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At first glance, global efforts to manage 

change as refl ected in the BTI 2018’s data ap-

pear to have yielded sobering results: Around 

half of the 129 transformation and develop-

ing countries surveyed were governed more 

poorly between February 2015 and January 

2017 than was the case two years before. 

Considering only changes of at least 0.25 

points, the quality of governance in about a 

quarter of all countries lies below the level 

attained in the BTI 2016 survey, while only 

one-eighth of the country sample was able 

to improve over the same period. At 4.83 

points, the global Governance Index average 

for the 118 countries that have been continu-

ally assessed since the BTI 2006 has fallen to 

its lowest level in the past 12 years. 

At the same time, the last ten years have 

been defi ned by eff orts to cope with one of the 

largest global fi nancial and economic crises in 

recent history, declining commodities prices, 

increasing instability and mounting societal 

fragmentation. Against this background, the 

results may indicate more resilience than 

might have been expected. Of the 39 coun-

tries the BTI acknowledged as already show-

ing good or very good governance in 2006, 

30 – thus, three-fourths of the total – also fall 

into one of these two categories in the BTI 

2018. The quality of governance has declined 

by two categories in only one country (Mozam-

bique). Nine governments, including fi ve in 

Latin America (Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, 

Paraguay and Peru), two in Southeast Europe 

(Albania and Serbia), and one in South Asia (Sri 

Lanka), have been able to improve their moder-

ate governance scores since the BTI 2006. 

Unfortunately, the group of states whose 

governance is categorized as weak or even 

Governance

The deepening 
divide between 
rulers and the ruled 
Increasing societal polarization and extremist radicalization, economic crises, growing social inequality 

and ever-more-complex global developments pose wholly new challenges for policymakers’ trans-

formation management. Many citizens are losing trust in their governments and, at the same time, 

expressing growing discontent that political and economic elites seem more likely to cause rather than 

work to resolve problems. Policymakers have all too often responded by isolating themselves internally 

and externally, seeking to safeguard their own power. More so than ever, we face an urgent need to 

recalibrate governance and to conduct an inclusive discussion on the future of prosperity, social pro-

gress, and political and economic participation. 
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Argentina  |  + 1.222

Ecuador  |  + 0.51

Brazil  |  – 0.81

Nicaragua  |  – 0.70

Honduras  |  – 0.58
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failed is similarly stable. Three-quarters of 

these countries – 31 of 42 – are governed 

at the same (poor) level as was the case 

12 years ago. However, 11 countries have 

shown signifi cantly better governance per-

formance in the BTI 2018, including two 

(Guinea and Liberia) that have been able to 

close ranks with the leading group.

This small leading group of eight countries 

has exhibited strikingly consistent governance 

quality, with each falling into the category 

of very good transformation management. 

Botswana, Chile, Estonia (leading the Govern-

ance Index in fi rst place for the fi rst time) and 

Taiwan have numbered continuously among 

this category in each of the eight BTI editions. 

The governments in Lithuania and Uruguay, 

too, have repeatedly been able to reaffi  rm 

their high performance level for many years, 

while the Czech Republic and Latvia have 

reached this level for the fi rst time. As pre-

viously, it is primarily smaller countries that 

are demonstrating outstanding performance 

in governance. Among the 20 best-governed 

countries in the BTI, only one country – South 

Korea – has more than 50 million residents.

However, the group of seven states show-

ing signifi cant governance progress of at least 

half a point since the BTI 2016 includes Ar-

gentina, one of the sample’s largest countries, 

and Nigeria, one of the sample’s most popu-

lous countries. Argentina even leads this 

group with a gain of a full 1.22 points. Break-

ing with Cristina Kirchner’s confrontational 

style of politics following his 2015 election, 

President Mauricio Macri proved successful 

primarily thanks to improvements on his 

predecessor’s steering capability and a higher 

degree of resource effi  ciency. These factors, 

Negative trend

Positive trend

(changes of at least 0.50 points 
in comparison to the BTI 2016)
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Mozambique  |  – 0.75M

Belarus  |  + 0.50

Sri Lanka  |  + 1.05

Uzbekistan  |  + 0.61

Nigeria  |  + 0.53

Namibia  |  – 0.66

South Sudan  |  – 0.69

Burundi  |  – 0.78

Poland  |  – 0.96

Turkey  |  – 1.33

Yemen  |  – 2.12
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along with the government’s more pragmatic, 

solution-oriented approach to economic de-

velopment, also contributed to Argentina’s 

improved international credibility. 

Ecuador’s progress (+0.53 points), too, 

is largely based on a turnaround in the area of 

international cooperation. The country’s deep 

economic crisis and the loss of strategic part-

ners, such as Argentina, Brazil and Venezuela, 

prompted President Rafael Correa to strike 

a more moderate tone and exercise greater 

pragmatism. The conclusion of a free-trade 

agreement with the European Union proved 

an important milestone. Although starting 

from a more modest level, Belarus’ govern-

ance-performance improvements (+0.50) 

are also attributed to international factors. 

In the course of his deft maneuvering be-

tween the European Union and Russia, 

Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko 

again drew somewhat closer to the West, 

a move driven in large part by economic con-

cerns. A partial easing of repressive measures

against civil society and the release of all 

political prisoners in the fall of 2015 led the 

EU to lift previously imposed sanctions. 

Change of government lies behind the 

progress made in Nigeria (+0.51), Sri Lanka 

(+1.05) and Uzbekistan (+0.61). For the fi rst 

time in Nigeria’s history, a peaceful transfer 

of power took place through the ballot box. 

Particularly during his fi rst year in offi  ce, 

new President Muhammadu Buhari dem-

onstrated notable success in combating the 

Boko Haram Islamist terrorist militia while 

strengthening regional cooperation with 

neighboring states in the fi ght against ter-

rorism. The smooth transfer of power also 

yielded positive eff ects on the country’s cred-

ibility within the international community. 

However, Nigeria continues to grapple with 

wide-reaching problems. The country re-

mains mired in its largest economic crisis 

in 30 years, and the campaign promise to 

fi ght the country’s endemic corruption more 

determinedly continues to be unfulfi lled. 

In Sri Lanka, President Mahinda Raja-

paksa suff ered an unexpected electoral de-

feat. His successor, Maithripala Sirisena, has 

taken some steps to reverse the erosion of 

democratic institutions and announced dur-

ing the election campaign that he would 

push more strongly for reconciliation with 

the Tamil population. However, many of his 

promises are still not fulfi lled. In Uzbeki-

stan, the death of President Islam Karimov, 

who had held offi  ce since the country’s 1991 

independence, led to a remarkably peaceful 

transfer of power. Given this state’s auto-

cratic nature, new President Shavkat Mir-

ziyoyev’s introduction of cautious admin-

istrative reforms and a tentative economic 

liberalization proved surprising. 

In all 10 countries in which governance 

has signifi cantly deteriorated since the BTI 

2016, there was also a considerable decline 

in the quality of democracy. From a compar-

ative perspective, the smallest such political 

setback occurred in Brazil, where the weak-

ening of democratic institutions was linked 

to a near-complete paralysis of the govern-

ment, and in Namibia, where deteriorations 

in the rule of law were associated with in-

coherent governance and rising administra-

tive ineffi  ciency. In all other countries within 

this group, the governments’ primary focus 

on the consolidation or retention of power 

led in diff ering degrees to the further ero-

sion of democratic processes and institu-

tions – up to the point of autocratic regime 

change in Mozambique and Nicaragua, 

and a massive regression in democratic 

achievements in Poland and Turkey.

High confl ict intensity and increasing 

societal polarization

In Burundi (–0.78 points), South Sudan (–0.69) 

and Yemen (–2.12), declines in governance 

performance have appeared in combination 

with political violence, civil war or civil war-

like conditions, thus further complicating fu-

ture governance. These three countries exem-

plify a trend also documented by the BTI 2018 

as a whole: The intensity of social, political, 

ethnic and religious confl icts is increasing. 

As a global average across all countries con-

tinuously surveyed since the BTI 2006, con-

fl ict intensity has gone up by 0.50 points – a 

marked jump on the 10-point scale, and one 

of the strongest shifts in the assessment of 

any single BTI indicator as a global average. 

The perception, particularly strong in 

Europe, that internal societal confl icts are 

Demands on governance increase due to increasing polarization within societies

  Very low confl ict intensity: relatively low societal polarization 

  Medium intensity of confl ict: social divisions are clearly noticeable 

  Very high intensity of confl ict: war, civil war or widespread violence 

BTI 2006 BTI 2012 BTI 2018

48 42 31

57 65 72

12 11 15
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playing out with increasing violence is also 

tied to the fact that troubled hotspots have 

drawn signifi cantly nearer to the Continent. 

For example, in comparison to 2006, the 

Middle East and North Africa has seen by 

far the greatest increase in armed confl icts. 

Violence has escalated in Libya, Syria and 

Yemen, reaching the steadily high level of Iraq 

and Sudan. In addition, from the European 

point of view, the ongoing territorial confl ict 

between Russia and Ukraine confi rms the 

feeling of increasing instability. By contrast, 

the countries in which confl icts have been 

successfully resolved or where violence lev-

els have at least been signifi cantly contained 

lie farther outside the European periphery. 

This latter group includes Côte d’Ivoire, 

Liberia and Rwanda on the African continent, 

as well as Colombia, Nepal and Tajikistan. 

Fourteen of the countries surveyed by the 

BTI are marked by conditions of war or civil 

war. This number has barely budged in the 

last decade. The increase in confl ict intensity 

measured by the BTI has been driven to a 

much greater degree by an increased polari-

zation that falls below this threshold, but is 

observable in nearly all regions of the world. 

In the BTI 2006, social, ethnic and religious 

tensions were assessed as being at a very low 

level in around 40% of the sample’s countries. 

This fi gure has fallen to 26% in the BTI 2018. 

In between the groups of countries with the 

highest and lowest confl ict intensity are the 

72 countries where domestic social cleav-

ages have become signifi cantly more salient, 

even if violence has overall broken out only 

sporadically, and radical political actors have 

met with only limited success in mobilizing 

large shares of the population along these 

lines of confl ict. Rather than coming in a sud-

den leap, increases in confl ict intensity have 

often taken place gradually, starting from a 

relatively low level. Yet today, such confl ict is 

simmering more strongly than was the case 

12 years ago, with social, ethnic and religious 

divisions more visible. This is particularly 

true for South and East Africa, even beyond 

the countries currently mired in civil war. 

The greatest increase in confl ict intensity has 

taken place in countries such as Burundi, 

Mozambique, Tanzania and Zimbabwe. Yet 

even the two regions with the lowest levels 

of confl ict intensity worldwide have been 

caught up in this trend, if still with signifi -

cantly less visible eff ects. In nearly half of the 

countries of East-Central and Southeast Eu-

rope, societal confl ict lines are more evident 

today than they were a decade ago. In Latin 

America, too, at least nine of the 21 countries 

surveyed have shown an increase in this area, 

most markedly in Mexico and Venezuela, and 

less strikingly in Brazil and Honduras. 

Without a doubt, the pressure on gov-

ernments and power elites has increased 

in many places. The reasons for this rising 

intensity of conflict within societies dif-

fer in their magnitude and characteristics, 

at times signifi cantly; nevertheless, there are 

resemblances between individual aspects 

and combinations of the deepening social di-

visions. The confl icts most strongly marked 

by violence (such as those within the Horn 

of Africa and the Arab world) often take on a 

pronounced ethnic, social or religious char-

acter against the background of fundamen-

talist terrorism and struggles over resources, 

generally in combination with weak state-

ness and often with a long history of violent 

clashes. In states in which the violence has 

not yet escalated to the point of civil war, 

internal power struggles between the politi-

cal elites in conjunction with economic crises 

and diminishing resources often exacerbate 

pre-existing lines of confl ict. In recent years, 

the long persistence of diffi  cult economic 

conditions, which in many states has led to 

severe cuts, has also deepened socioeconom-

ic cleavages between individual population 

groups. Governments’ lack of responsiveness 

to their citizens’ expectations, as well as on-

going mismanagement, rampant corruption 

and clientelism, have in many countries led to 

deep frustration with the established politi-

cal leadership and even a crisis of trust, with 

the mounting polarization manifesting along 

new or old lines of confl ict.

Power elites often exacerbating confl icts

Policymakers’ responses to the challenges 

posed by an increased propensity for

violence and aggravated conflicts within 

society have to date been wholly inadequate. 

Achieving effi  cient and long-term-oriented 

governance would urgently require greater 

inclusivity, an accommodation-focused con-

sensus-building process, and increased re-

sponsiveness by political elites. However, 

the BTI 2018’s fi ndings indicate that a major-

ity of governments have not suffi  ciently in-

tensifi ed their eff orts in these areas. Indeed, 

the opposite is often the case. Scores for 

consensus-building and international coop-

eration, the two BTI criteria assessing gov-

ernments’ willingness and ability to expand 

inclusion and dialogue, have declined as 

a worldwide average since the BTI 2006. 

Rather than increasing dialogue in order to 

moderate antagonistic viewpoints, many gov-

ernments facing mounting confl ict appear 

instead to be choosing an approach of inter-

nal and external isolation. 

This is most evident in the assessment of 

political actors’ capability to engage in eff ec-

tive confl ict management. No other aspect of 

governance has seen such signifi cant de-

clines in quality over the past 12 years (–0.61 

points). In 57 of the countries surveyed con-

tinuously since the BTI 2006 – thus, nearly 

half the entire country sample – governments 

are today less able or less willing to moderate 

societal confl icts. In no region is this negative 

trend so pronounced as in the Middle East 

and North Africa, where the average level of 

confl ict intensity is already the world’s high-

est, and a spiral of violence is thus being per-

petuated. Governments’ average capacity or 

willingness to moderate confl icts in the re-

gion has declined by 2.63 points since the 

middle of the 2000s. Moreover, no other re-

gion has proportionately as many govern-

ments that not only make no contribution to 

resolving societal confl icts, but even deliber-

ately drive their escalation. In nine of the 16 

countries, power elites apparently have an 

interest in deepening social cleavages or 

keeping the existing trenches open. This is 

certainly true not only of Bahrain, whose loss 

of six points represents the greatest decline 

worldwide since the BTI 2006, and where the 

brutal attacks on the Shi’ite majority popula-

tion continued unabated during the current 

review period. Indeed, regimes in Libya and 

Syria have also pursued a further escalation of 

violence. In countries such as Egypt and Sau-

Global Findings | Governance
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di Arabia, where domestic societal confl icts 

have also intensifi ed signifi cantly, govern-

ments have also shown no interest in accom-

modating opposing forces, instead renewing 

their focus on polarization as a strategy for 

retaining power. 

During the current BTI survey period, 

Turkey’s government pursued this strategy in 

particularly obvious ways. President Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan has engaged in a polarizing 

and confrontational governing style toward 

activists and supposed sympathizers of the 

Gülen movement, which, following the coup 

attempt, was newly declared to be a state en-

emy of regime-defi ned “national interests” 

(along with the PKK, which is also deemed a 

terrorist organization). This has served to mo-

bilize and indoctrinate the government par-

ty’s own supporters while excluding all po-

litical rivals. In Burundi, which in compari-

son to the BTI 2016 has also lost three points 

in the area of confl ict management, President 

Pierre Nkurunziza’s controversial candidacy 

for an extraconstitutional third term in offi  ce 

sparked fi erce protests. In the ensuing con-

frontation, the president deliberately focused 

on the confl ict’s ethnically charged dimen-

sion, and maintained this course even follow-

ing his electoral victory. As the country report 

notes, this is all the more tragic given that, in 

recent years, the issue of ethnic diff erences 

had played an increasingly less dominant role 

in the political discourse. This had been 

deemed a success for a political system delib-

erately structured to accommodate ethnic dif-

ferences following the end of the civil war in 

2005. However, the BTI report also noted 

critically that socioeconomic and political 

confl icts underlying the ethnic dimension 

(including huge contrasts between an urban 

and relatively well-off  stratum and an impov-

erished rural population, and the concentra-

tion of power in the hands of a small elite that 

fosters clientelism and corruption) have never 

been seriously addressed. 

Overall, the situation in sub-Saharan Af-

rica is only slightly better than that in the Mid-

dle East and North Africa. Governments’ will-

ingness and capability to moderate societal 

confl icts has declined in 21 of the 38 coun-

tries surveyed there since the middle of the 

2000s, with the most signifi cant losses com-

ing in Eritrea and Mali. However, the extent of 

the deterioration varies considerably between 

the African subregions. In the West African 

countries, the ability to relieve societal ten-

sions has fallen less than in many South and 

East African countries despite a high level of 

confl ict intensity and signifi cantly intensifi ed 

challenges due in part to increasingly aggres-

sive religious extremism. While numerous 

governments in South and East Africa were 

still pursuing a proactive policy of de-escala-

tion and seeking consensus between various 

groups in 2006, confl ict management in 

countries such as Kenya, Madagascar, Namib-

ia, Tanzania and even South Africa is today 

signifi cantly less successful. 

The diminishing eff orts or capabilities 

among governments to engage in eff ective 

confl ict management are even more evident 

in the two regions that continue to exhibit 

the best average governance performances. 

In Latin America and East-Central and 

Southeast Europe, most political actors are 

not regarded as systematically and actively 

contributing to the escalation of existing soci-

etal confl icts, except in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

and – to a greater degree – Venezuela. How-

ever, the climate has become considerably 

harsher in the last several years, with political 

styles in many countries becoming more con-

frontational. In both regions, the govern-

ments face the challenge of cushioning the 

increasing social segmentation that has been 

triggered in large part by the transformations 

of the past decades. This is in turn taking 

place against the background of economic 

problems that have persisted since the global 

fi nancial and economic crisis, increasing 

frustration within every stratum of the popu-

lation that sees itself as having fallen behind 

in the changes since the beginning of the 

transformation processes in the 1990s, and 

rising demands for more investment in areas 

such as education, health care, internal secu-

rity and social justice. Citizens’ desire to hold 

their governments more accountable and to 

end the tolerance for continued corruption 

and clientelism has been expressed in pro-

tests against the political establishment. 

Currently, the BTI attests to the fact that 

Latin American governments are more suc-

cessful in dealing with these confl icts. At 6.19 

points, the average score for this indicator re-

mains at exactly the same level as in the BTI 

2006. Declines have been strongest in Brazil 

and Mexico (each registering losses of two 

points). In Brazil, persistent political infi ght-

ing has exacerbated polarization, and the now 

strongly politicized fi ght against the system-

atic corruption has swept up broad swathes of 

the political elite. At the same time, strict aus-

terity measures are threatening to roll back 

the past decade’s social achievements. Due to 

the economic crisis and the precarious state 

of internal security, Mexico’s President En-

rique Peña Nieto has been increasingly less 

successful in moderating neglected societal 

groups’ discontent with the political system 

and prevailing economic model. However, 

while fi ve countries show a lesser capability 

and willingness to engage in confl ict manage-

ment than in 2006, improvements are evident 

in eight countries. This latter group includes 

Cuba, where Raúl Castro has proved more 

successful than his brother in building bridg-

es to communities of faith, such as the Catho-

lic Church, and, more recently, Argentina, 

where Mauricio Macri has sought to replace 

his predecessor’s confrontational leadership 

style with more dialogue and the formation of 

new issue-driven coalitions. 

In East-Central and Southeast Europe, 

the average regional score for confl ict man-

agement is even somewhat higher, at 6.87 

points. However, given a deterioration of 0.60 

points since the BTI 2006, the gap between 

the two regions has narrowed signifi cantly. 

Numerous governments are acting in a dis-

tinctly more confrontational manner and are 

less inclusive than in the middle of the 2000s. 

This is in large part because the European 

crises and domestic processes of societal 

stratifi cation have off ered mobilization op-

portunities to numerous new parties and 

movements that present themselves as alter-

natives to established political elites discred-

ited by abundant cases of corruption. Populist 

and right-wing nationalist parties have made 

themselves into advocates for groups in soci-

ety that have been decoupled from Europe-

anization, and have used this as a platform to 

enter parliaments. In contests with the estab-

lished parties that have adopted their popu-

list-patterned arguments and mobilization 
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strategies, they have contributed to a harsher 

tone in the political discourse and the polari-

zation of political competition in a number of 

the region’s countries. 

However, it is the Hungarian government 

that has most clearly retreated from eff orts to 

engage in moderation and de-escalation (–3 

points). The Fidesz government has succeed-

ed in reinterpreting interest-based confl icts 

in identity-based terms and, in doing so, has 

mobilized support for its own course and ex-

cluded political opponents. In this regard, the 

government has made use of a nationalistic 

and euroskeptical narrative, thereby exploit-

ing widespread anxieties regarding Muslim 

migrants that have grown in particular since 

the EU refugee crisis. Poland’s nationalist-

conservative PiS party has pursued a similar 

strategy since its electoral victory in the fall 

of 2015, as has the Slovakian government. 

In Macedonia, the polarization of the political 

contest between government and opposition 

has been additionally accentuated by an eth-

nopolitical dimension. 

Internal and external isolation

The governments’ declining capability and 

willingness to engage in moderation and 

dialogue in Hungary, Macedonia and Po-

land vividly illustrate three corresponding 

downward trends in other aspects of trans-

formation that are evident in virtually all 

states where confl ict-management eff orts 

have waned over the last 12 years. 

First, as a general rule, all of the consen-

sus-building indicators tend to be incorpo-

rated in the negative confl ict-management 

trend. Where the inability or disinclination to 

moderate confl icts rises, political actors’ con-

sensus on transformation goals also erodes, 

civil society is less often included in political 

decision-making processes, and the infl uence 

of anti-democratic actors increases. 

For example, the ambiguity regarding the 

goals and priorities of transformation pro-

cesses has increased nowhere as strongly as 

Global Findings | Governance

Failures to effectively manage societal confl icts often go hand in hand with declines in consensus-building, 

international credibility and quality of democracy
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in East-Central and Southeast Europe. The 

average regional score for consensus-build-

ing among actors has declined by 0.35 points

since the BTI 2016, while the score for leaders’

ability or willingness to curtail anti-democratic

infl uence has fallen by a full 0.41 points. To be 

sure, this does not mean that the two guiding 

concepts of democracy and a market econo-

my are questioned in a fundamental sense. 

Despite the regressive trends, only Macedo-

nia has to date fallen under a score of seven 

points, a level that presupposes a general 

agreement regarding transformation goals. 

However, disagreement regarding the strat-

egies for pursuing these goals is growing, 

especially in Hungary, Macedonia and Slova-

kia, but recently also among leaders in Po-

land. These countries’ governments are pur-

suing policies focused on consolidating their 

power and tend to regard any opposition as 

inimical to their aims. This trend is increas-

ingly compromising the foundations of the 

democratic institutions created after 1989. 

Second, dwindling confl ict-management

capabilities are often accompanied by 

constraints placed on political participation 

and the rule of law. Governments that cur-

tail the freedoms of speech, assembly and the 

press as well as undermine the separation of 

powers – particularly through attacks on the 

independence of the judicial system – shield 

themselves from undesired opposition criti-

cism. Moreover, as the space accorded to 

civil society engagement narrows, its par-

ticipation in the political process declines in 

consequence. This observation also applies 

in the reverse case: An improvement in con-

fl ict-management capabilities nearly always 

goes along with greater political participation 

and the strengthening of rule-of-law based

principles and institutions, as is evident in the 

examples of Colombia, Liberia and Tunisia.

Third, the governments increasingly iso-

late themselves not only internally, but also 

externally. As a global average, the criteria 

of international cooperation remains the 

highest-rated aspect of governance by some 

distance, with a score of 6.60 points. Never-

theless, with a loss of 0.22 points over the 

past 12 years, it has shown the strongest de-

clines of all four Governance Index criteria. 

West and Central Africa represents a positive 

regional exception. Countries here have used 

international support relatively eff ectively for 

their own development agendas and the fi ght 

against militant Islamism, and have addition-

ally benefi ted from stronger regional coop-

eration. However, the indicator of credibility 

bears primary responsibility for the global de-

clines; indeed, nearly one-half of all countries 

surveyed by the BTI have lost ground here 

in the past 12 years. A total of 59 countries 

are today regarded as less reliable partners 

than previously and are less actively engaged 

in multilateral and international initiatives, 

while only 30 governments have been able to 

improve their international standing. 

The greatest fall in scores have been ex-

perienced by erstwhile model country Mo-

zambique and the Central Asian Tajikistan, 

each showing a decline of fi ve points. Both 

countries have fallen out of favor with the 

international community due to corrup-

tion associated with opaque credit dealings. 

In Tajikistan, the regime has also repressed 

political opponents, and has been accused 

of serious human rights violations. Other 

states with plummeting scores include 

Hungary (–4), Mexico, Russia, Turkey (all –3), 

Brazil, Kenya (–2), the Philippines and South 

Africa (–1). Within this group, a dwindling 

engagement in international relations has 

been accompanied by increasing reluctance 

to accommodate domestic societal interests, 

along with backward steps with regard to 

political participation and the rule of law. 

Of particular consequence is the fact that, 

precisely at a time when increasing intercon-

nectedness and the deepening complexity 

of global problems is rendering intensifi ed 

international cooperation urgently neces-

sary, the capability of infl uential state govern-

ments to take on a peaceable and reliable role 

in this process is weakening. 

The attraction of populist-authoritarian 

leadership: Do “strong men” govern better?

From Erdoğan and Duterte to Orbán and 

Kaczyński – it is above all the so-called strong 

men who are currently making headlines 

with their populist-authoritarian leadership 

styles, hard-line domestic policies and ener-

getic appearances abroad. These fi gures do 

little to accommodate interests or develop 

consensus among a broad base of stakehold-

ers. Rather, they systematically drain the re-

sources of a critical public sphere and dis-

credit democratic processes and institutions, 

insofar as they still exist. They claim to be able 

to defi ne and implement the popular will, and 

declare political opponents to be enemies of 

the state. Given the turbulent world condi-

tions, the control over their countries’ fates 

seemingly exercised by established autocratic 

rulers, such as Vladimir Putin or Xi Jinping, 

unimpeded by complex domestic social 

confl icts that might interfere with a strong 

governing hand or the retention of power, 

appears to exercise a certain attraction – for 

politicians as well as voters. In many coun-

tries, mismanagement, clientelism, insuffi  -

cient responsiveness and a lack of services 

have comprehensively discredited the politi-

cal and economic establishment in the eyes of 

the population while amplifying doubts as to 

the functioning of politics. Many political par-

ties and movements have exploited this crisis 

of trust, settling fi rmly on an anti-establish-

ment rhetoric that promises to drive corrupt, 

solely self-enriching elites from offi  ce and 

better fulfi ll citizens’ wishes and needs. 

But do “strong men” in fact succeed in 

achieving their most grandiose claims and 

governing better in the interests of the citi-

zens? With its steering capability and re-

source effi  ciency criteria, the BTI analyzes 

precisely those qualities of governance associ-

ated with implementing reforms eff ectively 

and using existing resources for the greatest 

impact. Thus, these criteria examine the in-

ternal processes involved with setting long-

term priorities in targeting democracy and 

inclusive economic development. In addition, 

they assess the coherency of policy imple-

mentation, the effi  ciency with which budget-

ary resources and administrative capacities 

are utilized, the quality of eff orts to combat 

corruption at all levels, and policymakers’ 

flexibility and adaptability in the face of 

changing conditions or when reforms fail. 

To date, BTI fi ndings in this area do not 

point clearly in favor of the “strong men”; in-

deed, the results are sometimes even devas-

tating in this regard. For example, despite 
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having a solid majority in parliament and en-

joying broad support within at least a portion 

of the population, the Hungarian government 

has shown greater steering-capability and 

resource-effi  ciency declines than that of any 

other country surveyed by the BTI as com-

pared with 12 years ago. To be sure, the  coun-

try report attests to the great political skill 

in consolidating power of Fidesz, the gov-

erning party. Yet this has come at the cost of 

conceptual clarity and the quality of planning 

and implementation. Long-term goals and 

strategic planning beyond the goal of power 

retention have been broadly neglected. More-

over, the centralization of decision-making 

processes within narrow government circles 

and the increasing lack of governance trans-

parency, particularly with regard to the alloca-

tion of public funds, have led to serious in-

creases in corruption and clientelism. 

While Hungary’s greatest score declines 

took place predominantly in the BTI 2012, 

it is the Turkish government that shows the 

greatest setbacks in the areas of steering capa-

bility (–1.3 points) and resource effi  ciency 

(–1.7 points) in the current BTI. The methods 

here resemble those used in Hungary. 

At least since the 2015 parliamentary elec-

tion, and even more strongly after the 2016 

coup attempt, the AKP government under 

Erdoğan has subordinated all other objectives 

to the strategic goal of power consolidation 

and the successful passage of the referendum. 

The implementation of important reforms 

has been delayed, and the further prosecution 

of AKP members suspected of corruption 

was abandoned with the suggestion that the 

allegations were in any case part of a con-

spiracy by the Gülen movement. 

In Poland (which was still among the top 

fi ve countries in the BTI 2016’s Governance 

Index) and in the Philippines, consensus-

building and international cooperation have 

declined more signifi cantly than have steer-

ing capability or resource effi  ciency since the 

government changeovers. In the fi rst few 

months after taking offi  ce, both the PiS gov-

ernment in Poland and President Rodrigo 

Duterte in the Philippines took broad steps 

to implement their electoral promises. 

In Poland, this meant the abandonment of 

strict austerity policies in favor of social 

transfers, especially for pensioners and fam-

ilies, and in the Philippines, greater eff orts 

to combat corruption. However, the fact that 

the Polish reforms were relatively haphazard 

and were carried out without genuine parlia-

mentary debate indicates that the increasing 

concentration of power in the government 

and the implementation outside established 

democratic institutions could erode steer-

ing-capability quality in the medium term. 

In the Philippines, the fi rst months of Du-

terte’s erratic governing style – as assessed in 

the BTI country report – have already had a 

particularly negative impact on consensus-

building and regional cooperation. More-

over, the war on drugs, with its numerous 

extrajudicial executions and virtually uncon-

trollable increase in the number of actors, 

threatens to further undermine an already 

weak state monopoly on the use of force. 

In these cases, at least, the BTI thus gives 

no clear indication that a strongly polarizing 

populist-authoritarian governance style nec-

essarily leads to more effi  ciency and greater 

steering capability. Moreover, the largest 

gains in these criteria are primarily to be 

found in countries that have focused on ex-

panding inclusion and dialogue with the aim 

of moderating confl ict. This is particularly 

true of the new governments in Argentina 

and Sri Lanka. It is also notable that the gov-

ernments in Colombia and Guinea have held 

fast to the implementation of their long-term 

reform goals despite all diffi  culties. 

In both the case of resource effi  ciency and 

steering capability, a trend already hinted at in 

the BTI 2016 has continued. To be sure, the 

two criteria continue to receive the lowest 

global average scores among all Governance 

Index criteria. However, in contrast to the cri-

teria of consensus-building and international 

cooperation, a slightly positive medium- to 

long-term trend is evident here, with both 

scores now higher than those registered in 

the BTI 2006. Nevertheless, this trend has 

not continued in the short term; as in the 

previous edition of the BTI, these scores have 

fallen slightly back in the current survey. Par-

ticularly in South and East Africa, govern-

ments’ long-term gains are melting away 

with a particularly drastic decline of –0.50 

points in the area of prioritization capability. 

Resource-effi  ciency trends can shed par-

ticular light on the widening gap between 

rulers and the ruled. Almost no aspect of 

governance is so unanimously demanded by 

populations worldwide as the fi ght against 

rampant corruption and the squandering of 

public funds for the benefi t of ruling elites. 

And hardly any party or presidential candi-

date fails to make this a central point in their 

electoral campaigns or governing programs. 

Global Findings | Governance

The effi ciency gap between 

democracies and autocracies

  Democracies      Autocracies      Global Avarage

Resource effi ciency

Effi cient use of assets

Policy coordination

Anti-corruption policy

5.52

5.62

3.63

3.71

4.09

3.10

6.10

5.23
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Nevertheless, the BTI results underscore the 

continued urgency of this problem and the 

lack of response on the part of many govern-

ments. Indeed, the effi  cient use of assets and 

anti-corruption policy, with respective scores 

of 4.71 and 4.27 points, remain the aspects 

of governance receiving the worst evalua-

tions. A total of 91 out of 129 governments 

fail to deploy public administrative and 

budgetary resources effi  ciently or do so to 

only a very limited degree (fi ve points or 

fewer). And fully 103 states are able or will-

ing to successfully combat corruption only 

to a very limited extent. 

In both areas, democratically governed 

countries perform signifi cantly better than 

autocracies, particularly with regard to the 

fi ght against corruption (with respective aver-

ages of 5.23 vs. 3.10 points). The improve-

ment of 0.24 points in the indicator’s global 

average as compared to the BTI 2006 is en-

tirely due to the proportionately greater pro-

gress made by democracies. A total of 31 

democratic states today fight corruption 

better than was the case 12 years ago. This 

includes countries such as Côte d’Ivoire, 

Liberia and Paraguay. Here, even if corrup-

tion remains widespread, government eff orts 

have at least led to the creation of integrity 

mechanisms, such as anti-corruption agen-

cies or public audit offi  ces, as well as to the 

exposure and prosecution of corruption cases. 

Popular demands for a stauncher fi ght 

against corruption have also been taken up in 

numerous East-Central and Southeast Euro-

pean countries, including the Czech Repub-

lic, Estonia, Lithuania and Romania. Howev-

er, the Romanian example also shows the 

dilemma that can engulf governments and 

politicians when there is an independent and 

successful campaign against corruption. 

Here, after numerous high-level politicians 

had been convicted of offi  ce abuse and cor-

ruption, the government devised comprehen-

sive measures aimed at curtailing the corrup-

tion-fi ghting competences of the public 

prosecutor and contemplated an amnesty for 

convicted off enders. Only after weeks of pop-

ular protests did the government withdraw a 

relaxation of anti-corruption laws that had al-

ready been passed by parliament. President 

Klaus Johannis furthermore refused to sign 

the law. However, the confl ict over the planned 

reform continues, with the new Romanian 

government holding on to the proposal. 

In late 2016 and early 2017, this led to the 

largest country-wide demonstrations in 

Romania since the beginning of the transfor-

mation process in 1989. 

In other states too, consistent anti-cor-

ruption eff orts have led to political crises and 

attempts to roll back successful anti-corrup-

tion policies because the countries’ elites 

have themselves been enmeshed in ties 

of patronage, offi  ce abuse and corruption. 

In Brazil, President Michel Temer’s govern-

ment places a low priority on the anti-corrup-

tion fi ght so long as it involves allegations 

against those in the administration’s own 

ranks, but instrumentalizes the issue against 

political opponents. In the Czech Republic, 

following the end of the BTI 2018 survey pe-

riod, the parliament adopted a law targeting 

confl icts of interest among politicians that 

was aimed largely at billionaire former Fi-

nance Minister Andrej Babiš, who owned two 

of the largest Czech media companies while 

in offi  ce. Since that time, Babiš has become 

the country’s prime minster, and has fought 

to suspend the independence of the public 

prosecutor and anti-corruption agency. 

The fi ght against corruption demanded 

by citizens often places corrupt offi  ceholders 

in a dilemma: If the campaign is successful 

and truly independent from political interfer-

ence, it might sweep into their own ranks as 

well. In this regard, autocratic governments 

act in a diff erent environment because they 

know how to suppress the population’s dis-

content through repressive measures and 

consequentially have little to fear from inde-

pendent media or civil society watchdogs. 

Most autocrats do little to fi ght corruption 

and offi  ce abuse beyond paying lip service. 

Indeed, the allocation of offi  ces and public 

contracts secures critical support for the re-

tention of power. The BTI recognizes some-

what serious eff orts in the area of anti-corrup-

tion policy – that is, with a score of more than 

fi ve points – in only four out of 58 autocracies. 

While Qatar, Rwanda (both six points) and the 

United Arab Emirates (seven points) are in 

this group, Singapore stands out as the great-

est exception, achieving a score of nine points 

alongside Bhutan, Chile, Estonia, Taiwan and 

Uruguay. However, the vast majority of autoc-

racies are not effi  cient and professional sys-

tems; as a rule, they are characterized by cor-

ruption, kleptocracy and arbitrary rule that 

off ers no genuinely convincing alternative to 

a sustainable economic and social develop-

ment that promises all citizens more partici-

pation. Throughout all the current discus-

sions over the normative or empirical 

superiority of one or the other model, the de-

sire to be fairly governed is universal. 

Sustainable governance: the gap 

between ambition and reality  

In the majority of countries, popular dissatis-

faction with the status quo has clearly not yet 

led to more inclusive governance. Currently, 

many governments seem to be following 

a strategy based on consolidating domestic 

power and suppressing critical opposing voic-

es, at times violently, even if this further inten-

sifi es confl icts and expands the gap between 

rulers and the ruled. At least in the short to 

medium term, this allows the governments 

to retain power and serve their clientele. Yet 

this policy also papers over economic and so-

cial grievances; if these are to be overcome in 

the long term, a more inclusive and respon-

sive governance style will be indispensable. 

In many societies, this would also require the 

negotiation of a new social contract regarding 

long-term goals, along with a concomitant re-

view of political and economic systems to de-

termine whether they are still able to deliver 

on the promises of participation and provide 

an equitable distribution of resources. 

With the adoption of the United Nation’s 

Sustainable Development Goals, the global 

community has agreed on a set of guiding 

principles that aim for this standard. For the 

fi rst time, this project contains not only out-

comes, but also visions of how government 

leadership, and thus the processes for imple-

menting the goals, should look like. The de-

bate over how states can comply with the 

demand for peaceable, responsive, account-

able and inclusive institutions is likely to 

shape the debate on sustainable governance 

in the coming decades.
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 Movement to a higher category 
 (each arrow denotes a single category) 

  Movement to a lower category 
 (each arrow denotes a single category)

Very good

Score 10 to 7

Weak

Score < 4.3 to 3

Good

Score < 7 to 5.6

Failed

Score < 3

Moderate

Score < 5.6 to 4.3

8 35 39 32 15
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