (WGI). Derived from multiple data sources, including surveys and expert assessments, WGI ensure
a broad and balanced representation of governance realities. The indicators align with global development frameworks
such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 16 to promote peaceful and inclusive societies,
reinforcing their relevance for policy formulation. Given the unique governance challenges of many Global South states—
such as institutional fragility, external dependencies and informal power structures—WGlI serve as a crucial tool for
context-specific governance reforms, risk assessments and strategic investment decisions. These six indicators are:

*+ Voice and Accountability, which can be considered a rough proxy for democracy,

* Political Stability and Absence of Violence/Terrorism (aka Stability),

* Government Effectiveness,

* Regulatory Quality,

* Rule of Law,

¢ Control of Corruption.

The general picture until 2023 is one of stagnation and regression globally, with a sharp deterioration in stability in the
Global North. Chart 1 depicts the WGI for the Global North versus the South. Stability also declines in the Global South,
but less sharply. The data reveals a consistent gap between the Global North and South across key governance
dimensions. Many regimes in the Global South can be classified as "hybrid regimes” - countries that hold regular elections

but do not fully conform to democratic principles. Hybrid regimes are typically more unstable than full autocracies or
liberal democracies.
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Chart 1: Global North vs Global South in WGI indicators, 1996-2023 ISS‘ AFI
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Trends within the Global South are diverse, reflecting the varying historical, political and economic trajectories of different
regions. The general trend across the seven groups in the Global South is no change in Control of Corruption, with four
regions seeing improvements in Government Effectiveness. Generally, there is a slight improvement in Regulatory Quality
and Rule of Law, and no improvement/decline in Voice and Accountability (except for Southeast Asia). Chart 2 shows
group averages for the WGI from 1996 to 2023.

Chart 2: World Bank Governance indicators - group averages, 1996-2023 ISS‘ AFI
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A key insight from the data is the disconnect between political participation and governance capacity. While some lower-
income regions, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, score relatively high on Voice and Accountability, these
gains have not translated into stronger governance outcomes as reflected in low scores on Government Effectiveness and
Regulatory Quality. This suggests a phenomenon sometimes referred to as premature democratisation in these regions,
where political participation expands faster than institutional capacity, contributing to weak institutions, corruption and
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limited state effectiveness. In a region such as Sub-Saharan Africa, conditional development aid and structural adjustment
programmes are some of the drivers of relatively high levels of democracy at low levels of development. In 2025, it raises
the question of whether significant reductions in aid by partners such as USAID and the UK could result in a decline in the
levels of democracy currently enjoyed in the region.

In contrast, regions with lower democratic participation, such as East Asia and parts of Central Asia, tend to score lower on
Voice and Accountability but have demonstrated notable improvements in Government Effectiveness and Regulatory
Quiality. This indicates that while political freedoms remain constrained, state capacity in these regions has improved,
leading to better development outcomes, although accompanied by lower levels of respect for human rights and
democracy.

The governance models that have shaped the Global South are now at an inflection point. The historical legacies of
colonial administration, structural adjustment programmes and regional governance patterns will continue to influence
future state trajectories. However, as global uncertainties mount, governance trajectories will increasingly be determined
by a different set of drivers of change. The following section explores these key forces—ranging from technological
disruption to demographic shifts—that will shape the governance models of the future.
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