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Abstract

Procurement reforms are seen as essential for achieving a long term improvement in financial management within
Africa. To gain insight into this situation an analysis of success stories and cases where challenges and difficulties
have arisen were investigated. This material was content analysed using Mayring (2008) four-step process model.
The findings demonstrate some initial improvement within African public sector financial management; however
the complete and successful implementation of these reforms is fraught with problems. These issues that limit
improved financial management through procurement reform included; inadequate education and training,
legislative constraints, especially those associated with procurement technology, and a lack of political support for
the reform process. In political terms the study identified that the current political position coupled with
socio-cultural sensitivities of participating countries, has created a neglect of ethical and environmental
considerations which in turn has slowed the pace and acceptance of reforms.
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1. Introduction

Most governments in Africa have instituted reforms in public procurement. The major goals of these reforms are to
encourage competition, improve financial transparency, and ensure accountability in public institutions (Hunja,
2003). Procurement reforms in Africa have to some extent brought modernity, transparency, competition, as well
as fairness in the procurement process. Notwithstanding the improved administrative and structural systems put in
place to enhance efficiency in public procurements, these reforms have not gone without blemish. Indeed, the
implementation of procurement reforms in Africa has been fraught with cultural insensitivity, the disregard for
countries’ political, socio-economic, ethical, and environmental structures and systems. The result is the lack of
interest and political will to confront the challenges of the reform leading to haphazard and lacklustre approach
towards its implementation (Hunja, 2003).

It is significant to acknowledge that, because the procurement function did not establish itself within the academic
ranks and research institutions until recent years, a search of contemporary literature on the subject shows little
evidence that public procurement has penetrated the theoretical boundaries of academic research, despite the
profession’s efforts over a decade to enhance, develop, and improve its profile in the eye of other professions
(Matthews, 2005). Notwithstanding its theoretical limitations, the international trade centre (ITC) recognising the
value of the procurement function, explains that, its experience in developing countries shows that public
procurement may be contributing between 50-70 per cent of imports in these countries. Implicitly, improvements
in public procurement systems in developing countries could have a direct and beneficial effect on the overall
economic situation of the countries. Evaluating the benefits developing countries could derive from well structured
procurement systems necessitated intervention programs from the World Bank and other regional institutions like
the African Development Bank (AfDB) to assist developing countries to review and revise their procurement
structures and systems (Wittig, 1999).

African countries have various reasons for wanting to undertake procurement reforms. Some countries undertake
reforms to support essential internal administrative improvements, others accept reform programs to help qualify
for international financing from multilateral institutions, or to help integrate a country into the multilateral trading
system. Procurement reforms are often seen as an important feature of anti-corruption efforts that can help promote
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good governance (Thai, 2008). Transparency in public procurement is an important issue for all countries.
Developed countries have established various means to create and sustain transparency. It has become imperative
for African governments to incorporate monitoring and control systems into public procurement to consolidate the
modest gains especially in areas of transparency, equity and fairness in their current structures (Wittig, 1999). In
recent years, the impetus for reforms have increased, partly in consequence of requirements set by the World Bank
and other donor organisations as a condition for providing development aid, but principally because the
inefficiencies of unreformed systems have become self-evident. Most donors consider that a well functioning
procurement system is an essential requirement if their funds are able to be used effectively to promote
development (Abeille, 2003). In most African countries the aim of accepting and instituting these reform programs
is to establish a strong and well-functioning procurement system that is governed by a clear legal framework
establishing rules for transparency, efficiency and mechanisms of enforcement, coupled with an institutional
arrangement that ensures consistency in overall policy formulation and implementation (Hunja, 2003). This paper
analyses gains countries have made as a consequence of introducing these reforms. Major challenges impinging on
the smooth implementation of the reforms are also examined. The paper finally gives some insights into
improvement strategies of implementing procurement reforms.

2. Method

The paper adopted content analysis approach because it represents an effective tool for analysing samples of
research documents in a systematic and rule-governed manner (Seuring & Gold, 2012). Seuring and Gold (2012)
argue that, content analysis is most suitable and appropriate for analysing published materials and was thus
deemed as a suitable approach for this research. In conducting a systematic review of literature, the authors
followed the process model of material collection, descriptive analysis, category selection, and material evaluation
(Mayring, 2008). Addressing the process model, material for analysis were delimited and the unit of analysis
defined; the characteristics of the material were thoroughly assessed; the structural dimensions and related
analytical categories were developed and selected, after which the text material was evaluated. To assure
trustworthiness of our research findings a multiple researcher approach was followed. The use of multiple
researchers in identifying latent content ensured that judgements were shared by all members of the research team
thereby enhancing the trustworthiness of the findings.

3. The Imperative for Procurement Reforms

The significant contributions the procurement function makes to organisations and national economies makes it
imperative to put in place formal administrative and legal frameworks to ensure that due process is followed in the
execution and implementation of procurement policies. Reporting on the contributions of the procurement
function to various sectors of economies, Leenders, et al., (2006) indicate that, for a manufacturing firm, a 10 per
cent improvement in procurement and supply costs are equivalent to profit resulting from 75 per cent increase in
sales. The ADB/OECD (2008) estimate that, public procurement accounts for about 20 per cent of government
expenditure worldwide. Across Africa, government procurement averages around 10 per cent of GDP and can
account for up to 70 percent of public expenditure, as in the case of Tanzania and Uganda (Woolcock, 2008). In
Botswana, public procurement exceeded $ 1 billion in 2003 (Lionjanga, 2003). In Ghana, about 43.8 per cent of the
national budget is spent on public procurement, and a further 90 per cent of all development partners inflows are
spent through procurement related activities (World Bank, 2003). Government expenditure on public procurement
in South Africa accounts for 13 per cent of GDP or § 14 billion in 2003. There is also an additional $ 5 billion in
procurement by state owned enterprises, making 17 per cent of GDP in total (Woolcock, 2008).

In developed economies, the procurement functions’ contributions to GDP cannot be over-emphasised. In the
European Union, public procurement accounts for 16 per cent of GDP (Mathew, 2010). It is also estimated that the
public sector in the UK spends £150 billion a year on goods and services necessary to deliver public services
(European Commission, 2007). According to the Australia Procurement and Construction ouncil (APCC) the
value of procuring capital assets, maintenance, goods and services by the federal government now exceeds AUD
$100 billion dollars per year (APCC, 2008). The APCC argues that if one per cent each across board savings is
made through effective and efficient procurement in these areas, the federal government could be saving about one
billion dollars per year on procurement. The APCC recognises procurement as a strategic cost-management
function for which it is necessary to maintain high-level leadership to plan effectively, source innovatively to
actively manage contracts and to continuously improve processes. The APCC suggests that because governments’
annual aggregated procurement spend is approximately AUD $214 billion dollars, constituting about 20 per cent
of Australia’s GDP, it is necessary to invest in sustainable reforms in order to continuously improve upon
procurement processes, procedures, and practices (Scott, 2008).
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4. Procurement Reforms in Africa

Public procurement is a major function of governments, and governmental entities, and this has been recognised
by most African governments. This recognition has led to the institution of reforms in these countries public
procurement processes aimed at encouraging competition, transparency, efficiency and ensuring accountability
(Hunja, 2003). Prior to the institution of reforms, many African governments’ procurement was based on systems
inherited from the colonial era in which procurement was regulated by ministerial directives rather than a
comprehensive procurement code. This often resulted in fragmentation and complexity in procurement decision
making. As the old systems became progressively weaker and uncontrollable it provided scope for abuse and
inefficiencies (Hunja, 2003). Since the international conference on reforms of public procurement in Africa held in
Abidjan in 1998, the African development bank group (AfDB) has been assisting member countries in reforming
their national procurement systems. In line with its commitments under the Paris Declaration, the AfDB has been
working together with other development partners in establishing tools and strategies to move towards the use of
country systems regarding procurement. Assisting African governments to modernise and strengthen their public
procurement systems at both regional and national levels, it is believed will open the way for development partners
to use country procurement systems, which will facilitate the implementation of projects and improve overall
public financial management capacity of implementing countries (AfDB, 2012). The aftermath of the Abidjan
conference saw several African countries embark on procurement reform programs with the support of the AfDB,
the World Bank and other development partners, and the assistance of sub-regional organisations such as the
Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the West African Economic and Monetary Union
(WAEMU), which have adopted regional directives on public procurement (AfDB, 2009).

Public procurement reforms among African countries are not significantly different in terms of stages of reform,
components of reform strategies, and implementation. In most African countries, public procurement reforms have
been preceded by assessments of the existing system, either by consultants or by external donor agencies
particularly the World Bank through country procurement reports. Such studies made recommendations to
governments based on which reforms of public procurement have been modelled. In terms of components of the
reforms, most African countries have created new procurement legislations that have put in place new institutional
frameworks through which procurement is expected to be managed. Every country that has attempted to reform its
public procurement system, have instituted control measures like a central authority where procurement activities
are coordinated to ensure that systematic processes are followed (Thai, 2008).

5. The Strides

In the past two decades, African countries have undertaken a number of reforms of their public financial
management, particularly its procurement systems. The reform programs has provided comprehensive
administrative and legal framework for public procurement. New institutions such as the public procurement
authority and the appeals and complaints panel have been set up to formalise and improve procurement
performance (Honkaniemi, 2010). In accordance with Ghana’s public procurement law, the procurement process
must allow suppliers, contractors and consultants to compete for business on a fair basis. Public officials
associated with the procurement function, therefore are responsible for protecting the integrity of the procurement
process and maintaining fairness in government’s treatment of all suppliers, contractors and consultants. The law
further stipulates that, correspondence and communications are essential to the management of relationships with
suppliers and other stakeholders (Public Procurement Act of Ghana, 2003).

Most African countries have made incredible efforts at reforming their public procurement regulations and
practices. In countries like Ghana, Uganda, and Kenya, the reforms have not been limited to regulations alone, they
have included public procurement processes, methods, procurement organisational structure, and even the
workforce (Ameyaw, Mensah, & Ameyaw, 2011). Currently most governments in Africa have come to the
realisation that a well organised procurement system contributes to good governance by increasing public
confidence and assuring judicious government spend (Ahuja, 2000). Indeed, African governments have accepted
the fact that increasing the efficiency and transparency in the use of public funds requires the existence of an
adequate national procurement system that meets both national and international standards and operates efficiently
(Ameyaw et al., 2011). A well-functioning procurement system is the one that is governed by a clear legal
framework establishing the rules for transparency, efficiency and mechanisms of enforcement, coupled with an
institutional arrangement that assures consistency in overall policy formulation and implementation (Hunja,
2003).

Training and education of procurement practitioners is instrumental to the success of public procurement reforms.
Over the years, the issue of acquiring well-trained professionals with requisite experience and competence has
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been a major bane of the reforms. However, the situation seem to be gradually improving as an assessment in
2009/2010 on the expertise of practitioners revealed that some efforts has being made in partly addressing the skill
shortage and expertise problem. The OECD/DAC (2011), report that some countries have implemented a
comprehensive short-term training program which resulted in the training of quite a substantial numbers of
practitioners. The courses were specifically targeted at procurement practitioners, members of tender committees
and tender review boards, private sector representatives, and staff of oversight institutions. With support from
donor grants, specialised contract management courses were also offered. Despite efforts by developmental
agencies at offering training and education to practitioners in Africa, the training programs have been criticised of
lacking local content thus ignoring issues pertaining to culture, socio-economic, and political sensitivities.

6. The Challenges

In the face of mounting economic uncertainty, huge expectations are placed on procurement practitioners to source
the best business solutions from their supply network partners, and to achieve the innovation, value and services
that their customers are looking for (Lau, 2010). It is also acknowledged that the success of an organisation largely
depends on its human capital, which refers to the collective knowledge, experience, skills and abilities of staff
(Maister, 1986). As procurement moves towards being a tactical and strategic function, it has become imperative
that staff development through training take centre stage in the developmental process (Humphreys et al., 1998).
More importantly, with the call for the incorporation of technology into procurement processes, there is no doubt
that its successful adoption requires practitioners to enhance their expertise in fields such as, business processing
re-engineering, IT training and organisational change, all of which hinge on effective and efficient education and
training. Thus, in order to achieve a more strategic and collaborative supply network, practitioners require
additional training and education (Lau, 2010). Research has shown that practitioners with high skills levels and
knowledge have significant impact on financial performance and operational efficiency in terms of quality
improvement, design and reduction of lead times (Cousin et al., 2006). The other aspect in which developing
countries are reforming the way in which procurement is carried out is by bringing professionalism to those who
carry out and manage the procurement function. Raising the strategic profile of procurement by making it core to
good service delivery necessitates the formation of a professional cadre of public officials to implement this
function. Instituting ongoing training programs and having a scheme within the public service that enables
procurement professionals to gain seniority commensurate to their expertise and experience have been the
cornerstones of reforms in this area (Hunja, 2003).

An assessment of Ghana’s procurement system in 2007 by the OECD/DAC although confirming substantial
progress in public procurement since 2003, also alluded to the fact that some provisions in the Public Procurement
Act have proven to be ineffectual and require adjustments or modifications. These include, incorrect interpretation
and application of some provisions of the procurement law, slow pace in regularising draft regulations, lack of
clear procedures for emergency procurement, lack of training avenues for practitioners, poor record management,
poor handling of suppliers’ complaints, poor procurement planning, poor contract management and high cost of
advertisement. According to the report these challenges cut across most African countries (OECD/DAC, 2011).
The report further indicates that no sustainable procurement training programs are put in place for practitioners to
access. Key stakeholders such as the private sector and audit institutions also lack procurement expertise
(OECD/DAC, 2011).

Many independent research findings (e.g., Odhiambo & Kamau, 2003; Araujo, 2004; Doyle, 2006) have argued
that formalising the professionalism of procurement capability is inextricably linked to raising the profile and
credibility of procurement practice and promoting the development of a common and transferable body of
knowledge. This call for the expansion and formalisation of procurement training has been suggested in successive
UN General Assembly resolutions on procurement reforms since the mid 1990s (United Nations General
Assembly, 2007). For example, in resolution 51/231 of June 13 1997 (paragraph 31), the Assembly urged the
Secretary-General to intensify training programs in procurement for all member countries (World Bank, 2003).
Responding to the clarion call, numerous attempts have been made to develop and implement a standardised
framework of procurement competencies that will facilitate the design and possible adoption of procurement
systems as applied in developed countries to emerging economies like Africa (Hsu, 2009; Kung & Gordon, 2007).
Crucially, framework models in developed countries are based on national cultural, social, ethical, economic,
political, and other environmental considerations which may not necessarily address specific procurement needs in
African countries (Hsu, 2009; Helgadottir, 2008).

Another major challenge of current procurement reforms in Africa is the programs’ opposition towards relational
exchanges with key suppliers. The lack of these exchanges increases procurement costs through multiple contracts
administration, monitoring many suppliers’ performance, continuous education of suppliers on an institution’s
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processes and requirements (Mandiyambira, 2012). The issue of institution-supplier relationships have attracted a
growing body of academic research in recent times (Terpend et al. 2008). The increased attention reflects the
growing awareness of the link between effective management of such relationships and organisations’
performance. Effective and efficient management of customer-supplier relationships is crucial because it starts
with determining the number and most suitable suppliers for the organisation (Bemelmans, et al., 2011). The
resource based view (RBV) provides theoretical support for the significance of collaborations as a solution to
exploit complementary capabilities to achieve competitive advantage. It argues that organisations seek to develop
competitive advantage through building relationships with key suppliers, having a sound understanding of what
the supplier firm can bring to the collaboration (Barney, 1991). The current adversarial relationship between
government establishments and suppliers is consistent with Mandiyambira (2012), who argues that most public
institutions in Africa adopts procurement systems which are based on adversarial relationships with suppliers.
Adversarial relationships do not engender value for money, the core principle governing procurement
(Commonwealth Procurement Guidelines, 2005).

Political interference with the procurement process is also a big challenge to the successful implementation of
public procurement reforms. A good number of politicians think that they have the right to intervene in the
procurement procedures leading to capricious procurement decisions. It is not uncommon in most African
countries for politicians to influence the tender process, insisting that particular contracts are awarded to
individuals or companies of their choosing (World Bank, 2004).

7. Improvement Opportunities

The traditional perception that management is the same or is becoming the same around the world is not tenable in
view of the demonstrated differences in national cultures. The debate has intensified in the current era of global
operations, as organisations need to know whether management controls that are effective in one national setting
will have different levels of effectiveness if used in a different national setting (Chow, Shields, and Wu, 1999). It is
significant to acknowledge that many research outputs have shown that national cultural values are related to
workplace behaviours, attitudes and other organisational outcomes (e.g., Hofstede, 1980; Trompenaars, 1993). For
instance, leadership in a collectivist society in Africa is a group phenomenon. A working group which is not the
same as the natural in-group will have to be made into another in-group in order to be effective. In most African
countries, foreign management methods and ideas are indiscriminately imposed as part of technology transfer, the
majority of which have failed to serve the intended purpose. The evident failure of most international development
assistance to developing countries is at least partly due to the lack of cultural sensitivity in the transfer of
management ideas (Hofstede, 1983). The myriad challenges militating against the smooth implementation of
public procurement reforms in Africa could partly be attributed to the inability of implementing agencies to
properly engage beneficiary countries on their cultural, socio-economic, political, ethical, and environmental
sensitivities, in order to tailor reforms that suits specific country needs.

A critical examination of most African countries current public procurement laws indicates a prohibition on the
use of technology. The situation makes it even more difficult to effectively award contracts and monitor progress
of work, but rather encourage bureaucracy and red-tape. With changes in information and communication
technology within and between organisations occurring at a fast pace (Zsidisin & Ellram, 2001), it is imperative
that African governments keep pace with modern approaches to information management in order to be
competitive. A surge in demand for information dissemination comes with the need for efficient information
technology. Institutions are investing in information systems such as, electronic data interchange (EDI), enterprise
resource planning (ERP), e-procurement and inter-organisation systems, to enhance communication with
stakeholders (Laudon et al, 2002). The application of information systems technology to enhance procurement
performance is an important issue that continues to receive managerial and academic attention (Quesada and
Gonzalez, 2010). Among the information systems applications, e-procurement functions are particularly important
due to the fact that procurement is one of the most critical functions of supply networks (Quesada and Gonzalez,
2010). To this effect, the adoption of e-procurement systems would assist governments to improve transparency
and efficiency, reduce cost, enhance better decision-making, improve supplier performance monitoring, and
quality of services to customers (Neupane, et al., 2012). The application of procurement technologies mean much
of the paper-based routine tasks will be automated. EDI is significant because it eliminates many of the time
consuming steps involved in traditional information flow (Humphreys, 2001), hence allowing more time for
practitioners to focus on new forms of supplier relationships, supply management, advanced planning and value
creating activities (Humphreys et al., 1998; Humphreys, 2001; Croom & Johnston, 2003; Giunipero et al., 2005).

Business relationships play an important role in enabling firms to respond to dynamic and unpredictable changes
occurring in the business environment (Hoyt & Huq, 2000). Such relationships focus on initiatives that enhance
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superior relational characteristics between business engagements and create a win-win situation for organisations
and its suppliers instead of adversarial relationships (Paulraj & Chen, 2005). Through close relationships with
suppliers, organisations are willing to share risk and reward, encourage mutual planning and problem-solving
efforts, and maintain the relationships over a longer period of time (Cooper & Ellram, 1993; Stuart, 1993; Chen et
al., 2004; Li et al., 2007). Forging long-term relationships in a competitive business environment helps firms
achieve superior performance by reducing cost, improving quality, and enhancing customer responsiveness or
flexibility (De Toni et al., 1994). Collaborating across the procurement functions provides opportunities for better
utilisation of procurement skills and resources maximise benefits, and the spread of best practice (Mandiyambira,
2012). As firms increasingly emphasise collaborative relationships with key suppliers, buyer institutions are using
supplier evaluations to ensure that their performance objectives are met (Prahinski & Benton, 2004). Evaluating
supplier performance is necessary because it affords institutions the opportunity to develop critical product and
process categories with key suppliers (Monczka et al., 1993). A good supplier evaluation process would give the
buying institution adequate information to determine if the supply base is capable of meeting current and future
needs. In some cases buying institutions based on evaluation reports organise supplier development programs with
the intention of meeting their current and future business needs by improving supplier performance and
capabilities (Prahinski & Benton, 2004).

8. Conclusion

This paper sought to evaluate the impact of procurement reforms on governments in Africa. The authors
specifically evaluated the success stories as well as possible challenges impinging upon the smooth
implementation of the reforms. The paper further recommends a possible review of current strategies and suggests
some improvement strategies that could be of tremendous benefits to the reform process.

Public procurement reforms in Africa have to some extent improved financial management, transparency, and
fairness among government agencies in most of the implementing countries. The reform has necessitated the
setting-up of new administrative and legal frameworks for dealing with public procurement and other procurement
related issues. Institutions and structures have been established to ensure that systems are effectively managed and
consolidated. Research has also shown that efforts continue to be made to train and educate practitioners from both
public and private organisations on the tenets of the reform in order to render them efficient. Despite the modest
successes chalked since the reforms were instituted a little over a decade ago, many countries are still confronted
with what one may consider as teething problems such as inadequate qualified personnel, the inability of
practitioners to adequately and accurately interpret their countries’ respective procurement laws, and the
perception of corruption still high. The pressing problem of the lack of political will by politicians to commit fully
to the reforms is among the myriad of challenges bedevilling the successful implementation of the reforms.

Some of the challenges identified could be traced to the extent and level of due diligence performed on
implementing countries prior to the reform being rolled out. The apparent disregard for national cultures, the
neglect of socio-economic, political, ethical, and environmental sensitivities of countries has invariably rendered
the reform alien to African governments and people. The lack of or inadequacy of engagements with the people
makes the institution and implementation of the reform quite ‘reckless’, hence the difficulties in surmounting some
of the challenges militating against the smooth implementation of the public procurement reforms.

9. Future Research

Although corruption or the perception of corruption is high in Africa, the focus of our paper is on the impact of
procurement reforms on financial management in Africa, which has nothing to do with corruption. Future research
could examine the thorny issue of corruption in public procurement in Africa.
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