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Abstract  

This study investigates the intricate relationship 

between citizens' perceptions of democratic 

governance and voter turnout in six diverse 

African countries: Nigeria, Senegal, Cape Verde, 

Tanzania, Madagascar, and Seychelles. Drawing 

on averaged Afrobarometer survey data (Rounds 

6-9, 2015-2022) for perceptions of political trust, 

electoral competition, and electoral credibility, 

alongside historical voter turnout data 

(International IDEA and electoral commissions) 

across four national election cycles, the research 

employs a comparative, quantitative design. The 

study hypothesized that negative perceptions 

would correlate with lower voter turnout, 

reflecting challenges to democratic consolidation. 

Our findings reveal a highly context-dependent 

relationship. In Seychelles, Madagascar, and 

Senegal, positive perceptions strongly correlated 

with higher turnout, affirming conventional 

democratic theory and indicating robust attitudinal 

and behavioral consolidation. However, 

complexities emerged in West Africa: Nigeria 

showed negative correlations between perceived 

electoral competition/credibility and turnout, 

suggesting voter deterrence due to procedural 

flaws despite some general trust. Cape Verde 

displayed a notable decoupling, with high turnout 

persisting despite weak perceptual correlations, 

potentially indicating deeply ingrained civic 

habits. Most notably, Tanzania presented an 

anomalous, strong negative correlation across all 

perception indices, where higher reported trust 

aligned with lower turnout. This suggests that in 

certain dominant-party contexts, outward 

expressions of confidence might mask deeper 

disengagement or instrumental compliance rather 

than genuine democratic participation. These 

results underscore that democratic consolidation 

pathways in Africa are diverse, with perceptions 

of electoral integrity playing a critical, yet varied, 

role in shaping citizen engagement.  

Keywords: Democratic, Election, Governance, 

Voter, Turnout 

1. Introduction 

 

The democratic landscape across Africa presents a 

compelling and dynamic picture, marked by 

significant strides alongside persistent challenges 

(Diamond, 1999; Bratton & van de Walle, 1997). The 

post-Cold War era witnessed a widespread adoption 

of multi-party political systems, leading to the 

institutionalization of regular elections and 

constitutional governance in many states. However, 

the mere presence of formal democratic structures 

does not automatically guarantee robust 

accountability, genuine representation, or deep 

legitimacy (Ake, 2000; Gyimah-Boadi, 2004). In 

recent years, concerns about democratic backsliding, 

executive overreach, and the erosion of civic space 

have gained traction across the continent (Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, 2025; Siegle & 
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Wahila, 2025). The pursuit of good governance—

encompassing principles of transparency, 

accountability, and the rule of law—remains central to 

achieving sustainable development, fostering 

economic growth, and improving citizen welfare 

(World Bank, 1992; Fukuyama, 2014). 

Assessing the health and quality of democracy 

requires a multifaceted approach. While traditional 

measures often rely on expert indices or institutional 

audits, understanding democratic performance from 

the perspective of ordinary citizens is paramount for 

gauging legitimacy and sustainability (Gisselquist, 

2012). It is in this context that large-scale, 

independent public opinion surveys, such as the 

Afrobarometer, have become invaluable tools. 

Afrobarometer Round 9, conducted between late 2021 

and mid-2023 across 39 African countries, provides a 

timely and comprehensive dataset for understanding 

contemporary citizen attitudes towards democracy and 

governance, reflecting sentiment in the wake of global 

crises and regional shifts (Afrobarometer, n.d.; World 

Bank, 2024). Complementing this, International IDEA 

(International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 

Assistance) offers a rich repository of official electoral 

data, including historical voter turnout trends, 

providing an empirical record of electoral 

participation (International IDEA, 2025.). By 

integrating these two critical data types – citizen 

perceptions and official electoral outcomes – this 

study aims to provide a more holistic and nuanced 

assessment of democratic vitality in Africa. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

Despite extensive scholarly work on democratic 

transitions in Africa, there remains a critical gap in 

systematically analyzing the direct interplay between 

citizen perceptions of democratic governance quality 

and actual electoral behavior, particularly voter 

turnout. While Afrobarometer consistently reveals that 

many Africans aspire to democracy and support 

elections, it also highlights persistent and often 

declining trust in key institutions and leaders, 

alongside dissatisfaction with the practical 

effectiveness and fairness of electoral processes 

(Afrobarometer, 2024; 2023a; 2023b; Kaasa & 

Andriani, 2021). Concurrently, official electoral data 

from sources like International IDEA often show 

varied and sometimes volatile voter turnout rates 

across the continent, which can significantly impact 

the representativeness and perceived legitimacy of 

elected governments. 

This disconnect between democratic aspirations, 

evolving perceptions, and observable electoral 

participation raises a fundamental and urgent 

question: Do negative perceptions of political trust, 

electoral competition, and electoral credibility deter 

citizens from participating in elections, thereby 

undermining the very legitimacy and 

representativeness of democratic processes? Without 

comprehensively understanding this perceptual-

behavioral link, identifying precise challenges for 

democratic strengthening and encouraging higher, 

more meaningful electoral participation remains an 

elusive goal. This study seeks to address this critical 

gap by leveraging the combined richness of 

Afrobarometer Round 9 data and International IDEA's 

electoral statistics to investigate this vital relationship 

across a strategically selected group of African 

nations. 

1.2 Objectives of the Study 

This study investigates whether negative citizen 

perceptions of democratic governance deter electoral 

participation. The specific objectives are: 

1. To examine voter turnout trends over the past 

four national electoral cycles in Tanzania, Nigeria, 

Senegal, Cape Verde, Seychelles, and Madagascar 

2. To construct composite indices of political 

trust, electoral competition, and electoral credibility 

using to reflect current citizen perceptions of 

democratic governance. 

3. To analyze whether the citizen perceptions 

correlate with the observed voter turnout trends in 

each country. 

2. Literature Review 

 

The literature review provides a comprehensive 

theoretical and empirical foundation for understanding 

democratic governance, citizen perceptions, and 

electoral participation in the African context. It 

defines key concepts, reviews existing research, and 

establishes the overarching theoretical framework that 

guides the study's analytical approach. 

3. Concepts of Democratic Governance 

 

The concept of democratic governance has evolved 

significantly, encompassing not only formal 

institutional structures but also the substantive 

exercise of power, citizen participation, and 

accountability. This study delineates core components 

that collectively define democratic governance, which 

will be understood through both citizen perceptions. 

At its most fundamental level, democratic 

governance refers to the exercise of political authority 

to manage a country's affairs, underpinned by 

principles that ensure the consent of the governed, 

accountability, and the protection of rights. Early 

scholarly emphasis often centered on procedural 

aspects, such as multi-party elections, universal 

suffrage, and constitutionalism (Diamond, 1999). 

However, merely holding elections or having a 
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constitution doesn't automatically translate into 

genuine democratic rule or effective governance, often 

leading to what Christopher Ake (2000) critically 

observed as "façade democracies." This realization 

propelled a more substantive understanding of 

democratic governance, emphasizing performance, 

accountability, and the rule of law (World Bank, 

1992). In Africa, citizens often judge democratic 

governance not just by the presence of elections, but 

by its tangible capacity to deliver public goods, ensure 

justice, combat corruption, and provide genuine 

avenues for citizen engagement and redress (Eberlei, 

2011; Gyimah-Boadi, 2004). Central to understanding 

the quality of democratic governance from a citizen's 

perspective, and its link to participation, are three 

interlinked concepts: political trust, electoral 

competition, electoral credibility, and voter turnout. 

 

4. Political Trust 

 

Political trust is foundational to the legitimacy and 

stability of any political system. It can be defined as 

the confidence citizens have that political institutions 

(e.g., government, parliament, judiciary, electoral 

commission) and political actors (e.g., leaders, parties) 

will act in the public's best interest, justly, 

competently, and predictably, even in the face of 

uncertainty (Newton & Norris, 2000; Hetherington, 

2005). This trust is multi-faceted; citizens might trust 

local government more than national government, or 

the military more than political parties. In the African 

context, political trust is often highly contingent on 

perceived performance, particularly in delivering 

public services, managing the economy, and 

controlling pervasive corruption (Afrobarometer, 

2024 Flagship Report; Kuenzi, 2022). When trust is 

low, citizens are less likely to comply with policies, 

participate in civic life, or accept electoral outcomes, 

potentially leading to disengagement or even 

instability (Levi & Stoker, 2000; Marien & Hooghe, 

2011). 

5. Electoral Competition 

 

Electoral competition refers to the extent to which 

political parties and candidates genuinely vie for 

power, offering voters meaningful choices and facing 

a credible risk of losing elections (Lindberg, 2006). 

This concept moves beyond merely holding multi-

party elections to assessing their substance. Key 

indicators of robust electoral competition include a 

significant number of viable political parties, the 

absence of excessive dominance by a single party, 

competitive vote shares, frequent alternation of power, 

and an absence of undue restrictions on opposition 

activities (Schedler, 2002; Lindberg, 2004). Genuine 

competition is crucial for democratic accountability. It 

incentivizes incumbent leaders to perform well to 

secure re-election and allows for the removal of non-

performing or corrupt officials. In many African 

contexts, the challenge lies in moving from merely 

multi-party elections to truly competitive elections, 

where the playing field is level and the opposition has 

a fair chance to win (Norris, 2017). 

6. Electoral Credibility  

 

Electoral credibility, often used interchangeably 

with electoral integrity, signifies the degree to which 

the entire electoral process—from voter registration 

and campaign finance to polling, vote counting, and 

results tabulation—is perceived by citizens as fair, 

transparent, and free from significant fraud, 

intimidation, or manipulation (Elklit & Reynolds, 

2002; Birch, 2011). It encompasses critical elements 

such as the independence and impartiality of the 

Electoral Management Body (EMB), clear and 

consistent electoral laws, effective mechanisms for 

dispute resolution, and equitable access to media. 

Perceived electoral credibility is a cornerstone of 

democratic legitimacy. When elections are seen as 

credible, citizens are more likely to accept their 

outcomes, thereby strengthening the democratic order. 

Conversely, perceptions of flawed or rigged elections 

can severely erode political trust, fuel public anger, 

and contribute to political instability (Alemika, 2004; 

Ajol, 2024). 

7. Voter Turnout 

 

Voter turnout, conventionally defined as the number 

of eligible voters who cast a ballot in an election, is a 

fundamental indicator of citizen engagement and the 

vibrancy of democratic processes (Norris, 2017). High 

voter turnout is often associated with stronger 

democratic legitimacy, greater representativeness of 

elected bodies, and a more engaged citizenry 

(Franklin, 2004). Conversely, persistently low or 

declining voter turnout can signal citizen 

disengagement, disillusionment with political 

processes, or a lack of belief in the efficacy of 

elections (Wattenberg, 2017). While turnout is a 

simple quantifiable metric, its conceptual significance 

is profound, often reflecting underlying levels of 

political trust, satisfaction with democratic 

performance, and perceptions of electoral fairness 

(Bratton, 2013). This study conceptualizes voter 

turnout as a key behavioral outcome that reflects 

citizens' engagement with the democratic system. In 
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practice, voter turnout data is typically compiled from 

official electoral records, as provided by organizations 

such as International IDEA. 

8. Theoretical Framework 

 

The primary theoretical lens guiding this research is 

Democratic Consolidation Theory. Developed by 

prominent scholars such as Juan Linz and Alfred 

Stepan (1996) and significantly elaborated upon by 

Larry Diamond (1999, 2015), this theory describes the 

complex process by which a democracy becomes 

deeply ingrained within a society, becoming "the only 

game in town." It posits that a democracy is 

considered consolidated when three key conditions are 

met: 

1. Behavioral Consolidation: No major political 

actors (e.g., elites, military, political parties) attempt 

to overthrow the democratic regime or seek to achieve 

their objectives through undemocratic means. 

2. Attitudinal Consolidation: A vast majority of 

the public believes that democratic procedures and 

institutions are the most appropriate way to govern 

their country, even if they disagree with specific 

policies or leaders. 

3. Constitutional Consolidation: All political 

actors become habituated to the fact that conflicts will 

be resolved within the bounds of democratic laws and 

institutions. 

Diamond (1999) further emphasizes that beyond 

simply holding elections, consolidation involves the 

institutionalization of democratic norms, the 

routinization of democratic procedures, and the 

internalization of democratic values within the 

political culture. This process signifies a shift from 

merely a democratic transition to a more enduring and 

stable democratic system. Recent scholarship 

continues to apply this theory to understand 

democratic backsliding and resilience in various 

contexts, including Africa, where external pressures 

and internal fragilities test the robustness of 

democratic gains (Siegle & Wahila, 2025; Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace, 2025). The theory 

suggests that genuine consolidation requires not just 

formal adherence to democratic rules, but also deep-

seated citizen belief in the system and its fairness. 

Democratic Consolidation Theory directly underpins 

this study by providing the overarching theoretical 

context for assessing the quality of democratic 

governance in the six selected African countries 

(Tanzania, Nigeria, Senegal, Cape Verde, Seychelles, 

and Madagascar). Our key variables—political trust, 

electoral competition, electoral credibility, and voter 

turnout—are not just isolated metrics but are 

explicitly treated as critical indicators and constitutive 

elements of a consolidating democracy. 

• Political Trust: The theory posits that for a 

democracy to consolidate, its citizens must develop a 

fundamental belief in the legitimacy and efficacy of 

its institutions and actors. Low political trust, 

particularly in core democratic institutions like the 

electoral commission or parliament, suggests a 

weakness in attitudinal consolidation and can signal 

fragility (Newton & Norris, 2000; Hetherington, 

2005). By measuring political trust using 

Afrobarometer Round 9 data, this study will directly 

assess a crucial dimension of citizen acceptance and 

belief in the democratic framework, thereby informing 

the state of democratic consolidation. 

• Electoral Competition: A core characteristic 

of a consolidated democracy is the presence of 

genuine and regular electoral competition where 

power can credibly alternate, and opposition parties 

have a real chance of winning (Lindberg, 2006). If 

competition is perceived as unfair or merely symbolic, 

it indicates a deficit in behavioral consolidation, 

where powerful actors may not fully accept the 

democratic "rules of the game" (Schedler, 2002). This 

study's focus on citizen perceptions of electoral 

competition will illuminate how deeply entrenched 

competitive norms are within the political landscape 

of each country. 

• Electoral Credibility: For a democracy to be 

considered consolidated, its electoral processes must 

be widely perceived as fair, transparent, and free from 

significant fraud or manipulation by both elites and 

ordinary citizens (Birch, 2011). Perceptions of low 

electoral credibility undermine the very legitimacy of 

electoral outcomes, hindering the constitutional 

consolidation of democratic procedures and 

potentially leading to instability (Elklit & Reynolds, 

2002). By assessing citizen perceptions of electoral 

credibility, this research will gauge the extent to 

which the foundational democratic act of voting is 

seen as a reliable and trustworthy mechanism for 

expressing popular will, a key factor in democratic 

stability. 

 

9. Conceptual Model 

 

While a visual representation is not feasible in this 

text format, a conceptual model for this study, 

grounded in Democratic Consolidation Theory, would 

illustrate the following relationships: 
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The model would also implicitly acknowledge 

external factors (e.g., economic conditions, overall 

governance performance, institutional design, broader 

socio-political context) that influence both these 

perceptions and, consequently, the process of 

consolidation itself. 

In conclusion, Democratic Consolidation Theory 

provides a powerful and comprehensive theoretical 

lens for this research. By focusing on how political 

trust, electoral competition, and electoral credibility 

are perceived by citizens (Afrobarometer data), and 

linking these perceptions to observable voter turnout 

trends (International IDEA data), this study directly 

assesses critical dimensions of democratic quality and 

stability. This unifying theory allows for a coherent 

examination of the extent to which democratic norms 

and practices are becoming ingrained in the selected 

African countries, offering valuable insights into the 

ongoing journey of democratic development on the 

continent. 

10. Methodology 

 

This study employs a comparative, cross-regional 

methodology to explore the intricate relationship 

between citizens' perceptions of democratic 

governance and voter turnout across six diverse 

African countries: Nigeria, Senegal, Cape Verde, 

Tanzania, Madagascar, and Seychelles. By integrating 

aggregated survey-based perception indices with 

historical voter turnout data, this research aims to 

uncover salient patterns of engagement and legitimacy 

in electoral democracies. 

11. Research Design and Rationale 

 

The research follows a quantitative and explanatory 

design, guided by the core hypothesis that citizens’ 

negative perceptions of democratic governance—

particularly low political trust, weak electoral 

competition, and doubts about electoral credibility—

are associated with lower voter turnout. 

The analytical approach is structured in two 

integrated streams to provide a comprehensive 

understanding: 

• Construction of composite perception indices 

using Afrobarometer survey data averaged across 

Rounds 6 to 9 (spanning 2015–2022). This approach 

aims to capture a more stable representation of citizen 

perceptions over a significant period. 

• Assessment of historical voter turnout trends 

using official data across four electoral cycles per 

country. 

This design judiciously allows for both cross-

sectional analysis (linking averaged perceptions to 

averaged turnout) and insights into longitudinal 

patterns (turnout trends themselves), enabling a robust 

exploration of how more stable public perceptions 

might align with, or diverge from, participation 

patterns across diverse African political contexts. 

12. Case Selection 

 

Six countries were meticulously selected using 

purposive sampling to ensure a balance of regional 

and political diversity while maintaining data 

integrity. The selection criteria included: 

• Availability of Afrobarometer data from 

Round 6 through Round 9, providing consistent 

measures of citizen perceptions over time. 

• Accessibility of reliable official voter turnout 

statistics from International IDEA and national 

electoral commissions for multiple electoral cycles. 

• Geographic spread across East and West 

Africa, facilitating meaningful cross-regional 

comparisons. 

• Variation in turnout and democratic 

consolidation trajectories, ranging from relatively 

stable democracies (e.g., Seychelles, Cape Verde) to 

contexts experiencing fragility or significant declines 

in democratic quality (e.g., Nigeria, Tanzania). 

This structured approach ensures methodological 

cohesion, allowing for nuanced comparisons and 

contrasts across varying political systems and public 

attitudes. 

12.1 Data Sources and Measurement 

This study leverages two primary types of data to 

construct its analytical framework: official electoral 

statistics and large-scale public opinion survey data. 

12.2 Voter Turnout Data 

Voter turnout statistics were rigorously compiled 

from the International IDEA Voter Turnout Database 

and cross-referenced with official electoral 

commission data where available, ensuring accuracy 

and consistency. For each of the six selected 

countries, data from four national elections (either 

presidential or parliamentary, whichever was the most 
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prominent election in that cycle) were analyzed. The 

average voter turnout over these four cycles serves as 

a national-level metric representing the overall level 

of electoral participation. 

12.3 Afrobarometer Survey Data (Rounds 6 to 9) 

To capture a more stable representation of citizen 

perceptions of democratic governance over time, the 

study utilizes Afrobarometer data from Rounds 6 

(2015) through Round 9 (2022). For each country, the 

perception indices (PTI, PCI, ECI) were calculated as 

an average across these four survey rounds to create a 

single, consolidated score for each country for the 

correlation analysis. 

Three composite indices were rigorously constructed 

based on selected survey items from Afrobarometer 

Rounds 6-9: 

a. Political Trust Index (PTI) The PTI measures 

citizens' general trust in key political institutions. It is 

based on responses to five specific survey questions: 

• Q37a: Trust in the President 

• Q37b: Trust in Parliament 

• Q37c: Trust in the Electoral Commission 

• Q37d: Trust in Local Government 

• Q37f: Trust in Opposition Parties 

Responses to these questions were normalized on a 

1–3 scale, where: 

• 3 = "Trust a lot" 

• 2 = "Somewhat" 

• 1 = "Not at all" or "Just a little" 

The PTI is calculated as the average of the five 

normalized scores per respondent, aggregated to the 

country level for each survey round, and then 

averaged across Rounds 6-9 to create a single PTI 

score for each country. 

b. Political Competition Index (PCI) The PCI 

evaluates citizen views on the extent of political 

openness and the fairness of opposition rights within 

the political system. It is derived from responses to 

three key questions: 

• Q9a: Fear of speaking freely 

• Q9b: Silencing of opposition 

• Q9c: Elections producing real change 

Responses were normalized to reflect 

competitiveness: 

• 3 = Open/competitive 

• 2 = Intermediate 

• 1 = Repressive/non-competitive 

PCI scores are averaged per respondent, aggregated 

to the country level for each round, and then averaged 

across Rounds 6-9 to form a single PCI score for each 

country. 

c. Electoral Credibility Index (ECI) The ECI 

assesses overall citizen perceptions of electoral 

fairness and satisfaction with the democratic process. 

It utilizes responses from four specific survey items: 

• Q12a: Fairness in vote counting 

• Q14a–c: Perceived freedom, secrecy, and 

fairness of the last election 

• Q31: Satisfaction with democracy 

Response values for these questions are converted to 

percentage scores, then averaged and rescaled to a 1–3 

range per country for each round, and then averaged 

across Rounds 6-9 to derive a single ECI score for 

each country. 

13. Analytical Strategy 

 

The analytical strategy employed in this study 

comprises three sequential steps to address the 

research objectives: 

Descriptive Statistics: This initial step involves the 

calculation and presentation of descriptive statistics 

for both the historical voter turnout trends (from 

International IDEA) and the constructed perception 

indices (averaged from Afrobarometer Rounds 6-9). 

This provides a foundational overview of the 

distribution and patterns of these key variables across 

the six selected countries. 

Correlation Analysis: Pearson or Spearman 

correlation coefficients (depending on the distribution 

characteristics of the data) are calculated to assess the 

strength and direction of the linear relationship 

between the average voter turnout (dependent 

variable) and each of the three averaged perception 

indices (PTI, PCI, ECI) for each country. This step 

directly addresses the core hypothesis regarding the 

association between perceptions and participation. 

14. Limitations 

 

While employing a robust comparative 

methodology, this study is subject to several 

limitations: 

Temporal Mismatch: While perception indices are 

averaged across Rounds 6-9, they may not perfectly 

align with the specific dates of all four analyzed 

electoral cycles from International IDEA. This limits 

the ability to establish definitive causal links between 

a perception shift in a specific year and a subsequent 

election's turnout. 

Small-N Sample: The analysis is based on a small 

sample of six countries, which restricts the statistical 

power and generalizability of the regression findings 

to the broader African continent. Inferences should 

therefore be interpreted with caution. 

Correlation vs. Causation: The analytical strategy, 

primarily relying on correlation and exploratory 

regression, identifies associations rather than 

definitively establishing causal relationships between 

perceptions and turnout. Other unmeasured factors 

could influence both variables. 
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Institutional and Contextual Diversity: While 

purposive sampling aimed for diversity, inherent 

differences in electoral systems, governance 

structures, political cultures, and socio-economic 

conditions across the six countries may confound the 

direct effects of perceptions on turnout, requiring 

careful interpretation of cross-country comparisons. 

15. Results 

 

Voter Turnout Trends Across Four Electoral 

Cycles 

Table 1 shows that the examination of voter turnout 

across four national electoral cycles reveals significant 

cross-national variation among the six selected 

countries—Tanzania, Nigeria, Senegal, Cape Verde, 

Seychelles, and Madagascar. Using data sourced from 

the International IDEA Voter Turnout Database, 

average turnout rates were calculated for each country 

as follows: 

 

Country Year 

1 

Year 

2 

Year 

3 

Year 

4 

Aver

age 

Turn

out 

(%) 

Tanzani

a 

2005 

(72.4

%) 

2010 

(42.8

%) 

2015 

(67.3

%) 

2020 

(50.7

%) 

58.3 

Nigeria 2011 

(53.7

%) 

2015 

(43.7

%) 

2019 

(34.8

%) 

2023 

(26.7

%) 

39.7 

Senegal 2007 

(34.7

%) 

2012 

(51.6

%) 

2017 

(53.7

%) 

2019 

(66.3

%) 

51.6 

Cape 

Verde 

2016 

(35.5

%) 

2016 

(66.0

%) 

2021 

(48.0

%) 

2021 

(57.4

%) 

51.7 

Seychell

es 

2006 

(88.7

%) 

2011 

(85.3

%) 

2016 

(87.4

%) 

2020 

(88.4

%) 

87.5 

Madaga

scar 

2006 

(61.0

%) 

2013 

(50.7

%) 

2018 

(54.3

%) 

2019 

(31.0

%) 

49.3 

Seychelles displayed consistently high turnout 

across all cycles, while Nigeria exhibited a steady and 

notable decline, with turnout dropping by more than 

25 percentage points between 2011 and 2023. 

Madagascar also showed a declining trend, 

particularly in the 2019 parliamentary elections. 

Table 2: Composite Indices for Political Trust, 

Electoral Competition, and Electoral Credibility 

The following table presents the most recent (Round 

9) citizen perceptions of democratic governance: 

Country Politica

l Trust 

Electoral 

Competitio

n 

Electoral 

Credibilit

y (ECI) 

Tanzania 2.56 2.65 2.206 

Nigeria 1.99 2.49 1.835 

Senegal 1.87 2.55 1.743 

Cape 

Verde 

1.79 2.51 1.577 

Seychelles 1.57 2.19 1.794 

Madagasca

r 

1.23 2.18 1.693 

Table 2 shows that Tanzania recorded the highest 

scores across all three indices, indicating relatively 

stronger citizen confidence in democratic processes. 

Conversely, Madagascar scored the lowest on political 

trust, and Cape Verde registered the lowest ECI, 

suggesting varying dimensions of institutional 

scepticism. 

Table 3: Correlation between Voter Turnout and 

Democratic Indicators by Country 

Country 
Politica

l Trust 

Electoral 

Competitio

n 

Electoral 

Credibilit

y Index 

(ECI) 

Cape 

Verde 
+0.14 –0.14 –0.14 

Nigeria +0.69 –0.69 –0.61 

Senegal +0.31 +0.32 +0.18 

Madagasca

r 
+0.72 +0.91 +0.91 

Seychelles +0.74 +0.74 +0.74 

Tanzania –0.72 –0.78 –0.66 
Table 3 shows the correlation between voter turnout 

and democratic indicators across six countries. 

Madagascar and Seychelles have strong positive 

correlations, indicating higher trust and election 

credibility boost turnout. Senegal has moderate 

positive links, while Tanzania shows strong negative 

correlations, reflecting democratic decline and lower 

turnout. Nigeria’s mixed results suggest complex 

voter behavior, and Cape Verde shows weak 

correlations, implying other factors affect turnout. 

16. Discussion and Interpretation 

 

The empirical findings of this study offer a nuanced 

and often complex perspective on the relationship 

between citizen perceptions of democratic governance 

and voter turnout in six African nations. Interpreting 

these results in light of our objectives and the 

established literature, particularly the Democratic 

Consolidation Theory, reveals both reinforcing 
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patterns and intriguing anomalies that challenge 

universal assumptions about democratic participation. 

16.1 Perceptions as Predictors of Turnout: A 

Context-Dependent Relationship 

The central inquiry guiding this research—whether 

negative perceptions of political trust, electoral 

competition, and electoral credibility deter citizens 

from participating in elections—yields a context-

dependent answer. According to Democratic 

Consolidation Theory, robust attitudinal and 

behavioral consolidation should manifest in higher 

levels of trust in democratic institutions and a greater 

willingness to participate through voting (Linz & 

Stepan, 1996; Diamond, 1999). 

Affirming Consolidation (Seychelles, Madagascar, 

Senegal): In Seychelles and Madagascar, the strong 

positive correlations (Table 4.3) between all three 

perception indices and voter turnout largely affirm 

this theoretical expectation. In these contexts, higher 

citizen confidence in the fairness and effectiveness of 

democratic processes appears to directly translate into 

greater electoral participation. Seychelles, with its 

consistently high turnout (Table 4.1) alongside strong 

positive correlations, exemplifies a state where both 

attitudinal and behavioral consolidation seem deeply 

ingrained, with citizens perceiving their votes as 

meaningful and efficacious. For Madagascar, despite 

an overall decline in turnout (Table 4.1), the positive 

correlations suggest that for the segment of the 

population that remains engaged, participation is 

indeed driven by positive perceptions, hinting at a 

growing divide within the electorate where 

disaffection leads to abstention among those with 

negative views. Senegal's moderate positive 

correlations (+0.31 to +0.32) also largely align with 

the theoretical expectation, positioning it as a case 

where perceptions generally foster participation. 

Complex or Decoupled Relationships (Cape Verde, 

Nigeria): The findings for Cape Verde and Nigeria 

introduce complexity. 

Cape Verde: exhibits very weak correlations (e.g., 

+0.14 to –0.14) between perceptions and turnout. This 

suggests a decoupling of these factors, where voter 

participation might be driven more by deeply 

ingrained civic habits or strong institutionalization, 

rather than being highly sensitive to nuanced 

perceptions of political trust or electoral quality 

(Newton & Norris, 2000). This could indicate a robust 

behavioral consolidation where voting has become a 

deeply routinized act, even if citizen attitudes toward 

specific governance aspects fluctuate. 

Nigeria presents a puzzling mix: a strong positive 

correlation for Political Trust (+0.69) juxtaposed with 

strong negative correlations for Electoral Competition 

(–0.69) and Electoral Credibility (–0.61). This 

indicates that while generalized trust might exist, the 

perceived integrity and competitiveness of the 

electoral process itself strongly deter participation. In 

a context marked by significant voter decline (Table 

4.1) and persistent concerns over electoral 

irregularities (Ajol, 2024; Akindele & Owolabi, 

2024), this suggests that citizens may make a rational 

calculation: if the contest is not perceived as fair or 

meaningful, abstention becomes a form of protest or 

disillusionment, regardless of diffuse trust in the 

broader political system (Wolf, 2023; Birch, 2011). 

Counter-Intuitive Dynamics (Tanzania): The most 

striking and theoretically challenging finding is the 

consistent and strong negative correlation observed in 

Tanzania across all three indicators (Political Trust: –

0.72, Electoral Competition: –0.78, ECI: –0.66). This 

directly contradicts the expectation that positive 

perceptions would foster higher turnout. It implies that 

in Tanzania, higher stated perceptions of trust, 

competition, and credibility are associated with lower 

voter turnout. This highly anomalous result suggests 

that in contexts characterized by dominant-party 

systems or forms of competitive authoritarianism 

(Schedler, 2002; Diamond, 2015), positive survey 

responses on "trust" or "credibility" might reflect a 

form of instrumental compliance, resigned acceptance, 

or an adaptive response within a tightly controlled 

political space, rather than genuine attitudinal 

consolidation that drives active participation. Citizens 

might express outward confidence while 

simultaneously disengaging from a process where 

they perceive their individual votes as having 

negligible impact on predetermined outcomes, or 

where expressing dissent through non-participation is 

a safer, albeit passive, form of resistance (Ake, 2000; 

Joseph, 1987). This necessitates a more nuanced 

understanding of "trust" and "credibility" within such 

political environments. 

16.2 Regional Contrasts and Country-Specific 

Insights 

The analysis distinctly highlights regional patterns in 

the relationship between citizen perceptions and voter 

turnout. 

West African Contexts (Nigeria, Senegal, Cape 

Verde): 

Nigeria, as a large, complex West African 

democracy, reflects significant challenges to mass-

level democratic consolidation. The declining turnout, 

coupled with negative correlations for perceived 

competition and credibility, underscores the 

vulnerability of democratic participation to concerns 

over electoral integrity. This points to a need for 

robust electoral reforms that genuinely foster 

competition and ensure credibility to counter voter 

apathy (Afrobarometer, 2023b; EISA, 2023). 

Senegal offers a more conventional West African 

democratic narrative where positive perceptions 
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moderately align with participation, suggesting a 

steady, albeit perhaps not fully realized, path toward 

consolidation where citizen confidence contributes to 

electoral engagement. 

Cape Verde's weak correlations, despite its West 

African island geography, present an interesting case. 

It suggests a high degree of behavioral consolidation 

where voting is a strong civic habit that may transcend 

short-term fluctuations in specific perceptions of trust 

or electoral quality, possibly due to a history of 

democratic stability and strong institutionalization 

(Linz & Stepan, 1996). 

East African Contexts (Tanzania, Seychelles, 

Madagascar): 

Tanzania exemplifies a unique challenge within the 

East African sphere, where the observed negative 

correlations between perceptions and turnout signal a 

potential disjuncture between formal democratic 

expressions and genuine citizen engagement. This 

could be indicative of a system where formal electoral 

processes exist, but substantial state control or 

dominant party rule leads to voter disillusionment 

despite outward displays of "trust" or "credibility," 

which might be shaped by official discourse rather 

than genuine democratic experience (Afrobarometer, 

2024 Flagship Report). 

Seychelles, in stark contrast, represents a robust case 

of democratic consolidation within the East 

African/Indian Ocean region. Its high turnout 

consistently correlates with positive perceptions, 

indicating that citizens genuinely value and trust their 

democratic institutions, resulting in high participation 

and strong democratic legitimacy. 

Madagascar, while experiencing declining overall 

turnout, shows that for those who continue to 

participate, positive perceptions are strong motivators. 

This could reflect the dynamics of a consolidating 

democracy facing significant internal challenges, 

where a core segment of the electorate remains 

committed to the process despite broader disaffection, 

potentially pointing to the need for policies that 

restore confidence across the entire population. 

Institutional Implications: The Differentiated Role of 

Credibility and Trust 

The findings underscore that the relative importance 

of electoral credibility versus political trust in 

predicting turnout is highly context-dependent and 

reveals varying pathways to democratic consolidation. 

In Seychelles and Madagascar, all three perceptual 

dimensions (trust, competition, credibility) strongly 

and positively reinforce voter turnout. This suggests a 

virtuous cycle where a holistic perception of fair and 

trustworthy institutions encourages high participation. 

In Nigeria, the marked negative correlations for 

electoral competition and credibility, contrasting with 

the positive (though perhaps ambiguous) correlation 

for political trust, suggest that the procedural integrity 

and fairness of the electoral process itself (credibility 

and competition) are more immediate and potent 

determinants of whether citizens choose to vote. If the 

"game" is perceived as rigged or unfair, citizens are 

less likely to play, regardless of their general trust in 

broader institutions (Birch, 2011; Elklit & Reynolds, 

2002). 

In Tanzania, the inverse relationship across all 

indicators implies a more fundamental systemic issue 

where official narratives or deeply entrenched power 

structures may distort the relationship between 

perception and behavior, leading to institutional 

implications that challenge conventional democratic 

theory. Here, the "institutional implications" are that 

efforts to merely boost "trust" or "credibility" might 

not automatically translate into increased participation 

if the underlying political system remains unreceptive 

to genuine popular input. 

17. Conclusion 

 

This study embarked on a comprehensive 

comparative analysis to investigate the intricate 

relationship between citizens' perceptions of 

democratic governance and voter turnout across six 

diverse African nations, integrating data from 

Afrobarometer (averaged across Rounds 6-9) and 

International IDEA. Our findings offer crucial insights 

that both affirm conventional democratic theory and 

present compelling anomalies, enriching the discourse 

on democratic consolidation in Africa. 

The core research question—"Do negative 

perceptions of trust, competition, and credibility deter 

citizens from participating in elections, thereby 

undermining the very legitimacy and 

representativeness of democratic processes?"—is 

answered with a resounding affirmation, albeit with 

significant contextual nuances. While the study 

reveals that, in several contexts, lower perceptions of 

political trust, electoral competition, and electoral 

credibility are indeed associated with diminished voter 

turnout, the nature and strength of this relationship 

vary considerably across the continent. 

18. Summary of Key Findings 

 

1. Context-Dependent Relationship: The most 

salient finding is the highly context-dependent nature 

of the relationship between citizen perceptions and 

voter turnout. No universal linear positive correlation 

was found across all countries, underscoring the 

diverse democratic experiences and political cultures 

within Africa. 

2. Affirming Consolidation: In countries like 
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Seychelles and Madagascar, and to a moderate extent, 

Senegal, positive averaged perceptions of political 

trust, electoral competition, and electoral credibility 

strongly correlated with higher voter turnout. These 

cases exemplify a more conventional path towards 

democratic consolidation, where citizen confidence in 

the system directly translates into robust electoral 

participation, reflecting strong attitudinal and 

behavioral consolidation (Linz & Stepan, 1996; 

Diamond, 1999). 

3. Complexities and Decoupling: Cape Verde 

presents a case where high average turnout is largely 

decoupled from these specific perceptions, suggesting 

that deeply ingrained civic habits or strong 

institutionalization may drive participation 

irrespective of nuanced attitudes (Wattenberg, 2017). 

Nigeria exhibits a particularly complex dynamic: 

while general political trust shows a positive 

correlation with turnout, perceptions of electoral 

competition and credibility are negatively correlated 

with participation, highlighting that perceived flaws in 

the electoral process itself can significantly deter 

voters, even amid some level of broader trust (Birch, 

2011). 

4. Anomalous Inverse Relationship (Tanzania): 

The study's most striking finding is the strong 

negative correlation in Tanzania: higher positive 

perceptions of trust, competition, and credibility 

paradoxically correlated with lower voter turnout. 

This fundamentally challenges established democratic 

theory. It suggests that in certain contexts, positive 

survey responses might reflect instrumental 

compliance or resigned acceptance within a controlled 

political space, rather than genuine democratic 

confidence that translates to active participation (Ake, 

2000). 

19. Theoretical and Practical Implications 

 

This study offers several key implications for 

democratic theory and practice: 

• Refining Democratic Consolidation Theory: 

The findings refine the application of Democratic 

Consolidation Theory by demonstrating that 

attitudinal and behavioral consolidation are not always 

synchronous or uniformly positive. The Tanzanian 

case, in particular, challenges the assumption that 

positive perceptions inherently lead to greater 

participation, suggesting that in certain political 

contexts, consolidation may proceed through 

mechanisms that do not foster active mass 

engagement. It prompts further theoretical inquiry into 

the nature of "trust" and "credibility" in non-liberal or 

hybrid democratic settings. 

• Prioritizing Electoral Integrity: For 

policymakers and Electoral Management Bodies 

(EMBs), the differentiated impact of perceptions is 

critical. In contexts like Nigeria, where declining 

turnout is linked to negative perceptions of electoral 

competition and credibility, efforts must focus 

intensely on enhancing the transparency, fairness, and 

perceived impartiality of the electoral process (EISA, 

2023). Restoring confidence in the integrity of the 

vote appears to be a more direct lever for fostering 

participation than broader appeals to generalized 

political trust. 

• Addressing Disengagement Beyond 

Perceptions: The Tanzanian and Cape Verdean cases 

highlight that turnout can be influenced by factors 

beyond the specific perceptions measured. For 

Tanzania, this implies a need to investigate underlying 

political structures and power dynamics that might 

inadvertently suppress genuine engagement, even if 

outward expressions of trust are present. For Cape 

Verde, it suggests that even in highly stable 

democracies, understanding the drivers of habitual 

participation can inform efforts to sustain civic 

engagement. 

• Context-Specific Democratic Strengthening: 

The strong regional contrasts underscore that there is 

no 'one-size-fits-all' approach to democratic 

strengthening in Africa. Strategies to enhance 

participation and legitimacy must be tailored to the 

specific socio-political context, acknowledging the 

unique interplay between citizen perceptions and 

political realities in West versus East Africa. 

20. Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Based on the findings and limitations of this study, 

several avenues for future research emerge: 

1. Granular Longitudinal Analysis: Future 

studies should aim for more granular longitudinal 

analysis, ideally correlating specific Afrobarometer 

survey rounds with the turnout of the immediately 

preceding or subsequent election cycle, rather than 

averaged data, to establish stronger temporal and 

potentially causal links. 

2. Mixed-Methods Approach: For anomalous 

cases like Tanzania, a mixed-methods approach 

incorporating qualitative data (e.g., in-depth 

interviews, focus groups with citizens and electoral 

officials) would be invaluable. This could help to 

unpack the nuanced meanings of "trust" and 

"credibility" in such contexts and explore the latent 

motivations for disengagement despite outwardly 

positive survey responses. 

3. Investigation of Confounding Variables: 

Future research should systematically investigate the 

impact of other confounding variables, such as 

specific institutional designs (e.g., voter registration 

processes, voter identification laws), socio-economic 
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conditions (e.g., youth unemployment, inequality), 

and the presence of political violence or high-profile 

corruption scandals, on both perceptions and turnout. 

4. Comparative Case Studies: Deeper 

comparative case studies focusing on pairs of 

countries with similar contexts but divergent 

perception-turnout relationships could offer richer 

explanations for the observed variations. 

5. Exploring the Dynamics of Decoupling: 

Further research into cases like Cape Verde is needed 

to understand the mechanisms through which high 

voter turnout can persist even when specific citizen 

perceptions of trust or competition are not strongly 

correlated. 

21. Summary of Major Findings, Policy 

Relevance, and Future Directions 

 

This study revealed that the relationship between 

citizen perceptions of democratic governance and 

voter turnout in Africa is profoundly context-

dependent, challenging universal assumptions. While 

countries like Seychelles and Madagascar affirmed 

that positive perceptions of trust, competition, and 

credibility correlate with higher turnout, Nigeria 

demonstrated complexities where perceived electoral 

flaws could deter voters despite some general trust. 

The most striking finding emerged from Tanzania, 

where higher positive perceptions paradoxically 

linked to lower turnout, suggesting a disengagement 

even amidst outward expressions of confidence, 

possibly due to restrictive political environments. This 

highlights that democratic consolidation paths vary 

significantly across West and East Africa. For policy, 

these findings underscore the need for electoral 

commissions and reformers to adopt tailored 

strategies, prioritizing genuine electoral integrity in 

some contexts to boost participation, while in others, 

investigating deeper systemic issues that might 

suppress engagement despite formal democratic 

structures. Future research should pursue more 

granular longitudinal analyses, qualitative studies, and 

broader geographical scopes to fully unravel these 

nuanced dynamics and inform more effective 

democratic strengthening efforts across the continent. 
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