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Preventing governance breakdown in the EU’s southern
neighbourhood: fostering resilience to strengthen
security perceptions
Eric Stollenwerk

German Institute for Global and Area Studies (GIGA), Institute for African Affairs, Hamburg, Germany

ABSTRACT
To what extent does societal resilience help to prevent governance breakdown? The
EU’s southern neighbourhood has been troubled by multiple security risks in recent
years. The security situation of many citizens is uncertain and local populations
frequently feel insecure, an indication of governance breakdown. Resilience has
become a new focus in preventing a breakdown of governance. Yet, the extent to
which resilience can help prevent governance breakdown remains unclear. Building
on original survey data from Libya and Tunisia this study contributes empirical
evidence to the debate. The article shows that limited statehood and order
contestation do not necessarily lead to a breakdown of governance. Although both
risks affect Tunisia and Libya to different degrees none of them are strongly
correlated with the security perceptions of local populations. Additionally, resilience
is key in preventing governance breakdown. Social trust and the legitimacy of
governance actors are two main sources of resilience helping to prevent a
breakdown of governance. Moreover, resilience has divergent effects on different
dimensions of security governance breakdown. While resilience has stronger effects
on national security perceptions, local security considerations are partly driven by
other factors such as individuals’ economic resources.
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Introduction

The areas which the EU considers to be its “southern neighbourhood” have experi-
enced turbulent times in their most recent history. High hopes of local populations
regarding greater freedom and more political rights accompanied the so-called Arab
Spring in 2010/2011. However, a potential security governance breakdown that
would affect millions of local citizens has been looming over the region for several
years. Violent fighting in Libya, terrorist attacks in Tunisia, or violence against civilians
in Egypt are just three examples illustrating the dire security situation many individ-
uals find themselves in.1 Local populations’ (in-)security perceptions are an essential
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part of governance breakdown. If local populations perceive security as insufficient,
they experience security governance as ineffective indicating a breakdown of govern-
ance. Hence, the question of how to improve citizens’ security perceptions is key to
preventing a breakdown of governance in the EU’s southern neighbourhood.

Societal resilience as the ability of societies, communities, and individuals to prevent
or peacefully adapt to crises has become a new research focus as a key mechanism for
averting governance breakdown (see introduction to this special issue).2 At the same
time, international political actors, such as the European Union (EU), the World
Bank, or the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), have assigned a pro-
minent role to resilience in their policies.3 The European Global Strategy (EUGS)
explicitly spells out that the EU seeks to foster resilience in its neighbourhood with
the hope of ensuring a peaceful environment and effective governance.4 This marks
a significant shift from the EU’s goal of external democracy promotion to a more prag-
matic strategy of resilience building.5 However, empirical evidence on the extent to
which resilience can help prevent a breakdown of governance remains rare.

To what extent does societal resilience help to prevent governance breakdown? In
answering this question, this study focuses on (in-)security perceptions of local popu-
lations as a key indication of governance breakdown. Thereby, the analysis sheds light
on the micro foundations of the linkages between resilience and security governance
breakdown.

Based on the empirical findings, this article contributes three arguments to the
debate on resilience and governance breakdown. First, limited statehood and order
contestation do not necessarily lead to a breakdown of governance. Although both
risks affect Tunisia and Libya to different degrees, they are not strongly correlated
with the security perceptions of local populations. This challenges claims from the
failed states literature often equating weak statehood with insecurity and anarchy.6

Moreover, the results support arguments holding that effective governance is possible,
even where limited statehood prevails.7 Second, resilience is key in preventing a break-
down of security governance. Social trust and the legitimacy of governance actors are
two key sources of resilience improving security perceptions. If local populations con-
sider governance actors legitimate and strong social trust exists, they perceive security
governance as more effective. These results support arguments from recent debates
considering resilience a key mechanism to ensure effective governance.8 Third, resili-
ence has diverging effects on different dimensions of security governance breakdown.
While resilience is more strongly correlated with national security perceptions, local
security considerations are partly driven by other factors such as individuals’ economic
resources. Thereby, the study adds to the literature on the micro foundations of secur-
ity governance, stressing the diverging relevance resilience has for different dimensions
of security perceptions.9

Building on original survey data from Libya and Tunisia and by utilizing multilevel
modelling the study analyses what the EU considers as its “southern neighbourhood”, a
region where both limited statehood and order contestations are pressing risks. Libya
as a country where violent conflicts have been going on for several years and Tunisia as
a country that has dealt comparatively peaceful with the changes of the Arab Spring
allow for an ideal comparison to understand how resilience can help prevent govern-
ance breakdown.

The remainder of this article presents the theoretical background of the study and
illustrates how societal resilience can help to prevent security governance breakdown.
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Then, the study introduces the data and the methodological approach. Subsequently,
the article shows how the risks of limited statehood and order contestation affect Libya
and Tunisia. The empirical analysis of the nexus between resilience and governance
breakdown is the next step of the article. A concluding section sums up the main
findings, underscores the research contributions, and points out avenues for future
research.

Preventing governance breakdown through societal resilience

Effective governance involves the provision of binding rules as well as public goods and
services.10 Governance breakdown occurs where governance is highly ineffective or
completely absent, i.e. few if any binding rules exist and/or no or insufficient goods
and service provisions take place (see introduction to this special issue). One crucial
aspect of effective governance is security. Security governance is guaranteed by
diverse constellations of formal and informal institutions including state and non-
state actors providing social control and conflict resolution, in an attempt to
promote peace in the face of threats arising from collective life.11 An essential com-
ponent of effective security governance are the security perceptions of local popu-
lations. If people perceive security as insufficient this signals a breakdown of
security governance. This also means that security perceptions and actual security
related events do not necessarily overlap (see Figure 4). For example, people living
in areas where no or only few violent events occur may nevertheless perceive security
as insufficient. On the contrary, people living in areas where a lot of violence takes
places may still perceive security as sufficient.

By concentrating on (in-)security perceptions this article provides insight on the
subjective side of governance breakdown. Governance breakdown as the dependent
variable occurs if local populations perceive security as insufficient. If individuals per-
ceive security as insufficient, one cannot speak of effective security governance since
from a citizen’s perspective goods and service provision in the security sector is not
adequate, and rules do not foster citizens’ security. Subjectively experiencing govern-
ance breakdown can have severe political consequences as the example of mass emi-
gration from Iraq due to fear and insecurity of local populations underscores.12

Analysing how resilience affects security perceptions offers insights on the opportu-
nities and limits of preventing governance breakdown through resilience.

The study distinguishes between (in-)security perceptions on the local level and on
the national level as two perspectives on security governance breakdown. Individuals
may assess their local security situation as different from the security situation of a
country as a whole.13 While individuals may perceive security as insufficient locally,
they may consider the security situation of the country as much better or vice versa.
By differentiating between local and national security perceptions the study produces
insights on whether resilience is equally relevant for different dimensions of security
governance breakdown. Thereby, the study speaks to recent debates on resilience as
an important mechanism to ensure effective governance, and to micro level
approaches to security governance.14

This article focuses on societal resilience as the adaptive capacity of societies, com-
munities, and individuals to deal with opportunities and risks in a peacefully adaptive
manner (see introduction to this special issue). Thereby, societal resilience includes the
state as one governance actor among many, but particularly also non-state, and societal
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actors in a broader sense. Resilience gives societies the ability to fend off and cope with
risks in a peaceful manner, thereby preventing a breakdown of governance.15 If
societies are resilient, they are not only able to block off risks, but to develop coping
mechanisms allowing them to deal with risks in the long run.

Three sources are of particular importance when building resilience: social trust, the
legitimacy of governance actors, and the design of governance institutions.16 These
three factors should lead to a higher degree of resilience and are key in ensuring
that security governance breakdown does not occur, i.e. that local populations perceive
security as sufficient.

Social trust is defined as “a cooperative attitude towards other people based on the
optimistic expectation that others are likely to respect one’s own interests”.17 Social
trust can be subdivided into three categories.18 First, individual trust refers to trust
between individuals that know each other through regular face-to-face interactions.
Second, group-based trust refers to trust within social groups and communities
based on shared features of their members such as religion or ethnicity. Third, gener-
alized trust is the most inclusive category of trust where individuals trust other people
in general regardless of their ethnicity, religion, etc. Generalized trust is most relevant
for societal resilience. Building on theories of governance and collective action, this
article holds that if generalized trust prevails, people are more inclined to cooperate
and overcome collective action problems.19 Thereby, social trust becomes key in
strengthening the resilience of societies towards risks and in preventing governance
breakdown. Through trust peoples’ security perceptions improve, because individuals
experience that they do not have to fear threat or harm from other individuals. Gen-
eralized trust and cooperation decrease in-group and out-group biases producing
larger inclusive social groups where people trust each other which enhances security
perceptions. Thereby, social trust ensures that people perceive security as sufficient
and prevents a breakdown of governance. In order to test whether social trust
shows comparable correlations with different levels of governance breakdown, this
article distinguishes between local and national (in-)security perceptions:

H1a: Greater generalized trust improves local security perceptions.

H1b: Greater generalized trust improves national security perceptions.

The legitimacy of governance actors is defined as the degree to which these actors enjoy
social acceptance of their right to rule among local populations.20 This understanding
of legitimacy includes the state, but also external and non-state actors such as the EU or
local NGOs. Theories on the consequences of legitimacy argue that legitimacy leads to
compliance and cooperation of the governed making it a less costly and resource inten-
sive mechanism to ensure effective governance than sanctions or rewards.21 Compli-
ance and cooperation achieved through legitimacy are stable and allow for more
effective security governance.22 This is why legitimacy is key for societal resilience as
societies where important governance actors enjoy legitimacy have a lower probability
to experience governance breakdown. Individuals that consider governance actors
legitimate should perceive security as more effective, because they are convinced
that these actors have a right to govern and anticipate that the governors will
provide security to them as part of a mutually beneficial relationship. Building on argu-
ments from the confirmation bias literature, this study considers whether individuals
viewing governance actors as legitimate display a positive confirmation bias and
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perceive governance as more effective than individuals that do not consider govern-
ance actors legitimate.23

H2a: Greater legitimacy beliefs in governance actors improve local security perceptions.

H2b: Greater legitimacy beliefs in governance actors improve national security perceptions.

Through these hypotheses, the article sheds light on the micro foundations of the resi-
lience-governance breakdown link. Evaluating the hypotheses allows for disentangling
the sources of resilience and to understand which of the sources are most relevant for
preventing governance breakdown. Additionally, by comparing the legitimacy state
institutions enjoy with the legitimacy the EU possesses as an external governance
actor, the analysis contributes to debates on the consequences legitimacy has for
effective governance and the legitimacy of external actors more specifically.24 The
EU is not influential in the security sector of Tunisia or Libya comparable to the
police. Nevertheless, the EU is highly relevant in the security sector of both countries
as its tries to improve the security of local populations through multiple initiatives such
as supporting judicial reforms, fighting corruption, or strengthening civil society.25

Moreover, including security perceptions on the local and the national levels helps
in understanding whether the relevance of resilience for security perceptions overlaps
or diverges for different levels of security. Thereby, the analysis adds to current debates
on resilience and advances our conceptual thinking about its relevance for governance
breakdown.26

This article focuses on social trust and the legitimacy of governance actors as two
key sources of resilience. The study does not include the design of governance insti-
tutions as a third source of resilience for two reasons. First, it is extremely challenging
to grasp the concept of the design of governance institutions empirically. It would not
be sufficient to include data on the degree of statehood or on the prevalence of public
private partnerships (PPP) to assess the institutional design of governance arrange-
ments to name just two examples. One would need detailed data on the legal frame-
work statehood that PPPs are embedded in. Does the rule of law and mechanisms
of checks and balances constrain statehood from becoming predatory? What are the
legal rights and obligations of PPPs to contribute to effective governance? Such ques-
tions are relevant in order to analyse the extent to which an institutional design is ade-
quate to contribute to resilience and ensure effective governance. Qualitative research
is better able to address such questions and has produced relevant insight on the topic.
Second, a related, but more practical reason is that adequate sub-national quantitative
data to capture the design of governance institutions is not available for Tunisia and
Libya as the country cases of interest to this study. Not taking the design of governance
institutions into account is a limitation of this study when analysing the resilience-gov-
ernance breakdown nexus. Nevertheless, by considering social trust and the legitimacy
of governance actors as two main sources of resilience, this article allows for in-depth
comparative insight on a subject where such evidence remains rare.

Data and methods

The study builds on two original surveys I conducted in Libya and Tunisia. Data col-
lection in Libya took place in February 2020 and in Tunisia in December 2019. Both
surveys were mobile phone surveys covering 1000 respondents each. The surveys
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ensured wide national coverage as respondents were drawn randomly from mobile
phone subscriber lists for each country collecting data from male and female individ-
uals aged 18 or older. Additionally, Libya and Tunisia are countries with high mobile
phone usage making mobile phone surveys an ideal tool to reach a diverse sample. In
Tunisia 124 people per 100 inhabitants had a mobile phone subscription in 2019, i.e.
1.24 subscriptions per inhabitant. In 2019 there were 95 subscriptions per 100 inhabi-
tants in Libya.27 Moreover, the data covers all 24 Governorates of Tunisia and all 22
Shabiyas in Libya, i.e. all first level administrative units of both countries.28 Finally,
due to the sensitive issue of the surveys and the challenging political circumstances
in both countries mobile phone surveys made it easier and safer for individuals to par-
ticipate compared to face-to-face surveys or other research methods requiring face-to-
face interaction on the ground.29

Libya and Tunisia represent most different systems for a comparison of countries
that took very different directions in several respects after the Arab Spring (see
Figures 1 and 2). Therefore, a comparison between both cases is particularly fruitful
in producing generalizable insights on the resilience-governance breakdown nexus.30

To measure security governance breakdown as the dependent variable the study
uses two proxy indicators. For capturing local perceptions of (in-)security, the
survey asked: “In the past 12 months, how many times have you or any of your
family felt unsafe walking in your neighborhood?”. To capture the national (in-)secur-
ity perceptions of individuals, the survey asked: “All in all, how would you rate the
security situation in Libya/Tunisia?”. These two questions allow for disaggregating
the (in-)security perceptions of local populations to produce fine-grained insights
on what characteristics of resilience fend off which aspect of security governance
breakdown. Both indicators have been integrated as binary variables to run logistic
regressions.

Societal resilience is a highly challenging concept for direct measurements. In order
to arrive at robust empirical findings, the study captures the legitimacy of governance
actors and social trust as two sources of resilience to approximate the degree of resi-
lience one can expect to find in a society. To measure the legitimacy of the police as
a key state institution relevant for security governance, the survey asks: “How much
trust do you have in the police in Libya/Tunisia?”. To measure the legitimacy the
EU enjoys as a key external governance actor, the survey asks: “How much trust do
you have in the European Union (EU)?”.

Trust in governance actors is a valid proxy for legitimacy for at least two reasons.
First, strong long-lasting trust in institutions is likely to develop into legitimacy
beliefs towards these institutions.31 Without trust in institutions, legitimacy beliefs
towards these institutions are impossible. Therefore, trust in institutions is key for
legitimacy. Second, questions about the level of trust respondents have in governance
actors are comparable across different sources of authority. As this study seeks to
compare the legitimacy of state institutions with the legitimacy the EU enjoys as an
external actor and their respective association with governance breakdown, trust-
based questions allow for adequate comparisons.

The study measures the degree of social trust as another source of societal resilience
trough a well-established indicator: “Generally speaking, would you say that most
people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in dealing with people?”.32

Through this question it is possible to capture the degree of generalized trust as a
main source of resilience.
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The analysis includes limited statehood and order contestation as two key risk
factors affecting Libya and Tunisia to understand how they correlate with individuals’
(in-)security perceptions. Both proxy indicators focus on the Shabiya level (Libya) and
the Governorate level (Tunisia). The degree of limited statehood has been included
through ACLED data capturing the number of events that challenge the state’s mon-
opoly on force.33 Three event types have been included: 1. Non-state actor overtakes
territory, 2. Government regains territory, 3. Non-violent transfer of territory. The
models control for the degree of order contestation through ACLED data on the
number of protests and riots. The mean data for limited statehood and order contesta-
tion have been included for the years 2016–2018 (Tunisia) and 2017–2019 (Libya). As
changes in macro phenomena such as limited statehood and order contestation need
time to affect individuals’ governance perceptions, a three-year time lag has been
chosen to take this trickle-down effect into account. Moreover, the mean for three
years is more robust against outlier years than a one-year snapshot.

The study controls for several other theoretically relevant variables. The models
include the perception of democratic input-mechanisms through the question:
“How free do you think elections are in Libya/Tunisia?”. Theories on democratization
hold that free and fair elections allow citizens to have their voices heard and hold gov-
ernment accountable.34 This should decrease the likelihood of governance breakdown
as citizens have a channel to voice their discontent and articulate their demands on the
state and other governors for security. A variable capturing the degree of procedural
justice has also been included through the question: “Do you think you are being
treated fairly by the state in Libya/Tunisia?”. Arguments of procedural justice under-
line that if people feel that they are being treated fairly by the state, this should prevent
governance breakdown as they do not need to fear abuse or discrimination.35 Econ-
omic well-being is another factor that is being controlled for by asking: “How
satisfied are you with the financial situation of your household?”. The economic litera-
ture stresses that individuals with greater economic means should perceive governance
as more effective as they can substitute lacking public service provision through their
private resources.36 Well off citizens can buy security, e.g. through private security
firms or living in gated communities.37 Additionally, the models control for a
number of respondents’ socio-economic features: level of education, sex, and age.

To analyse the data, the study uses logistic two-level random intercept models for
the binary dependent variables. The Shabiya/Governorate level variables represent the
second level units while the individual level data represents the first level units. The
random intercepts allow for taking the varying intercept levels between the second
level units into account. Through multilevel models it is possible to consider the
effects of micro level factors as well as macro level factors on the same dependent vari-
able.38 This has the advantage that it is possible to analyse how macro factors such as
limited statehood and order contestation are associated with individuals’ security per-
ceptions. Both, from a theoretical and from a methodological perspective multilevel
modelling is an ideal tool to answer the research question of this article. On a theor-
etical level the combination of explanatory factors on the individual and on the macro
level allows for conclusions about which factors are most relevant in understanding
governance breakdown. Methodologically, multilevel modelling minimizes omitted
variables bias and tackles problems of spurious correlations allowing for more
robust findings.
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Risks in the EU’s southern neighbourhood: limited statehood and order
contestation

Areas of limited statehood (ALS) and contested orders (CO) are two pressing risks in
the EU’s southern neighbourhood (see introduction to this special issue). ALS mark
such areas of a country where the state lacks the ability to make and implement
rules and/or where its monopoly on force is incomplete. CO occur where one or mul-
tiple societal actors challenge the rules and principles according to which societies are
being organized. ALS and CO constitute risks factors that increase the probability of
witnessing a breakdown of security governance in the EU’s southern neighbourhood.
In short, ALS and CO make it more likely that local populations perceive security as
insufficient.

Limited statehood occurs in Tunisia and Libya. Figure 1 illustrates that both
countries have featured statehood limitations for several decades. The figure shows
the degree of statehood over time with higher values on the y-axis indicating stronger
statehood. Limited statehood is the norm, not the exception in both countries.
However, remarkable differences exist. Tunisia displays statehood limitations on a
constant level. For all years of observation, the statehood score for Tunisia was 75.
This is surprising for several reasons. First, in 1987 Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali took
over power from Habib Bourguiba, which did not affect the degree of statehood in
the country. Second, Ben Ali’s autocratic rule in Tunisia from 1987 to 2011 also did
not affect the level of statehood. Third, after Ben Ali stepped down in 2011 and con-
sidering the turmoil related to the Arab Spring one could have expected the level of
statehood in Tunisia to be affected by these developments. However, statehood
remained at the 75 level. Tunisia displays statehood limitations that are significant,
but also stable throughout its recent history, despite the substantial political and
social changes the country witnessed.39

Figure 1. Limited statehood in Libya and Tunisia. Source: Author’s illustration. Based on statehood data by Stol-
lenwerk and Opper, The Governance and Limited Statehood Dataset.
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Libya displays a very different statehood pattern. Muammar Gaddafi was in power
from 1969 to 2011, i.e. for most of the years displayed in Figure 1. Between 1984 and
1996 the level of statehood increased under Gaddafi’s autocratic rule from a score of 58
to a score of 75. However, after 1996 the degree of statehood decreased and came to a
turning point in 2011 when Gaddafi was removed from power. Statehood in Libya
reached its lowest level in 2014 with a score of 46, only slightly increasing to 48 in
2015. While statehood in Libya was fairly stable under Gaddafi’s rule, the Arab
Spring and his removal from power significantly weakened Libya’s statehood.40 Com-
paring Tunisia and Libya it becomes clear that while both countries display statehood
limitations, Libya has a much lower level of statehood than Tunisia.

Order contestations as a second risk factor also affect Tunisia and Libya. Again,
striking differences between the countries occur. Figure 2 indicates the degree of
order contestation by showing the number of protests and riots per year for each
country. Not surprisingly during the autocratic rule of Ben Ali in Tunisia and
Gaddafi in Libya few if any protests and riots were recorded. This does not necessarily
mean that they did not take place, i.e. that there were no contestations of the autocratic
order, but data on such developments are mostly not available.

Tunisia and Libya were both affected by a steep rise in order contestations after
2010/2011 with a greater increase for Tunisia. In 2019 Tunisia reached its peak of
order contestations with 1394 protests/riots taking place, while Libya experienced its
peak in 2014 with 231 riots/protests occurring. Tunisia was and continues to be
affected by stronger order contestations than Libya. Still, in Libya the interference of
numerous external actors continues to contribute to order contestations. Some exter-
nal actors like Turkey or the EU support the Government of National Accord (GNA)
officially recognized by the United Nations. Other external actors like Russia or Egypt
back Khalifa Haftar and the Libyan National Army (LNA).41 This led to a situation in
which the political and social order in Libya is not only being challenged by various

Figure 2. Order contestation in Libya and Tunisia. Source: Author’s illustration. Based on ACLED data for protests
and riots, https://acleddata.com.
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domestic actors, but that external actors, including the EU, fuel these order contesta-
tions through backing different sides.

Overall, Tunisia and Libya both display statehood limitations and order contesta-
tions. While Libya is much more affected by limited statehood, Tunisia is more dis-
turbed by order contestations. In both countries the Arab Spring and developments
since 2010/2011 marked a turning point. The rise in statehood limitations and order
contestations increases the likelihood of experiencing a breakdown of security govern-
ance if societal resilience is not able to fend off such risks.

Analysing the resilience-governance breakdown nexus in Libya and
Tunisia

To get an overview of the data Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables
included. It becomes obvious that in both samples the average respondent is male, aged
26–35 years (LBY)/34 years (TUN), and chose high school (LBY)/university (TUN) as
their highest level of education. As such, the sample is slightly biased towards better
educated male respondents who can afford a mobile phone, which should be kept in
mind when interpreting the data.

What is the level of resilience in Libya and Tunisia? Figure 3 provides an overview
of social trust and the legitimacy of different governance actors as two key sources of
resilience. Social trust and the legitimacy of governance actors give an indication of
how much resilience one can expect to find.

Both countries possess some degree of societal resilience. Although there is plenty of
room for improvement, Tunisia and Libya do not seem to be critically undermined by
the risks affecting the countries. Looking at the legitimacy state institutions and the EU
enjoy as two main politcial actors, it becomes obvious that state institutions enjoy
broader legitimacy than the EU as an external actor. Given the autocratic rule both
countries experienced in the past this is somewhat surprising, but a positive note for
future initiatives to foster resilience. At the same time, the comparatively low levels

Table 1. Descriptive statistics Libya and Tunisia.

Libya Tunisia

Variables N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max

Personal security 991 0.313 0.464 0 1 569 0.589 0.492 0 1
Country security 991 0.258 0.438 0 1 569 0.418 0.494 0 1
State legitimacy 991 2.222 1.077 1 4 569 2.682 0.969 1 4
EU legitimacy 991 1.656 0.956 1 4 569 1.991 1.046 1 4
Social trust 991 0.352 0.478 0 1 569 0.306 0.461 0 1
Limited statehood 991 32.46 34.91 0 89 569 2.022 3.814 0 24
Order contestation 991 11.77 9.455 0.333 26.67 569 26.46 29.37 0 94.33
Democratic input-
mechanisms

991 1.862 0.927 1 4 569 2.822 0.928 1 4

Procedural justice 991 1.738 0.870 1 4 569 1.772 0.796 1 4
Economic well-being 991 1.981 0.965 1 4 569 2.232 0.759 1 4
Education 991 2.893 1.109 1 4 569 3.764 0.497 1 4
Female (ref. male) 991 0.149 0.357 0 1 569 0.355 0.479 0 1
Agea 991 1.912 1.013 1 5 569 33.56 9.228 19 71

Source: Author’s illustration.
aPlease note that for Tunisia the survey includes data for the exact age in years. For Libya the survey includes
data for age groups respondents placed themselves in. These were 1 = 16 – 25, 2 = 26 – 35, 3 = 36 – 45, 4 = 46
– 55, 5 = 56 and older.
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of legitimacy for the EU as a relevant external actor signal that there is only a weak base
of legitimacy to build on, potentially challenging EU efforts to help foster resilience.
Both, the legitimacy of the state and the EU are stronger in Tunisia than in Libya.
Yet, at the time of the surveys social trust was stronger in Libya than in Tunisia.
This creates hopes that even in a highly conflict affected country with widespread limit-
ations of statehood social trust might be an effective mechanism to deal with such risks.
At the same time, the developments in Libya after 2010/2011 when compared to
Tunisia suggest that state legitimacy might be the more powerful source of resilience
than social trust (see also Table 2). Tunisia with its higher levels of state legitimacy has
been much less affected by violence and governance problems than Libya despite its
higher levels of social trust. While resilience is not perfect in Tunisia or Libya, both
countries have a solid resilience foundation to build on in order to prevent a break-
down of security governance.

The security situation in Libya and Tunisia has been tense since the Arab Spring.
Governance breakdown in the security sector has been a constant possibility in both
countries for many years. Figure 4 illustrates the different levels of (in-)security one
finds in both countries. The bar chart shows the percentage of people by country per-
ceiving security as insufficient on the local level as well as on the country level. More-
over, the figure includes the absolute number of violent events and the number of
deaths through violent events in both countries. Thereby, it is possible to compare per-
ceived levels of (in-)security, i.e. the subjective side of governance breakdown with
actual violent events and the number of deaths. Figure 4 underlines that (in-)security
perceptions are a crucial aspect of security governance breakdown. Perceptions of (in-
)security do only partly overlap with violent events and deaths capturing different
dimensions of governance breakdown. For example, in Libya more than 2000 deaths
through violent events were recorded in 2019. Still, this does not correlate with inse-
curity perceptions being equally high on the local and the country level. The situation
in Tunisia is even more striking. Although there have been comparatively much fewer
violent events and deaths, perceptions of insecurity are still high among Tunisians.

Figure 3. Resilience in Libya and Tunisia. Source: Author’s illustration.
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This is particularly the case for their perception of the security situation in Tunisia as a
whole. In both countries do people assess their personal security as much better than
the security situation of the country in general.

Overall, Figure 4 illustrates what a vital part of security governance breakdown the
(in-)security perceptions of individuals are. (In-)security perceptions can drastically
differ from actual security related events. Moreover, (in-)security perceptions can
display stark differences depending on what the reference point is for individuals’
security perceptions, with people perceiving security as more effective on the local
level than on the country level. Therefore, the perception-based side of security gov-
ernance breakdown needs to be differentiated according to the local and the national
level.

A multivariate analysis of how resilience and security perceptions interplay offers an
in-depth assessment of the resilience-governance breakdown nexus. Table 2 includes
four models, where Model 1 contains the multilevel regressions for personal security
perceptions in Tunisia as the dependent variable andModel 2 the country level security
perceptions for Tunisia as the dependent variable. Model 3 and Model 4 replicate this
for Libya. The models display the logits for the effect size and direction as well as robust
standard errors in parentheses.

Resilience matters for preventing security governance breakdown. However, the
individual sources of resilience are relevant to different degrees. State legitimacy is
central to preventing governance breakdown. The legitimacy beliefs in core state insti-
tutions have a positive correlation with all levels of security perceptions across Tunisia
and Libya. If citizens consider their state legitimate this becomes a key pillar of resili-
ence and ensures effective governance.

Figure 4. Comparing aspects of (in-)security in Libya and Tunisia. Source: Author’s illustration. Note: Violent
event and deaths data come from ACLED for the year 2019. The data for perceptions of (in-)security come
from the original surveys in Libya and Tunisia evaluated in this study. The right hand y-axis shows the percen-
tages of individuals feeling insecurity and the left hand y-axis absolute counts of violent events/deaths.
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The legitimacy belief in the EU as an external governance actor show significantly
weaker correlations with security perceptions. Only in Libya does the EU’s legitimacy
improve the perceived security of the country. This suggests that external actors are
more relevant for preventing security governance breakdown in contexts where
local populations are exposed to severe violence and where state institutions are so
weak that they cannot be considered to be a sufficient source of security for citizens.
The finding also signals that legitimacy is important for external actors, but that
their ability to foster effective security governance might be limited. Although the
EU is not the key security actor in Libya or Tunisia it is active in both countries
trying to indirectly improve the security of local populations through rule of law
reforms, fighting corruption, and empowering civil society no name just three
examples.42 These results indicate that if the EU enjoys legitimacy, it can help
prevent governance breakdown, but that its ability to do so is likely limited.

Social trust is another key source of resilience that helps in ensuring effective gov-
ernance and citizens’ security. This is particularly the case for individuals’ assessment
of the country’s security situation. When people trust each other, they are also more
likely to evaluate the security situation in general as positive. This stresses the impor-
tant role generalized trust plays for resilience and in turn for preventing governance
breakdown. While all sources of resilience matter, the legitimacy of the state is most
relevant, followed by social trust, and the legitimacy of the EU.

Table 2. Multilevel models Tunisia and Libya.

Tunisia Libya

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Personal Security Country Security Personal Security Country Security

Resilience
State legitimacy 0.282** 0.923*** 0.645*** 0.684***

(0.105) (0.127) (0.097) (0.108)
EU legitimacy −0.116 0.043 0.008 0.190*

(0.091) (0.104) (0.086) (0.094)
Social trust 0.059 0.484* 0.205 0.456*

(0.204) (0.223) (0.186) (0.199)
Risks
Limited statehood 0.096 0.133* −0.006 −0.013

(0.055) (0.057) (0.017) (0.013)
Order contestation −0.009** −0.012*** 0.039 0.043

(0.003) (0.003) (0.065) (0.050)
Control variables
Democratic input-mechanisms 0.232* 0.225 0.059 0.658***

(0.106) (0.121) (0.102) (0.110)
Procedural justice −0.007 0.408** 0.070 0.526***

(0.130) (0.140) (0.114) (0.125)
Economic well-being 0.330* 0.160 0.507*** 0.279*

(0.131) (0.146) (0.099) (0.109)
Education −0.080 0.084 0.022 0.117

(0.183) (0.205) (0.087) (0.105)
Female (ref. male) −0.376* −0.954*** −0.654* −0.605*

(0.190) (0.222) (0.269) (0.306)
Age 0.003 −0.011 0.384*** −0.110

(0.010) (0.011) (0.089) (0.099)
N 569 569 991 991
No. of Governorates/Shabiyas 24 24 21 21

Source: Author’s illustration.
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These results strongly support hypothesis 2a and 2b for the state as a governance
actor and hypothesis 2b to a lesser extent for the EU as an external actor. Hypothesis
1a finds no support, while hypothesis 1b does. The findings underline the highly rel-
evant role resilience plays in preventing a breakdown of governance. The results also
highlight that it is important to differentiate between various dimensions of govern-
ance breakdown. Resilience seems to be more relevant for individuals’ assessment of
the security situation in their country as a whole, rather than their local security con-
ditions. Moreover, disentangling the sources of resilience points out that resilience can
have different effects depending on the local context and the dimensions of governance
breakdown considered.

Order contestation and limited statehood do not necessarily lead to governance
breakdown in Libya and Tunisia. Limited statehood does not affect the security percep-
tions in Libya or Tunisia. The only exception is a slightly positive correlation between
limited statehood and country level security perceptions in Tunisia. Still, this result
should not be overstated due to the small effect size. One might speculate if in a pre-
viously autocratic setting like Tunisia ALS can improve the security perceptions of citi-
zens as limited statehood eases the grip of state institutions on citizens and lowers the
probability of oppressive state behaviour. Order contestations lower the security per-
ceptions on the local and the country level in Tunisia, but not in Libya. Yet, the cor-
relations are comparatively weak indicating that societal resilience is able to prevent
stronger impacts. Tunisia has witnessed regular protests since the Arab Spring. As pro-
tests are sometimes coupled with clashes between various groups and violence of state
institutions against protesters, this can lower Tunisians’ perception of security. Overall,
the results stress that ALS and CO are not necessarily direct threats to local populations
and do not automatically lead to a breakdown of governance. The findings indicate
that in Tunisia and Libya societal resilience is able prevent a breakdown of governance
despite the risks affecting both countries.

Figures 5 and 6 display coefficient plots for the logits from Table 2. The blue dots
represent the logits for security perceptions on the country level as the dependent vari-
able and the red dots the logits for security perceptions on the local level as the depen-
dent variable.

Both figures stress that the explanatory factors for (in-)security perceptions on the
country and on the local level only partly overlap. This emphasizes the need to not only
focus on security perceptions as an essential part of governance breakdown, but also
the necessity to disentangle different dimensions of security perceptions.

In both Tunisia and Libya is resilience more relevant for citizens’ country level
security perceptions than for their local security perceptions.

Additional factors deserve attention to understand peoples’ security perceptions
and the subjective side of governance breakdown. Democratic input-mechanisms
improve the security situation in Tunisia and Libya helping to prevent governance
breakdown. While free and fair elections boost the security perceptions at the local
level in Tunisia, they improve national security perceptions in Libya. This underscores
arguments from democratization theory that free and fair elections can improve secur-
ity governance, particularly in settings that experienced autocratic rule in the past. Yet,
the results also show that elections are no silver bullet for preventing governance
breakdown and might have varying effects depending on the specific context.

As procedural justice theory predicts, individuals who felt well treated by state insti-
tutions in Tunisia and Libya also considered the security situation of the country as
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more positive. While the resilience of societies is essential in preventing governance
breakdown, fair and inclusive state institutions are another key factor in guaranteeing
effective governance.

Figure 6. Analysing security perceptions in Libya. Source: Author’s illustration.

Figure 5. Analysing security perceptions in Tunisia. Source: Author’s illustration.
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Socio-economic features of respondents matter for their security assessments.
Respondents with greater economic means also felt more secure. This was most
strongly the case for local and country level security perceptions in Libya, but also
for the local security perceptions in Tunisia. This supports economic theories
suggesting that citizens do ensure their security through private resources, if security
is not delivered by the state. This happens through private security companies or living
in gated communities to name just two examples.43 Another striking finding is that
women were much more likely to suffer from a breakdown of governance than
men. This underscores the important role gender aspects play in understanding for
whom governance services are available and why. As women experience systematically
less security than men the question which social groups suffer most from governance
breakdown in the EU’s neighbourhood deserves more attention.

Conclusion

To what extent does societal resilience help prevent governance breakdown? By com-
paring evidence from Libya and Tunisia the study finds that societal resilience is key in
averting governance breakdown in what the EU considers as its “southern neighbour-
hood”. Most relevant is the legitimacy of state institutions in ensuring that governance
does not break down. Social trust is another essential resilience factor guaranteeing
effective security governance. The legitimacy of the EU as an external actor can also
help to prevent governance breakdown, although to a lesser extent. This suggests
that not all sources of resilience have the same impact with state legitimacy being
most relevant, followed by social trust, and the EU’s legitimacy. The analysis also
shows that areas of limited statehood and contested orders as two pressing risks in
Libya and Tunisia do not necessarily lead to governance breakdown, if resilience is
strong enough to fend off such risks.

With these findings, this article contributes to understanding the resilience-govern-
ance breakdown nexus in several respects. First, on a theoretical level it demonstrates
that the legitimacy of governance actors and social trust are two main sources of resi-
lience able to prevent a breakdown of governance in areas where statehood is limited
and order contestation occurs. Thereby, the study supports recent arguments about
resilience being a key mechanism for ensuring peaceful change and effective govern-
ance.44 Moreover, the findings contradict arguments from the failed states literature
that weak statehood equals chaos and insecurity.45 Instead, the results underscore
claims that effective governance is possible even in areas where statehood is
limited.46 By considering (in-)security perceptions as an essential aspect of governance
breakdown, the article highlights that resilience is more important for individuals’
assessment of the country wide security situation, than of their personal security.
Taking individuals’ security perceptions seriously is key for understanding and pre-
venting governance breakdown. Thereby, this article adds new insights to the
growing literature on the micro foundations of security governance.47

Second, empirically the study shows that resilience is highly relevant in Tunisia and
Libya to prevent governance breakdown. Although some studies have demonstrated
for individual cases how relevant resilience is for coping with crises, empirical evidence
on the resilience-governance breakdown nexus remains rare.48 By comparing Tunisia
and Libya utilizing large-scale survey data this article does not only provide compara-
tive empirical evidence on how resilience affects governance breakdown, but also helps
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to generalize these findings for the EU’s southern neighbourhood more broadly.
Additionally, data on resilience and security governance breakdown is often hard to
get.49 This is particularly the case for countries like Tunisia and Libya that were
under autocratic rule for decades. Through the original survey data evaluated the
article underscores how strongly resilience and governance breakdown are correlated
in the EU’s neighbourhood.

Third, this study has policy implications for external actors seeking to strengthen
resilience, most notably the EU. If the EU wants to help build societal resilience in
what it considers to be its neighbourhood, it is well-advised to focus on social trust
and the legitimacy of governance actors as two essential sources of resilience. Resili-
ence policies should not only focus on state actors but also include non-state actors
that enjoy legitimacy among local populations and who are in turn able to help
build social trust between individuals. Moreover, external actors need to take the
security perceptions of local populations seriously. As security perceptions represent
a vital part of effective governance no external governance involvement can expect
to be successful when ignoring citizens’ governance perceptions and expectations.
Finally, the negative externalities engagements of external actors can have for societal
resilience have to be kept in mind. External actors can act as resilience builders, but
also as resilience spoilers if their actions undermine social trust, the legitimacy of gov-
ernance actors, and the effectiveness of governance institutions.

Despite the contributions of this study, limitations remain that indicate avenues
for future research. First, the article underscored how relevant generalized trust is
as a source of resilience. Nevertheless, future studies should identify the exact
thresholds of trust that are necessary in order to arrive at resilience. Is generalized
trust always necessary or might group-based trust be sufficient in some instances?
Second, by considering the legitimacy of state institutions and the EU the study
focused on two governance actors of relevance. Still, non-state actors, such as
NGOs or other external actors, should be considered to understand whether their
legitimacy also helps in preventing governance breakdown. Third, the study evalu-
ated original cross-sectional data for areas where such data remains rare. However,
the results should be considered in correlational terms rather than from a strongly
causal perspective. Therefore, assessing the findings with longer time series data or
experimental methods would further underline the causal mechanisms at play.
Finally, as this article focused on security as one crucial dimension of governance,
future studies could assess whether the arguments and findings extend to other gov-
ernance dimensions. Is resilience equally relevant for preventing governance break-
down in sectors like public health or education?
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