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Abstract 
This article examines the challenges and innovations in achieving sustainable 
governance of public policies in Sub-Saharan Africa, with a particular focus on 
environmental management. It identifies key barriers to policy effectiveness, 
including the enduring colonial legacy, institutional weaknesses, corruption, 
financial constraints, and sociocultural barriers. Using theoretical frameworks 
such as polycentric governance, institutionalism, and citizen participation, the 
study explores strategies to improve policy implementation. It advocates for 
institutional decolonization, capacity building, inclusive governance mecha-
nisms, and policy adaptation to local cultural and social contexts. The findings 
emphasize that effective governance requires active citizen involvement and 
policies tailored to local realities to bridge the gap between policy intent and 
outcomes. By contributing to the discourse on environmental governance, this 
study provides concrete, context-specific recommendations for enhancing pub-
lic policy effectiveness in African states. 
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1. Introduction 

The effectiveness of public policies can be defined as the extent to which policy 
objectives set by decision-makers are achieved and social problems are satisfacto-
rily addressed (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984; Smith & Johnson, 2018). This con-
cept encompasses not only the capacity of policies to produce tangible and meas-
urable results but also their ability to meet the needs and expectations of citizens. 
Evaluating policy effectiveness requires assessing various criteria, including the 
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degree to which policies achieve their objectives, the efficient allocation of re-
sources, the equitable distribution of benefits, and adherence to societal norms 
and values (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). 

Effectiveness is a crucial aspect of public policy analysis, particularly in Africa, 
where development challenges are numerous and complex. Limited institutional 
capacities, governance inefficiencies, and structural inequalities exacerbate dif-
ficulties in policy implementation (Kwame et al., 2016). The question of what 
makes a policy effective remains a subject of epistemological debate, particularly 
in the African context, where weak institutions and limited administrative capac-
ity often hinder effective governance (Darbon et al., 2019; Eboko, 2015). This ar-
ticle examines the conditions necessary for effective public policies in Africa, em-
phasizing the challenges and potential avenues for improving policy implementa-
tion. 

Public policies establish binding rules of conduct that regulate societal relation-
ships, regardless of their scope, origin, or generality (Cornu & Association Henri 
Capitant, 2005). In Sub-Saharan Africa, public policies are influenced by a range 
of contextual factors, including poverty (Lévy, 2002), political instability and ine-
qualities (Fosu, 2009); complex stakeholder relationships (Bourguignon, 2004), 
governance fragmentation (Darbon et al., 2019), economic growth volatility (Ar-
bache & Page, 2009), corruption (Gyimah-Brempong, 2002), and the lingering ef-
fects of colonization. Some scholars argue that the fragile nature of many African 
states, coupled with their dependence on foreign aid, questions the very founda-
tions of public policy effectiveness (Lavigne Delville, 2018: pp. 54‑56). 

Consequently, public policy debates in Africa revolve around inherited bureau-
cratic values from European colonial administrations (Basemek, 2018), the per-
sistence of rent-seeking behaviors, the legitimacy crisis of state institutions, and 
the specific actor configurations in the policymaking process (Issalys, 1999). More-
over, the influence of externally imposed policy models, the coexistence of formal 
and informal governance structures (Chauveau et al., s.d.), and the political mech-
anisms shaping policy implementation further complicate governance (Cheik, 
2019). As Bourgain & Vérez (2021: p. 7) observe, “Public policies are often per-
ceived as ready-made solutions that, by mere existence, should solve societal prob-
lems. The expectation is so high that the probability of policies being satisfactory 
is very low, particularly in developing countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica.” This observation raises a critical question: What are the main obstacles to 
the effectiveness of public policies in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

The primary objective of this article is to analyze the factors that impede the 
effectiveness of public policies in Sub-Saharan Africa. More specifically, it aims 
to: 
- Identify the key obstacles preventing the realization of effective public policy 

dynamics. 
- Examine how these dynamics manifest in the field of environmental govern-

ance. 
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- Propose solutions to enhance the contextual relevance of policies in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa. 

This article seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of how public pol-
icies are implemented in Sub-Saharan Africa and how states can develop more 
resilient governance structures. 

A distinctive feature of this study is its holistic approach to public policy effec-
tiveness in Sub-Saharan Africa. Rather than limiting the analysis to the processes 
of policy formulation and implementation, the article situates policies within a 
broader context that includes political dynamics, institutional frameworks, and 
power relations. Public policies are not only instruments of governance but also 
reflections of the political and institutional environments in which they are devel-
oped. By highlighting these structural dimensions, the article offers an in-depth 
examination of the complexities surrounding policy effectiveness in the region. 

Furthermore, this study takes a critical approach to mainstream governance dis-
courses, moving beyond the conventional explanations that attribute policy fail-
ures solely to mismanagement or lack of administrative capacity. Instead, it explores 
the structural, historical, and political barriers that hinder effective public policies 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. This novel perspective contributes to ongoing debates on 
African governance by providing nuanced, context-specific analyses that consider 
the region’s evolving political and socio-economic landscape. In doing so, the ar-
ticle opens new avenues for research and offers insights into how more effective 
and adaptable policy strategies can be developed. 

The article is structured as follows: The first section presents the conceptual 
framework, identifying the key factors that obstruct public policy effectiveness. 
The second section outlines the methodological framework, explaining the ap-
proach used to analyze the challenges of public policy governance. The third sec-
tion discusses the results, providing empirical insights into policy effectiveness in 
environmental governance. The final section proposes strategic tools that Sub-
Saharan African states can use to restructure their political and governance frame-
works for improved policy implementation. 

2. Conceptual Framework of Factors Hindering the  
Dynamics of Public Policy Effectiveness in  
Sub-Saharan Africa 

The effectiveness of public policies in Sub-Saharan Africa is influenced by a com-
plex interplay of structural, institutional, political, and socio-economic factors. 
Weak governmental institutions, corruption, political instability, financial con-
straints, and socio-economic inequalities persist as major obstacles to policy suc-
cess. Understanding these challenges requires a comprehensive theoretical frame-
work that incorporates diverse governance models, including polycentric govern-
ance, institutionalist theory, and participatory governance approaches. 

The theory of polycentric governance (Ostrom, 1990) provides a nuanced per-
spective on these governance challenges, emphasizing the importance of multi-
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level, decentralized governance that involves diverse actors at the local, national, 
and international levels. Decentralized decision-making fosters accountability, 
enhances policy adaptability, and allows for the contextualization of governance 
approaches. However, in many Sub-Saharan African states, centralized power 
structures and top-down decision-making limit the benefits of polycentric gov-
ernance. 

Institutional quality is a key determinant of policy effectiveness. Acemoglu et 
al. (2012) highlight that robust institutions are crucial for fostering stability and 
enhancing governance outcomes. Conversely, weak institutions contribute to pol-
icy failures by undermining enforcement mechanisms and fostering bureaucratic 
inefficiencies. Mwangi (2018) underscores the importance of political institutions 
in shaping development outcomes, particularly through polycentric governance 
structures that enable shared responsibility and local-level participation. 

Corruption remains one of the most pervasive governance challenges in the re-
gion. Mauro (1995) and Kaufmann et al. (2010), argue that corruption erodes the 
legitimacy of public institutions, weakens policy implementation, and deters for-
eign investment. The absence of strong polycentric governance frameworks exac-
erbates corruption by concentrating power in a few hands, limiting transparency, 
and restricting the oversight capacities of civil society. 

Political instability further hampers policy effectiveness. Collier & Hoeffler (2004), 
discuss how governance fragility and recurring political crises disrupt policy con-
tinuity. Polycentric governance can mitigate instability by promoting inclusive 
decision-making processes, ensuring that multiple actors participate in govern-
ance rather than relying solely on centralized authorities. 

Financial constraints are another major barrier to policy implementation. Bes-
ley & Persson (2011) emphasize that resource shortages limit the capacity of gov-
ernments to implement long-term strategies. A lack of financial autonomy also 
forces many African states to rely on international donors, leading to externally 
driven policies that may not align with local realities. Polycentric governance seeks 
to address these constraints by distributing responsibilities and funding mecha-
nisms across different governance levels, reducing dependency on singular finan-
cial sources. 

Socio-economic inequalities further compound governance challenges. Mianovic 
(2016) and Piketty (2014) argue that disparities in wealth and access to services limit 
citizens’ ability to engage meaningfully in governance processes. Polycentric gov-
ernance can help bridge these gaps by encouraging inclusive participation and lo-
calized decision-making. 

Several other theoretical perspectives complement the analysis of governance 
in Sub-Saharan Africa: 
- The Advocacy Coalition Framework aligns with polycentric governance by ex-

amining how coalitions of diverse actors influence policy outcomes, particu-
larly in complex political environments. 

- The developmental state theory (Thelen & Steinmo, 1992; Evans, 1995) com-
plements polycentric governance by emphasizing the role of a strong, capable 
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state in fostering development while enabling decentralized participation. 
- The Institutional Approach (March & Olsen, 1984; North, 1990) highlights the 

significance of institutional structures in shaping policy effectiveness, empha-
sizing the necessity of adaptive and context-specific institutional reforms.  

- Participatory Governance (Beetham, 1999; Agrawal & Gibson, 1999) is a foun-
dational principle of polycentric governance, advocating for active citizen en-
gagement in policymaking to enhance legitimacy and accountability. 

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, this conceptual framework pro-
vides a multidimensional understanding of the structural and institutional factors 
affecting public policy effectiveness in Sub-Saharan Africa. Addressing these chal-
lenges requires a shift from centralized governance models to more inclusive, de-
centralized, and participatory governance approaches, which consider local reali-
ties and institutional limitations. The following sections explore these governance 
dynamics in greater detail and propose strategic recommendations for improving 
policy implementation in the region. 

3. Methodological Framework 

This study adopts a methodological framework based exclusively on documentary 
analysis and literature review, given that it was conducted as part of my doctoral 
synthesis exam in Environmental Sciences. This methodological choice allows for 
a thorough theoretical and conceptual exploration of the dynamics affecting pub-
lic policy effectiveness in Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in the field of environ-
mental governance. 

The literature review involves an in-depth analysis of academic and institu-
tional documents, including government reports, peer-reviewed journal articles, 
books, and studies from international organizations. A longitudinal approach 
(Coman et al., 2016), was adopted to examine policy evolution over time. The 
thematic analysis framework proposed by Braun & Clarke (2006) guided the cat-
egorization of key themes, recurring patterns, and emerging trends in policy gov-
ernance. 

The selection of data sources was conducted through specialized academic da-
tabases covering relevant disciplines such as political science, international devel-
opment, environmental governance, and public policy. These databases included 
JSTOR, PubMed, Google Scholar, Scopus, and Web of Science. A set of predefined 
selection criteria was applied to ensure the rigor and relevance of the sources, in-
cluding relevance to the research topic; research quality and methodological ro-
bustness; and date of publication to ensure up-to-date references. 

Keywords related to public policy effectiveness, environmental governance, 
Sub-Saharan Africa, participatory governance, and institutional frameworks were 
used to identify relevant literature. Each selected source was systematically ana-
lyzed based on its abstract, keywords, methodology, results, and conclusions to 
assess its contribution to the research objectives. 

The literature review aimed to assess whether existing policy implementation 
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conditions in Africa are favorable and to highlight the gap between policy dis-
course and actual implementation (De Sardan, 2021). This methodological ap-
proach follows established qualitative research guidelines (Yin, 2014; Flyvbjerg, 
2006; Yin, 2014; Flyvbjerg, 2006), which emphasize the importance of case-based 
document analysis in policy research. The study focuses on Sub-Saharan Africa 
due to its historical context of resource exploitation during colonization (Ballet et 
al., 2009) and the shared institutional challenges among its nations, including: 
power struggles and state-society relations (Darbon et al., 2019); failures in policy 
(Hout, 2013; Mkandawire, 2015) and environmental governance issues (Gnohou, 
2021). 

Key themes, concepts, findings, and arguments from the reviewed sources were 
extracted and systematically organized in summary tables to facilitate compara-
tive analysis. The extracted information was then synthesized to construct a co-
herent analytical overview of the existing literature. This process allowed for the 
identification of trends, research gaps, and divergences in the current body of 
knowledge regarding factors influencing policy effectiveness in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica. The analysis also examined dominant theoretical approaches, their applica-
bility, and potential areas for further research (Jackson & Smith, 2006). Finally, 
the insights derived from the literature review were integrated into the study’s 
objectives and theoretical framework, ensuring a structured and well-grounded 
approach to understanding the complexities of public policy effectiveness in Sub-
Saharan Africa. 

4. Discussion of Results 
4.1. Key Factors Influencing the Dynamics of Public Policy  

Effectiveness in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Public policy effectiveness in Sub-Saharan Africa is influenced by a series of 
complex and interconnected factors. Understanding these elements requires a 
closer look at historical, institutional, economic, and social dimensions that shape 
policy outcomes. 

a) The Weight of historical Events 
The influence of history on public policy cannot be ignored. Scholars such as 

Nunn (2009), argue that the colonial legacy continues to shape governance struc-
tures in Sub-Saharan Africa. As Iliffe (2002) and Young (1994) explain, colonial 
administrations prioritized extractive institutions, which later influenced post-in-
dependence governance. This raises a critical question: To what extent has politi-
cal independence truly enabled African states to break free from colonial govern-
ance structures? 

The reality, as noted by Nkrumah (1965) and Mazrui (1978), is that many Af-
rican states retained administrative systems designed under colonial rule. These 
structures often fostered centralized power, clientelism, and weak public account-
ability mechanisms (Mamdani, 1996; Fanon, 1963). For instance, Banégas (2003) 
and Bratton & van de Walle (1997) highlight how clientelist politics have contin-
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ued to impede democratic transitions. A relevant case is Senegal’s decentralization 
reform, which, despite good intentions, struggled due to entrenched colonial ad-
ministrative legacies (Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan, 2014). This example under-
scores the persistent impact of historical governance structures on contemporary 
policy effectiveness. 

b) Institutional structures and policy implementation 
Institutions play a fundamental role in shaping public policy effectiveness. 

However, as Chauveau et al. (n. d.) argue, political institutions in Sub-Saharan 
Africa remain fragile, often influenced by external actors, such as international 
organizations and donors. This raises concerns about the autonomy of policy de-
cisions. 

Dzomo-Silinou (1998) identifies three types of political institutions: informal 
(precolonial), socialist, and liberal-capitalist. Ostrom (1992) notes that many Af-
rican states continue to rely on informal institutions, leading to fragmented public 
administration, weak regulatory frameworks, and widespread corruption This frag-
mentation, coupled with corruption (Bayart et al., 2010). A case study from Ghana 
illustrates this dynamic: Despite ambitious institutional reforms aimed at mod-
ernizing governance, weak enforcement and political interference have hindered 
their effectiveness (Boafo-Arthur, 2008). This example demonstrates that institu-
tional weaknesses can significantly limit the success of public policies. hampers 
policy effectiveness.  

c) Citizen participation and inclusion governance 
A democratic governance system requires active citizen participation. Yet, as 

Chambers (1994) and Escobar (1995), highlight, many public policy frameworks 
in Sub-Saharan Africa limit public engagement, prioritizing international donors 
and political elites instead. This exclusion leads to governance inefficiencies and 
corruption (Crozier & Friedberg, 1977; Lascoumes & Le Bourhis, 1996). 

Kenya’s participatory budgeting initiative provides an interesting counterex-
ample. While designed to encourage public involvement, studies such as Wampler 
(2010) reveal that existing power hierarchies still limit true citizen influence. Thus, 
despite efforts to increase transparency, the success of such participatory frame-
works depends on addressing structural power imbalances and elite capture.  

d) Financial constraints and external influence 
Financial limitations significantly affect policy effectiveness in Sub-Saharan Af-

rica (Griffiths, 2003). Many governments rely on loans from international institu-
tions such as the IMF and World Bank, which often impose neoliberal economic 
policies (Easterly & Fischer, 2001; Emmanuel et al., 2018). While these institutions 
claim to promote economic stability, they frequently constrain domestic policy 
choices, forcing cuts in public investment and social services leading to indebted-
ness and underdevelopment (Balié & Fouilleux, 2008). 

e) Cultural, social and contextual realities 
Beyond financial and institutional factors, cultural and social elements also 

shape public policy implementation. Resistance to externally designed policies, 
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such as structural adjustment programs, demonstrates the importance of cultur-
ally sensitive governance approaches (Grégoire et al., 2018). Policies that fail to 
integrate indigenous governance structures face significant pushback (Ballet et al., 
2009; Le Roy, 2016). 

For example, Mozambique’s land tenure reforms aimed to improve land rights, 
but conflicting claims between local communities and foreign investors created 
long-term disputes (Diallo, 2014). Similarly, Cameroon’s forestry laws intended 
to include community participation, but weak enforcement and corruption led to 
continued illegal logging (Oyono, 2004). These cases illustrate how ignoring local 
governance mechanisms can lead to ineffective policy outcomes. 

4.2. Manifestation of Public Policy Effectiveness in Environmental 
Governance 

Despite constitutional and legislative efforts, many Sub-Saharan African states 
struggle with implementing environmental policies effectively. Weak property 
rights, corruption, and clientelism continue to hinder policy outcomes (Schrecker, 
1984). 

Mozambique’s land tenure reform aimed to strengthen local property rights but 
resulted in disputes due to poor enforcement (Diallo, 2014), Cameroon’s forestry 
laws intended to include local communities, but weak implementation led to con-
tinued deforestation (Oyono, 2004). These examples reveal the need for more 
adaptive and locally driven policy approaches. 

4.3. Tools for Restructuring the Dynamics of Public Policy  
Effectiveness in Africa 

Addressing these governance challenges requires an approach tailored to local re-
alities. Instead of simply adopting Western policy models, African states must de-
velop policies that consider historical, institutional, and socio-political contexts. 

a) Addressing colonial legacies in policy development 
Key strategies include: reforming governance structures to decentralize power 

and reduce historical inequalities (Nkrumah, 1965; Amin, 1972; Fanon, 1963); im-
plementing land tenure policies that recognize customary land rights and strength-
ening national identity to foster social cohesion (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2002; Wamba-
dia-Wamba, 1997). 

b) Strengthening Institutional Capacities 
Institutional capacity building is essential for effective policy implementation. 

Solutions include: increasing investment in public sector training (Andrews, 2013; 
Grindle, 2017) and enhancing transparency and accountability mechanisms (Behn, 
2014; World Bank, 2017). 

c) Enhancing Citizen Participation in Public Policy Making 
Improving public engagement requires: strengthening participatory govern-

ance frameworks (Davis & Kingsbury, 2013) and establishing citizen accountabil-
ity platforms (Arnstein, 1969; Cornwall, 2008). 

d) Addressing Cultural and Social barriers 
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Policies must align with local cultural dynamics to be effective. Proposed solu-
tions: conducting awareness campaigns to increase citizen participation (Smith & 
Johnson, 2018) and integrating traditional governance structures into policy frame-
works (Mamdani, 1996). 

By implementing these reforms, African states can develop governance models 
that improve policy effectiveness and foster sustainable development across the 
region. 

5. Conclusion 

His study has examined the complex and dynamic factors influencing the effec-
tiveness of public policies in Sub-Saharan Africa. Through an interdisciplinary 
approach grounded in institutional theory (North, 1990), participatory govern-
ance (Beetham, 1999), and post-colonial critique (Fanon, 1963; Nkrumah, 1965), 
the findings underscore how historical, institutional, financial, cultural, and social 
dynamics shape policy implementation. 

A key takeaway from this analysis is the enduring influence of colonial legacies 
on governance structures, contributing to clientelism, corruption, and weak citi-
zen engagement (Acemoglu, Johnson, & Robinson, 2012). The persistence of in-
stitutional fragmentation, characterized by limited administrative capacity and a 
lack of transparency, further constrains effective policy implementation (Grindle, 
2017). Additionally, financial dependency on international donors reduces state 
autonomy, often resulting in policies that do not align with local needs (Balié & 
Fouilleux, 2008). Beyond these structural barriers, cultural and social factors, in-
cluding diverse governance traditions and low civic participation, add another 
layer of complexity to policy execution. 

The study reinforces the relevance of institutional theory by illustrating how 
historical and political institutions shape governance trajectories. It also contrib-
utes to participatory governance literature, emphasizing that inclusive policymak-
ing must be rooted in local realities and encourage meaningful community in-
volvement (Gaventa & Barrett, 2010). While many African states have attempted 
to implement participatory mechanisms, elite capture and limited institutional 
capacity continue to restrict the full potential of citizen engagement. 

From a policy perspective, this research calls for a fundamental shift away from 
Eurocentric governance models towards context-sensitive frameworks that inte-
grate African socio-political and historical specificities. Policies should be designed 
to empower local governance structures, promote institutional transparency, and 
strengthen citizen participation as a means to enhance democratic legitimacy and 
policy efficiency. 

To achieve these objectives, policymakers must prioritize: 
- Institutional reforms aimed at decentralizing power and increasing adminis-

trative capacity. 
- Capacity-building initiatives that equip governance institutions with the tools 

necessary for sustainable policy implementation. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2025.133031


E. Nguekam Wambe 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2025.133031 463 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

- Mechanisms to encourage citizen engagement, ensuring that policymaking pro-
cesses are inclusive, transparent, and responsive to local needs. 

This study contributes to the growing discourse on public policy in Sub-Saharan 
Africa by providing a nuanced and interdisciplinary analysis of governance chal-
lenges. Future research should explore: 

1) The long-term impacts of participatory governance models in various Afri-
can states. 

2) The role of global policy frameworks in shaping local governance dynamics. 
3) Empirical case studies that further investigate the effectiveness of institutional 

reforms and governance innovations. 
Ultimately, this research serves as a valuable resource for scholars, policymak-

ers, and practitioners seeking to improve governance practices and promote sus-
tainable and inclusive policy frameworks in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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