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MEASURING CONNECTEDNESS

The extent and nature of a country’s connections to

both the global and regional economy is one of the

single biggest influencers of socio-economic change.

While mainstream measures of economic integration

have focussed more intently on trade flows and

capital movements, they have a tendency to overlook

other key pillars of economic connectedness, such

as flows of information, knowledge, data and people,

across borders.   Measurement becomes more

complex in many emerging and frontier economies,

as data are often incomplete or missing entirely.

This is especially true for the countries that make up

Sub-Saharan Africa (Jerven, 2013). The Visa Africa

Integration Index, now in its fourth edition, aims to

improve our understanding on the importance of

economic connectedness and to redress the deficit

in information and knowledge about the mechanisms

of socio-economic integration, which enable and

promote development.
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Assimilating country and industry data, together with

country-specific information proprietary to Visa, the

index has measured and offered insight into economic

connectedness for 11 indicative Sub-Saharan

economies since 2011. The latest index highlights

several important observations that, overwhelmingly,

confirm the earlier findings. These are detailed below

in this updated version, which extends to 19 countries

divided into four regions – Central Africa, East Africa,

Southern Africa and West Africa – representing 75%

of the subcontinent’s population and 85% of output.

Several clear trends emerge:



•	

•	



•	



•	



Sub-Saharan African economies rank amongst the least connected in the world. Since our

measurement began five years ago, however, the evidence points to connections growing quickly and

effectively, particularly in east Africa, although Cameroon, Ghana and Zambia also stand out.

In line with data for different countries studied over other periods, there is a strong correspondence

between rising connectedness and improvements in economic and social wellbeing. Rwanda is an

example of a stand out economy. Over the past five years, the country has displayed the largest

relative gain in connectedness amongst the 19 countries in the index. This has manifested in a gain in

per person income of 7.0% per year.

All boats do not rise with the same tide. Kenya and Rwanda have made large gains in connectedness

off relatively low bases over the five years covered by this research, Botswana has not moved much off

its relatively high base, and Angola has struggled to improve off a low base. The Democratic Republic

of Congo’s score has fallen.

The Visa Africa Integration Index makes an important and necessary contribution towards filling gaps

in data and knowledge relating to many Sub-Saharan economies. It affords better understanding of

the drivers and shapers of economic development in the region, helps inform data-driven policy and

offers industrial and economic intelligence to business decision makers.
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WHY CONNECTEDNESS MATTERS

If the narrative that Sub-Saharan Africa will become

the home of the next generation of “economic

miracles” holds true, then the evidence of the past

five decades, especially in nations that have shown

rapid growth, shows that the pivotal factor for

sustained, elevated and inclusive growth is the ability

of countries to connect functionally and effectively to

others.

The next issue becomes examining the extent and

nature of Sub-Saharan Africa’s economic integration

and connectedness. This is the subject of the Visa

Africa Integration Index, which first covered the

connectedness of African economies between 2011

and 2012, and which was subsequently updated for

2014, 2015 and 2016 (see Saville and White, 2013b;

Saville and White, 2015a; Saville and Firth, 2016).



This index originally covered 55% of the SubSaharan population and three-quarters of the region’s

output by measuring the depth and breadth of the

connectedness of 11 African economies located in

three clusters - East Africa (including Kenya, Rwanda,

Tanzania and Uganda); West Africa (including Ghana

and Nigeria); and Southern Africa (including Angola,

Mozambique, South Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe).

With data that have recently become available, we

are able to extend the coverage of the index by eight

countries and refine the analysis by clustering the

countries into four regions:



i.	 Central Africa, which includes Angola, Cameroon and the Democratic Republic of Congo;

ii.	 East Africa, covering Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda;

iii.	 Southern Africa, which includes Botswana, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Zambia and

Zimbabwe; and

iv.	 West Africa, which includes Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and Nigeria.
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The fourth edition employs these data to extend the

coverage of the index to 19 economies representing

three-quarters of the population and almost ninetenths of output.

The results of this update confirm that Africa’s

connectedness is rising, and in turn where

connectedness rises, it translates into growing

prosperity. At a deeper level of analysis, the extent

and nature of the drivers – of connectedness and

prosperity – differ across regions and countries. Here

the Visa Africa Integration Index can provide valuable

insights into how one of the most powerful drivers

of socioeconomic development in Sub-Saharan

economies works. 
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GLOBAL CONNECTORS, LOCAL CHAMPIONS

Between 2001 and 2015 the world economy grew by

2.8% per year. The Sub-Saharan African economy

grew faster, led by the likes of Ethiopia, Rwanda,

Tanzania and Zambia. Just seventeen years ago,

in 2000, Ethiopia was the world’s second-poorest

country with an average income of $150 per person.

An acceleration in economic performance has seen

the Ethiopian economy grow by 9.2% per year over the

last fifteen years – faster than China or India. This rapid

growth in Ethiopia was accompanied by increasing

sophistication of value chains that embraced

thousands of hectares of greenhouses. It also took in

new infrastructure, an expanding international airline,

the export of cut flowers, coffee and vegetables to

Europe. Entrepreneurship development programmes

and growing ties with other fast-growing economies

such as China followed. Importantly, Ethiopia’s “great

run” has been validated by critical developmental

indicators. Life expectancy, for instance, has risen by

one year every year since 2000.
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All per capita data are in constant 2015 prices



Ethiopia’s is not the only connectedness success

story. Rwanda’s economy has grown by 7.6% per

year since 2001; and Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia

each grew by an average 6.7% over the same period.

These elevated growth rates have resulted in the

Zambian economy taking a little more than ten years

to double in size. Ethiopia’s doubled in just eight

years. Consequently, income per person in Ethiopia

had grown four times over the last fifteen years, to

reach $620 in 2015. Per capita incomes in Zambia

have almost doubled over the fifteen years from

$1,000 to $1,800. These transitions are impressive,

but elevated, sustained and inclusive economic

growth does not happen spontaneously.



Economic	 Growth	 (%	p.a.):	2001-2015
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