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Abstract: This paper suggests calculating a simple time-insensitive index of instability using discrete
series of events. The calculation of the index does not require complex statistical analysis of event series,
discrete-event systems analysis, or categorical analysis. It uses a simple, single-equation regression to
estimate the effects of instability on Africa’s per capita GDP over the 1961-2018 period. The results are
mixed, with some showing that instability has constrained Africa’s performance and others implying it
has helped. The findings are not quite econometrically pure, but reasonable given that many relevant
variables are missing from the regression. Hence, I resist the temptation to comment further until at least
conventional factors like capital are included in this regression, while I insist that the index itself is sound.
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1. Introduction

The use of 0-1 dummy variables is of significant value where key data is either unreliable or completely
missing. However, because it so widely and frequently employed, the so-called Africa dummy variable
raises not only econometric issues such as “dummy variable traps,” but also economic issues including
proper interpretations. The idea of this paper is very simple: To suggest a time-insensitive instability
index as a proxy for the “Africa dummy” that is data economical. As most readers of this paper already
know, Barro (1991) kicked off the hornets’ nest of research on the significance of the so-called “Africa
dummy” variable as a key determinant of economic performance. Amavilah (2019) and Jerven (2011)
have listed many other papers on this subject. Englebert (2000), for example, argues that most of the
research has attempted to reduce the effect of the “Africa dummy” by introducing separate 0-1 dummy
variables for landlockedness, ethno-fractionalization, polity, and, more recently, for governance indicators
as placeholders for various institutions. These attempts are clearly improvements, but just as clearly
inadequate. First, for some the results are not easy to interpret in natural ways. Second, for others the
results are not quite policy intuitive, because nothing can really be done about such things as
landlockedness. This paper constructs a time-invariant generalized index of instability, calibrates it on
African data, and uses it in a single equation regression to estimate its effect on the performance of per
capita GDP for Sub- Saharan Africa during the 1961-2018 years.

! Amavilah is also an adjunct professor of economics at Estrella Mountain College, Avondale, AZ 85392, USA. The
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