
CHAPTER 10

The Changing Nature of Elections in Africa:
Impact on Peacebuilding

Franklin Oduro

Introduction

Elections remain central to the development of democratic and inclusive
societies in Africa. Not only do elections provide means to economic
growth and development since citizens can elect leaders based on their
campaign promises and policies on socio-economic development, regular
elections also contribute to peacebuilding by conferring authority on
leaders, facilitating peaceful transfers of power, and promoting citi-
zens’ participation and inclusion in governance. Indeed, regular and
credible elections have been recognized by various global, regional, sub-
regional, and national entities and infrastructures as critical for sustainable
peacebuilding. In Africa, through the African Union (AU) Charter on
Democracy, Elections and Governance (ACDEG), the African Peace and
Security Architecture (APSA), and the African Governance Architecture
(AGA), among others, member countries have been provided guidelines
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to ensure that the conduct of elections promotes good governance, and
ensures peace and stability.1

Notwithstanding the general recognition of the centrality of elections
to sustainable peacebuilding efforts, many elections have resulted in less
peace and more destabilization. The continent has recorded several cases
of pre- and post-election violence that have threatened stability in some
countries, and generated prolonged civil wars, conflict, and violence in
others such as Ethiopia (2005), Togo (2005), Kenya (2007 and 2017),
Zimbabwe (2008), and Nigeria (2007 and 2011),2 to cite only a few
examples. Even in countries, such as Ghana, Zambia, and Senegal where
peaceful election outcomes have been recorded, the (flawed) conduct of
elections has stoked fears of instability and violence, which could flare
up at any time. Except for a few countries characterized by single party
and/or candidate dominance, such as Rwanda, there remain uncertain-
ties about how sustainable “peaceful outcomes of elections” are in many
African countries.

This chapter provides an overview of elections and their contributions
to peacebuilding in Africa. The argument is made that while elections
should be viewed as a central part of peacebuilding, their impact is depen-
dent on the regularity, inclusiveness, integrity, and credibility of election
processes and outcomes. Drawing on key lessons and international best
practices, this chapter highlights challenges and emerging threats to the
conduct of peaceful elections in Africa. They include the increasing cost of
financing elections, abuse of presidential term limits, and the increasing
use of technology in the administration of elections. The final section
provides four recommendations for addressing the key drivers of election-
related violence and instability. These recommendations, informed by
three decades of election experiences in Africa, are advanced in order that
elections may contribute positively to peace on the continent.

Elections and Peacebuilding

The role of elections in peacebuilding is recognized globally. Rather than
viewing them as ends in themselves, they are viewed as one (impor-
tant) tool in broader efforts to promote peace and stability. Elections are
part of democratic political transitions and are critical during the imple-
mentation of peace agreements. As argued by Matanock, “Post-conflict
elections can greatly enhance the durability of peace agreements…specif-
ically, [peace] agreements that enable rebel and government parties to
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participate in elections.”3 Accordingly, international assistance for peace-
building programs, including deployments by the United Nations (UN)
and its affiliated agencies, invariably have an election component. This is
particularly true of post-conflict and/or transitional settings, which are
common in Africa.4

Post-conflict or transitional elections create the opportunity for all
stakeholders to contribute to building legal and constitutional frame-
works, as well as democratic institutions that advance a sustainable
peacebuilding agenda. In addition, because election periods provide a
path—for many citizens, the only path—to political participation, they
create the feeling of belonging, thereby fostering inclusion and unity
which, in turn, promotes peace. In other words, the electoral impera-
tive, the opportunity for citizens to periodically participate in leadership
change through a credible and competitive process, offers the promise of
peace and stability in societies.5 Fundamentally, the link between elections
and peacebuilding is premised on the belief that regular and credible elec-
tions offer the most promising instrument for addressing and managing
societal tensions and conflict without the use of violence.6

Three Decades of Elections in Africa: What Do

We Know About Their Impact on Peacebuilding?

Whereas the nexus between elections and peacebuilding is widely under-
stood in its positive manifestations—e.g., allowing citizens to choose their
political leaders freely and, thus, allocate power peacefully—there is also
clear evidence to suggest that elections have often triggered violence
and undermined peacebuilding on the continent. Mostly, this is due to
the way elections are conducted. A poorly conducted election can ignite
the underlying tensions in societies, already amplified by the very high-
stakes—e.g., “winner-takes-all”—associated with electoral competition in
Africa. Studies on electoral violence in Sub-Saharan Africa highlight a
number of factors and threats to electoral peace.7 For example, Straus
and Taylor, examining data from 1990 to 2007, suggest a typology of
election violence that ranges from low intensity to violent harassment and
large-scale violence, which results in death and instability.8

Election-related violence on the African continent has been variously
influenced by:
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i. Intense competition—“winner-takes-all” mentality—among polit-
ical elites for state power and resources9;

ii. weak election management bodies (EMBs);
iii. flawed electoral registers; and
iv. a lack of transparency and/or inadequate pre-election preparations.

These and other factors10 contribute greatly toward a deficit in trust in
elections among citizens and electoral opponents.

The story is not all negative, however. Regular elections have increas-
ingly become the norm in Africa. Acceptance by citizens11 and political
elites that the ballot box is the only legitimate means for electing leaders
is now widespread. This is a far cry from the past when leaders ruled
through the barrel of a gun in many parts of Africa. Not anymore.
The compliance of ACDEG protocols regarding regularity of elections in
member countries is growing. A recent study assessing compliance of six
AU-member countries (Ghana, Ethiopia, Rwanda, South Africa, Zambia,
and Nigeria) on regular elections confirmed as much, although capacity
to conduct elections varied across the studied countries.12 While regu-
larity of elections is improving, their quality remains a serious concern.
Even with this concern, the fact that political elites and citizens prefer
elections, rather than other methods, for choosing leaders and allocating
power is beneficial to peacebuilding efforts in Africa.

Gradually, election management bodies are getting better and
becoming more professionalized. This has helped to drive even more
demand for transparency in election preparations and management. The
application of technology is also helping EMBs to address other concerns
and build societal trust in electoral processes. EMBs in Africa have been
the test-bed for biometric technology in registering potential voters.
Where it has been introduced effectively, it has improved the integrity
of voter registers and enhanced transparency in the collation and declara-
tion of results. All of this has helped to make elections in some countries
more credible and thus minimize their potential for triggering violence
and instability.

As a result of the improvement in election administration and
increasing professionalism of EMBs, the continent is also experiencing
increasing (even if sometimes difficult) acceptance of election results by
losing candidates, and thereby effecting peaceful election outcomes.13

The accompanying leadership transitions recorded in Benin, Senegal,
Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra Leone, and Liberia are significant success stories
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that are contributing to reducing tensions surrounding the conduct of
elections.

Finally, the contributions of elections to peacebuilding processes in
Africa cannot be discussed without acknowledging the role of election
monitors and observers, both domestic and international. Despite some
limitations, the short- and long-term observation activities of election
observers, are contributing to and supporting peaceful election outcomes.
The AU’s electoral assistance division within the department of political
affairs has played a critical role and continues to provide critical support
and observation missions (both long-term and short-term) to African
countries in compliance with ACDEG. The AU’s presence and role in
elections in Nigeria (2015 and 2019), Ghana (2016), Kenya (2017),
Liberia (2017), and Sierra Leone (2018) are clear cases for reference,
where their role in promoting peace before, during, and after elections
was critical. As Lappin argues, while admitting limitations, “…interna-
tional election observation missions (IEOMs) remain essential elements
to peacebuilding…”14 Those limitations were most starkly evident during
the 2019 elections in Malawi, where the African Union Election Obser-
vationer Mission reported that “…the elections took place in a peaceful,
transparent and orderly manner, and thus met national, regional, conti-
nental and international standards for democratic elections…”15 For
their part, the European Union’s Election Observation Mission, which
covered 27 of the 28 voting districts of Malawi in its preliminary report,
concluded that despite an unlevel playing field, the election was “Well-
managed, inclusive, transparent and competitive.”16 However, Malawi’s
own Constitutional Court concluded in 2020 that this assessment was
flawed, thus confirming allegations of widespread irregularities. It ordered
new elections, which resulted in the defeat of the winner of the annulled
2019 vote.17

Both positive and negative voting experiences have served to heighten
Africa’s focus on developing best practices and institutional reforms to
ensure elections that better serve the interests of peace. Among many
lessons learned, two stand out: first, the negative consequences of the
persistent “winner-takes-all” mentality; and second, that the timing and
sequencing of elections are crucial, particularly in transitional periods.
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Winner-Takes-All Politics

The “winner-takes-all” nature of African politics can be especially insid-
ious come election time, owing to the high stakes involved. The desire
of African political elites to capture state power, and by extension state
resources for themselves and their cronies, has fueled the quest to secure
election victory at any cost. As Atta-Asamoah notes, “Such [winner-takes-
all] politics, if left unchecked in the context of the complex cocktail of
development and security challenges in Africa, could derail the sustain-
ability of democratic gains, development strides, and the maintenance of
peace and security in many fragile states.”18

To curtail this trend, reforms should be made to key governance insti-
tutions—such as the legislature as a countervailing force to the executive
branch of government; constitutions to foster broad-based inclusive poli-
tics—and to electoral systems (e.g., move away from “first past the post”
and toward “proportional representation” and “mixed plurality”).19 With
particular reference to electoral systems, and as argued elsewhere with
respect to the Southern African Development Cooperation (SADC)
region, Khabele Matlosa, for example, recommends that “SADC states
must make deliberate efforts to address election-related conflicts and war
by, among other things, reforming their electoral systems.”20 Observa-
tions seem to suggest that the “first past the post” systems tends to
amplify the “winner-takes-all” approach. This, in turn, raises the potential
for election-related violence.

Sequencing and Timing

A badly timed election can, sometimes, be worse than having no elec-
tion at all. Promoters of democracy and good governance, whether
foreign or local, tend to push for elections at the first opportunity during
transitional settings. This is not always good for building sustainable
peace.21 Where peace is still fragile and trust is lacking, EMBs are usually
poorly resourced; basic legal and institutional reforms have not been
implemented; new and opposition political parties have not been given
sufficient time to prepare; and elections are often hurriedly organized. All
of these factors can impede democratic progress.

As Fath-Lihic and Brancati argue, the ability of national and inter-
national policy actors to understand and assess the complex political,
legal, technical, operational, participatory, and security-related challenges
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in determining the ideal timing for the conduct of transitional elections is
critical for peacebuilding processes. A “one-size-fits-all” election solution,
they add, does not exist. Every transition is different. Much depends on
historical context, the nature of the conflict, and what the elections are
designed to achieve, which is not always as straightforward as it seems.22

“Elections are often the final stage of a peace process, if not the ulti-
mate objective,” observe McNamee et al. “The hope is that elections can
have a stabilizing effect on a fractured society. Done well and timeously,
they can. But conducted too early, before security problems have been
converted into political problems, they can have the opposite effect: exac-
erbate divisions and foment violence.”23 Fostering local ownership and
inclusivity, building trust and promoting broad-based popular support
for electoral processes are vital. The benefits to peace of encouraging a
national tone of mutual respect and tolerance during the electoral phases
(pre, during, and post) are also not to be underestimated.

Challenges and Emerging Threats

to Election Peace in Africa

In addition to the failings highlighted above, elections during the past
decade have revealed new and emerging problems which can serve to
undermine peace and stability. These emerging issues, including failures
in the (increasing) application of technology during elections, mounting
legal challenges to election results by contenders, incumbents ignoring
term limits, and the rising cost of elections, merit closer scrutiny.

Technology and Elections

In some cases, the use of biometric technology by EMBs in the regis-
tration and authentication of voters has helped to counter voter fraud
and enhance the credibility of electoral registers. Recently, EMBs have
also been scaling up efforts—notably in Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria—
to use information technology to increase transparency in election results
transmission.24 In other instances, however, the introduction of new tech-
nologies has led to myriad problems, with negative consequences for
stability and peace. Questions about the procurement and management
of the equipment, equipment breakdowns, unreliable devices, and the
suspect integrity and poor handling of these devices by election officials
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have been common.25 Failures in the collation and transmission of elec-
tion results in Kenya resulted in a period of grave uncertainty, as the
“defeated” opposition successfully disputed the results of the election,
then withdrew from the subsequent re-scheduled vote. Many feared that
the political turmoil sparked by the 2017 election saga would trigger
a repeat of the 2007/2008 election violence. Fortunately, this did not
happen.

All the evidence suggests that, despite these and other problems such
as weak transparency and inclusion in procurement practices, Africa’s
EMBs are pushing for more information technology in election manage-
ment. But that push, in itself, can be detrimental to situations where
elections become a tool for promoting peacebuilding. Recent electoral
processes and outcomes have exposed weaknesses in the methods and
conduct of election observers. Their ability, for example, in the era of
tech-driven elections to detect potential manipulation at results collation
centers seems limited. As Judd Devermont points out, “Most observers
do not have the technological expertise to counter… [and] circumvent
government internet controls, safeguard election results from hacking, or
detect digital tampering.”26 Hacking and other digital attacks can effec-
tively undermine many of the key ingredients of election integrity: voter
registration, vote casting, and vote tabulation. As many analysts have also
observed, the timing and context in which election-related information,
communication, and technology are introduced often do not allow for
adequate time for familiarization by opposition parties.27 The risks of
politicization become high at a very early stage, meaning that many elec-
tion results have already been effectively rejected by the opposition well
before the election itself is actually held.

Litigating Election Results

Recent elections in Nigeria (2011 and 2019), Ghana (2012 and 2016),
Kenya (2017), Liberia (2017), Sierra Leone (2018) and Malawi (2019)28

gave rise to new dynamics in election dispute management and potential
threats to stability. The resort to judicial processes to contest elec-
tion results in these cases is, obviously, a progressive step forward from
the extra-judicial means used in the past to contest and change elec-
toral outcomes. That said, this trend presents its own challenges to
peacebuilding.
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When the judiciary is put at the center of deciding election outcomes,
it also ends up pronouncing on them. Though the difference in language
is subtle, the implications can be significant. Judicial pronouncements on
election outcomes will be based on interpretations of the law, technical-
ities, procedures, and legal principles which may contradict vote tallies.
Citizens who feel that their votes have been overturned by seemingly
abstract judicial rulings may be more susceptible to joining violent forms
of resistance and mass mobilization. They may even be given succor by
alternative swearing-in ceremonies (as recently witnessed in Kenya) where
the opposition candidate claims “victor status” despite official results not
going his or her way.29 Civic education in Africa has not sensitized people
to the idea that one’s chosen candidate can “win” the election at the
ballot box but lose it in court.

The length of judicial litigations on election outcome disputes could
also serve as potential triggers for election violence. The decision by the
Kenyan Supreme Court after the 2017 election is a case in point. The
relative speed (within a month) with which the court concluded on the
petition brought before it by the opposition parties raised concerns that
the court did not spend adequate time examining the case and competing
arguments before deciding to annul the election results. In Ghana, the
opposite occurred: the post-2012 election petition to the Supreme Court
on the results of the presidential election took too long. The eight-month
delay created a wellspring of anxiety across society, which could have
boiled-over in a country where the declared winner was in office but not
yet confirmed as legitimate.

On the face of it, there is nothing wrong with the judiciary playing a
greater role in ensuring elections are sound. The Malawi Constitutional
Court’s decision to order a re-run of the 2019 election has generally
been viewed as a boost for Malawi’s journey toward democracy. But as
more disgruntled politicians and parties try to exploit potential loop-
holes in electoral laws in African countries, weak election administration
infrastructures are exposed. Judiciaries cannot be expected to fill this
gap—balancing interpretations of rules and technicalities and legal prin-
ciples against the will of the people, however that might be determined.
A recent study illustrated some of the dangers: in the case of Nigeria, it
argues that its judiciary has been complicit in perpetrating electoral fraud
in Nigerian elections.30 The authors conclude that, while the Nigerian
political class sees the judiciary as another platform for resolving election
disputes, the manipulation of the judiciary and its associated process to
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perpetrate electoral fraud has resulted in a high level of public mistrust of
the judiciary.31 Resolving this electoral conundrum will be critical to the
future of peacebuilding in Africa.

Abusing Presidential Term Limits

Another emerging threat to election peace relates to attempts by ruling
elites to extend their stay in office through removal of constitutional
term limits, mostly against the wishes of their populations.32 In the post-
Cold War era, approximately 30 African leaders have attempted to change
constitutional impositions to extend their rule—in perpetuity, in some
cases—and almost half of these attempts have succeeded.33 The idea of
“third termism” can sometimes be described as lawful, due to the consti-
tutional procedures adopted to legitimize the changes in the law, but the
popular opposition to such moves stores up considerable potential for
violence and instability. Moreover, attempts by African political leaders to
extend their stay in power typically precludes opportunities for multi-party
electoral engagements.

The absurd corollary of the “president for life” trend—that oppo-
sition parties aren’t allowed to compete for office—foments myriad
extra-legal/judicial means of seeking power. As Taylor et al. argue,
election-related violence is more likely in situations where incumbents
have unfettered right to contest elections; conversely, where incumbents
don’t run, violence becomes less likely.34

Increasing Cost of Financing Elections and Elective Politics

The increasing cost of financing African elections is another potential
threat to peacebuilding.35 Due to limited resources, African countries
have turned more and more to donor partners, especially Western part-
ners, to fund their elections. This trend raises stark questions about
resilience and sustainability: what happens if traditional funding streams
suddenly dry up? Will governments be more inclined to suspend or delay
elections, or indeed not have them at all? And what will be the conse-
quent impacts on peace and stability? Through logistics and (putative)
funding-related delays in holding scheduled elections over more than two
years, from 2016–2018, the government of the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC)36 was perhaps lucky to have escaped with only minor
eruptions of violence by discontented Congolese.
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It is not just the cost of the elections themselves that is problematic;
campaign financing can also seed security problems. The increasing cost of
electoral campaigns makes it difficult for opposition parties to compete on
a level playing field. Ruling parties and candidates often raid state coffers
to fund their campaigns; opposition parties might not be able to secure
private funding, owing to fears of the private sector, especially compa-
nies, that opportunities for business with the state will be closed if they
are found to be funding the opposition. Significantly, electoral politics in
much of Africa has become the sole preserve of the rich. A study in Ghana
revealed that around US $86,000 was spent on average by members of
parliament in their election campaigns.37 This is completely out of reach
for the vast majority of Africans, adding to concerns of inclusivity. If
money alienates ordinary Africans from electoral politics, this is bad for
peacebuilding in the long-term.

Africa needs to take a hard look at its electoral systems and decide
whether to encourage peace or promote division. The “winner-takes-all”
politics common across Africa are a significant trigger of election-related
conflict.38 Any system that encourages political exclusion, Gyampoh
argues, “can, potentially, jeopardize the fragile election peace.”39 Alter-
natives such as proportional representation have their own shortcomings,
but to the extent that proportional representation lessens the marginal-
ization of losers and spreads the benefits of victory more widely, it can
reduce the likelihood of elections undermining peace and peacebuilding.

Key Recommendations

Strengthening the integrity and quality of electoral processes in Africa
will contribute positively to peacebuilding. This requires a multifaceted
response on the part of local, national, and international stakeholders,
including organizations specializing in elections and democratic assistance
and consolidation. As part of this holistic response, four specific policy
recommendations are offered below.

1. Re-examine electoral laws in African Union-member countries.
There is a need to re-examine electoral laws in order to ensure that
these laws are in compliance with provisions in the African Union
Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance (ACDEG). The
recurring challenge in deepening democratic governance in Africa
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has, generally, been the failure of African Union member coun-
tries to domesticate various protocols and charters to which they
are signatories. After three decades of operating transitional elec-
toral laws, there has yet to be an adequate sifting of the policies
and protocols which have worked from those that have not. The
reforms should address electoral processes as well as rules and legisla-
tion that promote a level playing field, reducing the unfair advantage
held by incumbents. Such a review must take into account gaps and
non-compliance that result in electoral disputes and litigations, as
well as a lack of transparency and inclusiveness. Given the regu-
larity of elections and their changing dynamics, Africa needs new
or updated mechanisms to address election-related threats to peace
and stability. Pro-democracy organizations working to strengthen
election management bodies should be at the forefront in engaging
with these growing threats.

2. Confront the challenges related to the growing use of technology in
the administration of elections. There is a critical need to stimu-
late global and continental discussions on emerging challenges to
election observers’ work in an era of technologically driven elec-
tion administration. Independent and non-partisan citizen election
observation groups, who are already incorporating information tech-
nology in their observation as well as international election observer
missions, must begin to find ways of including verification proto-
cols in electronic transmittal and collation of election results in their
observation programs. With increasing sophistication in election
administration, election observer groups must also align their proto-
cols to the emerging threats to election peace. “…like modern-day
police chasing cyber-thieves instead of masked bank robbers, inter-
national observers must adapt to new technologies.”40 Accordingly,
it may be prudent to review the Declaration of Global Principles
for Non-Partisan Election Observation and Monitoring by Citizen
Organizations, and Code of Conduct for Non-Partisan Citizen Elec-
tion Observers and Monitors to take into account protocols for
addressing gaps in the more obscure aspects of election technology
processes, i.e., the back-end. By addressing this gap, the reports of
election observer groups will be more reliable and better received by
host countries. Creating spaces for observer groups to engage elec-
tion management bodies in this area of election administration is
critical for enhanced transparency, trust-building, and inclusiveness.
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3. Assure sustainable financing of elections. Stakeholders, especially
international democracy promoters, must engage on the issues of
financing. In order to forestall opportunities for leaders to use a
lack of resources as an excuse to suspend elections, it is impera-
tive to develop ways for instituting sustainable financing of elections.
Such mechanisms could include the establishment of national elec-
tion funds designed in a manner that the ruling government does
not have a say in its management. The policy response should also
include instituting predictable national and international sources
of funding, and accountable mechanisms to ensure transparent
and judicious use of resources for election administration. In this
instance, groups such as the International Foundation for Electoral
Systems (IFES), regional economic communities (RECs) in Africa,
the African Union Department of Political Affairs, and other global
democracy promoters must lead in advocating for such a fund.
Exploring ways to address sustainable financing of elections must
be accompanied by campaign finance reform to create a more level
playing field, and to assure inclusiveness and integrity of elections.

4. Counter the trend to eliminate presidential term limits. A conti-
nental and sub-regional response is required to address the trend
toward serving beyond constitutionally mandated presidential term
limits. This will require sustained, long-term advocacy from all
corners, but perhaps especially the African Union and the regional
economic communities. For instance, the Economic Community of
West Africa (ECOWAS) was close to instituting such a protocol for
its members but failed when two members, Togo and The Gambia,
objected to the decision.41 With the exit of president Yahya Jammeh
in The Gambia and the reforms that have occurred in Togo, there is
a window of opportunity for civil society actors to begin a campaign
for ECOWAS to revisit the subject.
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