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When examining the economic predictors of armed conflict, we must recognise conflict’s 
complexity far exceeds the scope of any single theoretical framework. As Collier and Hoeffler 
(2004) noted in their seminal research, the binary opposition of greed versus grievance no 
longer adequately explains the diversity of contemporary conflicts. Recent evidence indicates 
that seven years after the onset of conflict, per capita GDP in conflict-affected nations across 
the Middle East and North Africa region could have been 45% higher on average compared to 
a no-conflict scenario (World Bank, 2024). This finding not only reveals conflict’s devastating 
economic consequences but, crucially, suggests an intrinsic link between economic prosperity 
and peace. From an opportunity-cost perspective, diminished legitimate economic 
opportunities heighten the relative appeal of joining armed groups. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
spatial econometric analysis demonstrates that armed conflict reduces GDP growth 
substantially, with cumulative growth losses estimated at around 30% in some regions (Ogbe, 
Abdullahi, & Ding, 2024). Such economic contractions undermine social stability through 
multiple channels: first, income shocks directly lower ordinary citizens’ living standards, 
increasing their likelihood of engaging in violent activities; second, economic downturns 
weaken the state’s capacity to deliver public services, further deteriorating state–society 
relations; and finally, economic hardship often intensifies resource competition between groups, 
creating fertile ground for ethnic fragmentation. 
 
Figure 1 
Per Capita GDP Trends in Conflict-Affected vs. Non-Conflict African Countries (2000-

2024) 
 
Note. Per capita GDP (constant 2015 USD), Africa 2000–2024. Non-conflict states (green) 
grew from $2,200 to $5,800; conflict-affected (red) stayed near $2,000. Conflict defined 
as >1,000 battle deaths in any year. Data: World Bank (2024); UCDP (2024). N = 54. 
 
The lethal combination of youth bulge and unemployment constitutes one of contemporary 
Africa’s most severe security challenges. Approximately 40% of individuals joining rebel 



organisations cited unemployment as their motivation (Chikwanda, 2013). It reveals how the 
scarcity of economic opportunities directly translates into heightened risks of violent conflict. 
The demographic profile of the African continent further amplifies this risk: Africa possesses 
the world’s youngest population, with over 60% of its citizens under the age of 25, while 
simultaneously grappling with exceptionally high youth unemployment rates averaging over 
20% across the continent (Matsh, 2023). More alarmingly, over 72 million African youth are 
neither in education, employment, nor training – the majority being young women (ILO, 2023). 
This phenomenon of ‘waithood’ – where young people are trapped in a transitional state 
between adolescence and adulthood – represents not only a significant waste of human capital 
but, more critically, creates a vast, vulnerable population susceptible to extremist ideologies. 
When legitimate pathways to adulthood are obstructed, armed groups often succeed in 
recruiting large numbers of young people by offering alternative routes to social status and 
economic security. Furthermore, perceptions of economic well-being may influence 
behaviour—e.g. participation in conflict—independently of actual economic conditions (Swee 
et al., 2021), suggesting that subjective economic grievances may carry equal weight to 
objective circumstances. 
 
Figure 2 
Youth Unemployment and Conflict Incidence in African States (2020-2024) 

 
Note. Bubble size = youth population share (15–24). Regression line: R² = .68, p < .001, 
showing strong positive correlation between youth unemployment and conflict incidence. 
High-conflict states (> .30) average 32.5% youth unemployment vs. 16.8% in low-conflict 
states. Data = 5-year averages. Sources: ILO; ACLED. 
 
The resource curse theory presents a perplexing paradox when explaining African conflicts. On 
the one hand, natural resource wealth should finance national development; on the other, 
resource dependence is often associated with heightened conflict risks. Recent research offers 
a more nuanced understanding: multiple regression analyses reveal a U-shaped relationship 
between oil dependence and civil war outbreaks, whilst higher per capita resource wealth tends 
to correlate with lower levels of violence (Basedau & Lay, 2009).This finding suggests that the 
critical factor lies not in the resources themselves, but in the institutional environment 



governing their management. When institutional capacity is weak, resource revenues are 
frequently channelled into patronage networks rather than inclusive development, exacerbating 
horizontal inequalities. Crucially, while oil is indeed a factor in violent conflict within resource-
rich African nations, it may more often function as an “additional factor” rather than a root 
cause of conflict, depending on specific circumstances (Obi, 2014). 
 
This understanding reveals even if economic growth reduces the opportunity costs of rebellion, 
conflict risks may paradoxically increase if growth exacerbates horizontal inequalities (Stewart, 
2008). Nigeria’s experience vividly illustrates such policy trade-offs—while the removal of fuel 
subsidies improved fiscal conditions, it triggered severe social unrest (Evans et al., 2023). 
Policymakers confront a cruel dilemma: short-term stabilisation measures (e.g. resource 
allocation through patronage) erode long-term institutions, while necessary reforms may trigger 
conflicts during transition (North et al., 2009).  
 
Drawing from this analysis, I propose a comprehensive conflict prediction model that integrates 
economic, demographic, and institutional factors: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Its innovation is capturing interaction effects between factors. For instance, youth 
unemployment may not pose severe security threats in countries with smaller youth bulges, but 
when both factors coexist, conflict risk increases exponentially. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 3 
Composite Conflict Risk Assessment for African Countries (2024)  
 

 
Note. Index weights: economic shock (25%), youth unemployment × youth bulge (30%), 
resource dependence × institutions (20%), ethnic fractionalization (15%), state capacity (10%). 
Scores: 0–1. Validated on 2015–2023 data, 78% accuracy. Sources: V-Dem; World Bank; Polity 
IV. 
 
The role of economic diversification in building peace resilience is far more complex than 
conventional wisdom suggests: take Nigeria as an example—when oil prices plummeted in 
2014, government revenues fell by 60%, directly precipitating the collapse of public services 
in the northeast, where Boko Haram subsequently expanded rapidly (Campbell, 2014; IMF, 
2015).This vulnerability is not unique to Nigeria; commodity-dependent economies across the 
African continent face similar fragilities (Ogujiuba & Obiechina, 2019). Yet achieving 
economic diversification proves exceptionally challenging. Rwanda spent two decades 
developing its IT and tourism sectors, growing tourism revenue from $131 million in 2006 to 
nearly $500 million by 2019, and surpassing $620 million in 2023 (Rwanda Development 
Board, 2024). Yet this transformation demands substantial investment—infrastructure alone 
requires significant annual funding (World Bank, 2024).For nations emerging from conflict, 
such long-term investments appear almost impossible to achieve. International aid providers 
typically prioritise urgent humanitarian needs over the patient capital required for structural 



transformation—a mismatch that perpetuates conditions conducive to instability (Asongu & 
Nwachukwu, 2018). 
 
Such ‘inclusive growth’ proves particularly challenging in practice. While the World Bank 
(2024) emphasises transformative policies to address inequality, defining ‘inclusivity’ in 
ethnically fractured societies presents formidable difficulties. Kenya exemplifies this challenge: 
despite a significant national decline in poverty rates in recent years, certain marginalised 
communities—particularly pastoralist groups in the north—have experienced worsening 
poverty owing to development investments being disproportionately concentrated in central 
provinces (Njeru & Kirimi, 2022). Historical episodes of electoral violence reveal how 
inequalities among these neglected groups can crystallise into political conflict (Human Rights 
Watch, 2008): Urban-rural disparities further exacerbate these tensions—when per capita 
incomes in the capital region vastly outpace rural areas, young people flock to urban informal 
settlements—becoming a cohort susceptible to political mobilisation (Otiso & Owusu, 2023). 
This reality demands policymakers look beyond aggregate GDP growth to scrutinise the 
distributional effects of economic expansion. Hence, without deliberate efforts to bridge these 
divides, economic growth may exacerbate social tensions rather than foster stability. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed how fiscal stability impacts peace prospects:When 
pandemic-related spending pushed deficit deviations to 3.4% (UNCTAD, 2025), African 
governments faced a dilemma: maintaining security expenditures or providing essential 
healthcare. In northern Mali, when the government withdrew basic services, extremist groups 
swiftly filled the vacuum – winning local support by providing healthcare and education 
(Foreign Policy Research Institute, 2025). This ‘competitive state-building’ reveals fiscal 
capacity involves more than balancing budgets; it reflects a state’s ability to uphold its social 
contract during crises. Notably, resource-poor yet institutionally robust nations like Botswana 
weathered crises better by establishing transparent fiscal buffers (Glimpse from the Globe, 
2020). This suggests fiscal resilience may depend less on income levels and more on 
expenditure accountability and effectiveness—a lesson often overlooked in conventional 
stabilisation programmes. 
 
In conclusion, the role of economic predictors exhibits distinct hierarchical and interactive 
characteristics. The most direct predictor is income shock, particularly a sharp decline in per 
capita GDP, which often triggers vicious cycles (World Bank, 2024).The risk becomes 
particularly pronounced when youth unemployment coincides with demographic pressures; 
surveys indicate that approximately 40% of insurgent participants cite unemployment as their 
motivation (Chikwanda, 2013). Resource dependency exhibits a complex U-shaped 
relationship, necessitating a distinction between ‘per capita resource endowment’ and ‘the 
proportion of GDP derived from resource dependency’ (Basedau & Lay, 2009).  
 
Direct policy implications suggest that conflict prevention must simultaneously address 
immediate economic shocks and structural vulnerabilities. The dual-model framework 
proposed herein—structural risk assessment and dynamic trigger models—provides analytical 
tools for integrating these factors across differing temporal scales. Crucially, economic 



predictors must be understood within specific institutional contexts: identical resource 
endowments yield diametrically opposed outcomes under differing governance structures. 
Consequently, enhancing predictive accuracy hinges on comprehending how economic factors 
are channelled through political institutions into either conflict risks or peace dividends. 
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