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ABSTRACT 

Are contingent electoral strategies, like vote buying and intimidation, viable in Africa?  No, 

according to recent scholarship: unlike parties in other developing regions like Latin America, 

African parties lack the capacity to violate ballot secrecy and force voters to stick to their end of the 

bargain.  Voters can therefore “defect” and vote their conscience.  We challenge this perspective. 

Recent Afrobarometer data show that nearly one in four Africans doubt ballot secrecy. We argue 

that these doubts are a deliberate product of party efforts, and show that ballot secrecy perceptions 

correlate with vote buying and intimidation efforts and measures of campaign intensity. Pervasive 

doubts about ballot secrecy, rooted in party campaign strategies, challenge the notion that African 

parties are too weak to implement contingent electoral strategies.   Parties can and do convince 

voters that their vote choices are known, opening up wide range of electoral strategies, particularly 

in urban areas where party capacity and community accessibility are highest.    

ARE CONTINGENT ELECTORAL STRATEGIES LIKE VOTE BUYING and intimidation viable in Africa?  

Contingent electoral strategies involve the reward or punishment of voters conditional on vote 

choice.  They differ from pure electoral gift giving, wherein a favour is given unconditionally, 

without verification of the vote, and indiscriminate threats or violence that do not target specific 

individuals based on vote choice. They imply a quid pro quo exchange of rewards or punishments 

for voting a particular way and only work when voters believe their ballots are not secret.2  With 

secure ballot secrecy, voters can simply take the money and vote as they wish, thus generating a 

difficult commitment problem between a vote seller and vote buyer. 

Scholars, journalists, and election monitors document extensive gift giving and voter 

intimidation in many African elections. Leading up to elections, African politicians distribute t-

shirts, food, cash, and other gifts.  They also employ more nefarious tactics, such as threatening 

                                                            
1 Karen Ferree (keferree@ucsd.edu) is Associate Professor of Political Science at the University of California, San 

Diego. James Long (jdlong@uw.edu) is Assistant Professor at the University of Washington and Academy Scholar at 

the Harvard Academy for International and Area Studies.  We thank Julia Clark and Michael Seese for excellent 

research assistance.  We also thank Clark Gibson, Cesi Cruz, Nahomi Ichino, Miriam Golden, Simeon Nichter and 

several anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 
2 Herbert Kitschelt and Steven I. Wilkinson (eds), Patrons, clients, and politics: Patterns of democratic accountability 

and political competition (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 2007); Frederic C. Schaffer (ed.), Elections 

for sale: The causes and consequences of vote buying (Lynne Rienner Publishers, Boulder, CO, 2007); Susan C. 

Stokes, ‘Perverse accountability: A formal model of machine politics with evidence from Argentina’, American 

Political Science Review 99, 3 (2005), pp. 315-326.; Susan C. Stokes, Thad Dunning, Marcelo Nazareno, and Valeria 

Brusco, Brokers, voters, and clientelism: the puzzle of distributive politics (Cambridge University Press, New York, 

2013). 
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voters with bodily and material violence.3  Prominent Africanist scholars argue that these activities 

are not evidence of contingent strategies.  They suggest that African parties lack the organizational 

capacity to engage in extensive violations of ballot secrecy and therefore, individually targeted 

contingent strategies are not viable in Africa; parties simply cannot monitor the vote sufficiently 

to make them effective.4 They argue instead that parties give gifts unconditionally, to appear 

generous and wealthy, and hope voters will reciprocate; bribes and threats focus on manipulating 

turnout, which is easier to monitor than vote choice; and parties sometimes shift to group-based 

contingent strategies that do not require violations of the secret ballot.5 Taken together, these 

accounts paint African parties and electoral strategies as distinct from those in many regions of the 

world – notably Latin America – where individually targeted contingent strategies are pervasive.6  

We challenge this perspective.  First, we argue that the perception of ballot secrecy violation is 

sufficient for overcoming the commitment problem at the heart of contingent strategies. We then 

demonstrate that, organizational weaknesses aside, African parties nonetheless convince many 

citizens that their ballots lack secrecy. Nearly one in four respondents in recent Afrobarometer 

surveys doubted the efficacy of the secret ballot in spite of de jure laws that formally establish 

ballot secrecy.  

Second, we argue that parties intentionally sow doubts about ballot secrecy to further campaign 

strategies.  Using pooled Afrobarometer data, we show that perceptions about ballot secrecy 

correlate strongly with reports of vote buying and feelings of intimidation.  We supplement this 

analysis with an in-depth study of Ghana, exploiting an exit poll we conducted during the 2008 

election. We demonstrate that Ghanaian voters’ perceptions of ballot secrecy, measured 

immediately after voting, cluster geographically by polling station and correlate with numerous 

indicators of campaign intensity including reports of campaign violence, prior electoral margin 

and turnout levels, and barriers to campaign activity like rural location and geographic distance 

from the capital.  Together these findings suggest a compelling link between electoral campaigns 

and perceptions about ballot secrecy.  

Pervasive doubts about ballot secrecy, rooted in party campaign strategies, challenge the notion 

that individually targeted contingent strategies are unworkable in Africa.  In fact, African elections 

present a more nuanced picture: in some locales – urban, metropolitan Ghana, for example – 

African parties have the capacity to shape perceptions about ballot secrecy and pursue individually 

                                                            
3 Dorina Bekoe (ed.), Voting in fear: Electoral violence in sub-Saharan Africa (United States Institute for Peace Press, 

Washington DC, 2013); Liisa Laakso, ‘Insights into electoral violence in Africa’, in Matthias Basedau, Gero Erdmann 
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632; Jeffrey Conroy-Krutz and Carolyn Logan, ‘Museveni and the 2011 Uganda election: Did the money matter?’, 

Journal of Modern African Studies 50, 4 (2005), pp. 625-655; Paul Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic capital: Ghana’s 

elections under the Fourth Republic’, in Matthias Basedau, Gero Erdmann and Andreas Mehler (eds), Votes, money 

and violence: Political parties and elections in sub-Saharan Africa (Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, Uppsala, Sweden, 

2007), pp. 253-275; Anja Osei, Party-Voter Linkage in Africa: Ghana and Senegal in Comparative Perspective 

(Springer VS, 2012); Nicolas Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss, same as the old boss? The evolution of political 

clientelism in Africa’, in Herbert Kitschelt and Steven I. Wilkinson (eds), Patrons, clients, and politics: Patterns of 

democratic accountability and political competition (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 2007), pp. 50-67. 
5 Eric Kramon, ‘Vote-buying and political behavior: Estimating and explaining vote-buying’s effect on turnout in 

Kenya’ (Afrobarometer Working Paper No. 114, 2009)     

http://www.afrobarometer.org/files/documents/working_papers/AfropaperNo114.pdf. 
6 Stokes, ‘Perverse accountability’; Stokes, Dunning, Nazareno, and Brusco, Brokers, voters, and clientelism. 
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targeted contingent electoral strategies. In other areas, where distance and poor infrastructure 

makes access difficult or where poverty precludes basic party infrastructure, parties may instead 

pursue strategies that do not depend on their ability to manipulate perceptions of ballot secrecy.  

Africa, where contingent strategies thrive in developed areas, thus presents a reverse image of 

Latin America, where contingent strategies reside in the rural periphery.  Our research also 

suggests the value of considering vote buying and intimidation together as part of the same 

umbrella of contingent strategies enabled by a common perception about the lack of ballot secrecy.  

Finally, we suggest that the existing literature on clientelism, which focuses exclusively on actual 

violations of ballot secrecy, might pay greater attention to the role of perceptions in enabling 

contingent strategies.  

 

 

Contingent electoral exchange in Africa 

 

Contingent electoral strategies involve the reward or punishment of voters conditional on vote 

choice.7  They differ from strategies that provide benefits or punishments indiscriminately, like 

policies aimed at enhancing the welfare of a group that are distributed based on need rather than 

political support or electoral gift giving that comes without verification of reciprocity on the part 

of the voter.  They are often but not always illegal.8  Political actors may direct contingent 

strategies at individual voters or groups of voters (for example, neighbourhoods or voting districts).  

We focus on individually targeted contingent strategies and differentiate between two varieties: 

vote buying, wherein a compliant voter gains a reward for voting as directed; and vote intimidation, 

wherein she avoids a punishment.  Scholars of clientelism argue that individually targeted 

contingent strategies are only possible when parties can violate ballot secrecy.9  When ballots are 

secret, parties cannot observe vote choice and therefore cannot condition rewards or punishments 

on individual voting behaviour.   

Emergent Africanist literature suggests that African parties lack the capacity to violate ballot 

secrecy,10 which requires both effective organization and connections to community life.11  African 

parties, they argue, have ‘weak bureaucratic and other organizational structures (even where they 

can boast of physical infrastructure)’.12  Many do not create or maintain membership rosters or 

formal mechanisms for collecting dues, rely on volunteers rather than professionals, fall short on 

internal democracy, and are dominated by personalities rather than ideology.  They have 

particularly weak links to voters in the countryside.13 Thus, scholars argue, African parties are 

incapable of engaging in the monitoring necessary to enforce individually targeted contingent 

                                                            
7 Kitschelt Wilkinson, Patrons, clients, and politics. 
8 Frederic C. Schaffer (ed.), Elections for sale: The causes and consequences of vote buying (Lynne Rienner 

Publishers, Boulder, CO, 2007). 
9 Kitschelt Wilkinson, Patrons, clients, and politics; Frederic C. Schaffer (ed.), Elections for sale; Stokes, ‘Perverse 

accountability’; Stokes, Dunning, Nazareno, and Brusco, Brokers, voters, and clientelism. 
10 Bratton, ‘Vote buying and violence’; Conroy-Krutz and Logan, ‘Museveni’; Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic 

capital’; Osei, ‘Party-voter linkage in Africa’; Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss’. 
11 Stokes, ‘Perverse accountability’; Stokes, Dunning, Nazareno, and Brusco, Brokers, voters, and clientelism. 
12 Emmanuel Gyimah-Boadi, ‘Political parties, elections and patronage: Random thoughts on neo-patrimonialism and 

African democratization’, in Basedau, Erdmann and Mehler, Votes, money and violence.  
13 Bratton, ‘Vote buying and violence’; Emmanuel Gyimah-Boadi, ‘Africa: The quality of political reform’, in 

Emmanuel Gyimah-Boadi (ed.), Democratic reform in Africa: The quality of progress (Lynne Rienner, Boulder, CO, 

2004) pp. 5-27.; Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss’. 
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electoral strategies, especially in rural areas.14  Ironically, limited party development may endow 

African voters with a degree of freedom to vote as they wish.15   

What then are we to make of reports of extensive gift giving during African election campaigns?  

A common view amongst scholars of African politics considers such gifts as signals of generosity, 

wealth, and adherence to local customs rather than as products of contingent exchange.16 These 

scholars argue norms of reciprocity induce some voters to honour their end of the bargain even in 

the absence of monitoring.17  Other voters take the gifts but vote their conscience, “defecting” on 

the vote buying agreement.18 More pessimistically, voters may never receive the largesse flowing 

around elections, as gifts go to intermediaries and “big men” instead of average citizens.19  Parties 

may also use gifts to reward turnout rather than vote choice, as the former is easier to monitor; 20 

or shift to strategies aimed at groups rather than individuals, as these do not require violations of 

ballot secrecy.21 

Exemplifying this literature, Nugent writes: ‘In Ghana, villagers have made a habit of 

accumulating tee-shirts from all the parties which happen to pass through.’  They wear the shirt of 

their favoured party, and ‘the rest come in handy as clothing with which to go farm.’22  Voters 

‘turn the tables on gullible politicians who imagine that expressions of interest signal a genuine 

intention to vote for them.’23  Bratton’s analysis of Afrobarometer data from Nigeria finds that 

only 8 percent of respondents reported complying with a vote-buying offer.24 Using Afrobarometer 

data from Kenya and Zambia, Young argues that being offered a gift has little influence on support 

for the incumbent member of parliament.25  Similarly, ruling party efforts to buy opposition votes 

were mostly ineffective in Uganda according to Conroy-Krutz and Logan’s analysis of that 

country’s Afrobarometer data.26 

                                                            
14 Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss’. 
15 Bratton, ‘Vote buying and violence’. 
16 Richard Banegas, ‘Marchandisation du vote: Citoyennete et consolidation democratique au Benin’, Politique 

Africaine 69 (1998), pp. 75-88; Kramon, ‘Vote-buying and political behavior’; Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic 

capital’; Frederic C. Schaffer, Democracy in translation: Understanding politics in an unfamiliar culture (Cornell 

University Press, Ithaca, NY, 2000); Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss’. 
17 Frederico Finan and Laura Schechter, ‘Vote-buying and reciprocity’, Econometrica 80, 2 (2012), pp. 863-881; 

Halfdan Lynge-Mangueira, ‘How to rig an election and what two constituencies in Ghana might teach us about 

defining and measuring electoral rigging’, (Electoral Integrity Project Annual Workshop, Weatherhead Center, 

Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, 2013); Schaffer, Elections for sale.  
18 Bratton, ‘Vote buying and violence’; Conroy-Krutz and Logan, ‘Museveni’; Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic 

capital’; Osei, ‘Party-voter linkage in Africa’. 
19 Osei, ‘Party-voter linkage in Africa’; Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss’. 
20 Jordan Gans-Morse, Sebastian Mazzuca, and Simeon Nichter, ‘Varieties of clientelism: Machine politics during 

elections’, American Journal of Political Science 58, 2 (2014), pp. 415-432; Simeon Nichter, ‘Vote buying or turnout 

buying?  Machine politics and the secret ballot’, American Political Science Review 102, 1 (2008), pp. 19-31; Kramon, 

‘Vote-buying and political behavior’. 
21 Schaffer, Frederic Charles and Andreas Schedler, ‘What is Vote Buying?’, in Schaffer, Elections for sale; Miguel 

R. Rueda, ‘Buying votes with imperfect local knowledge and a secret ballot,’ Journal of Theoretical Politics, 

(published online 29 May 2014); Stokes, Dunning, Nazareno, and Brusco, Brokers, voters, and clientelism.   
22 Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic capital’. 
23 Ibid, p. 257. 
24 Bratton, ‘Vote buying and violence’. 
25 Daniel J. Young, ‘Is clientelism at work in African elections? A study of voting behavior in Kenya and Zambia’ 

(Afrobarometer Working Paper No. 106). 
26 Conroy-Krutz and Logan ‘Museveni’. 
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Studies of voter intimidation in African elections are less common, but accounts of threats and 

election violence abound.27  Although not often considered through the lens of contingent 

strategies, if difficulties violating ballot secrecy prevent African parties from pursuing contingent 

vote buying, then they should also preclude contingent intimidation aimed at altering individual 

vote choice, possibly inducing parties to focus on suppressing or encouraging turnout, which is 

easier to monitor. 28  

In sum, the literature on contingent strategies views actual violations of ballot secrecy as a 

necessary condition for enabling individually targeted quid pro quo bargains of vote buying or 

vote intimidation.  Africanist scholars have argued that African parties lack the capacity to violate 

ballot secrecy, and therefore cannot effectively pursue contingent strategies.  However, the next 

section of this paper argues that manipulating perceptions about ballot secrecy may be sufficient 

to generate compliance with contingent bargains, and demonstrates that pervasive doubts about 

ballot secrecy exist in Africa. 

 

 

Perceptions of ballot secrecy in Africa 

 

Although the literature on vote buying has focused on actual violations of ballot secrecy, we argue 

that perceptions matter also.  If voters believe their ballots are not secret, then they are likely to 

comply with the wishes of the presumed violator – even lacking an actual violation. Experimental 

evidence from the United States suggests that altering beliefs about ballot secrecy changes voter 

behaviour.  For example, Gerber et al. find that letters explaining ballot secrecy protections 

substantially increased turnout among first-time voters.29 It is not difficult to find accounts of 

parties manipulating perceptions about ballot secrecy to influence voter behaviour.  Van Dijk 

documents beliefs among Malawian voters that parties had placed “evil eyes” in voting booths to 

observe compliance and punish defectors.30  Voters in the 2012 Venezuelan elections feared that 

a new electronic voting system would allow the incumbent, Hugo Chávez, to track their vote and 

withhold benefits to those who voted against him.31 In the Philippines, politicians visit 

neighbourhoods with lists that purport to show how voters voted in prior elections.32 The lists may 

be fabricated, but, as one mayor candidly explained, ‘it doesn’t really matter [whether I can find 

out how people voted]…what matters is that [my constituents] believe that I can.’33 Even without 

evil eyes, hijacked technology, and phony lists, the layout of some voting stations promotes the 

                                                            
27 Bekoe, Voting in fear; Catherine Boone and Norma Kriger,  ‘Land patronage and elections: Winners and losers in 
Zimbabwe and Cote d’Ivoire’, in Bekoe, Voting in fear; Susanne D. Mueller, ‘The political economy of Kenya’s 

crisis’ in Bekoe, Voting in fear; Franklin Oduro, ‘Preventing electoral violence: Lessons from Ghana’ in Bekoe, Voting 

in fear; Strauss and Taylor, ‘Democratization and electoral violence’. 
28 Bekoe, Voting in fear; Strauss and Taylor, ‘Democratization and electoral violence’; David W. Throup and Charles 

Hornsby, Multi-Party Politics in Kenya, (Ohio University Press, Athens, OH, 1997). 
29 Alan S. Gerber, Gregory A. Huber, David Doherty, Conor M. Dowling, Seth J. Hill, ‘Do perceptions of ballot 

secrecy influence turnout? Results from a field experiment’, American Journal of Political Science 57, 3 (2013), pp. 

537-551. 
30 R.A. Van Dijk, ‘Secret worlds, democratization and election observation in Malawi’, in Jon Abbink and Gerti 

Hesseling (eds), Election observation and democratization in Africa (Palgrave Macmillan, 1999), pp. 180-210. 
31 William Neuman, ‘Fears persist among Venezuelan voters ahead of election’, New York Times, 5 October 2012 

<http://www.nytimes.com>.   
32 Cesi Cruz, ‘Social networks and the targeting of illegal electoral strategies’, (APSA 2013 Annual Meeting, Chicago, 

IL, 2013), <http://ssrn.com/abstract=2299356>. 
33 Ibid, p. 23. 
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impression that ballots are not secret.  In most African countries parties have the right to place 

agents in polling stations.  In cramped stations, or outside, where people can move around behind 

voters, it is easy for agents to convince voters that they are being watched.  “Assisted voting,” 

which facilitates balloting for illiterate or disabled voters, also offers opportunities for party agents 

to convey the impression that ballots are not secret.34 

Table 1 features data from the Afrobarometer, and it shows considerable doubt among African 

voters about ballot secrecy. The question ‘How likely do you think it is that powerful people can 

find out how you voted, even though there is supposed to be a secret ballot in this country?’ was 

included in Rounds 4 (fielded 2008-2009) and 5 (fielded 2011-2012). In the full sample, 24 percent 

of respondents in Round 4 and 19 percent in Round 5 replied that it was somewhat or very likely 

that their ballots were not secret. These perceptions contrast sharply with widespread laws 

establishing ballot secrecy across African countries.  They also contradict arguments that the 

organizational weakness of African parties ensures the privacy of votes.  Many survey respondents 

profess significant doubt about the secrecy of their choices.  In the next section, we argue that these 

doubts, far from being a figment of voters’ imaginations, are a product of party campaigns.   

 

[TABLE 1] 

 

 

Strategic perception manipulation 

 

Doubts regarding ballot secrecy may not necessarily reflect party strategies or even political 

reality.  People hold unusual and inaccurate beliefs about a wide variety of political factors.35 

Meirick discusses misperceptions that Obama’s health care reforms would create “death panels,” 

and Krosnick, Malhotra, and Mittal review public opinion data on “Birtherism,” i.e. the belief that 

President Obama was not born in the United States.36  Doubts about ballot secrecy in Africa could 

be similarly divorced from reality.   Such beliefs need not even be as misconceived as death panels 

and Birtherism: Given the widespread use of public voting during the authoritarian period, 

perceptions about ballot secrecy may simply reflect earlier political practices and not current 

electoral conditions.37   

We argue to the contrary that perceptions about ballot secrecy in Africa do in fact reflect 

political reality: parties intentionally create doubts about ballot secrecy as part of their electoral 

strategies. The remainder of this paper evaluates this claim.  We advance three observable 

implications that should hold if it is true.  First, because doubts about ballot secrecy and efforts to 

buy or intimidate voters share a common cause (efforts by parties to implement contingent 

electoral strategies), then they should correlate with each other.38 Second, assuming campaigns 

target geographic areas and generate common perceptions within those borders, perceptions of 

                                                            
34 Kramon, ‘Vote-buying and political behavior’. 
35 James H. Kuklinski, Paul J. Quirk, Jennifer Jerit, David Schwieder and Robert F. Rich ‘Misinformation and the 

currency of democratic citizenship’, The Journal of Politics 62, 3 (2000), pp. 790-816. 
36 Patrick C. Meirick, ‘Motivated misperception? Party, education, partisan news, and belief in “death panels”’, 

Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 90, 1 (2013), pp. 39-57.; Jon A. Krosnick, Neil Malhotra, and Urja 

Mittal, ‘Public misunderstanding of political facts: How question wording affected estimates of partisan differences 

in birtherism’, Public Opinion Quarterly 78, 1 (2013), pp. 147-165. 
37 Charles Hornsby, Kenya: a History Since Independence, (IB Tauris, London, 2012); Schaffer, Democracy in 

translation; Throup and Hornsby, Multi-Party politics. 
38 We are not claiming that efforts to buy or intimidate votes cause doubts about ballot secrecy (or vice versa).  
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people living in the same area should correlate with each other. Third, unpacking this geographic 

component, perceptions should correlate with the intensity of campaigns as revealed by party 

activities, the physical accessibility of communities, and the benefits to parties of additional votes. 

We conduct our analysis on two levels.  Where possible, we explore cross-Africa patterns using 

Round 5 Afrobarometer data.  The Afrobarometer collects an unparalleled set of variables from 

more than twenty African countries.  Round 5 included questions about vote buying, intimidation, 

and perceptions of ballot secrecy. However, Afrobarometer often fields surveys months or years 

before or after the most recent election, and they interview both voters and non-voters.  Hence, 

answers reflect general impressions rather than specific election experiences.  To complement the 

Afrobarometer analysis, we conducted an exit poll in Ghana during the December 2008 election.  

Although the exit poll asked a narrow set of questions, voters were interviewed directly after 

casting their votes when their experiences of the electoral process were fresh. By design, the exit 

poll interviewed only voters, and its lowest sampling cluster was the polling station.39 The 

complementarity of these data sources strengthens our analysis.  

 

 

The Case of Ghana 

 

Ghana represents a useful case for an in-depth exploration of the link between perceptions of ballot 

secrecy and party strategy. Ghana arguably represents one of Africa’s more successful recent 

democratizers.40 After alternating between military regimes and sporadic elections for three 

decades, Ghana transitioned to democracy in 1992.  It has subsequently held national elections 

every four years.41 Two parties – the National Democratic Congress (NDC) and the National 

Patriotic Party (NPP) – have dominated.  From 1996 on, the NDC and NPP have controlled over 

ninety percent of the vote in presidential elections and most seats in parliament.  Each party has a 

partisan camp and emergent party reputation.42  The NDC is associated with the Ewe group of the 

Volta region, whereas the NPP is frequently characterized as Ashanti.43 However, as neither the 

                                                            
39 The poll was a nation-wide random sample of 4,022 voters, conducted in all regions and 185 out of 230 

parliamentary constituencies.  Respondents could take the survey in languages covering Ghana’s linguistic spectrum. 

Using a multi-stage cluster random sample, we distributed surveys per region, district, and constituency proportionate 

to the number of registered voters, and then randomly selected polling centers and gave the survey to every second 

voter exiting the polling center.  Following best practice for exit polls, we interviewed 10-20 voters per center. See 

Mark R. Levy, ‘The Methodology and Performance of Election Day Polls,’ Public Opinion Quarterly 47, 1 (1983), 

pp. 54-67; James D. Long and Clark Gibson, ‘Evaluating the Roles of Ethnicity and Performance in African Elections: 

Evidence from an Exit Poll in Kenya,” Political Research Quarterly forthcoming. 
40 Sebastian Elischer, Political Parties in Africa: Ethnicity and Party Formation (Cambridge University Press, New 

York, NY, 2013); Michelle Kuenzi and Gina Lambright, ‘Party system institutionalization in 30 African countries’, 

Party Politics 7, 4 (2001), pp. 437-468; Staffan I. Lindberg and Minion K.C. Morrison, ‘Exploring voter alignments 

in Africa: Core and swing voters in Ghana’, Journal of Modern African Studies 43, 4 (2005), pp. 565-586; Rachel B. 

Riedl, Authoritarian origins of democratic party systems in Africa (Cambridge University Press, New York, NY, 

2014); Barak D. Hoffman and James D. Long, ‘Parties, ethnicity, and voting’, Comparative Politics 45, 2 (2013), pp. 

127-146;  Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic capital’. 
41 Ghana’s system is presidential, with majority runoff.  Legislative elections employ single member plurality rules.  

Legislative and executive races are concurrent. 
42 Nugent, ‘Banknotes and symbolic capital’; Hoffman and Long, ‘Parties, ethnicity, and voting’. 
43 Kevin S. Fridy, ‘The elephant, umbrella, and quarrelling cocks: Disaggregating partisanship in Ghana 's Fourth 

Republic’, African Affairs 106, 423 (2007), pp. 281-305; Minion K.C. Morrison, ‘Political parties in Ghana through 

four republics: A path to democratic consolidation’, Comparative Politics 36, 4 (2004), pp. 421-442; Minion K.C. 
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Ewe nor the Ashanti command a majority, the NDC and NPP must both seek votes outside of their 

narrow ethnic constituencies.44 

While the party system is relatively institutionalized, Ghanaian elections are competitive and 

reports of vote buying and intimidation surface in every contest.  Politicians face intense pressure 

to provide gifts in exchange for votes.45  The 2008 election, which received high marks from 

election observers after a second round run-off and a razor-thin margin of victory for the opposition 

NDC, nonetheless had pockets of electoral fraud, violence, and intimidation.46 

Although Ghana has adopted techniques for ensuring ballot secrecy like cardboard screens and 

prohibits accompanied voting, competitive pressures coupled with pervasive expectations of 

patronage create incentives to work around these practices.  Political agents employed diverse 

methods to evade ballot secrecy in the 2008 elections.  In some places, the privacy screen for 

voting did not adequately shield voters.47 Polling stations were frequently outside, where voters 

sat at open tables with their easily visible simple and bold ballots. Ghanaian laws give parties the 

right to post agents in all polling stations.  Flimsy screens and open tables afford aggressive party 

observers the opportunity to observe ballots. The main function of branch chairmen in at least two 

communities was to collect information about locals, including how they voted.48  Voters also used 

cell phones to capture images of ballots, which they showed to party agents in exchange for gifts.49  

One limitation of using data from a single case involves generalizability.  Ghana could be an 

outlier with regard to contingent strategies because its political parties are among the more 

organized in Africa. Where possible, we evaluate Ghana against the backdrop of the broader 

Afrobarometer group in Table 1.  In Round 5 Afrobarometer data, doubts about ballot secrecy are 

somewhat lower in Ghana (13%) than the average for the group as a whole (19%), as are reported 

vote buying offers (7% in Ghana, 16% in the full group) and intimidation (44% versus 49%).  

However, as we will demonstrate in the next section, the correlations between these variables in 

Ghana are very similar to the correlations between them in the full sample.  Thus, by these 

measures at least, Ghana does not stand out as particularly different from other African countries.  

 

 

Perceptions, vote buying, and intimidation in the Afrobarometer 

 

If perceptions of ballot secrecy reflect contingent electoral strategies they should correlate with 

reported vote buying offers and/or intimidation.  We start with a breakdown of the Round 5 

                                                            
Morrison and Jae-Woo Hong, ‘Ghana’s political parties: How ethno/regional variations sustain the national two-party 

system’, Journal of Modern African Studies 44, 4 (2006), pp. 1-25. 
44 Hoffman and Long, ‘Parties, ethnicity, and voting’. 
45 Sarah Brierley, ‘Buying Votes or Buying Time? Gift Giving as an Extension of the Political Party Network in 

Ghana’ (18 April 2013), <http://ssrn.com/abstract=2253550>; Staffan I. Lindberg, ‘It’s our time to “chop”: Do 

elections in Africa feed neo-patrimonialism rather than counteract it?’ Democratization 10, 2 (2003), pp. 121-140; 

Staffan I. Lindberg, ‘Some evidence on the demand side of private-public goods provision by MPs’ (Working Paper 

Number 8, Africa Power and Politics Programme, London, UK, Overseas Development Institute, 2010); Heinz 

Jockers, Dirk Kohnert and Paul Nugent, ‘The successful Ghana election of 2008: A convenient myth?’, The Journal 

of Modern African Studies 48, 1 (2010) pp. 95-115. 
46 Carter Center, ‘Observation mission to Ghana’s 2008 presidential and parliamentary election’, (Dec/Jan-

2008/2009); Oduro, ‘Preventing Electoral Violence’.  
47 Carter Center, ‘Observation mission’. 
48 Lynge-Mangueira, ‘How to rig an election’. This reference is to the 2012 election, but likely applies to 2008 also. 
49 As reported by policy think tank IMANI-Ghana, http://politics.myjoyonline.com/pages/news/201210/95518.php. 
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Afrobarometer data, tabulating offers of food or a gift in the last election (Q61F) and perceptions 

of ballot secrecy (Q55).  We collapse responses for each question into a binary variable with two 

categories: ‘offered gift’ and ‘not offered gift’; and ‘believes very or somewhat likely ballot 

secrecy violated’ and ‘believes not very or not at all likely ballot secrecy violated.’  A clear 

relationship emerges between vote buying offers and doubts about ballot secrecy.  Whereas 18 

percent of respondents not offered a gift doubts ballot secrecy, 23 percent of those offered a gift 

do.  These differences are significant at the .01 level.  The relationship is somewhat stronger in 

Ghana (12 versus 34 percent; differences again significant at the .01 level).  

We measure intimidation with Q54: ‘During election campaigns, how much do you personally 

fear becoming a victim of political intimidation or violence?’  We group answers of a 

lot/somewhat/a little bit as ‘feels intimidated’ and answers of not at all as ‘does not feel 

intimidated.’  A clear relationship again emerges: among those who report intimidation, 26 percent 

doubt ballot secrecy, compared to only 12 percent of those who do not report intimidation 

(differences significant at .01 level).  The pattern is similar for Ghana (23 versus 6 percent, 

differences significant at .01 level; tabulated data available in Appendix Tables 2a-d).     

We next evaluate the relationship between ballot secrecy perceptions and vote 

buying/intimidation using statistical models.  Table 2 displays linear probability models for the 

full sample (including Ghana) and Ghana alone.50  The dependent variable in all models is binary, 

taking on the value of 1 if the respondent reports it is likely or very likely that ballot secrecy was 

violated and 0 otherwise.  The independent variables of interest are being offered a gift (Models 1 

and 2) or feeling intimidated (Models 3 and 4).  Coefficient estimates show the marginal effect of 

each independent variable on the probability that a respondent reports her ballot was not secret. 

We control for several factors that correlate with perceptions of ballot secrecy and vote 

buying/intimidation.  Poor and less educated voters are more responsive to vote buying efforts51 

and have fewer means to resist intimidation, making them likely targets for these strategies.52 For 

education, we use Q97 (highest level of education achieved).  For poverty, we create an index from 

five Afrobarometer questions (Q8A-E), which ask how often the respondent has gone without 

food, water, medicine, fuel, and income in the last year.  Parties also target those with less 

ideological commitment.53 We code partisans as those who answer Q89 affirmatively (‘Do you 

feel close to a political party?’).  We also control for newspaper readership (Q13C), gender, and 

urban/rural location and include district fixed effects to capture geographic factors.  Sample 

statistics are available in the Appendix.    

The results in Table 2 confirm that perceptions of ballot secrecy strongly correlate with the 

probability of being offered a gift and are similar in the Ghana only and full samples.  For the full 

sample, being offered a gift in the last election increases the probability of doubting ballot secrecy 

by about six percentage points; the effect is statistically significant at the .01 level.  For Ghana, the 

                                                            
50 Linear probability models are an appropriate way to model binary outcome data and are easier to interpret than 

alternative models.  See Angrist, Joshua D, and Jorn-Steffen Pischke, Mostly Harmless Econometrics (Princeton 

University Press, 2009), pp. 94-109.  We also present logit results in Appendix Table 2e.  
51 Valeria Brusco, Marcelo Nazareno, and Susan C. Stokes, ‘Vote buying in Argentina’, Latin American Research 

Review 39, 2 (2004), pp. 66-88; Kitschelt and Wilkinson, Patrons, clients, and politics; Stokes, ‘Perverse 

accountability’. 
52 Fabrice E. Lehoucq and Ivan Molina, Stuffing the ballot box: Fraud, electoral reform, and democratization in Costa 

Rica (Cambridge University Press, New York, NY, 2002); Daniel Ziblatt, ‘Shaping democratic practice and the causes 

of electoral fraud: The case of nineteenth-century Germany’, American Political Science Review 103, 1 (2009), pp. 

1–21.  
53 Stokes, ‘Perverse accountability’; Gans-Morse, Mazzuca and Nichter, ‘Varieties of clientelism’. 
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effect is larger (nine percentage points, significant at the .10 level).  The correlation between 

intimidation and perceptions of ballot secrecy is stronger: for the full sample, those who report 

feeling intimidated during election campaigns are 16 percentage points more likely to doubt the 

secrecy of their ballot (significant at the .01 level); in the Ghanaian sample, the effect is also 16 

percentage points (significant at .01 level).  Results are robust across models.  

 

[TABLE 2] 

 

In sum, perceptions of ballot secrecy correlate with offers of vote buying and feelings of 

intimidation in the full Afrobarometer and Ghanaian samples, providing our first piece of evidence 

connecting perceptions to campaigns.  Notably, correlations are stronger for intimidation than vote 

buying, suggesting that ballot secrecy violations may be driven more by coercive dynamics versus 

redistributive ones.  Correlations are quite consistent in the Ghanaian and full samples, which 

suggests that Ghana is not an outlier in the African context.  In the next section, we focus 

exclusively on Ghana as the exit poll permits a more detailed analysis of the link between 

perceptions and campaigns.  

 

 

Campaigns and Perceptions in Ghana 

 

If perceptions about ballot secrecy reflect contingent electoral strategies, they should correlate with 

the campaign efforts of parties.  In this section, we pursue two strategies for exploring the link 

between perceptions and campaigns.  The first strategy examines geographic clustering of 

perceptions (correlations in perceptions between people who live in the same community) and 

argues that significant clustering offers indirect evidence that campaigns generate perceptions.  

The second strategy operates more directly, identifying several proxies for campaign intensity and 

evaluating their correlation with perceptions.  In both cases we utilize data from the 2008 exit poll 

in Ghana.  The first question of the exit poll54 asked: ‘Thinking of the ballot you have just cast, 

which of the following statements is closest to your opinion: My ballot is secret and people cannot 

see how I voted’ or ‘My ballot is not secret and people can see how I voted.’55   We use responses 

to this question to measure perceptions about ballot secrecy.  Overall, 17 percent of the exit poll 

sample doubted ballot secrecy, matching the Afrobarometer measure for the same year.  Our 

observations are of individuals clustered within polling stations, constituencies, districts, and 

regions.  In 2008, Ghana had thousands of polling stations, 230 constituencies, 110 districts, and 

10 regions.  Sample statistics and descriptions of data sources are in the Appendix.      

 

Geographically Clustered Perceptions. On the campaign trail, African parties engage with and 

mobilize voters through rallies, motorcades, community meetings, and door-to-door campaigns.  

However, parties target communities with varying degrees of success and intensity.  In Ghana, 

local party branches of the two main parties, the NPP and the NDC, have organizational 

independence, which produces variation in party activities and strategies. Several factors influence 

this variation: the commitment of local personnel, financial backing from local businesses, the 

                                                            
54 Because the ballot secrecy question was first in the survey, answers are uncontaminated by other questions.   
55 While the exit poll and 2008 Afrobarometer used different question wordings, 17 percent of both surveys expressed 

doubt about ballot secrecy.  The Appendix provides exit poll questions and summary statistics.   
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quality and support of local intermediaries, the availability and enthusiasm of foot soldiers, and 

relationships between local party leaders and national politicians.56   

Geographic variation in campaigns provides an opportunity to study the link between 

campaigns and perceptions about ballot secrecy.  If campaigns generate perceptions, and if the 

intensity and content of campaigns vary from community to community, then perceptions should 

exhibit geographic clustering: the perceptions of individuals in the same community should 

correlate strongly with each other.   A standard measure of clustering is the intra-class correlation 

(ICC).  ICCs range from 0 to 1, with higher numbers indicating greater correlation between 

observations within a cluster versus observations chosen at random in the population.  Greater 

correlation within clusters (higher ICCs) suggests a common local factor – like a campaign – 

influencing survey responses.   

We calculate ICCs for the ballot secrecy question for two geographic levels: the polling station 

and constituency (Table 3).  To generate comparisons, we also calculate ICCs for other exit poll 

questions that vary in the degree to which they are likely to be generated by local campaigns.  We 

expect questions related to national factors to be relatively independent of local campaign: 

preferences regarding national policies on growth and employment; preferences for favouring 

foreign investment over domestic companies; and performance evaluations of the national 

economy.  These should have relatively low ICCs.  We expect evaluations of local level services 

(security, education, and health) to be more tied to local campaigns and to have higher ICCs.  And 

finally, we expect evaluations of ballot secrecy to be a function of highly localized campaign 

activities, with the highest ICCs.   

The data bear out these expectations: preferences over national policies exhibit very low 

clustering (0.10-0.16).  Evaluations of the national economy display moderate clustering (0.22-

0.24), and evaluations of local conditions show moderate to high clustering (0.24-0.33).  

Perceptions of ballot secrecy, however, display the highest ICCs of the set: 0.49 (at polling station) 

and 0.39 (at constituency).  Thus, relative to other variables in the exit poll – including local 

community evaluations – perceptions of ballot secrecy have a strong geographic component.  This 

provides strong, albeit indirect, evidence that local campaigns generate perceptions about ballot 

secrecy.       

 

Campaign Intensity. As clustered perceptions could have sources other than political campaigns, 

we also analyse the link between perceptions and campaigns more directly.  Campaigns are 

difficult to measure, so we explore several proxies that, taken together, capture campaign intensity.  

We expect that greater intensity should correlate with higher reported secret ballot violations.      

 

[TABLE 3] 

 

First, we examine campaign violence and intimidation as a proxy for campaign intensity.  We 

measure violence and intimidation using a list of twenty-five constituencies identified by domestic 

election observing teams for close monitoring during the 2008 campaigns.57 Experts determined 

there was a high probability of campaign violence occurring in these constituencies based on their 

analysis of local newspapers and regional knowledge.  Accordingly, perceptions of ballot secrecy 

violations should be higher in these areas because there is increased political intimidation there.  

                                                            
56 Anja Osei, Party-Voter Linkage in Africa: Ghana and Senegal in Comparative Perspective (Springer VS, 2012). 
57 Oduro ‘Preventing electoral violence’, p. 215, Table 8.1. 
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Second, campaign intensity should reflect the organizational capacity of parties. While party 

capacity in Ghana reflects many idiosyncratic local factors,58 we expect it to increase with 

socioeconomic development.  Greater wealth facilitates the professionalization of politicians, the 

spread of party branches, and even the ability to rent office space, hold meetings, and pay 

transportation costs for attendees.  Most economically developed areas in Ghana are urban; we 

therefore expect more campaign intensity and higher reported violations in urban stations.59 Using 

census data, we coded each polling station in the exit poll as either urban or rural.  Another proxy 

for party organizational capacity is the voter turnout from the previous election. High turnout in 

previous elections indicates, among other factors, the presence of grassroots organization.  We 

therefore expect prior turnout to correlate positively with perceived secret ballot violations.     

Third, campaign intensity should vary with communities’ geographic accessibility.  

Transportation costs pose a significant challenge to campaigns in Ghana,60 and they vary 

significantly.  Much of Ghana’s road infrastructure is in the south, around the coastal capital city 

Accra, where a network of roads facilitates accessibility.  In contrast, remote northern regions are 

difficult and expensive to access. We therefore use distance from Accra as a proxy for access.  To 

generate this variable, we calculate both the geographic centroid for each of Ghana’s 110 districts 

and the distance of this centroid from Accra (details in Appendix).  We also generate a second 

distance variable that measures the distance from a district’s centroid to the nearest regional capital 

(e.g., Kumasi, Tamale, etc.).  Some of the literature (notably Stokes et al. 2013) suggests that 

monitoring increases in more peripheral areas because of lower election oversight. But we expect 

campaign intensity and therefore perceptions of ballot violations to decrease in remote, less 

developed areas. We believe our findings more accurately reflect the African context, where state 

and party strength tend to decay the further one ventures from metropolitan areas.61  

Fourth, campaign intensity should reflect the capacity of local communities to engage in 

collective action.  Ghanaian parties often rely on representatives within local communities to carry 

out campaign activities – including the monitoring of voting behaviour.62 We hypothesize that 

communities with dense social ties have greater capacity to engage in these activities.63 A literature 

spanning the social sciences shows a strong, robust negative correlation between social capital and 

                                                            
58 Anja Osei, Party-Voter Linkage in Africa. 
59 This varies somewhat by party.  The NDC has historically represented less privileged rural areas whereas the NPP 

has been a party of the urban elite.  See Anja Osei, ‘Party System Institutionalization in Ghana and Senegal,’ Journal 

of Asian and African Studies 48, 5 (2012), pp. 577-593.  Both parties also have ethnic enclaves in more rural areas of 

the country (the NPP is Ashanti and the NDC in Volta). 
60 Osei, Party-Voter Linkage in Africa. 
61 Robert Bates, Markets and States in Tropical Africa: the Political Basis of Agricultural Policies  (University of 

California Press, Berkeley, CA, 1981); Bratton, ‘Vote buying and violence’; Catherine Boone, Political Topographies 

of the African State: Rural Authority and Institutional Choice (Cambridge University Press, New York, NY, 2003); 

Gyimah-Boadi, ‘Africa: The quality of political reform’; Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa (Princeton 

University Press, Princeton, NJ, 2000); Van de Walle, ‘Meet the new boss’. 
62 Osei, Party-Voter Linkage in Africa. 
63 Stokes, ‘Perverse accountability’. 
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ethnic diversity.64 Ethnic divisions are salient in Ghana and diversity varies widely.65 We therefore 

expect campaign intensity and reports of secret ballot violations to be highest in ethnically 

homogenous communities because of their denser social ties and greater capacity for self-

monitoring. 

Fifth, campaign intensity should be highest during competitive races where every vote counts.  

Parties have the strongest incentives to pursue additional votes in these elections, hence campaign 

intensity and the probability that a voter perceives a violation of ballot secrecy should inversely 

correlate with the margin of victory in the legislative constituency during the previous election.   

 

 [TABLE 4] 

 

We explore the relationship between these seven proxies for campaign intensity (violent 

constituency, rural polling station, constituency turnout in previous election, distance from Accra, 

distance from regional capital, ethnic diversity, and constituency margin of victory in previous 

election) and reported secret ballot violations in Table 4, which shows the results of linear 

probability models.66  Our dependent variable is binary, taking on the value of 1 if the respondent 

doubts the secrecy of her ballot, 0 otherwise.  Coefficient estimates show the change in probability 

of reporting a violated ballot associated with each independent variable.  To account for 

unobserved regional factors, we include region fixed effects in some models; we also control for 

partisanship, education, poverty, and gender and cluster standard errors at the district level.67   

Figure 1 plots standardized coefficients for each independent variable with 95-percent confidence 

intervals from the model without fixed effects (column 1).  

  

[FIGURE 1] 

 

Respondents in violent constituencies were about 12 percentage points more likely to doubt the 

secrecy of their ballot – a 71 percent increase.  Respondents in rural constituencies were 8 to 9 

percentage points less likely to report violations. Geographic proximity to Accra had a potent 

effect: for every 100 kilometres between the respondent’s district and Accra, reported ballot 

violations fell by about 5 percentage points.68  Figure 2 illustrates these geographic patterns, 

                                                            
64 Alberto Alesina and Eliana La Ferrara, ‘Participation in heterogeneous communities’, The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics 115, 3 (2000), pp. 847-904; Alberto Alesina and Eliana La Ferrara, ‘Who trusts others?’, Journal of Public 

Economics 85 (2002), pp. 207-234; Dora L. Costa and Matthew E. Kahn, ‘Civic engagement and community 

heterogeneity: An economist’s perspective’, Perspectives on Politics 1, 1 (2003), pp. 103-111; Robert Putnam, ‘E 

Pluribus Unum: Diversity and community in the twenty-first century’, Scandinavian Political Studies 30, 2 (2007) 

pp.137-174. 
65 Constituency ethnic fractionalization from Nahomi Ichino and Noah Nathan, ‘Primaries on Demand?  Intra-Party 

Politics and Nominations in Ghana’, British Journal of Political Science 42, 4 (2012), pp. 769-91; and Nahomi Ichino 

and Matthias Schündeln, ‘Deterring or Displacing Electoral Irregularities?  Spillover Effects of Observers in a 

Randomized Field Experiment in Ghana’, Journal of Politics 74, 1 (2012), pp. 292-307.  We thank the authors for 

sharing their data. 
66 Results are robust to logit models, included in Appendix Table 4b.   
67 We also ran these as separate bivariate models (see Appendix Table 4a).  We find significant effects in the expected 

direction for violent constituencies, rural polling stations, and higher previous turnout.  Distance from Accra also has 

a large, statistically significant effect in models without region fixed effects.  We do not find effects for ethnic diversity 

or margin of victory.   
68 This result was not robust to region fixed effects, but this is not surprising as districts in the same region are similarly 

distant from the capital.   
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showing the average number of reported secret ballot violations by district.  The concentration of 

violations in the developed southern regions of Ghana is unmistakable.  Respondents in 

constituencies with high 2004 turnout reported higher secret ballot violations in 2008: a two 

standard deviation change in turnout correlated with around a 5 percentage point increase in the 

probability of reporting a violation (higher in the fixed effects model).  Conversely, once we 

control for distance from Accra, distance from a regional capital is associated with higher 

violations.  Constituency margin had the predicted effect but was only borderline significant in 

one model.  Ethnic fractionalization also had the predicted effect and was significant and 

substantial in the model without fixed effects (a two standard deviation change in diversity reduced 

the probability a respondent reported doubts about ballot secrecy by about 12 percentage points).  

Control variables primarily had the expected effects: less educated respondents and respondents 

with lower income were more likely to doubt ballot secrecy, as were female respondents.  

Somewhat surprisingly, partisans reported more violations than independents, although this effect 

fell short of statistical significance. 

 

[FIGURE 2] 

 

In sum, perceptions of violations are highest in urban areas near the metropolitan heart of 

Ghana, in constituencies with high past turnout and/or high risk for violence in 2008, and in 

ethnically homogeneous communities.  These are areas where the incentives and capacity of 

parties to shape perceptions about ballot secrecy were highest, suggesting that strategic campaign 

efforts by parties helped generate perceptions about ballot secrecy in the 2008 Ghanaian election.   

Alternative explanations not involving campaigns could explain some of these results.  Voters 

living in rural and remote areas may have less exposure to negative news about election fraud and 

therefore, less jaundiced views about politics.  Crowded urban polling stations may induce more 

doubts about ballot secrecy independent of political efforts to manipulate perceptions.  These 

apolitical explanations might account for some of the individual correlations we find, but cannot 

explain the pattern of results as a whole.  Combined with our earlier findings that doubts about 

ballot secrecy correlate with vote buying and intimidation efforts, these results demonstrate that 

perceptions about ballot secrecy emerge as part of explicit efforts by parties to pursue contingent 

electoral strategies and that these strategies appear most viable in developed urban areas like 

metropolitan Accra.     

 

  

Conclusion 

 

We set out to examine the argument that individually targeted contingent strategies are unworkable 

in Africa because African parties are too weak to violate ballot secrecy and enforce quid pro quo 

vote buying or intimidating exchanges. We find pervasive doubts about ballot secrecy in 

Afrobarometer survey data, and show that these doubts strongly correlate with reported offers of 

vote buying and intimidation.  We also show in additional data from a 2008 exit poll conducted in 

Ghana that doubts about ballot secrecy cluster by polling station and constituency, suggesting that 

these perceptions are rooted in an underlying, common, community-based source. Finally, we 

show that perceptions of ballot secrecy correlate with several measures of campaign intensity, 

evidence that these perceptions reflect deliberate efforts by parties to convince voters that their 

ballots are not secret.  
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African voters and parties thus behave differently than the image conveyed by the current 

literature.  If voters believe outside actors can determine how they vote, then accepting a gift bears 

a burden of reciprocation. Moreover, threats of retaliation for defection gain credibility.  Voters 

have less freedom to vote their conscience, and parties have greater ability to carry out contingent 

strategies.  Our analysis of Ghana suggests this is particularly relevant to urban, easily accessible 

areas with high prior turnout and high risk of violence, a finding in stark contrast with the literature 

that views clientelism as a feature of rural, less developed areas.  

Our research conveys three larger insights.  First, it suggests that contingent strategies are most 

viable in Africa’s developed areas, where parties have the greatest capacity to manipulate 

perceptions. Elsewhere, parties may have less capacity to manipulate perceptions and therefore 

switch to less contingent strategies.  Indeed, the relationship between subnational patterns of 

development and clientelism might vary with country income: in poor sub-Saharan Africa 

countries, clientelism may be a feature of relatively developed areas, whereas in middle and higher 

income countries in Latin America, it resides in the rural periphery.      

Second, our research points to the importance of further work on the role of intimidation in 

African elections.  While most analysis of contingent electoral strategies focuses on positive 

redistributive varieties like vote buying, we are struck by the prevalence of intimidation in 

Afrobarometer survey responses.  The driving force behind perceptions of ballot secrecy may be 

coercion rather than vote buying.  Even in Ghana, a country known for relatively peaceful 

elections, far more Round 5 Afrobarometer respondents reported anxiety about election violence 

and intimidation (44 percent) than gift offers for their votes (7 percent).  We therefore join Bekoe 

and others in calling for more attention to coercive campaign strategies in African elections.69 

Finally, we urge scholars and policy makers to consider the role of perceptions and beliefs in 

sustaining contingent strategies.  Observer missions routinely collect data on overt violations of 

ballot secrecy.  They might also collect perceptual data on how voters experience the process and 

their beliefs about its integrity.70  If parties and their intermediaries can manipulate perceptions, 

then they do not need to actually violate ballot secrecy.  Future research should explore when and 

how parties manipulate beliefs about electoral integrity, and the impact this has on voter behaviour. 

                                                            
69 Bekoe, Voting in fear. 
70 See also Nicholas Kerr, ‘Popular evaluations of election quality in Africa: Evidence from Nigeria.’  Electoral Studies 

32 (2013): pp. 819-837. 
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Table 1: Rounds 4 and 5 Afrobarometer Perceived Secret Ballot Violations 

 

Secret ballot violations are somewhat or very likely 

 Round 4 Round 5 

Total 24% 19% 

Algeria - 13% 

Benin 14% 9% 

Botswana 13% 15% 

Burkina Faso 21% 9% 

Burundi - 13% 

Cameroon - 28% 

Cape Verde 18% 13% 

Cote d’Ivoire - 32% 

Egypt - 31% 

Ghana 17% 13% 

Guinea - 32% 

Kenya 19% 12% 

Lesotho 35% 13% 

Liberia 27% 18% 

Madagascar 22% 12% 

Malawi 13% 11% 

Mali 24% 23% 

Mauritius - 26% 

Morocco - 35% 

Mozambique 23% 14% 

Namibia 32% 21% 

Niger - 12% 

Nigeria 46% 35% 

Senegal 14% 10% 

Sierra Leone - 19% 

South Africa 37% 22% 

Sudan - 47% 

Swaziland - 22% 

Tanzania 30% 11% 

Togo - 11% 
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Tunisia - 30% 

Uganda 27% 20% 

Zambia 30% 16% 

Zimbabwe 26% 20% 

Question wording: ‘How likely do you think it is that powerful people can find out how you 

voted, even though there is supposed to be a secret ballot in this country’ Missing responses 

excluded.  Table does not include Ethiopia Round 5. 
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Table 2: Perceives Ballot Not Secret, Round 5 Afrobarometer (linear probability model) 

 (1) 

Ghana only 

(2) 

Full sample 

(3) 

Ghana only 

(4) 

Full sample 

Offered Gift  .086 (.046)* .055 (.012)***   

Feels 

intimidated  

  .157 (.019)*** .163 (.009)*** 

Constant .099 (.042)** .177 (.012)*** .013 (.006) .106 (.012)*** 

Observations 2172 17460 2163 17539 

R-squared .18 .20 .22 .23 

Controls a Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Fixed Effects District District District District 

Robust standard errors, clustered by district   

***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1  
a Education, poverty index, reads newspaper, lives in urban area, female respondent, and 

partisanship. 
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Table 3: Intraclass correlations of perceptual variables from exit poll (range 0 to 1)  

 Polling 

Station 

Constituency 

Preference: growth vs. employment .16 .10 

Preference: foreign investment vs. local  .16 .14 

Performance of national economy .24 .22 

Community security .27 .24 

Community education services .28 .26 

Community health services .33 .29 

Violations of ballot secrecy .49 .39 
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Table 4: Perceived Secret Ballot Violations, 2008 Ghana Exit Poll, linear probability 

models 

 1 2 

Rural polling station -0.092** -0.081** 

 -0.040 -0.039 

Constituency turnout 2004 0.541** 0.728** 

 -0.272 -0.364 

Constituency ethnic fractionalization -0.322** -0.143 

 -0.133 -0.119 

Constituency margin 2004 -0.139 -0.051 

 -0.108 -0.109 

Violent constituency 0.125** 0.122** 

 -0.054 -0.050 

Distance from Accraa  -0.053*** 0.035 

 -0.013 0.047 

Distance from a regional capitala 

(meters)  

0.124** 0.083 

 0.057 0.062 

Partisan 0.0351 0.0286 

 -0.0252 -0.0216 

Education -0.0160** -0.0132* 

 -0.0076 -0.0074 

Poor family 0.0310* 0.0232 

 -0.0168 -0.0182 

Female 0.0217* 0.021 

 -0.0128 -0.0134 

Constant 0.028 -0.406 

 -0.274 -0.392 

Observations 3,475 3,475 

R-squared 0.070 0.106 

Fixed effects  Region 

Robust standard errors in parentheses, clustered by district.   

 

aEducation, poverty index, reads newspaper, lives in urban area, female respondent, 

and partisanship. 

***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 

***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 

a Measured in 100s of kilometres from centroid of respondent’s district. 
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Figure 1: Perceived Secret Ballot Violations, Exit Poll (Model 1, Table 4, with standardized 

coefficients and 95% confidence intervals) 
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Figure 2: Geographic Distribution of Secret Ballot Violations.  Darker areas indicate 

higher levels of reported ballot violations (from 2008 exit poll). 


