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Abstract. This paper critically examines the scope of decolonization in African
higher education, focusing on how power, identity, and epistemic voice shape the
struggle over knowledge restructuring. It engages Jonathan Jansen’s caution against
granting epistemic authority exclusively on the basis of identity, showing that such a
move risk weakening academic rigor. At the same time, the paper argues that identity
cannot simply be dismissed: it remains fundamental to decolonization, since it draws
attention to the plurality of epistemic voices involved, including students, academics,
indigenous communities, and administrators, each contributing perspectives shaped
by history and lived experience. Focusing on case studies from South Africa, Kenya,
and Ghana, selected for the distinct ways they illustrate identity-driven activism,
indigenous knowledge recovery, and institutional curriculum reform respectively, the
paper examines the tensions and possibilities that arise when these voices contest
authority in curriculum reform and institutional practice. In the final analysis, the
paper proposes a model of decolonization rooted in epistemic plurality and dialogue,
in which the recognition of marginalized perspectives is balanced against intellectual
rigor, offering a more inclusive and transformative approach to knowledge
production in African universities. The paper adopts the methods of conceptual
analysis and philosophical argumentation, engaging primarily with scholarship on
decolonial theory and African philosophy of education.

Keywords: Decolonization, Epistemic authority, Identity, Plurality, Knowledge
reform, Academic precision, Dialogue.
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1. Introduction

There is no doubt that the decolonization of knowledge in African universities has become one
of the most pressing debates in contemporary higher education. This can be traced from the
RhodesMustFall movement in South Africa to student-led curriculum protests in Kenya and
Ghana, all calling for the dismantling of colonial legacies in education that have deepened over
the past two decades. As Achille Mbembe argues, these struggles are not simply institutional or
political; they raise profound moral questions about power, legitimacy, and epistemic authority
(Mbembe, 2016: 2-5). The central questions are these: Who has the right to speak about
decolonization? What counts as legitimate knowledge in a postcolonial university? And how
should universities navigate the tension between preserving scholarly rigor and recognizing

marginalized views?

Jonathan Jansen, however, has maintained that appeals to identity as the primary basis for
epistemic authority pose serious risks to the integrity of the university (Jansen, 2019: 15).
According to Jansen, when identity, particularly membership in a historically oppressed racial
group, is used as the key justification for leading decolonial reform, academic standards risk
being conceded to majority demands (Jansen, 2019: 22-25). Yet Jansen’s caution has its own
limitations, since an uncritical dismissal of identity risks foreclosing the epistemic contributions
that arise from the lived experience of marginalized groups. Identity, far from being irrelevant,
can offer genuine insight into the blind spots of colonial knowledge systems (Ndlovu-Gatsheni,
2018: 37-40). The real challenge, then, lies not in whether identity should matter, but in how it

is positioned within a wider discussion about knowledge, authority, and reform.

In addressing these issues, this paper argues that the decolonization of African universities
cannot be reduced to identity claims, nor can it disregard them. Instead, it requires
acknowledging the plurality of epistemic voices involved, including students, academics,
indigenous knowledge holders, and administrators, each offering diverse viewpoints shaped by
history and lived experience. It is only by forming a dialogical space in which these voices can
contest and complement one another that African universities can move towards a genuinely

decolonized knowledge system.

Building on this argument, the paper pursues three specific objectives: first, to examine Jansen’s
critique of identity-based epistemic authority and its limitations; second, to analyze how

identity and institutional power jointly shape epistemic struggles in African universities; and
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third, to develop, through comparative case studies, an ethical-epistemic model of

decolonization grounded in epistemic plurality and dialogical responsibility.

Methodologically, the paper adopts conceptual analysis and philosophical argumentation rather
than empirical fieldwork. The literature engaged was selected on the basis of its direct relevance
to the identity-authority debate in African higher education, drawing principally on the work of
Jonathan Jansen, Achille Mbembe, Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni, and other leading decolonial
theorists, alongside primary accounts of the case studies discussed below. To ground the
conceptual analysis, the paper brings together case studies from South Africa, Kenya, and
Ghana. These three countries were chosen because each illustrates a distinct facet of the
decolonization debate rather than a single, uniform pattern: South Africa offers the clearest
instance of identity-based student activism over curriculum reform; Kenya illustrates the
challenges and possibilities of assimilating indigenous epistemologies into formal education
under global academic pressures; and Ghana provides insight into institutional efforts to

harmonize community participation with academic ideals and language policy.

Taken together, these cases allow the paper to test its emerging model against a range of
institutional contexts, rather than relying on a single national experience. By drawing these
cases into dialogue with the theoretical debate, the paper develops a model of decolonization
rooted in epistemic plurality, one that seeks to merge recognition of marginalized voices with a

continued commitment to academic rigor.

2. Colonial heritages and the struggle for epistemic reform

According to Mahmood Mamdani, the present-day African university is unmistakably a
colonial creation. Institutions such as the University of Cape Town, Makerere University in
Uganda, and the University of Ghana were originally modeled on British or European structures
of higher education (Mamdani, 2007: 14-18). They were designed not primarily to foster
indigenous intellectual traditions, but to reproduce colonial administrative and economic
systems. As Ngiigi wa Thiong’o puts it, the colonial institution of higher education became “the
factory of the colonial mind,” privileging Western languages, histories, and sciences while
disregarding African epistemologies (Thiong’o, 1986: 87). This legacy has persisted long after

the formal end of colonial rule.

A continuing feature of this legacy is the dominance of Eurocentric curricula, in which subjects

such as philosophy, history, and literature were presented as universal, yet in practice mirrored
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specific European traditions and omitted African voices (Mudimbe, 1988: 65-70). African
philosophy, for example, was long denied academic legitimacy, dismissed as folklore or myth
rather than treated as a rigorous intellectual discipline (Hountondji, 1996: 21-25). In the
sciences too, indigenous knowledge systems, such as traditional medicine or ecological
wisdom, were relegated to the margins, if recognized at all. As a result, African students have
frequently been educated to become ‘“‘strangers to themselves,” trained in concepts and

frameworks that fail to address their own social realities (Thiong’o, 1986: 44-45).

The struggle to reform these structures dates back to the earliest postcolonial decades.
Prominent leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana (Nkrumah, 1970: 78) and Julius Nyerere
in Tanzania (Nyerere, 1967: 2-4) sought to transform education into a vehicle for national
liberation and cultural renewal. These reforms, however, regularly met resistance from
entrenched academic leadership and international donors, who preferred continuity with
Western models. In many instances, efforts at curriculum indigenization were dismissed as
ideological or politically motivated rather than academic (Falola, 2001: 112-115). As a result,
the promise of decolonization in the 1960s and 1970s gave way to what has been called the
“neo-colonial university,” in which African institutions remained dependent on foreign

endorsement for academic legitimacy (Ake, 1979: 9-12).

As Boaventura de Sousa Santos argues, the insistence on decolonization in these debates is
therefore not purely about representation but about epistemic justice (Santos, 2014: 21-23). This
raises the question of how universities can recognize and incorporate different knowledge
systems without sacrificing intellectual rigor. It is against this background that current student
movements, faculty debates, and policy reforms must be understood. The legacy of colonial
arrangements continues to shape the terms of engagement, making the struggle for knowledge

reform both necessary and genuinely contested.

3. Identity and epistemic authority: Jonathan Jansen’s view

In his work The Problem with Decolonisation: Entanglements in the Politics of Knowledge,
Jonathan Jansen raises pointed questions about how the call for decolonization has been
articulated in African universities (Jansen, 2023: 139-141). He argues that although the demand
to dismantle colonial epistemologies is legitimate, the manner in which it is often pursued risks
undermining the intellectual integrity of the university. His central concern lies with the use of

identity as a claim to epistemic authority, that is, the assumption that belonging to a historically
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oppressed racial or cultural group automatically confers legitimacy in leading decolonial reform

(Jansen, 2023: 139).

For Jansen, this shift from academic argument to identity-based entitlement represents a form
of epistemic populism (Jansen, 2023: 142). He worries that academic discussion becomes
reduced to questions of who speaks rather than what is claimed, thereby weakening the
standards of justification that define the university as a site of critical inquiry. In this sense, the
politics of identity threatens to displace the politics of knowledge. Jansen maintains that being
Black, African, or indigenous, while significant, cannot alone constitute a warrant for epistemic
authority; claims to knowledge must still be subjected to rigorous critique and intellectual

evaluation (Jansen, 2009: 112-115).

One of Jansen’s central examples is the South African RhodesMustFall movement, which called
for the removal of colonial symbols and the transformation of curricula. Although he recognizes
the symbolic and political power of these protests, he criticizes the tendency among some
activists to conflate political representation with epistemic legitimacy (Jansen, 2023: 143). For
Jansen, the mere fact of having suffered colonial or racial oppression does not guarantee that
one’s knowledge claims are correct or academically sound. What is required, instead, is an

ongoing process of discourse, evidence, and intellectual exchange.

There is significant strength in Jansen’s argument. His insistence on preserving the norms of
critical inquiry protects the university from collapsing into an arena of competing identities in
which scholarly standards are discarded (Jansen, 2023: 144). In an era where higher education
risks becoming politicized, his warning against reducing knowledge to identity serves as a
reminder that intellectual merit cannot be bypassed. The force of this argument becomes clearer
when the alternative is spelled out concretely. Consider a doctoral committee that waives its
usual standards of argument and evidence for a thesis on the grounds that the candidate’s
positionality as a member of a historically marginalized group already secures the thesis’s
legitimacy. The result is not empowerment but a quieter form of harm: the candidate is denied
the rigorous engagement that would have strengthened the work, and the degree itself is
devalued for every graduate who holds one, since credentials only retain their worth if they

certify something real.

Jansen’s later research on South African universities documents exactly this kind of institutional
drift, showing how the erosion of scholarly accountability, once tolerated in the name of

transformation, tends to metastasize into more general patterns of institutional dysfunction that
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ultimately harm the very students the erosion was meant to protect (Jansen, 2023b). This is not
an argument for leaving existing standards untouched; the case studies discussed later in this
paper show standards themselves can and should be revised. It is an argument that whatever
revision occurs must still be a revision of standards, arrived at through justification, rather than

their quiet abandonment in particular cases.

Nevertheless, Jansen’s critique is not without limitations, and it is here that the disagreement
among scholars becomes most instructive. By focusing on the risks of identity politics, Jansen
risks downplaying the epistemic value of lived experience and historical marginalization.
Ndlovu-Gatsheni, for instance, argues that identity, shaped by colonial histories, offers a vital
vantage point for identifying epistemic injustices and silences that a purely procedural standard
of rigor may miss (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018: 42-44). On this reading, Jansen’s emphasis on
academic argument as a neutral standard understates how the very criteria of “rigor” have
themselves been shaped by colonial epistemic hierarchies; abandoning identity altogether risks
entrenching the very exclusions that decolonization seeks to undo. Mbembe pushes this
disagreement further, insisting that decolonization is not about replacing one orthodoxy with
another, but about expanding the horizon of knowledge to include voices historically rendered
invisible (Mbembe, 2015: 9-11). Where Jansen treats identity claims chiefly as a threat to be
contained, Mbembe and Ndlovu-Gatsheni treat them as an underused epistemic resource; the
tension between these positions, rather than being resolved in favor of either, is what motivates

the model developed later in this paper.

Jansen may therefore be correct to caution against the uncritical use of identity as epistemic
authority, but his position requires supplementation rather than outright rejection. Identity
should not be the sole basis for legitimacy, but neither should it be dismissed as a meaningful
resource for epistemic insight. This tension between protecting academic rigor and recognizing
marginalized voices constitutes the principal challenge of decolonization in African

universities.

4. Identity, power, and the epistemic struggle

Debates over decolonization in African universities cannot be understood apart from the
entanglement of identity and power in the production of knowledge. Identity is not simply an
abstract label, but the product of historical processes of colonial domination, racial exclusion,
and epistemic silencing (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2020: 15-17). Colonial education systematically

positioned European identities as universal bearers of truth while relegating African identities
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to the margins of irrationality or folklore (Mudimbe, 1988: 64-68). In this sense, to question
who has the right to speak in the university is also to question whose knowledge has historically

been considered valid, and whose has been dismissed.

It is against this historical background that identity becomes fundamental to epistemic struggle.
When students and academics invoke their Blackness, Africanness, or indigeneity in
discussions about curriculum reform, they are not simply making essentialist claims; they are
pointing to centuries of marginalization that denied their communities epistemic recognition
(Jansen, 2023: 142). Identity here functions as a reminder of epistemic injustice, understood as
the structural exclusion of certain groups from participating in knowledge-making (Fricker,
2007: 1-3). The appeal to identity can thus serve as a corrective, drawing attention to voices

that have long been silenced in academic dialogue.

At the same time, identity can become a double-edged sword when treated as the sole basis of
epistemic legitimacy (Jansen, 2023: 145). If the claim to authority rests entirely on identity, it
risks collapsing into identity essentialism, the assumption that one’s social position guarantees
epistemic correctness. This can produce a new form of exclusion, in which alternative
perspectives, even those from within marginalized groups, are delegitimized (Mbembe, 2017:
173-176). As Miranda Fricker argues, epistemic justice requires more than simply recognizing
identity; it requires a fair distribution of credibility and recognition within epistemic practices

(Fricker, 2007: 7-10).

The dimension of power further complicates matters. Universities are not neutral spaces; they
are organized by hierarchies of administration, funding, and academic status that shape which
voices are heard and which are marginalized (Mamdani, 1989: 19-22). Student movements
regularly contest these structures, yet administrators and senior academics may exercise
institutional power to define the boundaries of legitimate reform. Likewise, global academic
networks, including journals, ranking systems, and funding bodies, continue to privilege
Western epistemologies, subtly shaping what counts as “rigorous” or “academic” (Santos,
2014: 23-26). The struggle for epistemic authority within African universities is thus entangled

with broader struggles against global systems of knowledge control.

Recognizing this entanglement allows for a more sophisticated understanding of identity in
decolonization debates. Identity cannot be dismissed as irrelevant, since it reveals the historical
wounds of epistemic exclusion; nor can it be absolutized, since doing so risks reproducing

exclusionary practices. The challenge is to situate identity within a wider framework of
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discourse and critical reflection, one in which power relations are exposed and interrogated,
and in which epistemic legitimacy is not monopolized by any single group. It is in this space
that the idea of a plurality of voices emerges as an essential condition for a genuinely

decolonized institution of higher education.

5. Plurality of voices and epistemic authority

The central challenge in the decolonization of African universities lies in determining whose
voices should be prioritized in restructuring knowledge systems. As Jansen cautions, identity-
based claims risk devolving into an exclusionary politics in which authority is conferred not on
the basis of epistemic merit, but on historical suffering or positionality (Jansen, 2019: 22-24).
At the same time, dismissing identity altogether overlooks the epistemic resources embedded
in lived experience and indigenous worldviews. What is needed is a framework that takes

seriously the plurality of voices without reducing legitimacy to identity alone.

Furthermore, contemporary studies have moved in the direction of this pluralist position.
Mbembe argues that the university must expose itself to a “plurality of epistemic traditions” if
it is to recover its relevance in the Global South (Mbembe, 2015). Similarly, Sabelo Ndlovu-
Gatsheni contends that decolonization consists of more than the replacement of Eurocentric
content; it requires acknowledging what he terms “epistemic diversity,” in which African,
diasporic, and indigenous perspectives are engaged in genuine dialogue (Ndlovu-Gatsheni,
2018: 67-69). This pluralist turn remains an active site of debate: writing more recently, Mitova
(2023) questions whether epistemic decolonisation, as theorised, can meaningfully address the
material problems facing African higher education, or whether the project risks becoming an
end in itself. In practice, this means that the epistemic authority of students, scholars, indigenous
leaders, and administrators should not be arranged into a hierarchy of voice, but instead

negotiated in ways that foster inclusive participation.

This plurality, however, is not free of tension. As Tuck and Yang remind us, decolonization is
not a metaphor but involves substantive shifts in power (Tuck and Yang, 2012: 1-40).
Accommodating epistemic plurality therefore involves reconciling competing claims without
erasing the material histories of dispossession that make decolonial demands necessary in the
first place. It also requires safeguards against epistemic relativism, in which all voices are
treated as equally authoritative regardless of rigor. Walter Mignolo’s concept of

“pluriversality,” a world in which many epistemic traditions coexist without collapsing into a
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homogenizing universalism, offers a useful guide for escaping this danger (Mignolo and Walsh,

2018: 135-139).

In this respect, an ethical-epistemic model of decolonization becomes appropriate. Such a
model affirms the legitimacy of multiple epistemic voices while grounding authority in
discourse, shared accountability, and academic integrity. This approach reframes
decolonization not as a zero-sum contest between Eurocentric and Afrocentric knowledge
systems, but as an ongoing negotiation that strengthens African universities by expanding their

epistemic possibilities.

6. Country case studies: Examining experience in South Africa, Kenya, and Ghana

The tensions between identity, authority, and epistemic plurality are not merely speculative.
They are visible in actual struggles across African universities, where debates over curriculum
reform, student activism, and institutional transformation have taken center stage. Examining
the experiences of South Africa, Kenya, and Ghana together illustrates both the challenges and

the possibilities of pursuing decolonization within universities.

South Africa offers perhaps the clearest instance, with the RhodesMustFall and FeesMustFall
movements of 2015-2016 sparking a global conversation about decolonization. Students called
not only for affordable education but also for the removal of colonial symbols and the
incorporation of African epistemologies into curricula (Habib, 2019). Although some progress
has been made, critics such as Jansen maintain that much of the movement devolved into
identity-driven politics, with limited long-term curricular restructuring (Jansen, 2017: 56-59).
Mbembe, by contrast, insists that these movements effectively exposed the Eurocentric norms
underlying South African universities and compelled institutions to confront the plurality of

epistemic voices (Mbembe, 2015).

In Kenya, the struggle has taken a somewhat different form. Here, the central tension lies in
reconciling global academic standing with decolonial imperatives. Universities such as the
University of Nairobi have adopted reforms aimed at “Africanizing” curricula while still
maintaining links to global accreditation standards (Zeleza, 2016). Scholars such as Henry
Odera Oruka have long called for the retrieval of indigenous philosophy through Sage
Philosophy, seeking to validate indigenous thought as legitimate rational discourse (Oruka,
1991). More recently, Kipkoech (2024) finds that debates in Kenyan universities continue to

focus on whether this retrieval represents genuine epistemic development or a symbolic gesture
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that leaves structural disparities intact, given that indigenous knowledge remains largely

confined to lower levels of the education system rather than integrated at university level.

Ghana presents another instructive example. The University of Ghana, Legon, has
experimented with African Studies as a required foundational course for undergraduates, aimed
at cultivating a sense of historical and cultural grounding (Ampofo, 2008: 330-333).
Nonetheless, faculty debates reveal a tension between promoting African epistemologies and
ensuring that students remain competitive in the global academic arena. Kwame Gyekye and
Kwasi Wiredu’s earlier calls for conceptual decolonization in philosophy demonstrate the
possibilities of a thoughtful engagement with both African and Western traditions, though more
recent scholars warn against treating this balance as a straightforward synthesis (Wiredu, 1996:
20-23; Gyekye, 1997: 45-47; Inusah and Quansah, 2023: 61-65). In addition, as Ngiligi wa
Thiong’o has argued, language policy, which continues to privilege English over African

languages, remains an unresolved obstacle to epistemic plurality (Thiong’o, 1986: 11-13).

Given these, these cases show that decolonization is neither uniform nor linear. South Africa
centers on the politics of student identity and activism; Kenya illustrates the problem of
epistemic recovery under neoliberal pressures; and Ghana reveals the challenges of
institutionalizing decolonial reform in curriculum and language policy. What unites them is a
shared pursuit of an epistemic model that respects plurality while avoiding both Eurocentrism
and an uncritical Afrocentrism. These case studies underline the need for an ethical-epistemic
framework that treats decolonization as a process of discussion, negotiation, and

transformation, rather than as a one-off replacement of content.

Examines side by side, the three cases also reveal a common structural pattern that the ethical-
epistemic model developed below must address. In each country, identity-based demands,
whether expressed as student activism, indigenous philosophical recovery, or curricular
Africanization, achieved real institutional attention only when they were accompanied by
sustained dialogue with existing academic standards, rather than by an outright rejection of
them. Where this dialogue was absent or short-lived, as Jansen observes of aspects of the South
African case, reform stalled at the symbolic level. Where it was sustained, as in Ghana’s
incremental curriculum experiments, it produced more durable institutional change, even if
slower and more contested. This pattern suggests that epistemic plurality and academic rigor
are not opposed poles to be traded off against each other, but conditions that must be pursued

together if decolonization is to move beyond protest into lasting institutional transformation. It
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is this insight, distilled from the three cases, that grounds the model proposed in the following

section.

7. Ethical-epistemic model for decolonization

The foregoing discussion has shown that decolonization in African universities cannot be
reduced to either an identity-based claim to authority or an abstract defense of universal values.
Both approaches, pursued in isolation, fail to grasp the ethical and epistemic stakes of the
debate. What is needed is a model that upholds the dignity of historically marginalized voices
while also protecting the epistemic integrity of the academy. This section proposes such a

model, here termed the ethical-epistemic model of decolonization.

Fundamentally, this model rests on two complementary values: epistemic humility and
dialogical responsibility. Epistemic humility acknowledges that no single perspective, whether
grounded in identity, disciplinary expertise, or institutional power, can claim exhaustive
authority over truth. This value requires all participants in the decolonial process to remain
attentive to their own fallibility and the partiality of their perspectives (Code, 2006: 45-48).
Such humility guards against the excesses of relativism on the one hand and epistemic
authoritarianism on the other. Epistemic humility is not merely an abstract disposition; it has
concrete implications for how knowledge claims are evaluated in practice. Consider, for
example, a biomedical researcher studying a plant remedy long used by traditional healers to
treat a particular ailment. An arrogant epistemic stance would dismiss the healers’ knowledge
outright as mere superstition until it has been repackaged and “validated” through Western
clinical trials, treating indigenous classification systems as raw data rather than as a form of

knowledge in its own right.

Epistemic humility, by contrast, would lead the researcher to recognize that generations of
careful observation may have identified ecological relationships, dosages, or contraindications
that a first clinical trial could easily miss, and to treat the healers as co-inquirers rather than
mere informants. Jos¢ Medina (2013: 42) captures this distinction well, arguing that epistemic
humility functions as a virtue precisely because it counters the arrogance and closed-
mindedness that lead privileged knowers to dismiss unfamiliar perspectives without serious
engagement, while equally guarding against an uncritical reversal in which every claim,
regardless of scrutiny, is granted equal authority. Applied to the university, the same posture
would require a curriculum committee revising a philosophy syllabus to engage seriously with

Akan or Yoruba conceptions of personhood as philosophy in their own right, rather than treating
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them as cultural artefacts to be studied from the outside by a discipline whose Western
categories remain unquestioned. In each case, epistemic humility does not require abandoning
standards of evidence or argument; it requires recognizing that those standards themselves must
remain open to correction from perspectives that have been historically excluded from shaping

them.

Dialogical responsibility foregrounds the duty to remain open to reasoned exchange across
contested identities and knowledge claims. It stresses the ethical obligation of academics and
institutions to foster spaces of inclusive engagement. Rather than favoring specific voices a
priori, this value calls for processes that allow diverse epistemic positions, indigenous
knowledge systems, critical traditions, and international scholarship, to meet one another in
discussion (Santos, 2014: 188-190). It is in this dialogical encounter, rather than in exclusion

or one-sided imposition, that the transformative possibility of decolonization depends.

Dialogical responsibility is best understood through its practical demands rather than as an
abstract ideal. Consider a university curriculum committee tasked with revising an introductory
course following student calls for decolonization. A one-sided imposition would take one of
two forms: either the committee defers entirely to disciplinary convention and treats the
students’ demands as a public-relations problem to be managed, or it defers entirely to the
loudest activist voices and rewrites the syllabus without engaging the substance of their claims.
Dialogical responsibility requires neither. It obliges the committee to convene students, faculty,
and where relevant indigenous knowledge holders as co-investigators in an actual exchange,
each accountable to the others for the reasons behind their claims, rather than as parties to be
placated or overridden. This is close to what Paulo Freire (1970) called “problem-posing
education,” in which teacher and student jointly examine the world as co-investigators, in
contrast to a “banking” model in which knowledge simply flows one way from an authority to
a passive recipient. Extended to the university as a whole, this means that indigenous knowledge
holders invited into a curriculum review are treated as interlocutors whose claims must be
engaged and, where warranted, contested, not merely as sources of “local content” to be inserted
into an otherwise unchanged syllabus. Dialogical responsibility, understood this way, does not
guarantee agreement; it guarantees only that disagreement takes the form of genuine exchange

rather than silence, dismissal, or capitulation.

In practice, the ethical-epistemic model can be operationalized in three ways. First, curricular

reform should be guided not by the wholesale elimination of Western thought, but by its critical
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repositioning alongside African academic traditions and Global South epistemologies (Mitova,
2020: 195-198). Second, institutional governance should establish mechanisms for shared
authority between faculty, students, and communities, ensuring that decisions about knowledge
construction are genuinely participatory (Jansen and Walters, 2022). Third, research practice
should move towards partnership with indigenous perspectives, recognizing indigenous
contributions as legitimate bases of knowledge while still subjecting them to critical analysis in

dialogue with other traditions.

These three measures are not merely aspirational; they are designed to respond directly to the
institutional barriers already documented in this paper’s case studies. Jansen’s own research
found that decolonization reforms typically stall not from a lack of goodwill but from an
absence of what he calls a “theory of change”: senate committees draft reports, resources are
allocated for symposia, and then the political pressure passes, leaving the institutional
curriculum untouched (Jansen, 2023: 152-154). The three measures proposed here are
constructed precisely to close that gap. Curricular repositioning (the first measure) gives reform
a substantive content beyond symbolic gestures, so that it cannot be satisfied by cosmetic
changes such as adding a handful of African authors to an otherwise unchanged reading list.
Shared institutional authority (the second measure) addresses the problem of momentum
directly: where decolonization initiatives depend entirely on the goodwill of a single vice-
chancellor or the urgency of a protest cycle, they collapse once that pressure lifts; embedding
shared authority in governance structures, rather than in a temporary committee, is what allows

reform to outlast the moment that produced it.

Partnership with indigenous knowledge holders (the third measure) closes the remaining gap
between symbolic recognition and epistemic substance, ensuring that indigenous contributions
shape the curriculum’s content rather than merely decorating its margins. Taken individually,
each measure could be dismissed as insufficient on its own; taken together, they form a structure
in which content, governance, and epistemic partnership reinforce one another, which is
precisely what the case studies in this paper show is missing when decolonization efforts fail to

outlast their initial moment of protest.

In proposing this model, the aim is not to resolve every tension inherent in the decolonization
project, but to offer a conceptual orientation that allows such tensions to become productive
rather than paralyzing. By holding together, the ethical call for recognition with the epistemic

demand for justification, African universities can move beyond the impasse between identity-
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based authority and universalist evaluation (Gordon, 2022: 120-123). Understood in this way,
the struggle for voice becomes less about who is entitled to speak and more about how different

voices can speak with one another in the collective task of reimagining knowledge.

A possibly objection here is that this model, whatever its appeal, does no real work: if the model
simply asks both sides to be humble and to keep talking, it risks becoming a way of avoiding
hard choices rather than making them. This objection misreads what the model is for. It is not
a decision procedure that tells a curriculum committee in advance which claims to accept; it is
a standard against which competing claims can be tested and, where necessary, adjudicated.
Return to the case, discussed earlier, of a student movement demanding the wholesale removal
of a discipline’s canonical texts on the grounds that they are colonial impositions. Judged by
identity-based authority alone, the demand’s legitimacy rests on the identity of those making it.
Judged by universalist evaluation alone, the demand can be dismissed without engaging its

substance at all.

The ethical-epistemic model requires something harder of both sides: the students must offer
reasons, not only standing, for why specific texts obstruct rather than merely offend, and the
discipline must be prepared to actually revise its canon where those reasons hold, rather than
treating “rigor” as a permanent shield against change. This is adjudication, not evasion, and it
is precisely because the model forces both sides to do this work that it can distinguish a demand
grounded in a substantive epistemic grievance from one that is not, a distinction that neither
identity-based authority nor universalist evaluation, taken alone, is equipped to draw. Lewis
Gordon’s account of the “disciplinary decadence” that results when a field defends its
boundaries reflexively rather than in response to reasoned challenge is instructive here (Gordon,
2022: 120-123): it names exactly the failure mode the model is designed to prevent on the side
of the university, just as identity essentialism, discussed earlier in this paper, names the

corresponding failure mode on the side of the activist demand.

8. Conclusion

The struggle over decolonization in African higher education is, ultimately, a struggle over
authority in knowledge, that is, over who speaks, who is heard, and on what grounds. Identity-
based claims to authority foreground histories of silencing, but they cannot, by themselves,
withstand the demands of rigorous scholarship. Abstract universalism, on the other hand, risks
reproducing exclusion if it ignores colonial histories. The ethical-epistemic model proposed

here reconciles this tension by combining epistemic humility, dialogical responsibility, and the
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recognition of a plurality of voices. Decolonization thus becomes a continuing negotiation, one

that maintains rigor while widening participation. The task, at this point, is not to substitute one

orthodoxy for another, but to build a dialogical academy in which multiple traditions can

contest, correct, and learn from one another. In this approach, plurality is not a threat to truth

but its very condition.
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1. Introduction

In contemporary governance, social media has emerged as a dominant arena for public
discourse, civic engagement, and political mobilisation. Platforms such as Twitter (now X),
Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp have transformed the ways citizens interact with
governments, engage public institutions, and express opinions on public policy. The digital
revolution has reconfigured governance practices globally by blurring traditional boundaries
between state actors and citizens (Janssen & Estevez, 2024; Yang et al., 2024). As a result,
social media has become central to political communication, advocacy, and policy debates in

both established and emerging democracies.

What initially functioned primarily as a medium for social interaction and entertainment has
evolved into a multifaceted infrastructure shaping politics, business, culture, and collective
action (Hang, 2024). In governance terms, social media has democratised the production and
dissemination of information, allowing citizens to bypass traditional gatekeepers such as state-
controlled media and political elites (Castells, 2012). This transformation has significantly

altered state-society relations by amplifying citizen voices and expanding the public sphere.

Historically, communication technologies have always influenced governance dynamics. Radio
and print media played key roles in policy dissemination and political mobilisation during the
colonial and postcolonial periods, while electronic media expanded state communication
capacities in the late twentieth century (Okon, 2021; Jones, 2023). Social media, however,
represents a distinct shift due to its interactive, decentralised, and user-driven nature (Omar &
Ondimu, 2024). These characteristics enable real-time engagement and collective mobilisation

on a scale previously unattainable.

In Nigeria, the rapid expansion of social media use has been driven by increased internet
penetration, smartphone accessibility, and mobile broadband expansion. This has intensified
public participation in national debates and enhanced the visibility of citizen grievances within
policy discourse (Adeniran, 2021). Thus, Nigeria provides a particularly important context for
examining the relationship between governance, social media and government policy. This is
because of the country’s expanding digital environment, as well as its complex federal political
structure. For instance, as of October 2025, Nigeria had approximately 109 million internet
users. This represents an internet penetration rate of 45.5 per cent, while social-media user
identities stood at about 47.8 million, which is approximately 20.0 per cent of the country’s

population (DataReportal, 2026). Similarly, the data from the Nigerian Communications
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Commission indicate that broadband subscriptions increased from about 96.3 million as of
December 2024 to more than 109.6 million as of December 2025. This reflects the continuing
expansion of digital connectivity in the country (NCC, 2026). This notwithstanding, Nigeria’s
digital transformation should be understood within a broader global context of expanding but
uneven internet access (ITU, 2025). Politically, however, Nigeria operates a federal structure
comprising the Federal Government, 36 states and 774 Local Government Areas, with
governmental responsibilities distributed across these levels (Federal Republic of Nigeria,
1999). This multi-level structure matters for understanding the governance implications of
social media, as digital platforms provide channels through which citizens interact with,

scrutinise, and make demands upon public institutions at different levels of government.

Social media occupies a dual position in Nigeria’s governance landscape; it functions as an
instrument of citizen empowerment and as a source of political tension. On the one hand, digital
platforms have enabled citizens, civil society organisations, and particularly youth groups to
engage policymakers, demand accountability, and mobilise around reform-oriented causes.
This was vividly demonstrated during the #EndSARS movement of 2020, when online
mobilisation translated into nationwide protests against police brutality and governance failures
(Uwalaka & Watkins, 2018). On the other hand, social media has been associated with the
spread of misinformation, hate speech, and cyber harassment, raising concerns about national

security, social cohesion, and public order (Chen et al., 2023).

In response to these perceived risks, the Nigerian government has increasingly pursued
regulatory interventions aimed at managing online discourse. Legislative proposals such as the
Protection from Internet Falsehood and Manipulation Bill (2019), alongside administrative
measures and platform restrictions, including the 2021 Twitter suspension, have generated
intense debate about digital rights, democratic governance, and the appropriate scope of state
regulation. These developments raise fundamental questions about how governments can
regulate digital spaces without undermining freedom of expression and participatory

governance.

Against this backdrop, this study examines the interaction between social media, governance,

and government policy in Nigeria. Specifically, the study:

1. Analyses the policy, legal, and regulatory instruments employed by the Nigerian state to

govern social media and digital communication;
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2. Examine how social media has reshaped state-citizen relations through selected governance
and policy episodes in Nigeria; and
3. Assess the implications of social media and its regulation for democratic norms, public trust,

governance, and policy outcomes in Nigeria.
The study is guided by the following research questions:

1. What policy, legal, and regulatory instruments have the Nigerian state employed to govern
social media and digital communication?

2. In what ways has social media reshaped state-citizen relations through selected governance
and policy episodes in Nigeria?

3. What are the implications of social media and its regulation for democratic norms, public

trust, governance, and policy outcomes in Nigeria?

2. Conceptual framework: Social media, digital governance and democratic
accountability

This study is anchored in the concept of governance as the interaction between state institutions,
non-state actors, and citizens in the formulation, implementation, and evaluation of public
policy (Rhodes, 1996; Kooiman, 2003). Governance extends beyond formal government
authority to include processes of accountability, participation, transparency, and legitimacy,
reflecting both institutional arrangements and societal norms that shape decision-making and
policy outcomes (Stoker, 1998; Bevir, 2013). Within this framework, social media represents a
critical infrastructure of contemporary governance, influencing how power is exercised,

contested, and negotiated in the public sphere (Castells, 2012).

Digital governance refers to the application of digital technologies in governing processes,
including policy communication, service delivery, citizen engagement, and regulation of digital
spaces (Lindgren & Jansson, 2013; Janssen & Estevez, 2024). Social media constitutes a core
component of digital governance because it facilitates horizontal communication among
citizens, enabling peer-to-peer exchanges, collective action, and information sharing, while also
allowing vertical interaction between citizens and the state, such as direct engagement with
policymakers, service feedback, and policy advocacy (Bertot, Jaeger & Grimes, 2010; Medaglia
& Zheng, 2017). Its governance significance lies in its capacity to expand civic space, enhance
transparency, and democratise information, while simultaneously challenging state control over

information flows and authority (Feldstein, 2021; Diamond, 2019).
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Democratic accountability, in this context, relates to the ability of citizens to monitor
government actions, demand justification, and sanction misconduct through both formal
mechanisms, which may include elections, audits, and legal oversight. Or informal
mechanisms, including public protests, social media campaigns, and media scrutiny (Schedler,
1999; Mechkova & Wilson, 2022). Social media enhances accountability by increasing
transparency, amplifying marginalised voices, and enabling collective scrutiny of state
performance (Barbera, 2020). However, it also complicates governance by facilitating the rapid
spread of disinformation, polarisation, and transnational influence, which can undermine
institutional trust and distort public debate (Gorwa, 2019; Helberger et al., 2022). The
regulatory responses of the state, therefore, reflect broader tensions between authority, rights,
and legitimacy in the digital age, illustrating the challenge of balancing public order with
democratic freedoms in highly networked societies (Suzor, 2016; Brennan Center for Justice,

2024).

3. Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative research design and was based on a case study approach to
analyse the relationship between and among social media, governance, and government policy
in Nigeria. A qualitative case study is well thought-out and appropriate, as the study is
concerned not primarily with measuring the frequency or magnitude of social-media use, but
with understanding the meanings, processes, institutional responses, as well as governance

consequences associated with significant episodes of digital political interaction.

Two cases, the #EndSARS movement of 2020 and the Federal Government’s suspension of
Twitter (now X) in 2021, were purposively selected. The two cases were selected using four
principal criteria. Firstly, each case represented a significant episode in the interaction between
social media and government in Nigeria. Secondly, both cases involved substantial interaction
among citizens, state institutions, and digital platforms; in that way, they provided evidence for
examining changing state-citizen relations. Thirdly, the selected cases generated significant
governmental policy and regulatory responses, thus making them suitable for analysing the use
of state instruments in regulating digital communication and online political activity. And,
fourthly, both cases generated substantial documentary, media, civil-society, and scholarly

materials, making it possible to undertake a sufficiently rich analysis using secondary sources.

The selection of these cases also allows analytical comparison, while the #EndSARS case

illustrates the use of social media primarily as a mechanism for civic mobilisation, collective
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expression, agenda-setting, and demands for governmental accountability, the Twitter
suspension illustrates the state’s regulatory response to a major digital communication platform
and raises questions concerning freedom of expression, access to information, digital rights,
and the limits of governmental regulatory authority. Therefore, the study does not claim that
these cases exhaust the range of social-media-related governance experiences in Nigeria; rather,
they are treated as information-rich cases through which broader governance and policy issues

can be examined.

Although the #EndSARS movement and the 2021 Twitter suspension constitute the two
principal cases analysed in the study, subsequent policy and regulatory developments are
examined as contextual developments for assessing the continuing relevance and evolution of

the governance issues revealed by the cases.

The study relied exclusively on secondary data, comprising government policy documents,
official statements and directives, legislative and regulatory documents, reports of
governmental and regulatory institutions, academic publications, and reputable national and
international media reports. These sources were selected based on their relevance to the two
cases. The data were analysed thematically, focusing on patterns of civic mobilisation,
government policy responses, regulatory instruments, and implications for democratic

governance.

The study recognises limitations associated with its reliance on secondary sources and case-
study analysis. For instance, the exclusive use of secondary data means that the study does not
capture the direct perceptions and experiences of citizens, government officials, social-media
users, or other stakeholders through interviews, focus groups, or surveys. Thus, the study does
not claim to provide a comprehensive representation of all online interactions associated with
the two cases. Instead, it focuses on documented evidence available through credible secondary
sources. The purposive selection of two high-profile cases limits the universality of the findings

in a statistical sense; thus, the study sought analytical rather than statistical generalisation.

Despite the methodology limitations, the combination of purposive case selection, multiple
documentary sources, thematic analysis, and cross-source comparison provides an appropriate
methodological basis for examining the governance and policy implications of social media in

Nigeria.
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4. Government regulation of social media in Nigeria: Policy instruments and governance
implications
Social media platforms have become integral to Nigeria’s public sphere, influencing political
communication, social mobilisation, and information dissemination. However, their growing
significance has also heightened government concerns about misinformation, hate speech, and
content capable of inciting violence or undermining public order. In response, the Nigerian

government has deployed a range of policy instruments to regulate digital spaces.

Legislative initiatives have included proposals such as the Protection from Internet Falsehood
and Manipulation Bill (2019), commonly referred to as the Social Media Bill, which sought to
criminalise the spread of false information online. Although the bill faced widespread criticism
and did not become law, it signalled the state’s regulatory intent. Administrative instruments
have also featured prominently, notably the National Information Technology Development
Agency’s (NITDA) Code of Practice for Interactive Computer Service Platforms (2022), which
introduced content moderation, registration, and local presence requirements for digital

platforms.

Beyond formal regulatory frameworks, the government has employed coercive measures, most
notably the indefinite suspension of Twitter in June 2021. This action followed the platform’s
deletion of a tweet by President Muhammadu Buhari for violating Twitter’s policy on abusive
behaviour. The suspension disrupted communication for millions of users, affected businesses
reliant on the platform, and drew condemnation from international actors, highlighting the
reputational and economic costs of heavy-handed digital regulation (Amnesty International,

2021).

The eventual lifting of the ban, following negotiations that required Twitter to establish a legal
entity in Nigeria, illustrates a pattern of ad hoc enforcement followed by negotiated settlements
rather than judicial resolution. This episode underscores the importance of clear legal
frameworks, due process, and institutional capacity in digital governance. It also reveals how
executive discretion can substitute for formal regulation in weak institutional contexts, raising

concerns about predictability, accountability, and the rule of law.

5. Social media, governance, and policy responses: #Endsars and the Twitter suspension

The #EndSARS movement and the Twitter suspension highlight the intricate relationship

between social media, governance, and policy-making in Nigeria. Both cases stress the urgent
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need for digital governance frameworks that balance the protection of citizen rights with the
legitimate interests of the state. This section, therefore, focuses on these two significant events

that prompted policy responses from the Nigerian government.

The #EndSARS Movement

The #EndSARS movement of October 2020 represents one of the most significant instances of
digitally mediated civic activism in Nigeria. Originating as a youth-led online campaign against
police brutality by the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), the movement rapidly evolved
into a nationwide protest that combined online mobilisation with offline demonstrations. Social
media platforms served as organisational hubs, facilitating coordination, fundraising,

documentation of abuses, and global amplification of citizen grievances.

Digital platforms enabled protesters to aggregate testimonies, disseminate visual evidence of
police misconduct, and bypass traditional institutional channels that were widely perceived as
ineffective. The movement compelled the government to respond swiftly, including the
announcement of SARS disbandment, thereby demonstrating the capacity of social media to
exert political pressure and shape policy outcomes. At the same time, the protests exposed
enduring tensions between civic freedom, state authority, and information control in Nigeria’s

governance system.

The Twitter Suspension

In contrast, the Twitter suspension of June 2021 illustrates the state’s coercive response to
perceived challenges posed by digital platforms. The government justified the suspension on
grounds of national security and corporate integrity, arguing that the platform was being used
to undermine Nigeria’s stability (Federal Ministry of Information and Culture, 2021). Critics,
however, interpreted the action as retaliatory and authoritarian, reflecting official discomfort

with social media’s agenda-setting power.

The suspension disrupted civic communication, media operations, and digital commerce, while
also triggering debates about sovereignty, platform governance, and freedom of expression. It
highlighted how restrictive regulatory measures can erode public trust, constrain civic space,
and signal tendencies toward digital authoritarianism. Together, the #EndSARS movement and
the Twitter suspension illustrate contrasting yet interconnected dimensions of social media’s

role in governance: empowerment through mobilisation and repression through regulation.
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5. Policy implications and governance tensions

Social media functions as a double-edged sword in governance, simultaneously enabling
participation and generating regulatory challenges. Its governance implications in Nigeria can

be examined across several interrelated domains.
Public Policy Implementation and Crisis Management

Social media enables real-time interaction between policymakers and citizens, facilitating more
transparent and participatory policy implementation (Medaglia & Zheng, 2017). During crises,
platforms allow governments to rapidly disseminate information, gauge public sentiment, and
adjust responses accordingly. However, these benefits are counterbalanced by the risks of
misinformation, rumour proliferation, and poorly managed engagement, which can distort
policy outcomes and erode government legitimacy. Regulatory interventions perceived as
arbitrary or politically motivated exacerbate these risks, undermining public trust and the

effectiveness of policy implementation.
Democratic Accountability and Civic Space

Digital platforms expand the civic space by empowering citizens, journalists, and civil society
organisations to monitor government performance, mobilise collective action, and demand
accountability (Diamond, 2019; Mechkova & Wilson, 2022). Movements such as #EndSARS
illustrate how online activism can catalyse political pressure and policy attention. Yet,
governance responses framed around national security, such as platform suspensions or
extensive monitoring, may result in digital repression and surveillance, narrowing civic space
and weakening democratic accountability (Feldstein, 2021). This tension underscores the
delicate balance between ensuring security and upholding citizen freedoms in digital

governance.
Rule of Law and Institutional Capacity

The effectiveness of digital governance is contingent upon strong institutions and adherence to
the rule of law. When enforcement powers are broad and unchecked, there is a risk of excessive
executive discretion, arbitrary decisions, and unpredictability in legal outcomes (Suzor, 2016;
Taylor, 2021). Strengthening institutional capacity, through independent regulatory bodies,
transparent procedures, and judicial oversight, is therefore essential to harness social media’s

democratic potential rather than using it as a tool of suppression.
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Platform Behaviour and Information Ecosystems

Social media governance is also shaped by the policies and algorithmic designs of the platforms
themselves, which influence information flows and public discourse (Gorwa, 2019). Regulatory
pressures can encourage platforms to improve transparency, responsiveness, and accountability,
but excessive intervention may lead to over-moderation, reducing pluralism and the diversity
of voices in public debate. Balancing regulatory oversight with platform autonomy remains a

key challenge for policymakers aiming to maintain open yet accountable digital spaces.
Economic and Innovation Impacts

Beyond political and social implications, social media plays a significant role in economic
development. It facilitates entrepreneurship, innovation, and market access, particularly for
small and medium-sized enterprises (Appel et al., 2020). Heavy-handed regulation, arbitrary
platform shutdowns, or prolonged bans disrupt these economic activities, deter investment, and
weaken the digital ecosystem. Policymakers must therefore weigh the economic costs of

restrictive digital governance against security or regulatory objectives.

6. Recent developments in Nigeria’s digital governance and policy environment

The governance implications of social media in Nigeria have continued to evolve beyond the
#EndSARS movement and the 2021 suspension of Twitter. Subsequent developments have
indicated a gradual broadening of the state’s approach from individual regulatory interventions
to a more comprehensive digital-governance framework. Thus, a comprehensive digital-
governance framework encompasses data protection, privacy, digital rights, platform
governance, digital infrastructure, as well as responsible use of digital technologies. This
evolution is reflected in the institutionalisation of data-protection regulation, the
implementation of broader digital-economy strategies, and the continuing development of
regulatory frameworks for emerging digital technologies (Federal Ministry of
Communications, Innovation and Digital Economy, 2026; National Information Technology

Development Agency, 2020; Nigeria Data Protection Commission, 2026).

A major development was the enactment of the Nigeria Data Protection Act, 2023. It established
a statutory framework for the protection of personal data and the regulation of data processing
in Nigeria. The Act also established the Nigeria Data Protection Commission as the principal
institutional mechanism for overseeing and enforcing data-protection standards. The

Commission’s mandate includes safeguarding the rights of natural persons to data privacy,
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promoting secure and privacy-conscious data-processing practices, and strengthening the legal
foundations of Nigeria’s digital economy through the trusted use of personal data (Nigeria Data
Protection Commission, 2023). Thus, the emergence of this framework represents an important
development in Nigeria’s digital-governance architecture. This is because it places privacy, data
security, accountability, and lawful data processing more explicitly within the institutional
relationship between citizens, government institutions, businesses, and digital platforms. The
Act further provides mechanisms for data-subject rights and remedies, thereby linking digital
governance with broader questions of accountability and public trust (Nigeria Data Protection

Commission, 2026).

The post-ban evolution of platform-state relations also provides an important extension of the
analysis. Following the 2021 suspension of Twitter in Nigeria, access was restored in January
2022. This was as a result of negotiations between the platform and the Nigerian government
and the fulfilment of conditions regarding the platform’s operations in Nigeria. The episode
demonstrated that relations between governments and global digital platforms increasingly
involve questions of regulatory compliance, national sovereignty, freedom of expression,
content governance, and the responsibilities of technology companies. The Nigerian
experience, therefore, illustrates a broader governance dilemma. While governments may have
legitimate interests in addressing harmful content, public order, national security, and
regulatory compliance, measures that substantially restrict access to communication platforms
can also affect citizens’ opportunities for expression, access to information, association, and
political participation. The Twitter episode, consequently, remains significant as an illustration
of the tension between governmental regulatory authority and the protection of democratic

digital spaces.

More recent developments further demonstrate that digital governance in Nigeria is becoming
increasingly institutionalised. The National Digital Economy Policy and Strategy established a
broad policy framework organised around eight pillars, including developmental regulation,
digital literacy and skills, infrastructure, digital services, digital society and emerging
technologies, and indigenous content development (National Information Technology
Development Agency, 2020). This policy orientation has subsequently been complemented by
institutional and regulatory initiatives involving the National Information Technology
Development Agency (NITDA), the Nigeria Data Protection Commission (NDPC), the
Nigerian Communications Commission (NCC), and the Federal Ministry of Communications,

Innovation and Digital Economy. NITDA’s Strategic Roadmap and Action Plan (SRAP 2.0),
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2024-2027, for example, emphasises digital inclusion, regulatory frameworks, innovation,
cybersecurity, and the development of Nigeria’s digital economy (National Information
Technology Development Agency, 2024). In 2026, the Federal Government also announced a
National Digital Cloud Policy, designed to provide a framework for cloud computing and data
infrastructure while addressing government digital transformation, data security, and digital

sovereignty (Federal Ministry of Communications, Innovation and Digital Economy, 2026).

The regulatory landscape has consequently moved beyond the exceptional use of platform
restrictions toward a more differentiated system involving legislation, specialised regulatory
institutions, policy frameworks, compliance mechanisms, and sectoral oversight. This does not
necessarily mean that restrictive approaches have disappeared; rather, it suggests that Nigeria’s
digital-governance model increasingly combines regulation, institutional coordination, digital-
development policies, and rights protection. The continuing challenge is to ensure that these
instruments are transparent, proportionate, legally grounded, subject to appropriate institutional
oversight, and consistent with democratic principles. The Federal Ministry’s 2026 directive for
a harmonised approach to the regulation of internet platforms and online intermediaries
illustrates the continuing need to coordinate the mandates of institutions such as NITDA, the
NCC, and the NDPC as digital technologies increasingly cut across traditional regulatory

boundaries (Federal Ministry of Communications, Innovation and Digital Economy, 2026).

These developments since 2021, therefore, reinforce rather than diminish the significance of
the #EndSARS and Twitter cases. The former demonstrated the capacity of social media to
facilitate large-scale civic mobilisation, collective expression, agenda-setting, and demands for
governmental accountability, while the latter revealed the capacity of the state to exercise
regulatory authority over digital communication. The subsequent expansion of data-protection
institutions and broader digital-governance frameworks suggests that the central policy
challenge has moved beyond the question of whether governments should regulate digital
platforms to the more complex question of how digital platforms can be governed in ways that
protect privacy, democratic participation, freedom of expression, public trust, and meaningful
state-citizen engagement while also addressing legitimate concerns relating to security, harmful
content, and regulatory compliance. The continuing evolution of Nigeria’s digital-governance
framework, therefore, underscores the need for a balanced regulatory approach that recognises
both the democratic potential of social media and the legitimate responsibilities of the state in

the digital sphere.
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7. Conclusion and recommendations

This study demonstrates that social media has profoundly reshaped governance in Nigeria by
expanding civic engagement, political mobilisation, and public discourse. The #EndSARS
movement illustrates how digital platforms can empower citizens to demand accountability and
influence policy, while the Twitter suspension reveals the risks associated with coercive

regulation and executive overreach.

While social media introduces governance challenges such as misinformation and hate speech,
the Nigerian government’s regulatory responses have exposed gaps in institutional capacity,
adherence to the rule of law, and trust between the state and citizens. Excessive or heavy-handed
regulation undermines freedom of expression, narrows civic space, and erodes democratic

legitimacy.

Based on the findings, the study recommends that:

The Nigerian government should adopt transparent, proportionate, rights-respecting, and
consultative digital-regulation frameworks in order to balance legitimate government interests
with freedom of expression, access to information, and civic participation.

The government should also strengthen the capacity, as well as coordination of digital-
governance institutions, clarify institutional mandates, improve inter-agency collaboration, and
develop specialised technical and regulatory expertise.

Furthermore, the government should ensure due process, vis-a-vis applying appropriate judicial
or independent oversight for decisions that considerably restrict access to digital platforms, with
clear legal authority, publicly stated reasons, and avenues for review and redress.

Lastly, the government should institutionalise continuous state-citizen and state-platform
dialogue through public consultations, digital feedback devices, and multi-stakeholder
engagement on major digital policies. And strengthen the implementation of data-protection
and privacy safeguards, specifically under the Nigeria Data Protection Act 2023, to improve

accountability and public confidence in digital governance.
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1. Introduction

Corruption continues to be a primary obstacle in transitional economies, eroding institutional
credibility, economic viability, and public confidence (Rose-Ackerman & Palifka, 2016). In
situations characterized by post-socialism and post-authoritarianism, deficiencies in public
sector governance have been observed, as swift transformations in political and economic
frameworks frequently occur prior to the establishment of robust accountability and monitoring

mechanisms (Kaufmann, Kraay, & Mastruzzi, 2010).

There is growing acknowledgment of public audit as an institutional mechanism for identifying
and mitigating corruption. Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) are required to assess the efficacy,
efficiency, and legality of public expenditures to enhance accountability and transparency in
the utilization of public resources (INTOSAI, 2019). Empirical data indicates that robust and
autonomous audit businesses promote financial accountability and diminish the likelihood of

rent-seeking activities (Olken, 2007; Schelker & Eichenberger, 2010).

In transition economies, the efficacy of public auditing is often obstructed by external factors,
inadequate implementation of audit suggestions, and insufficient institutional independence
(Stapenhurst & Titsworth, 2006). While formal legislative structures may adhere to
international standards, practical deficiencies frequently hinder the real impact of audit results

on anti-corruption efforts.

The situation in North Macedonia serves as a particularly vivid example of these phenomena.
As a nation undergoing ongoing governance reform and European integration, North
Macedonia has implemented various legal and institutional measures to enhance public

financial management and auditing capabilities.

The study investigates these matters by analyzing the institutional structure, operational
effectiveness, and deficiencies of public auditing in North Macedonia. The investigation is

directed by the subsequent inquiries specifically:

RQ1: To what extent does the formal structure of the State Audit Office (SAO) of North

Macedonia align with global auditing standards?

RQ2: What trends of fiscal discrepancies and governance issues can be discerned in the most

recent SAO audit reports?

RQ3: What is the genuine impact of public auditing on corruption in North Macedonia?
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RQ4: In what manner does the interplay between auditing entities and other relevant

institutions affect the follow up on audit recommendations?

Although the State Audit Office is the major subject of this research, the State Commission for
Prevention of Corruption (SCPC) is also taken into consideration as a supplementary body in

the framework of anti-corruption measures.

This methodology aspires to contribute to the broader academic discourse on accountability and

governance in transitional economies.

The paper is structured in the following manner. Section 2 presents a literature assessment of
Supreme Audit Institutions and anti-corruption efforts in transitional countries. Section 3
examines the conceptual framework grounded in institutional theory. Section 4 examines the
qualitative case study methodology. Section 5 presents the findings derived from the
documentary examination. Section 6 discusses the results in relation to existing literature, while

Section 7 concludes with ramifications for policy and future research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Auditing and accountability in the public sector

Public auditing is extensively recognized in scholarly works as a cornerstone for accountability
and transparency within the public sector. It serves as an external oversight apparatus to hold
governments responsible for the legality, efficiency, and efficacy of public resource
management (Power, 1997). Supreme Audit Institutions (SAls) are important in public
administration, enhancing legislative scrutiny and furnishing voters with trustworthy data

regarding public fund utilization (Lonsdale, Wilkins, & Ling, 2011).

Accountability specialists contend that public auditing narrows the information disparity
between governmental entities and stakeholders, hence lessening the likelithood of public
resource misuse (Schedler, 1999). Audit institutions facilitate vertical responsibility to the
populace and horizontal accountability to legislative and oversight entities via independent and
evidence-driven evaluations. Auditing transcends mere technical financial oversight and

evolves into an essential component of institutional checks and balances (Pollitt et al., 1999).

The theoretical framework is bolstered by empirical data. National assessments reveal that
nations possessing robust auditing frameworks get superior outcomes in public financial

management and fiscal discipline (Blume & Voigt, 2011). Schelker and Eichenberger (2010)
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propose that the presence of autonomous Supreme Audit Institutions correlates with reduced

budgetary manipulation, hence enabling auditing to limit self-serving political behavior.

2.2. Audit independence and institutional effectiveness

A crucial factor identified as influencing the efficacy of the audit is the independence of the
auditor. Independence includes legal sovereignty, operational adaptability, fiscal resilience, and
immunity from political influence in the audit planning and reporting processes (INTOSAI,
2019). In the absence of these conditions, audit institutions may risk transforming into mere

symbolic entities with less influence in reality.

Blume and Voigt (2011) argue that formal legal autonomy is inadequate when informal
influences remain present, such as through fiscal oversight or selection procedures. In a similar
vein, Schelker (2013) observes that audit entities influence financial outcomes when their

advice is taken into account within robust accountability frameworks.

The literature also emphasizes the significance of executing audit recommendations. Santiso
(2009) asserts that audits foster accountability solely when their outcomes prompt institutional
reforms, sanctions, or corrective actions. Ineffective follow-up protocols will result in the
recurrence of identical deficiencies in audit cycles, thereby diminishing the reliability and

deterrent impact of auditing.

2.3. Public auditing and anti-corruption

Extensive studies have been conducted in public administration and economics regarding the
correlation between public auditing and anti-corruption initiatives. Corruption is frequently
perceived as a breakdown in governance, characterized by excessive discretion, lack of
oversight, and absence of transparency (Rose-Ackerman and Palifka, 2016). Public auditing
directly tackles these elements, enhancing supervision and revealing discrepancies in public

spending.

Empirical data demonstrate the capacity of audits to mitigate corruption. Olken (2007)’s
experimental findings indicate that an increased likelihood of audits significantly diminishes
corruption in public infrastructure initiatives. Ferraz and Finan (2011) further illustrate that the
public disclosure of audit data enhances electoral accountability and deters corrupt public

officials.
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2.4. Public auditing in transition economies

The public audit in transitional economies exhibits various institutional frameworks. The
transition from centralized governance to democratic and market-driven institutions frequently
surpasses the establishment of efficient supervision structures (North, Wallis, & Weingast
2009). As a result, formal auditing frameworks are often paired with informal processes that

weaken accountability.

Research concerning post-socialist and transitional nations reveals ongoing issues, including
politicization, insufficient administrative competence, and failure to implement audit findings
(Stapenhurst & Titsworth, 2006). Global entities advocate for the implementation of
sophisticated auditing standards; yet, this is predominantly sporadic or inconsistent

(OECD/SIGMA, 2023).

The study indicates the necessity for context-aware evaluations that extend beyond the formal
institutional framework to analyze the actual operations of auditing. Case study methodologies
are particularly adept at elucidating these processes and clarifying cross-national variations in

audit efficacy (Yin, 2018).

3. Theoretical framework

This research is grounded in institutional theory, which offers a comprehensive analytical
framework for examining the impact of statutory regulations, informal norms, and
organizational processes on the conduct and effectiveness of public sector entities. Institutional
theory proves invaluable for comprehending public audits and anti-corruption initiatives in
transitional countries, where externally driven alterations frequently coincide with entrenched

internal customs and institutional practices.

3.1. Institutional theory and public sector governance

Institutional theory posits that organizations are influenced not only by efficiency factors but
also significantly by their institutional environments, including legal frameworks, professional
norms, and shared cognitive structures. Institutional frameworks within the public sector

influence not just the official organization of entities but also their operational functionality.

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) delineate three forms of institutional isomorphism: coercive
(legislation, regulations, and political pressures), normative (professional benchmarks and
expertise), and mimetic (organizations emulating effective paradigms). These procedures are

particularly pertinent to public audits. Global auditing standards impose normative influences
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on supreme audit institutions, while international organizations advocate governance
frameworks that provide mimetic demands for implementation, and audit legislation alongside

constitutional limitations introduces coercive pressures.

3.2. Public auditing and institutional theory

The utilization of institutional theory in public auditing exposes the disparity between formal
institutional frameworks and their real-world effectiveness. Audit organizations possess the
legal authority to implement international standards and optimal practices; however, their
efficacy is contingent upon the degree to which these standards are assimilated and utilized

within specific political and administrative environments (Scott, 2014).

Academics contend that audit institutions in transitional economies frequently display a type of
“ceremonial compliance,” wherein legislative and procedural enhancements are implemented
mainly to signify adherence to international standards (Meyer & Rowan, 1977), rather than
effecting genuine changes in governance practices. In some instances, audit reports might be

accessible to the public, although the ramifications of responsibility remain minimal.

Institutional theory elucidates the disparity between the robust appearance of public auditing
systems and their actual inefficacy. This framework shifts the analytical focus from legal
requirements to informal constraints like external constraints, organizational ethos, and

enforcement capabilities.

3.3. Institutional barriers and anti-corruption outcomes

North et al. (2009) contend that corruption is a systemic issue stemming from frail or
imbalanced institutional frameworks, rather than from personal wrongdoing. The efficacy of
anti-corruption measures is contingent upon the alignment of regulations, follow-up, and

societal norms.

Institutional discord is especially evident in transitional economies. The discourse surrounding
post-socialist governance has introduced the concept of “professional islands”: entities that
ostensibly comply with international benchmarks regarding their legal structures, personnel,
and processes, yet exist within a wider governance context characterized by broader
institutional challenges, including fragmented collaboration and limited follow-up capacity.
(Meyer-Sahling, 2009; Dimitrov, 2018). This underscores the paradox of institutional authority

among systemic inefficacy.
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3.4. The study’s analytical implications

This research employs institutional theory to frame public auditing as an institution integrated
within a multifaceted network of formal and informal governance frameworks. The structure

facilitates the examination of:

e the difference between audit objectives and outcomes;
e administrative and external influences on audit effectiveness; and
e the conditions in which public auditing can make a major contribution to anti-corruption

governance.

The theoretical framework additionally shapes the ensuing methodological structure and directs
the interpretation of empirical results, allowing the research to extend beyond mere descriptive
analysis to a theoretically grounded elucidation of public auditing efficacy in a transitional

economic setting.

4. Methodology
4.1. Research design

The research methodology employed is a qualitative case study approach, specifically
concentrating on North Macedonia as a prototypical transitional economy in Southeast Europe.
The case study method is particularly adept at examining intricate institutional phenomena like
public auditing and anti-corruption governance, where legislative frameworks, organizational

practices, and political dynamics interrelate in context-dependent manners (Yin, 2018).

North Macedonia serves as a significant empirical context owing to its protracted transition
process, persistent efforts to accede to the European Union, and the critical function attributed
to public oversight institutions in governance reform initiatives. The study framework facilitates
an in-depth examination of the operational dynamics of public auditing and its role, whether

direct or indirect, in anti-corruption efforts.

4.2. Case selection and institutional scope

The empirical analysis focuses on two major public oversight institutions:

1. The State Audit Office of North Macedonia (SAO)

2. The State Commission for Prevention of Corruption (SCPC)
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These organizations were chosen due to their official duties including financial oversight,
accountability, and the prevention of corruption. The engagement of these entities mirrors the

wider institutional framework of integrity governance in North Macedonia.

The State Audit Office serves as the principal entity for external public financial scrutiny. The
State Commission for Prevention of Corruption is an expert body tasked with identifying

conflicts of interest, overseeing asset declarations, and launching anti-corruption initiatives.

While the research inquiries predominantly center on the SAO, the SCPC is incorporated into

the examination since it signifies the wider institutional framework of integrity governance.

4.3. Data collection methods

The study’s primary data collection approach is documentary analysis. The examined materials

include:

1. The State Audit Office’s annual and special audit reports (SAO, 2024; SAO, 2025a; SAO,
2025b; SAO, 2025¢; SAO, 2025d; SAO, 2025¢);

2. The State Commission for the Prevention of Corruption’s public decisions, annual reports,
and strategic documents (SCPC, 2024-25);

3. National laws that govern public auditing, public financial management, and anti-
corruption;

4. The European Commission’s progress reports on North Macedonia’s governance and rule
of law reforms (European Commission, 2024; European Commission, 2025);

5. GRECO compliance reports (GRECO, 2025; Council of Europe, 2025);

6. Transparency International National Integrity System Assessments (Transparency

International Macedonia, 2024a; Transparency International Macedonia, 2024b).

The document corpus covers the period 2022-2025, comprising the State Audit Office’s annual
and special audit reports, international assessments, and national legal frameworks relevant to
public auditing, public financial management, and anti-corruption. Documentary analysis is
suited for institutional research because it allows for a methodical assessment of formal norms,
stated objectives, and reported outcomes, as well as the detection of contradictions between

declared commitments and observed actions (Bowen, 2009).
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4.4. Analytical strategy

The data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis, guided by the institutional theory
framework previously described. Thematic coding followed the approach outlined by Braun

and Clarke (2006) and Hsieh and Shannon (2005), proceeding in three stages:

1. Open coding: Initial reading of all documents to identify recurring issues (e.g., “budget

99 ¢ 29 ¢

planning failures,” “unfounded payments,” “recommendation non-implementation”);

2. Axial coding: Grouping codes into broader categories (e.g., “compliance failures,”
“enforcement gaps,” “institutional cooperation weaknesses”);
3. Selective coding: Identifying core themes (e.g., “professional islands in a captured

system”).
The analysis aimed to identify reoccurring motifs associated with:

e Audit findings on financial irregularities and systemic deficiencies;

e Follow-up mechanisms and the treatment of audit recommendations by relevant
institutions;

e References to corruption concerns, conflicts of interest, and the misuse of public monies;

e Coordination and information sharing among audit and anti-corruption authorities.

The coding process was iterative, facilitating the emergence of themes inductively, and was
grounded in theory. This method facilitates a more refined comprehension of the role of public
auditing in promoting transparency and accountability, as well as the institutional limitations

that hinder its effectiveness against corruption.

4.5. Validity, reliability and limitations

The research synthesizes information from multiple authoritative sources to establish construct
validity and juxtaposes audit results with anti-corruption documentation and external
evaluations. Outcomes are seen more reliable when the sources of data and the methods of
analysis are thoroughly recorded. Individuals may replicate the identical analytical procedures

to determine if they achieve congruent outcomes.

The paper, meanwhile, acknowledges various limitations. Initially, relying on publicly
accessible documents may overlook informal practices and political factors that influence
institutional conduct. Secondly, employing a single-country case study constrains the
generalizability of the findings; however, they can be analytically applied to other transition

economies exhibiting comparable institutional traits (Yin, 2018).
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5. Findings
5.1. The State Audit Office identified recurrent financial irregularities

The most recent audits conducted by North Macedonia’s State Audit Office demonstrate a
pattern of serious financial and operational irregularities across several governmental

organizations, indicating chronic governance deficiencies.
Film Agency (2024)

The examination of the Film Agency for 2024 yielded a negative assessment regarding the
financial statements and adherence to regulations (SAO, 2025c¢). Persistent problems are those
recognized in the 2021 audit that continue to be unaddressed (SAO, 2025a). The Agency
consistently assumes greater financial responsibilities than its budget can accommodate. The
sanctioned budget maintains a 1:5 proportion to project liabilities, indicating that the
commitments exceed the available money by a factor of five (SAO, 2025a). The Agency lacks
a development strategy and does not possess an essential internal audit unit. The Agency’s

assets, receivables, and liabilities remain unaccounted for (SAO, 2025a).
Employment Agency (2024)

According to the 2024 assessment of the Employment Agency, governance and financial
management were significantly weak (SAO, 2025; Sloboden Pechat, 2026). Official
commitments to support balanced regional development were not matched by a uniform
distribution of active employment initiatives. Despite some municipalities getting funds up to
four times higher than expected, only five municipalities: Skopje, Tetovo, Struga, Kumanovo
and Gostivar, received 62.05% of the available finance under the framework of the Self-
employment program (Sloboden Pechat, 2026). Besides, out of the 735 participants, only 184
completed the final exam, and this means a success proportion of less than 25% for the IT skills
training program (Sloboden Pechat, 2026). Moreover, the lack of sufficient paperwork for some
of the transactions and the fact that the majority of payments went to a single attorney sparked
further questions regarding accountability and transparency in the allocation of legal services
(Sloboden Pechat, 2026). The Agency’s handling of past audit recommendations showed little
improvement, with three of them being partially or not fulfilled by 2024 (SAO, 2025). The
findings point to continuous difficulties with supervision and internal controls, which may

indicate the misuse of resources and perhaps corruption.
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Figure 1. Concentration of ‘self-employment’ funds - 62.05% in five cities

Five Cities (Skopje

Figure 1: Concentration of "Self-Employment” Funds - 62.05% in
Tetovo, Struga,
Struga, Kumanov,
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Gostivar)
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Source: State Audit Office, 2024; Sloboden Pechat, 8 July 2026.
Social Assistance System (2022 - June 2025)

An oversight audit regarding the “Disbursement of social protection benefits” revealed that
€236,000 (14,536,000 denars) was allocated to 235 beneficiaries who concurrently received
social assistance and a pension (SAO, 2026c¢; Sloboden Pechat, 2026b). This outcome stemmed
from “deficiencies in system controls and ex officio data interchange” (Sloboden Pechat,
2026b). Crucial documentation is stored in cardboard containers and registrars within the
hallways and offices of the Inter-Municipal Center for Social Affairs Skopje, lacking adequate
security measures (Sloboden Pechat, 2026b).

2024 Core Budget

The compliance audit of the 2024 Core Budget revealed significant deficiencies in the design
and implementation of the budgetary process (SAO, 2025d). A significant portion of budget
proposals exhibited insufficient strategic planning, necessitating the Ministry of Finance to
establish temporary allocations, which compromised the congruence of public resources with
institutional priorities (SAO, 2025d). The audit additionally underscored discrepancies from
the legally mandated structure for court funding, eliciting apprehensions over compliance with
statutory fiscal regulations (SAO, 2025d). Moreover, substantial discrepancies between
sanctioned and executed capital expenditures indicated ongoing inefficiencies in public

financial management, with a notable amount of resources remaining unutilized despite the
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persistence of related financial commitments (SAO, 2025d). These results indicate deficiencies
in budgetary governance, transparency, and accountability that could lead to the misallocation

of public resources and elevate the potential for corruption (SAO, 2025d).
State Archives (2026)

The SAO discovered inconsistencies in the functioning of the State Archives, such as
noncompliance with legal financial reporting requirements, mismanagement of liabilities and
concessions, and an inability to properly implement procurement procedures. The assessment
expressed an unsatisfactory opinion about the financial statements’ compliance and objectivity

(SAO, 2025¢).

5.1.1. The State Commission for Prevention of Corruption’s public decisions and actions

In addition to the financial discrepancies noted by the State Audit Office, the State Commission
for Prevention of Corruption (SCPC) has implemented substantial measures to mitigate
corruption risks, albeit its efficacy has been hindered by institutional obstacles and insufficient
enforcement follow-up. The SCPC is the principal entity tasked with identifying conflicts of

interest, supervising asset declarations, and implementing anti-corruption initiatives.
SCPC Casework Summary (2024-2025)

In 2024, the SCPC received 689 complaints and adopted 742 decisions across corruption,
conflict of interest, campaign financing, and asset declarations (Transparency International,
2025). In 2025, the SCPC opened 43 cases and adopted decisions in 38 of them (KOHA, 2026).
During the same year, only 42% (635 out of 1,514) of institutions submitted the required vehicle
registration data (KOHA, 2025).

5.2. Post-audit follow-up and institutional response

The SAO is legally mandated to report instances of violations or misappropriation of funds to
the appropriate authorities. However, indications suggest that the implementation of audit
recommendations remains a challenge. Audit reports indicate significant financial infractions;
yet, there is limited visibility into the actions taken after audit findings are reported, including

administrative, legal, or corrective follow up (Transparency International Macedonia, 2024a).

The auditing body possesses considerable strength, boasting a high integrity score of 86 out of

100 as per the National Integrity System evaluation; however, its effectiveness is constrained
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by the auditees’ delayed execution of its recommendations (Transparency International

Macedonia, 2024a).

The SAO Annual Report 2024 emphasizes that the adoption rate of audit recommendations
provided, relative to the total issued, remains a persistent concern (SAO, 2025g). The European
Commission (2025) similarly observed that prominent corruption trials are often postponed,
resulting in the expiration of the statute of limitations or yielding minimal penalties, hence

exacerbating public skepticism.

The Employment Agency failed to implement 3 out of 8 recommendations from the 2023 audit,
while 3 were only partially executed in 2024 (SAO, 2025b). This represents a fundamental

incapacity to address recognized shortcomings.

This trend of non-implementation is not an anomaly but signifies a pervasive enforcement
deficiency among all examined organizations. As seen in Figure 2, from 2022 to 2024, a
considerable quantity of audit recommendations went unexecuted, with the 2024 figures further

diminished by 182 suggestions that lapsed without confirmed status.

Figure 2. State Audit Office recommendations - Issued vs. not implemented (2022-2024)

Figure 2: State Audit Ofice Recomendations - Issued
vs. Not Implemented (2022-2024)
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For 2024, 182 recomendations had expired deadlines without verified status, meaning
the true implemntation rate is lower than indicated.

Source: State Audit Office annual report 2024 (pp. 13-16). Note: For 2024, 182
recommendations had expired deadlines without verified status, meaning the true

implementation rate is lower than the 85% shown.
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5.3. Institutional cooperation and institutional limitations

The auditing framework in North Macedonia includes institutional arrangements for
collaboration between the State Audit Office and several governmental entities, including
Parliament, the Government, the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption, the Public
Prosecutor, etc. These collaborative agreements aim to enhance the communication of audit

findings, the exchange of information, and the initiation of actions based on audit evidence.

However, the establishment of cooperative channels has not yet resulted in effective anti-

corruption enforcement. Structural restrictions may include:

1. Capacity constraints among the relevant oversight bodies (Transparency International
Macedonia, 2024a);

2. Administrative follow-up is sometimes influenced by external considerations (European
Commission, 2025);

3. No binding requirements for implementing audit recommendations (SAO, 2025g);

4. Fragmentation of anti-corruption mechanisms (Transparency International Macedonia,

2024b).

5.4. Post-audit follow-up and institutional response

The governance ramifications of audit evidence are further emphasized by autonomous
oversight from civil society, notably by Transparency International Macedonia (2024b).
Corruption barometer analyses have revealed occurrences of fiscal discrepancies in publicly-
funded entities like health institutions and judicial systems, highlighting inadequate financial
oversight, significant non-adherence to procurement protocols, and governance shortcomings

that pose a corruption risk due to insufficient enforcement follow-up.

Furthermore, the National Integrity System Assessment 2023 underscores the necessity for
reforms that guarantee a substantial degree of transparency, including the provision of audit
results, governmental activities, and judicial decisions in a readily accessible format, to enhance

anti-corruption governance overall (Transparency International Macedonia, 2024b).

Empirical summary

We note that, according to the reported audit outcomes in North Macedonia:
1. The SAO continues to uncover significant financial irregularities and governance problems

across different public entities and sectors.
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2. Audit evidence is frequently large amounts of public money (millions of euros in deviations
and procedural errors).

3. While formal institutional collaboration mechanisms exist, their implementation and
follow-up have been less consistent than the audit reporting process.

4. Civil society assessments emphasize that procedural compliance does not always result in
satisfactory institutional responses to audit findings.

5. The recurrence of similar findings for several years may suggest that audit

recommendations are not being adequately implemented.

6. Discussion

6.1. The gap between audit reporting and institutional follow up: A structural challenge

The outcomes in North Macedonia align with a recognized trend in transitional economies,
characterized by a persistent disparity between exposure and enforcement (Stapenhurst &
Titsworth, 2006; Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015). The State Audit Office frequently uncovers
significant violations, although the findings of audits seldom lead to enduring corrective steps

or legal consequences (Transparency International Macedonia, 2024a).

It should not be regarded as a comprehensive failure of the auditing entities as organizations.
Conversely, auditing bodies in transitional economies frequently operate as isolated entities
within wider governance frameworks that remain influenced by institutional inertia,
bureaucratic stagnation, and inadequate implementation of the rule of law (Meyer-Sahling,
2009; Dimitrov, 2018). In this instance, the audit serves an informational purpose rather than a
transformational one; it records and warns about hazards; however, it lacks the authority to

compel institutions to act on its findings.

The recurring audit results across various institutions (such as procurement infractions,
inadequate internal controls, and misappropriation of public funds) indicate that the impediment
exists beyond the auditing phase, specifically within the realms of institutional follow-up, legal

oversight, and broader governance frameworks (SAQO, 2025b; SAO, 2025g).

6.2. Formal institutional strength versus functional effectiveness

The robust formal capabilities of North Macedonia, coupled with minimal practical influence,
exemplify institutional dualism, as referred to in transition literature (North et al., 2009; Scott,

2014). Regarding legal authority, professional benchmarks, and methodological alignment,
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audit institutions excel in integrity evaluations (Transparency International Macedonia, 2024a);

however, this proficiency does not manifest in results.
This dichotomy is strengthened by audit institutions’ limited authority to:

1. Require corrective actions;
2. Demand the execution of recommendations;

3. Ensure transparent follow-up by audited entities (SAO, 2025g).

Consequently, despite the SAO’s rigorous and professional audit work, the implementation of
its recommendations depends largely on the responsiveness of other institutions. This outcome
aligns with the overarching empirical observations from post-socialist and EU accession
nations, where institutional reforms emphasize structure and form, however the authority to

implement them is feeble (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Stapenhurst & Titsworth, 2006).

6.3. Audit and anti-corruption fragmentation

The results indicate an absence of operational consistency between audits and anti-corruption
measures. Despite the frequent identification of corruption risks in audit reports (SAO, 2025a;
SAO, 2025b; SAO, 2025c¢), these indicators are not consistently converted into preventive or
remedial actions by the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption and prosecutorial

authorities (European Commission, 2025; Transparency International Macedonia, 2024a).

This division results in less accountability and reduced public confidence. In transitional
economies, anti-corruption frameworks typically function as independent entities rather than
components of a broader accountability system (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015). Reports of corruption
are frequently made, yet rarely face consequences, fostering a perception of impunity

(Transparency International, 2024).

6.4. EU-driven reform and institutional mimicry

A significant characteristic of transition economies is the reform conditionality driven by
external forces, as evidenced by the evaluations from the European Commission (European
Commission, 2024; European Commission, 2025). North Macedonia has achieved significant
advancements in conforming to EU benchmarks in audits, public financial oversight, and
openness. Nevertheless, a significant portion of the harmonization has occurred inside the

legislative, institutional, and procedural frameworks.
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The phenomenon is institutional imitation (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) of governance
frameworks within EU Member States, yet constrained by internal political economies that
hinder enforcement. Consequently, audit institutions meet the criteria for admission, although
there has been no comparable advancement in anti-corruption outcomes. Meyer and Rowan
(1977) refer to this as ‘ceremonial compliance’, wherein legislative and procedural changes are
implemented primarily to demonstrate adherence to international standards, rather than to alter

genuine governance practices.

6.5. Evaluating audit effectiveness in transition economies

The findings suggest that depending exclusively on enforcement results to evaluate audit
efficacy could be deceptive for transitional economies. The efficacy of the audit ought to be
perceived as a mechanism that fosters transparency, documentation, and risk consciousness,

especially in the absence of adequate enforcement (Power, 1997; Santiso, 2009).

This, nonetheless, does not lessen the necessity to fortify the audit-enforcement connection.
Instead, it indicates that audit reform alone is insufficient without concurrent enhancements to
judicial autonomy, prosecutorial efficacy, and political responsibility (Rose-Ackerman &

Palifka, 2016; Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015).

The concept of “professional islands” (Meyer-Sahling, 2009) holds particular significance in
this context, as it aligns with the theoretical framework previously established. The North
Macedonian SAO exemplifies this phenomenon: it is institutionally robust and professionally
adept, yet its practical effectiveness is limited by the broader governance environment,
characterized by institutional fragmentation and weak follow-up capacity. This research
indicates that the essence of institutional theory, the disparity between formal regulations and
informal behaviors (Scott, 2014), is crucial for comprehending why audit organizations in

transitional economies often do not fulfill their anti-corruption commitments.

7. Conclusion

The study examined public auditing within the framework of anti-corruption efforts in a
transitional economy, utilizing North Macedonia as a case study. The findings suggest that the
government has established a robust auditing framework that adheres to international and EU
standards. The State Audit Office of North Macedonia has demonstrated commendable
institutional professionalism, consistently producing high quality audit reports that meet

international standards and providing comprehensive financial oversight across the public
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sector. Nonetheless, the actual effectiveness of auditing in curbing institutional weaknesses

remains constrained by factors beyond the SAO’s direct control.

The State Audit Office consistently uncovers significant financial discrepancies in critical areas
like social funds, municipalities, cultural organizations, and public enterprises. These include
irregularities in procurement, inefficacy of internal controls, misappropriation of public monies,
and lack of transparency in budget execution. Despite the SAO’s rigorous and methodologically
sound audit work, the consistent emergence of analogous results over several years suggests

that audit recommendations are not being adequately followed up by the relevant institutions.

The State Commission for the Prevention of Corruption, together with other relevant
institutions and audited organizations, persists in implementing inconsistent follow up
measures, and the majority of audit recommendations lack a binding mechanism for
implementation. Such a fragmented chain of accountability significantly reduces the deterrent

impact of the SAO’s otherwise diligent and professional auditing efforts.

These conclusions are supported by evaluations from the European Commission, which
recognize the SAQ’s institutional strength and professionalism while noting persistent issues in

the follow up and execution of its recommendations.

The results yield several implications for policy. The deterrent impact of an audit would be
enhanced if the audit’s recommendations were subject to a more effective follow up
mechanism. Secondly, rectifying the transparency deficit identified in this study necessitates
improving the clarity of the follow up procedure, such as by disclosing the government’s
responses and judicial decisions about audit findings. Thirdly, binding protocols would enhance
collaboration among the SAQO, the SCPC, and other relevant institutions, therefore diminishing
fragmentation. Fourth, further improvements in the rule of law and institutional capacity would

contribute to a more accountable governance structure.

The paper contributes three elements to the body of work regarding Supreme Audit Institutions
in transitional economies. Initially, it provides methodical documentation proof of the disparity
between audit exposure and follow up in a nation undergoing EU membership, derived from a
comprehensive collection of SAO reports, global evaluations, and legislative texts. Secondly,
it underscores persistent patterns of institutional inadequacy, including the failure to implement
audit recommendations and disjointed inter agency collaboration that previous research has

noted informally but not documented quantitatively. Thirdly, it introduces the concept of
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“follow up transparency” as a facet of audit efficacy, asserting that the lack of public follow up

data constitutes a significant accountability deficiency.

Ultimately, the North Macedonian example illustrates that public auditing is a crucial yet

inadequate tool for effective governance in transitional economies. The SAO stands as a

professional and competent institution, yet its impact remains limited by the broader

institutional environment. Audit centric oversight initiatives will persist in revealing

misconduct; nevertheless, they will not result in a sustainable improvement without the

establishment of effective follow up protocols and improved cooperation between auditing and

oversight bodies.
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1. Introduction

Lowering the minimum voting age is one of the most-discussed topics in recent literature on
how young people can participate in politics and how representative democracy evolves. Over
the past twenty years, several countries in Europe have studied or implemented changes
whereby the right to vote has been extended to 16-year-olds. These countries believe that if
young people get involved in elections earlier, it can help strengthen democratic culture and
increase civic participation in the long run. However, these initiatives have sparked discussions
about how politically mature teenagers are, how well informed they are, and whether they can

make responsible choices.

At the moment, most countries in the European Union have the minimum voting age set at 18,
but the different types of rules show that there is no agreement across Europe on the best time
to have the right to vote. The experiences of countries such as Austria, Malta, Belgium or
Germany show that there are various approaches, influenced by political, legal and social
factors. In Romania, although the minimum voting age remained the same after the adoption of
the Constitution in 1991, the discussion about its possible reduction continues to appear both in

academia and in public conversations.

With this in mind, this article examines changes in the minimum voting age across European
Union countries and assesses whether it would be appropriate to lower the minimum voting age
to 16. The study aims to find the most important written arguments on this subject, to compare

experiences in Europe, and to examine how this reform is perceived in Romania.

The methodology used combines the study of documents from the specialized literature and
European and national legislation with a comparative analysis of the changes in elections in the
countries that are part of the European Union. This study also uses survey results from a group
of respondents to highlight their opinions on lowering the minimum voting age and the factors

that affect young people’s political involvement.

The article is divided into five main parts. The first part discusses the basic ideas of the right to
vote and how universal suffrage has evolved. The second part compares how the minimum
voting age has changed in different European countries, including Romania. The third part
analyzes the pros and cons of lowering the electoral limit. The fourth part focuses on youth
political participation and the importance of civic education, and the last part presents a case

study on electoral reform in Austria, followed by the conclusions of the research.
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Research question

What are the main European trends regarding the reduction of the minimum voting age and

how is this reform perceived in the Romanian context?

2. Theoretical foundations regarding the right to vote

2.1. History of voting

The right to vote is an essential pillar of representative democracy, giving citizens the
opportunity to be involved in decision-making and to elect their representatives. The changes
in this right show how democratic regimes have evolved, from the limited forms of participation
in ancient times and the Middle Ages to the establishment of universal suffrage in the twentieth
century until recent polarization studies (Raiu & Negoitd, 2024). The gradual expansion of the
right to vote for women and other groups that were left out was one of the most significant

changes in modern democratic systems. (Society of Legal Sciences, 2024).

2.2. The evolution of the electoral system in Romania in the context of the Second World
War

The transformations of the Romanian political system before the outbreak of the Second World
War. In the period between the two world wars, the voting system in Romania operated under
the rules established by the Constitution of 1923, which guaranteed a universal, equal, and

secret right to vote for the election of members of Parliament. (Scurtu, 2004, pp. 112-115).

Against the backdrop of political uncertainty and economic problems in the 1930s, Romanian
democracy began to face significant challenges (Raiu, 2012). The rise of authoritarian regimes
in Europe and internal political tensions led to a decline in democratic functioning and a

diminishing importance of parliamentary institutions.

The 1938 Constitution reshaped the political framework and diminished the importance of
political parties, replacing them with a state-run political system. In this context, elections to
Parliament took on a largely formal characteristic, and political representation was subject to

royal authority.

The elections for Parliament held in 1946 marked an essential point in the development of the
electoral system in Romania. Even though they were officially declared democratic elections,
many historical research studies indicate that the electoral conduct was strongly affected by

political and administrative interventions. (Constantiniu, 2008, p. 396).
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2.3. Concept of universal suffrage

Universal suffrage is one of the most important principles of democracy today. This means that
all citizens of legal age have the right to choose those who represent them in politics, without
being discriminated against on the basis of money, social position, race or gender. Today,
universal suffrage means that all citizens can participate equally in elections and is the result of
a long history, full of political reforms, social movements, economic change and good

governance (Raiu, 2015).

In the earliest times of modern states, the right to vote was reserved only for certain social
groups, especially those who owned property or for economic and political elites (Sabie et. al.
2025). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, electoral systems were based on the census
vote, which allowed people to participate in political decisions only if they paid taxes or had
enough money. This approach reflects the idea that only those people who contributed
significantly to the state budget should have the right to decide on leadership. As ideas about
enlightenment and equality began to spread in Europe and America, these restrictions were
challenged. The political revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such as the
French Revolution and the liberal revolutions in Europe, laid the groundwork for more inclusive
political systems and enabled the gradual expansion of the right to vote. (Wellman, 2004, p.
56).

3. Evolution of the voting age in Europe. Benchmarking

3.1. Evolution of the minimum voting age in the European States

The analysis of changes in voting age in Europe, as presented in the table, shows a significant
shift. This shift was from a strict idea of political maturity to a model of participation for all.
The information gathered provides an overview of how democratic countries have changed in
recent years the age at which a person can influence the community to which he belongs. Thus,

reducing from 21 years to 16 years in some countries.
Change from 21 to 18 years old:

After the war, most European countries, such as Germany, France, Belgium, and Greece, kept
the voting limit at 21. This rule reflects a traditional mindset about civic responsibility. The first
important changes occurred in the 70s. Germany (in 1970) and France (in 1974) were among
the first countries to amend electoral law, lowering the age to 18, taking a significant step

towards modernization.
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In France, the change was linked to the modernization of political and social life, recognizing
the new demographic realities. In Greece, this transition had a specific path, and the reduction
of'the age from 21 to 18 years was made in 1972, showing that it was aligning with the European

trends of that time.

The most important part of the table shows the countries that have decided to allow voting at
the age of 16, a change that is transforming democracy in Europe. Austria (2007) is considered
the first and most advanced country in the European Union, being the first to set this minimum
age for all types of elections. This law was a good example for the other European countries.
Malta (2018) is another example of gradual change. Through changes to its law, Malta first

tested youth voting at the local level in 2015, then extended this option to all elections,

becoming the second country to fully recognize the ability of 16-year-olds to vote.

Table 1. Evolution of the minimum voting age in selected European Union member states

Initial
voting
C t Y f
Country age urren earo Normative act Reform type Remarks
age amendment
(after
WWII)
18/16 (EU The general
Parliament Amendment to trend of
lecti Federal Law the Federal dine th
elections ¢ Federa expanding the
Germany 21 1970/2024 Electoral / P .\ &
and some Electoral Act/ political
. Amendment .
regional amendment rights of
elections) young people
Normative act Decrease in
h El 1 h f
France 71 18 1974 adépted by the ectora the COT]FeXt o
Parliament (L 74- reform political
631/ 1974) modernization
The first EU
country to
Austria 19 16 2007 Electoral Law Legislative 10.w$:r the
Amendment reform minimum
voting age to
16
In 2015, the
age of 16 for
local
Constitutional | elections. And
Malta 18 16 2018 Electoral law and legislative | in 2018 for all
reform elections. The
second state
to lower the
voting age
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Belgium has
only allowed
16-year-olds
to vote in
European
18/16 (for . Parliament
Law on elections to . .
Belgium 71 the 2022 the European Legislative elections, but
reform has kept the

European Parliament)
Parliament) 18-year-old
age limit for

nationwide
elections.

In 1972 the
Law 4406/2016) Legislative vote went
Legislative reform reform from 21 to 18

years old

Greece 21 17 2016

Source: Author’s processing based on Epthinktank (2023), European Commission (2024),
Oesterreich.gv.at (2023), Agerpres (2018) and European Youth Forum (2016).

An important observation that emerges from the data provided is that the right to vote is applied
differently, something that is seen in Germany (2024) and Belgium (2022). These countries
have set the age of 16 for European Parliament elections, but have kept different ages for
national elections. This method suggests a step-by-step approach to young people’s
involvement in politics, first allowing them to express themselves in an international

framework.

In Greece (2016), the threshold was set at 17 years, bringing a different note in the European
context. This choice can be seen as a middle ground between the desire to offer more political

rights and a more cautious behavior regarding lowering the voting age.

The conclusion that can be drawn from the table is that there is a clear tendency to give more
political rights to young people. If in the first phase of modernization it was established that all
young people have the right to vote from the age of 18, now we see that we are moving towards
16 years old. This change is not just a simple adjustment of the law on voting, but shows a
transformation in the way we think about politics and subsequent fields such as religion,
morality, or the environment in Europe (Raiu, 2024), giving young people the opportunity to

be active in building the future of the society in which they live.
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3.2. The case of Romania

The analysis of the electoral threshold in Romania shows how the right to vote has been
influenced by the various types of government from the post-war period to the present day.
Unlike other European countries that have discussed a threshold of 16 years (for example
Austria), Romania set an earlier voting age of 18, although there have also been many
significant changes in terms of ideologies, according to “Youth Participation in Representative

Democracy”.

The year 1946 is a moment of great importance, marked by the decree of July 15. Although the
minimum voting age remained at 21, the reforms brought a truly universal vote to Romania for
the first time, allowing women and military personnel to vote. This stage was made in a rather
turbulent political period and led to the end of the restrictive vote, thus increasing the basis of

democracy.

A major change occurred in 1948, when the first Constitution of the communist regime was
adopted. The table shows how the minimum voting age has been lowered from 21 to 18 years.
This change was not just an administrative adjustment, but was part of a political strategy that
wanted to involve youth in supporting the new regime. It is important to note that after this
moment, the age of 18 remained constant in the Romanian electoral system, even after the

regime changes at the end of the last century.

After Romania transitioned to democracy, it was confirmed that the 18-year threshold is

maintained, but now it has a new basis of legitimacy:

Constitution of 1991: This is the main law that establishes that everyone must have the right to
vote, equally, directly, in secret and freely, in a state where the law is respected. The table shows
that the new fundamental law kept the age of 18 as the age limit for voting, providing real

democratic value, unlike how it was used in the past.

2003 Revision: The study shows that the 2003 Constitution Amendment Act retained the same

idea of the age of 18 as the age limit, considering young people to be quite mature.

4. Arguments regarding the reduction of the minimum voting age
4.1. Arguments in favour of lowering the voting age

A first argument found in the scientific article is that, with the lowering of the minimum voting

age, the interests of young people for political life would also expand, and if 16-17-year-olds
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had been involved in the 2024 Romanian elections, the number of eligible people would have
doubled, adding approx. 410000 citizens. The accelerated aging of the population is another
factor for the decrease in the minimum voting age. According to the (National Institute of
Statistics, 2022) (Tempo Pop107A), on January 1, 2022, the 40-54 age group was 56.71 years
older than the 0-14 age group.

Another pro-argument is that the international report (Be Seen. Be Heard., 2021), shows that
countries that have lowered the minimum age have much higher civic engagement from young
people. This is confirmed in the federal elections in Germany. Following these elections in
2021, compared to those in 2017, the turnout of young people in the 18-20 category increased
by 4.6% in states where they can vote from 16 years old and by only 0.5% in those where the

minimum age is 18 years old.

Extending the right to vote for everyone and lowering the voting age are two of the most
important changes in democracy. In Romania, the right to vote was granted to all men in 1918,
but women did not have this right. Although women asked to vote and contributed a lot to
important events in previous history, they were left out in politics. The 1938 constitution gave

women the right to vote, but only to those who could read and write.

The age at which one can vote does not coincide with the age at which one becomes of age, that
is, to make legal decisions on their own. Although the law says that a person becomes an adult
at the age of 18 and can sign official documents on their own, in Romania, young people
between the ages of 14 and 17 gradually receive various rights that allow them to actively

participate in society, politics or culture.

For example, from the age of 14, young people have a limited exercise capacity, which allows
them to do things like money management or signing up for small expenses. So, starting at the
age of 14, there is no longer a need for parents to represent them, but only to accept what they
want to do. If the parents do not give their consent, the young people can ask the judges for

permission directly.

Also, from the age of 16, according to labor laws, young people can find a job without asking
their parents. In addition, criminal law provides that from the age of 16, young people are
responsible for their actions. This means that, from the perspective of the law, at the age of 16
there is no longer the presumption that young people do not understand what they are doing, so

they can be held accountable for their actions without the need for special evidence. In
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conclusion, Romanian law provides young people with rights and responsibilities that make

them considered more mature before they reach the age of 18. (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, 2022).

Another argument in support of lowering the voting age is that young people who have reached
the age of 16 can start a family, acquiring through marriage the full capacity to exercise.
Concluding this argument, we can ask the following question: if a 16-year-old is allowed to

start a family at this age, why should he not be allowed to vote? (Nitd, 2021).

Political scientist Gabriel Badescu believes that 16-year-olds have the same opinions and
convictions as 18-year-olds who have the right to vote, as they are equally informed about
politics and society. He also claims that following the possibility of young people to vote from
the age of 16 will develop their civic skills more quickly, which will help them throughout their
lives and contribute to a more politically developed country. “Last but not least, 16-year-olds
should have a voice of their own when political decisions are made that concern them.” He adds
that, on the one hand, there are neuroscience studies that show how the brain is constantly

changing at 16-17 years old, and the fact that 25 is the new 18.

Donald Runciman believes that people should be able to vote from the age of 6. This is a rather
unusual opinion that he also mentioned in The Guardian. He says that this point of view has a
logic. In ancient Athens and until the 70s, there were more young people under 40 who voted
than seniors over 60. Now, however, things have changed. He argues that once older people are

in control of the economy and politics, with the largest number of voters, their interests prevail.

Then, Runciman says that the idea that children are easy to influence is no longer valid. He
recalls that those who opposed the vote for women used the same argument: why give them the

right to vote if it is known that they will vote as their men tell them.

Teacher Ivona Mihaela Grigorescu, school counselor at the “Cuza Voda” National College,
claims that young people who want to vote from the age of 16 know their rights well. He also
claims that there is still a category of young people who need a deeper education in the field of
active citizenship and an important role is played by the environment they come from. She
observes that cognitively, children are ready to vote and bring about a change for the better. On
the other hand, it also has students who do not get involved at all and for them, material values

are more important.

4.2. Arguments against lowering the voting age
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A reason against this idea, discussed in the places where the extension of the right to vote to
16—17-year-olds is being analyzed, including in Romania, is that they are not ready to vote
responsibly and consciously. They do not understand well how democracy works, what
doctrines and programs the parties that participate in the elections have and how voters express
themselves. Paradoxically, from the perspective of formal education offered by the state for the
development of civic skills, at the age of 16 a young person already has the necessary skills to
vote. Although Romania has recognized since 2011 that one of the essential skills that graduates
should have is civic and social, a 2021 report by the Romanian Academic Society and the
Friedrich Ebert Foundation shows that, more than 10 years after it was included in the National
Education Law no. 1/2011, in the national high school curriculum there is no real attention to

the development of students’ civic and social skills, but only superficial attention.

To help children realize how important voting is, countries such as the Netherlands and
Germany have started projects in which students in the school participate in mock elections.
Here, middle and high school students, who do not have the right to vote, can get involved in
votes that imitate real elections, but without having a decisive voice. Studies in Germany show
that these sham elections have positive results that could help expand the right to vote for 16—

17-year-olds.

One of the reasons why some are against giving 16—17-year-olds the right to vote is that they
fear that they could vote without sufficient information and that they would prefer extreme
parties. However, research conducted during Germany’s 2021 federal election shows that things
are different. In the official elections, the far-right party Alternative fiir Deutschland won 10.3%
of the vote. On the other hand, in the mock elections where more than a million students who
cannot vote in the real elections participated, the AFD had only 5.1%, much less than in the real

elections. DIE WELT (2021).

One of the arguments against lowering the voting age concerns the way teenagers obtain their
political information. Recent studies show that digital platforms (Zamora-Medina et. al., 2023),
such as TikTok, are one of the main sources of information for young people under 30, which
can amplify exposure to disinformation and influence electoral decisions. According to a Pew
Research Center study, young people under 30 use this platform for political information.
McClain, C. (2024). About half of TikTok users under 30 keep up with politics and news there
(Rekker, 2023).
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The analysis of the presented points of view shows that we cannot view the reduction of the
minimum voting age solely in terms of biological age. Both the arguments for and against this
idea indicate that the success of such a change depends on civic education, political knowledge,
and the institutional environment in which it is implemented. Examples from European
countries studied suggest that granting the right to vote yields positive effects when

accompanied by policies that help young people develop their civic skills.

5. Youth participation in voting and influencing factors

5.1. Young people’s participation in voting

Participation in elections refers to people who can actually vote. Usually, young people vote
less often than older adults. The participation of young people (15-30) in voting was analyzed
separately because they have a different mentality than those who have more experience, and
their beliefs are more different. They represent a distinct demographic group (Mina-Raiu et. al.,

2024), and traditional ways (political parties) can influence them positively or negatively.

A small proportion of young people in the European Union were asked how well they know the
ways to interact with the Union (Geanta et. al. 2025). 46% of them say they know about the
European elections. Almost a quarter (24%) of them are aware of Union social media platforms
and websites, such as the European Youth Portal. These findings suggest that, while electoral
participation is relatively well recognized, awareness of other opportunities for engagement
with EU institutions remains limited. Increasing the visibility of official communication
channels and youth-oriented platforms could encourage greater civic participation and
strengthen young people’s involvement in European democratic processes. European

Commission (2024).
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Figure 1. Young people’s familiarity with ways of engaging with the European Union

QS Are you familiar with any of the following ways to engage with the European Union?
[MULTIPLE ANSWERS]

European elections 6%

EU social media channels and websites
(i.e. European Youth Portal) . _

European Citizens' Initiative
Visit of the EU institutions  16% [N
The European Youth Week or the European Youth Event i 1

Public consultations 158 -

Participation in events organised by the EU in your country

Citizens' dialogue, EU Youth Dialogue or So
EU Youth Conference 1 ==

Contacting a Commissioner or an MEP  10% [

None of these
Don't know 10% -
Source: European Commission (2024), Youth and Democracy - May 2024 — Eurobarometer

Survey.
Figure 2. Young people’s intention to vote in the upcoming European elections

Q13 Do you intend to vote in the upcoming European elections?

= Yes, | am eligibie and intend to vote == No, even though | am eligibie, [ do not intend to vote
| am not 2ligible to vote w= | am unsure about my eligibility or my intention to vote
o Dot know

4 6 S 4 T 4 & 2 S 7 |
- N e e mm gy T -
Sy 8 L 9 - 8 14
- 8 8 R B B ma
> 6 6 10 8 g 1% 14 8 . 22
- %\ 12 13 k A2
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8 77 ] . o

89 69 68 &7 I3

I I |

00003 cOS =0 § |
R0 PT BE PL ES IT W DK FR AT EL IE L S ? S B \T EE U MI (1]

Source: European Commission (2024). Youth and Democracy - May 2024 - Eurobarometer

Survey.

An extremely exciting result is represented by the high percentage of willingness to vote
observed in Romania (78%), the highest among all the member countries evaluated. This figure

suggests an increased interest among young people to get involved in elections, even at a
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declarative level. However, the desire mentioned in a questionnaire does not always translate
into effective participation in the vote, as this can be influenced by aspects such as the
credibility of the institutions, electoral campaigns or the internal political situation. In contrast,
countries such as Luxembourg, Latvia and Malta have considerably lower voting intention
rates, which shows significant differences between Member States in terms of young people’s

political engagement.

5.2. Youth participation as an indicator of democracy

The participation of young people is seen as a very important thing for the health of a democracy
because they represent the future of the community (Ribeiro et. al. 2023). Young people
constitute a large group in many countries. If they don’t care about politics, it could mean that
public power is not perceived as legitimate. Furthermore, youth participation shows how much
they believe in institutions and whether they feel the political system gives them the opportunity
to express themselves and that their vote can bring about real change. For example,
Eurobarometer surveys show that many young people believe that voting is the most important
way to get involved in democracy (38%), while there are also young people who are not

interested in politics or voting. European Commission. (2024).

According to the International Study on Civic and Citizenship Education (ICCS 2022), it shows
that “2 out of 10 students (eighth grade) have difficulty understanding democracy and the
functioning of the state”. The study demonstrates that students have average civic knowledge.
On a scale from A (advanced level) to D (minimum level), most Romanian students are placed
at level B (30.6% compared to 31.1% ICCS average) and C (26.8% compared to 23.8% ICCS
average) of competence; they demonstrated that they can use general civic principles and

concepts (level C), respectively that they understand public institutions (level B).

Only 18.3% of Romanian students achieve level A or above. They are able to evaluate certain
policies/laws based on the principles on which they are based. This proportion is significantly
lower than the 2022 ICCS average (30.6%), Sweden (52.8%), Poland (47.6%), and Estonia
(43.4%).

The study also contains recommendations for the Ministry of Education as follows:

Ensuring the conditions to improve the status of the Social Education discipline: specialized
teachers who have a stable job in this discipline itself, inspectors and special meetings, specific

projects and teaching materials, a network of experts and trainers who are qualified.
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Collaborating with state institutions at the central and local levels to involve them in informing,
consulting, and including children and young people in the decision-making process; City halls,
the government, parliament, and other public organizations should be obliged by law to develop

programs for children and young people.

The 2024 European elections saw a decrease in voting, especially among young people, so only

36% of eligible people under 25 years of age voted; in 2019 it was 42%. Giusto, H. (2024).

5.3. Civic education

Civic education is an essential element that affects the way young people interact with politics.
In most European countries, education includes courses that help to understand how democratic
institutions operate, citizens’ rights and responsibilities, and electoral processes. The aim of
these programs is to develop civic skills and encourage the political involvement of the younger
generations (Raiu, 2021). Research from Europe suggests that young people who use digital
tools and attend civics classes are more inclined to vote, follow political activities, and
participate in various civic actions. Civics education helps cultivate democratic skills, such as
critical thinking, understanding of political dynamics, and the ability to participate in public

discussions.

Education programs in Europe, such as Erasmus, also help to raise political awareness among
young people and strengthen the sense of European identity. Around 67% of young people in
Europe believe that the European Union influences their daily lives, and almost half of them
are aware of European programs dedicated to education and civic participation. (European
Commission, 2024). In this light, civic education is seen as a fundamental resource for
strengthening political engagement and creating a sustainable democratic culture in European
communities. The data in this chapter shows that young people show their interest in society
through other methods, such as internet activism, protests or helping as volunteers. Also, civic
education and knowledge levels are very important for understanding how to vote. Modern
technology has a big impact on how young people obtain information and participate in politics,

giving them quick access to news, but also risks of being misinformed or manipulated.

6. Case study: Austria — voting at 16
6.1. Context of electoral reform

Austria is an important example in Europe of lowering the minimum voting age. In 2007, this

country was the first in the European Union to allow 16-year-olds to vote in all elections,
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whether parliamentary, presidential, local or European Parliament elections. (EPRS, 2023). The
electoral reform did not appear out of nowhere, but was preceded by changes in the regions. In
the years prior to the national reform, several areas in Austria had already lowered the voting
age to 16 for local and regional elections, which made reform at the federal level possible.

(Council of Europe, 2013).

The decrease in the legal voting age in Austria has been explained by several political and social
reasons. The first reason was that the authorities believed that young people were directly
affected by political decisions and thus should have the right to get involved in the democratic

process.

Another important reason was that early voting can help form stable voting behavior in the long
term. Research shows that people who participate in the first elections they can vote in are more

likely to vote in future elections as well.

The reform was also supported by the idea of providing a stronger voice for young people in
democracy. Lowering the voting age has been seen as a way for young people to be more
influential in policies that affect their lives, such as education, environmental protection and

jobs. (Zeglovits and Aichholzer, 2014).

6.2. Legislative process

The adoption of Austria’s electoral reform in 2007 was the result of a long and complicated
road in the federal parliament. The idea of lowering the minimum voting age was presented in
the program of the coalition government formed after the 2006 parliamentary elections. During
that time, discussions about youth participation in politics became increasingly important in
Europe, and the Austrian authorities believed that this reform could help strengthen

participatory democracy.

The draft law was created by the Ministry of the Interior and then sent to the federal parliament
for discussion. The proposed law wanted to change the existing electoral rules and some aspects
of the fundamental law related to the right to vote. Since the minimum voting age was set by
the constitution, the reform had to be accompanied by a change in the constitution, which

required the support of a qualified parliamentary majority.

During the debates in Parliament, the parties discussed whether 16 and 17-year-olds are able to
participate in the elections. Supporters of the reform said that young people are already active

in society and education, and that early voting could develop an active political culture for them.
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The reform was also supported by the need to adapt democratic systems to the changes in

today’s society.

Parliament approved electoral reform in 2007, ruling that young Austrians can vote from age
16. After this change, Austria became the first country in the European Union to allow voting
from the age of 16 for all types of elections. The implementation of this reform has also brought
changes in the electoral law, as well as information programs for young voters. The change has
also made Austrian officials focus more on civic education and political information for young
people to help them participate more easily in democracy. So, when it was decided that people
could vote from the age of 16, other measures were taken to help young people get involved in

politics and become more interested in elections. (Zeglovits and Aichholzer, 2014).

6.3. The impact of the reform on youth participation

Allowing 16-year-olds to vote has garnered significant interest among researchers and

European institutions, as Austria serves as a unique case study within Europe.

Research indicates that 16- and 17-year-olds participate in elections at rates nearly comparable
to those of 18- to 21-year-olds, and in certain contexts, even higher. This is largely due to the
fact that adolescents at this age remain within a stable school environment, which provides them

with greater access to civic education resources (Zeglovits and Aichholzer, 2014).

Furthermore, the Austrian experience demonstrates that lowering the voting age to 16 did not
result in a decline in voting quality, despite the apprehensions raised by critics of the reform

(Zeglovits and Aichholzer, 2014).

6.4. Austria’s significance in Europe

Based on the gathered evidence, it can be concluded that Austria’s experience has exerted a
major influence on debates surrounding the lowering of the voting age in other European
countries. Consequently, various nations have begun implementing similar reforms for different
types of elections. For instance, several countries now permit 16-year-olds to vote in local or

European elections.

From this perspective, the Austrian case is frequently utilized as a benchmark to analyze how
lowering the voting age affects youth engagement and the overall functioning of democratic

systems.
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The analysis of the Austrian case demonstrates that lowering the voting age to 16 can be
successfully implemented, provided that specific social and institutional conditions are met.
The reform in Austria was designed to enhance youth participation and foster active

engagement in democratic processes.

The reviewed literature shows that young voters in Austria participated at levels comparable to
other age cohorts and exhibited no lower level of political competence. However, the success
of this reform remains heavily reliant on an educational system that emphasizes civic education

and the development of essential democratic skills.

Thus, Austria’s experience proves that lowering the voting age can yield positive outcomes;
nevertheless, the implementation of such a reform depends on the specific circumstances of

each country and the presence of supportive policy frameworks.

7. Final conclusions

The debate on lowering the minimum voting age shows one of the current problems of modern
democracies, namely how to strike a balance between encouraging people to vote and ensuring
the responsible use of the right to vote. The research in this study shows that age is not the only
important aspect of participating in politics; It also depends on civic education, how well-
informed young people are, trust in democratic institutions and the social environment in which

they form their political opinions.

The analysis of the development of the right to vote, the experiences of European states that
allowed voting from the age of 16 and the pros and cons of this reform show that there is no
single solution that suits all countries. The results vary depending on the features of each
political system, the existing civic culture and the measures taken to prepare young people to

vote.

The specific case of Austria shows that lowering the minimum voting age was part of a larger
reform, which also included legal changes, civic education programs and public policies aimed
at increasing young people’s involvement in democracy. The experience in Austria suggests
that for such a measure to be successful, it is not enough just to change the law, but also to have

a system capable of supporting the civic involvement of new voters.

Analysis of statistical data from Europe shows that young people are very interested in
democratic participation, but there are also big differences between EU countries in terms of

how well informed they are and whether they actually go to vote. The results of the ICCS study
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and the Eurobarometer also show how important civic education is to develop the skills needed
to vote in an informed manner. In relation to Romania, studies show that lowering the minimum
voting age should not be seen as a simple change in electoral laws. Such a change would require
improvements in civic education, the creation of ways to inform young people about politics,
and the implementation of public strategies to encourage democratic participation during
adolescence. Without these actions, extending the right to vote would not significantly impact

young people’s actual involvement in elections.

Thus, the research clearly confirms neither the acceptance nor the refusal to lower the voting
age. The main message is that the success of such a reform depends on the institutional
framework in which it is implemented and on the fact that there are policies in place to help
young people develop their civic and political skills. From this point of view, lowering the
minimum voting age can strengthen participatory democracy, but only if accompanied by

measures that translate the formal right to vote into active and responsible participation.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, public administration has evolved into an increasingly complex field,
characterized by the diversity of actors involved, the expansion of institutional responsibilities,
and the growing demand for effective outcomes. In this context, participatory research methods
have gained heightened importance, as they facilitate the understanding of administrative
phenomena from the perspective of those directly involved in decision. The Nominal Group
Technique (NGT) is among these methods, being recognized for its capacity to combine the
active participation of group members with a structured process aimed at the generation,

clarification, and prioritization of ideas.

The Nominal Group Technique (NGT) is among these methods, being recognized for its
capacity to combine the active participation of group members with a structured process aimed
at the generation, clarification, and prioritization of ideas (Delbecq, Van de Ven and Gustafson,

1975, pp. 7-15).

The reason for selecting this technique for the present paper is closely linked to its particular
relevance within the context of public administration. By its very nature, public administration
constitutes a domain of collaboration and consultation, in which policy formulation and
decision-making cannot occur without a thorough understanding of the perceptions, interests,
and experiences of the actors involved. The Nominal Group Technique (NGT) provides a
structured framework for identifying not only group opinions but also their genuine priorities,

through a process that minimizes domination, discussion hierarchies, and conformity effects.

Within doctoral research, NGT has a dual significance. On the one hand, it facilitates the
collection of both qualitative and quantitative data in an efficient, rapid, and reproducible
manner. On the other hand, it represents an excellent instrument for the exploratory phases of
a dissertation, where it is essential to identify factors perceived as relevant within a specific
administrative domain, such as policy implementation, the digitalization of public services,
employee performance, or citizen interaction. According to the approach outlined by Yang and
Miller (2008), the method falls within a mixed epistemological framework, situated between
the interpretative tradition which emphasizes experiences, meanings and the positivist tradition,
which underscores procedural rigor and the systematic analysis of data (Yang and Miller, 2008,

pp. 117-130).

This paper aims to highlight the epistemological and methodological foundations of the

Nominal Group Technique (NGT), the internal logic underlying its use, examples of its
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application within European and Romanian public administration, as well as the opportunities

and challenges associated with its integration into a doctoral research project.

2. Epistemological and methodological foundations

Citizen involvement constitutes a crucial element for the democratic functioning of local
authorities, extending beyond the mere exercise of voting and encompassing sustained
collaboration between the population and public institutions. According to the guide on citizen
participation in the decision-making process, democracy requires a continuous flow of
information between public authorities and the community, as well as the establishment of
mechanisms through which citizens can exert a genuine influence on decisions. Informing and
consulting the public are regarded as fundamental pillars of participation, contributing to
enhanced transparency, strengthened trust in state institutions, and the adoption of decisions

that are better aligned with the authentic needs of the local community.

The implementation of community participation at the local level requires the application of
clear methods of information and consultation, such as public meetings, hearings, debates,
opinion surveys, or the establishment of citizen-based consultative committees. The manual
emphasizes that these instruments support two-way communication between the administration
and citizens, thereby enabling the incorporation of community concerns, needs, and values into
the decision-making process. Although citizen involvement entails certain administrative and
logistical costs, the benefits are substantial, including increased legitimacy of public decisions,
improved public services, and the development of a durable collaborative relationship between

the population and local authorities (Matei, 2002).

Citizen participation does not constitute a merely formal act, but rather an ongoing process of
communication and cooperation between local public administration and the community, aimed

at integrating citizens’ interests into the decision-making process (Dinca, 2002).

The methodological and epistemological grounding of the Nominal Group Technique (NGT)
is essential for understanding how this participatory approach is integrated into research on
public administration. According to the framework articulated by Yang and Miller (2008),
studies in public administration are profoundly diverse, being shaped by multiple
epistemological paradigms that coexist and overlap in various ways. Consequently, no method
can be meaningfully understood in isolation, but only within the context of how it generates

knowledge about administrative reality. NGT is distinguished by its combination of elements
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specific to interpretative research with features characteristic of positivist approaches,
positioning it within a hybrid methodological space that renders it particularly valuable for the

analysis of complex administrative phenomena (Yang and Miller, 2008, pp. 30-45).

Within public administration research, the positivist paradigm emphasizes that social reality
can be observed, measured, and assessed from an objective standpoint. Quantitative studies,
regression analyses, and statistical research originate within this paradigm. By contrast, the
interpretative paradigm is grounded in the belief that administrative reality is a social
construction, shaped by the perceptions, experiences, and interactions of institutional
participants. For this reason, methods such as interviews, content analysis, and participant
observation are preferred within this tradition. The Nominal Group Technique (NGT) succeeds
in integrating significant elements from both paradigms: it elicits and clarifies participants’
perceptions. A process typical of interpretative inquiry while simultaneously transforming these
perceptions into orderable, quantifiable, and replicable data, a feature characteristic of positivist

approaches.

From an epistemological perspective, NGT is grounded in the idea that administrative reality is
not an objective given that can be captured through simple measurement, but rather a domain
of meanings that emerges through the interactions of organizational actors. The problems
identified by civil servants, the perceived causes of dysfunctions, the solutions proposed, or the
priorities for action reflect the manner in which reality is interpreted by individuals within
specific institutional contexts. By incorporating a stage of individual idea generation, the
method enables the capture of this subjective reality in its most unmediated form. Participants
are not influenced by the position, status, or expressive style of other group members, which
confers a distinct epistemic value on the data obtained, as they reflect participants’ genuine

convictions rather than opinions that are “negotiated” or “imposed” during group discussion.

The validity of NGT rests on its procedural structure, which constrains the typical biases
associated with group interactions. Through the use of anonymous voting, the technique
reduces pressure to conform to the views of the majority or of formal and informal leaders. The
clarification stage eliminates ambiguities, facilitating a shared understanding of the terms and
concepts employed. Finally, the numerical aggregation of scores provides a transparent and
replicable mechanism for identifying priorities, thereby rendering the technique comparable to

quantitative methods in terms of methodological rigor (Dinca, 2010).
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Thus, although it generates data based on subjective perceptions, the manner in which these

data are processed and organized confers stability and coherence upon the results obtained.

With regard to causality, NGT does not seek to identify objective causal relationships in the
manner of statistical techniques or experimental designs, but rather focuses on what may be
termed “perceived causality.” In the public sector, the way in which actors perceive the causes
of a problem is often as critical as the objective mechanisms that generate it. Perceptions shape
choices, behaviors, the acceptance of reforms, and the implementation of public policies.
Consequently, NGT provides a meaningful form of knowledge by highlighting the factors that
participants directly involved in administrative processes consider relevant. Such data may
serve as a foundation for the formulation of operational hypotheses or may assist in the selection

of variables within an advanced research design.

The interpretation of results obtained through NGT has a dual dimension. On the one hand, the
quantitative analysis of scores offers a clear picture of the level of group agreement, while the
ordering of ideas reflects the perceived importance and urgency of the issues identified. On the
other hand, the observations and discussions generated during the clarification stage provide an
essential qualitative background for understanding the nuances, contextual elements, and
reasoning of the actors involved. In this way, the method simultaneously produces both
qualitative and quantitative data, positioning itself within the framework of mixed methods,

which are highly valued in contemporary public administration research.

Overall, the epistemological and methodological foundations of NGT demonstrate that this
approach is not merely a participatory tool, but a coherent system for generating knowledge
about administrative phenomena. It provides access to the manner in which actors define
institutional reality, to their decision-making logic, and to the priorities that shape
organizational behavior. By combining procedural simplicity with analytical rigor, NGT
emerges as a particularly valuable method for doctoral research in public administration,

especially in the exploratory phases and in the participatory validation of research hypotheses.

3. Presentation of the method

The Nominal Group Technique (NGT) constitutes a structured participatory method designed
to generate and rank ideas in a manner that minimizes hierarchical influences and the control
dynamics characteristic of unstructured discussions. This method was developed in the 1960°s

by Andrew H. Van de Ven and André L. Delbecq, at a time when research in organizational
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studies was seeking instruments capable of ensuring equitable participation among group
members. NGT was rapidly adopted within the public sector, as it provides a balance between
individual freedom of expression and the rigor of collective decision-making processes, and is
regarded as particularly effective in contexts that require the structuring of opinions and the

identification of consensus (Delbecq, Van de Ven and Gustafson, 1975, pp. 3-18).

Fundamentally, the method is organized around a rigorous procedural process that begins with
the individual generation of ideas. This preliminary stage serves to capture authentic
perspectives before participants are exposed to the influence of group discussion. Within public
administration, where power relations and status hierarchies are particularly salient, this
individualized approach ensures the elimination of hierarchical pressures and facilitates
balanced participation among all members. Subsequently, the ideas are collected and presented
sequentially through a transparent process in which each participant contributes an equal

number of items, thereby preventing the domination of discussions by particular individuals.

The subsequent clarification stage is crucial for transforming the preliminary list of ideas into
a coherent set of options that are interpreted consistently by all participants. At this stage, no
evaluative judgments are made; rather, each idea is explained in order to eliminate ambiguities.
This aspect is especially important in public administration, where concepts such as

929 ¢¢

“performance,” “administrative barriers,” or “service quality” may carry different meanings for
different actors. Clarifying these concepts ensures that the subsequent vote accurately reflects

participants genuine preferences.

Anonymous voting constitutes a central feature of NGT, as it effectively transforms the
qualitative process into a semi-quantitative one, enabling the aggregation of individual
preferences and the identification of a clear hierarchy. Participants assign scores to each idea,
which are then aggregated to produce a final ranking. Anonymity plays a fundamental role by
eliminating pressure to conform to the views of the majority or of actors holding superior status.
Consequently, the results of NGT are regarded as valid from both a methodological and an
ethical standpoint, as they accurately reflect the actual distribution of preferences within the

group (Dinca, 2010).

Nevertheless, the application of the method entails certain conditions. NGT functions most
effectively in small to medium-sized groups, typically comprising between six and twelve
participants. A number that ensures a sufficiently focused process to maintain coherence while

remaining diverse enough to generate a broad range of perspectives. Moreover, the method is
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particularly suitable for situations in which the primary objective is the identification of
perceived problems or solutions, rather than the analysis of causal relationships or the
evaluation of objective outcomes. Within the public sector, this method is especially
appropriate for consultation sessions, needs assessments, strategic planning, the identification
of perceived barriers in policy implementation, and the participatory evaluation of public

services.

The types of data produced through NGT are diverse and highly valuable for doctoral studies.
The approach yields both qualitative data, reflected in the concepts and explanations provided
by participants, and quantitative data, expressed through the scores assigned and the resulting
rankings. This dual nature renders NGT an ideal method for mixed-methods research, where
the analysis of administrative phenomena requires both an understanding of meanings and their

systematic organization within analytical frameworks (Dinca, 2010).

4. Applications in European public administration

The application of the Nominal Group Technique within the European public administration
sector has experienced steady expansion in recent decades, driven by the promotion of
participatory governance and by the need to involve experts and stakeholders in decision-
making processes (OECD, 2017-2023). Across several Member States of the European Union,
NGT has evolved into an essential operational instrument for needs assessment, public
programme planning, the analysis of population perceptions, and the development of sectoral
strategies. The characteristics of this method, such as a balanced participation, a clearly defined
procedural structure, and the capacity to establish priorities have led to its adoption in multiple

institutional contexts, ranging from the local level to the central and European levels.

A particularly notable example of implementation can be found in the United Kingdom, where
the National Health Service (NHS) has incorporated this method into processes for evaluating
the quality of healthcare services and identifying the professional needs of staff. NGT is applied
in hospitals to identify the most pressing issues faced by patients and healthcare personnel, to
rank measures required for service improvement, and to establish intervention priorities within
local strategies. Owing to its participatory structure, the method has proven eftective in complex
organizations, where perspectives may differ significantly depending on individual roles and

professional specializations.
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In the Netherlands, local administrations employ NGT in the development of urban planning
documents, particularly in projects concerning mobility, community development, and the
reconfiguration of public spaces. The method is used in consultations with citizens, local
experts, and representatives of non-governmental organizations in order to identify major
community challenges and to determine priority actions. Given the Dutch tradition of public
participation, NGT has become a key instrument for building consensus between
administrations and communities, contributing to transparent decision-making that is broadly

accepted at the local level.

Denmark makes use of NGT in the context of updating and digitalizing administrative services.
As part of reforms focused on digital services and smart governance, Danish institutions have
adopted this technique to examine the main barriers perceived by civil servants and service
users, as well as to identify viable solutions. Within an increasingly digital administrative
landscape, consultations structured through NGT have proven beneficial in minimizing
misunderstandings and highlighting the essential factors affecting the success of institutional

transformation.

In Ireland, the method is frequently employed in community development projects and in
programmes financed through the European Structural Funds. Local authorities implement
NGT to engage citizens in identifying community needs, setting investment priorities, and
monitoring the implementation of public projects. The clearly defined structure of the method
facilitates the rapid achievement of consensus, rendering it particularly valuable in

administrative processes subject to strict reporting deadlines.

In Romania, the Nominal Group Technique is increasingly utilized in a variety of local
administrative processes and across different sectors. Within strategic planning for local
community development, Local Action Groups apply this method to identify key challenges
facing rural areas and to rank priorities for projects eligible for funding under European
LEADER programmes. In the field of education, County School Inspectorates have adopted
NGT in consultations concerning curricular reforms, in the assessment of deficiencies within
educational institutions, and in the establishment of priorities for professional training.
Furthermore, in the area of digitalization, cities such as Cluj-Napoca, lasi, and Brasov have
implemented NGT in consultations on the modernization of electronic public services, enabling
the collection of feedback from civil servants, IT experts, and representatives of the business

sector.
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These cases illustrate that NGT is a highly adaptable and flexible technique across diverse
administrative contexts. Whether applied to strategic planning, public policy evaluation,
stakeholder consultation, or organizational development, the method offers a rare combination
of inclusiveness, procedural rigor, and analytical capacity. Within European public
administration, its semi-quantitative character makes it particularly suitable for situations in
which not only the collection of opinions is required, but also their ranking according to
relevance or urgency. This ability to produce clear, prioritized, and easily interpretable
outcomes explains why NGT remains widely employed by institutions seeking evidence-based

decision-making and transparent governance.

5. Limitations, risks and methodological challenges

Although the technique known as the Nominal Group Technique is widely regarded as one of
the most effective participatory methods in the public sector, it nonetheless presents a number
of limitations and methodological challenges. Awareness of these aspects is essential both for
the proper application of the technique and for the accurate interpretation of the data obtained.
One major limitation of NGT lies in the fact that the method is most effective when applied to
small groups. While this feature facilitates moderation and balanced participation, it
simultaneously limits the representativeness of the results. In the context of public
administration, where the issues addressed are often relevant to a wide range of actors, a group
comprising 8 to 12 participants may capture only a portion of the diversity of perceptions,

thereby requiring caution in the generalization of conclusions.

Another significant limitation concerns the fact that NGT captures perceptions and
representations rather than objective realities or demonstrable causal relationships. As such, the
proposals formulated reflect the personal experiences of participants and are influenced by the
organizational contexts from which they originate. In public administration research, a focus
on “perceived reality” is valuable, but it cannot substitute methods grounded in objective
empirical data, such as statistical analyses or document-based research. For this reason, NGT
is frequently employed as a complementary method, integrated within a broader research

framework (Androniceanu, 2017, pp. 143-155).

With regard to the risks involved, group dynamics remain an aspect requiring careful
management, even though the method incorporates mechanisms designed to reduce individual
influence. During the clarification phase, participants may introduce subtle evaluations or

suggestions that can shape how others perceive particular ideas. The facilitator plays a crucial

This work is licensed under a

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. 87


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

(=

ROMANIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

role in maintaining neutrality, and any failure to exercise this function adequately may
adversely affect the quality of the process. In the field of public administration, where
institutional tensions and power hierarchies are common, the risks of indirect influence cannot

be entirely eliminated, even though anonymous voting mitigates the effects of social pressure.

Participant selection also constitutes a methodological challenge. If the group is predominantly
composed of individuals with similar experiences or from the same professional fields, the
results may reflect a limited perspective. Conversely, highly diverse groups may encounter
difficulties in clarifying ideas and achieving consensus. Striking a balance between diversity
and coherence is complex and represents one of the fundamental methodological decisions

facing the researcher.

A major challenge lies in integrating NGT results into a well-structured academic analysis.
Although the scoring process provides a clear ranking of concepts, the absence of contextual
discussion may lead to superficial conclusions. Conversely, an excessive focus on qualitative
arguments may diminish the significance of the method’s semi-quantitative dimension. In the
context of doctoral research, the difficulty consists in establishing an appropriate degree of
triangulation with other approaches, so that the data generated through NGT are both valid and

relevant to the argumentation of the dissertation.

Moreover, NGT requires rigorous logistical and methodological preparation. Defining the
research question, planning the session, facilitating the process, and analyzing the data are
stages that demand careful attention and experience. Any shortcomings in these stages may
affect the consistency of the results. In the public sector, where time is often a limited resource
and participants are frequently overburdened, organizing an NGT session can itself become a

significant challenge.

NGT is a valuable and adaptable method; however, its use must be accompanied by particular
attention to the methodological limitations and risks involved. Awareness of these aspects
enables the researcher to apply the method responsibly, to interpret the results with due caution,
and to integrate it effectively into a complex research design specific to the field of public

administration.

6. Integration of the method into the doctoral project

The integration of the Nominal Group Technique into a doctoral project in the field of public

administration constitutes a significant opportunity for the researcher, as the methodology
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enables both the early exploration of administrative phenomena and the participatory validation
of previously formulated hypotheses. The application of NGT in the doctoral context is justified
by the method’s ability to capture the perceptions, experiences, and evaluations of institutional
actors directly involved in administrative processes. This participatory dimension represents a
major advantage in public administration research, given that the phenomena under study are
often complex, multi-layered, and profoundly influenced by the behaviors and perceptions of

the individuals involved (Androniceanu, 2017, pp. 52-68).

Within a doctoral project, the methodology may be introduced either during the exploratory
phase, with the aim of identifying relevant issues within a specific administrative domain, or
during the concrete empirical stage, in order to classify the factors that affect policy
implementation or the functioning of a public service. The formulation of the research question
for NGT is closely linked to the subject of the dissertation and may, for example, seek to identify
the main perceived obstacles in the digitalization of public administration, human resources
management, or the delivery of local public services. The outcome produced by the method, a
clarified and prioritized list of ideas, contributes to strengthening the empirical argumentation
of the dissertation and to structuring its hypotheses or conclusions (Vacarel, 2008, pp. 121-

135).

The effective implementation of the method within doctoral research involves several stages
that require detailed planning. In the initial phase, the researcher must establish the group of
participants, as the selection process is crucial to the relevance of the results. Depending on the
subject of the dissertation, the group may include civil servants, institutional managers, experts,
representatives of civil society, or members of the academic community. The diversity of the
group must be carefully calibrated in order to provide as comprehensive a perspective as
possible on the phenomenon under study, without compromising the coherence of the process.
Organizing the sessions entails the creation of a neutral environment, either physical or virtual,

that allows participants to interact without institutional influences.

During the actual conduct of the NGT, the researcher, acting as facilitator, must adhere to the
standard procedure: individual idea generation, collection and listing of ideas, group
clarification, and anonymous voting. Each of these stages generates data that will subsequently
be analyzed. Individual idea generation enables the collection of a wide range of perspectives;
the clarification stage contributes to a shared understanding of concepts; and anonymous voting

provides an objective ranking of the factors deemed significant. This sequential process ensures
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the production of robust empirical material, suitable for the development of an empirical chapter

within a doctoral dissertation (Dinca, 2010).

The analysis of data resulting from the application of NGT encompasses both the interpretation
of scores and the narrative exploration of the justifications provided during the clarification
stage. From a doctoral perspective, this dual approach is essential, as the scores reflect the
degree of group consensus, while participants’ explanations provide the necessary context for
a deeper understanding of administrative phenomena. Within a doctoral dissertation, the results
may be presented in the form of tables, prioritization charts, or descriptive sections that analyze
the meanings attributed to the identified issues. These findings may support working
hypotheses, guide the formulation of public policy recommendations, and contribute to the

theoretical discussion concerning organizational dynamics or institutional behavior.

Another significant dimension of incorporating NGT into doctoral research is triangulation.
The researcher may integrate this technique with interviews, document analysis, or quantitative
methods in order to enhance the external credibility of the conclusions. For example, where
NGT identifies certain obstacles perceived by officials, interviews may be used to explore the
underlying reasons for these barriers in greater depth, while statistical analysis may determine
their effects in quantifiable terms. In this manner, NGT becomes a fundamental component of

a clear and well-structured methodological design.

7. Conclusions

The Nominal Group Technique constitutes a particularly important methodological instrument
for the study of public administration, due to its capacity to combine procedural rigor with the
active participation of institutional actors. In a sector characterized by complexity,
interdependence, and organizational variability, methods that facilitate the integration of
diverse perspectives become essential for understanding administrative phenomena. NGT
provides a setting in which each individual’s opinion may be expressed free from hierarchical
constraints, while the final outcome reflects, in an organized manner, the group’s preferences

and priorities.

Findings from specialized research suggest that this method is effective in identifying problems,
defining courses of action, and assessing participant’s perceptions across a wide range of
administrative processes. Its application in European and Romanian contexts demonstrates its

flexibility and relevance in diverse areas, including strategic planning, public health, education,
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administrative digitalization, and community development. This breadth of application
indicates that NGT is not an isolated technique, but rather an adaptable instrument capable of

being integrated into a variety of institutional processes.

For doctoral-level research, the significance of NGT lies in its ability to facilitate access to
participatory knowledge, which is essential for analyzing perceptions, challenges encountered
by actors, and the solutions they deem relevant. Moreover, the method generates both
qualitative and quantitative data, enabling an integrated, coherent, and in-depth analysis. This
mixed character strengthens the scientific rigor required of a doctoral dissertation, as it allows

for data triangulation and the reinforcement of conclusions.

At the same time, the method also presents a series of challenges, primarily related to participant
selection, the role of the facilitator, and the interpretation of results. Nevertheless, these
limitations can be addressed through appropriate methodological structuring and by combining
NGT with other research methods. When applied responsibly and adapted to the specificities
of the context, NGT can make significant contributions to both the theoretical development and

practical advancement of public administration.

Overall, the Nominal Group Technique represents a robust, adaptable, and valuable method that
facilitates a deep understanding of organizational dynamics and decision-making processes. By
incorporating this technique into doctoral research, the doctoral candidate can obtain a
comprehensive and balanced view of administrative phenomena, thereby contributing to the
formulation of well-grounded, meaningful, and practically relevant conclusions for both the

academic community and public administration practice.

References

1. Allen, J., Dyas, J. and Jones, M. (2004) “Building consensus in health care: a guide to using the nominal
group technique”, British Journal of Community Nursing, 9(3), pp. 110-114. doi:
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjcn.2004.9.3.12432

2. Androniceanu, A. (2017) Management public [Public Management]. Bucharest: Editura Universitara.

3. Burgess, H. and Spangler, B. (2003) “Consensus building”, Beyond Intractability. Available at:
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/consensus-building (Accessed: 31 July 2026).

4. Delbecq, A.L., Van de Ven, A.H. and Gustafson, D.H. (1975) Group techniques for program planning: a
guide to nominal group and Delphi processes. Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman and Company.

5. Dinca, D. (2002) “(titlul capitolului)”, in Matei, L. (ed.) Participarea cetdteneasca in luarea deciziei [Citizen

Participation in Decision-Making]. Bucharest: (editura), pp. (pagini).

This work is licensed under a

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. 91


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjcn.2004.9.3.12432
https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/consensus-building

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

(=

ROMANIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

Dincd, D. (2023) Practici decizionale in administratia publica [Decision-Making Practices in Public
Administration]. Course material. Bucharest: Faculty of Public Administration, National University of
Political Studies and Public Administration.

Harvey, N. and Holmes, C.A. (2012) “Nominal group technique: an effective method for obtaining group
consensus”,  International  Journal of  Nursing  Practice, 18(2), pp. 188-194. doi:
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-172X.2012.02017.x

Manda, C. (2016) Administratia publica. Sistemul autoritatilor administrative [Public Administration. The
System of Administrative Authorities]. Bucharest: Editura Universul Juridic.

Matei, L. (ed.) (2002) Participarea cetdteneasca in luarea deciziei [Citizen Participation in Decision-
Making]. Training manual. Bucharest: (editura).

McMillan, S.S., King, M. and Tully, M.P. (2016) “How to use the nominal group and Delphi techniques”,
International Journal of Clinical Pharmacy, 38(3), pp. 655-662.

OECD ({an)) (titlul volumului). Paris: OECD Publishing.

Rowe, G. and Wright, G. (2001) “Expert opinions in forecasting: the role of the Delphi technique”, in
Armstrong, J.S. (ed.) Principles of forecasting: a handbook for researchers and practitioners. Boston, MA:
Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 125-144. doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-306-47630-3 7

Van de Ven, A.H. and Delbecq, A.L. (1971) “Nominal versus interacting group processes for committee
decision-making effectiveness”, Academy of Management Journal, 14(2), pp. 203-212.

Vicarel, 1. (ed.) (2008) Politici publice si administratie publica [Public Policies and Public Administration].
Bucharest: Editura ASE.

Vroom, V.H. and Yetton, PW. (1973) Leadership and decision-making. Pittsburgh, PA: University of
Pittsburgh Press.

Yang, K. and Miller, G.J. (eds.) (2008) Handbook of research methods in public administration. 2nd edn.
Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press.

This work is licensed under a

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License. 92


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-172X.2012.02017.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-306-47630-3_7

