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Batswana maintain preference for democracy,
but support for elections is weakening

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1003 | Sonia Gaobolae, Gorata Duduzile Manyeagae,
and Keneilwe Sadie Mooketsane

Summary

Botswana's multiparty democracy has historically been praised as one of the better
performers in Africa, albeit under a dominant-party system for nearly six decades (Seabo &
Molebatsi, 2017; Maphunyi, 2021; Thankane, 2022). The country's democratic accolades are
linked to a record of hosting free and relatively fair elections, upholding the rule of law, and
ensuring respect for human rights (Sebudubudu & Molutsi, 2008).

While the regularity and credibility of its elections have earned the country credit, the
absence of ruling-party turnover since 1966 had become a point of criticism in recent years
(Good, 2017; Lekalake, 2016). The lack of change raised questions about the country’s first-
past-the-post electoral system, which some argue has contributed to voter apathy and
reinforced the dominant-party system (Molomo, 2004).

In a historic shift, Botswana's 2024 elections led to a turnover of government. Amid economic
challenges and general citizen discontent, voters elected the Umbrella for Democratic
Change info government, ending six decades of electoral dominance by the Botswana
Democratic Party (BDP). The BDP's defeat demoted it fo minority opposition as it secured
only four out of 61 parliamentary seats (Namaiko & Chikohomero, 2024). Major pre-election
themes included rising unemployment, a lack of available medicines and health supplies,
and depleted state coffers due to COVID-19, corruption, and mismanagement of the
pandemic (Makgala, 2024).

Other concerns about Botswana's democracy have been raised, including that judicial
independence has been compromised and that the government has attacked media
freedoms (Kebonang & Kaboyakgosi, 2017; Poteete, 2017). A decline in political
participation has also been cause for concern: Voter turnout declined from 84.7% of
registered voters in 2014 to 81.4% in the 2024 election (IPU Parline, 2025; Independent
Electoral Commission, 2022).

Critics aver that several factors may conftribute to reduced interest in political participation,
including the use of an electoral system that is not responsive to voters' interests and a lack
of trust in the electoral commission. For instance, an Independent Electoral Commission
(2022) report indicates that 38% of survey respondents believe the official results of the 2019
elections were not an accurate record of how people voted. When asked how much they
frust the electoral commission, 35% of citizens said they “do noft trust it at all”’; only 10% said
they “trust it a lot.”

Findings from the most recent Afrobarometer survey show that a clear majority of Batswana
are committed to democracy, reject authoritarian alternatives, and favour elections as the
best method for choosing their leaders. However, support for elections has been decreasing
since 2008, and while self-reported voter turnout has been stable for the past decade, fewer
than half of citizens express trust in the IEC.
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Overall, more than half of Batswana are dissatisfied with the way the country’s democracy is
working.

Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
were launched in January 2024. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Botswana, led by Star Awards (Pty) Ltd., interviewed a nationally
representative sample of 1,200 adult Batswana in July-August 2024. A sample of this size yields
country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence
level. Previous surveys were conducted in Botswana in 1999, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014,
2017, 2019, and 2022.

Key findings

" Sevenin 10 Batswana (70%) prefer democracy to all other forms of government.

" Overwhelming majorities oppose dictatorship (91%), military rule (81%), and one-party
rule (80%).

"  About two-thirds (65%) of citizens say elections are the best way to choose the
country’s political leaders.

o But the proportion of citizens who favour elections has dropped by more than 20
percentage points since 2008 (88%).

Half (50%) of citizens say it doesn’t matter if one party always wins and contfinuously
governs the country, as long as it is freely and fairly elected, while a similar proportion
(48%) believe it is better if power sometimes changes hands from one political party
to another.

" Sevenin 10 Batswana (70%) say they voted in the last election, a share that has held
fairly steady for more than a decade.

" A majority (58%) of respondents say they frust the IEC “just a little” or “not at all.”
" More than half (54%) of Batswana say they are dissatisfied with the way democracy

works in the country.

o Although this is down from 66% in 2022, it is sfill more than three times the
proportion of dissatisfied citizens in 2008 (16%).

Support for democracy and elections

In October 2024, for the first time since independence, Batswana voted in a new political
party to rule the country. Evidently, citizens were hungry for change. But their fundamental
commitment to democracy remains strong, though certain trends might worry democracy
stakeholders.

Seven in 10 citizens (70%) prefer democracy over all other forms of government (Figure 1).
Small minorities say authoritarian regimes may be preferable under certain conditions (14%)
or don’t care about the system of government they live under (13%).
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Figure 1: Preference for democracy | Botswana | 2024

Democracy is preferable to any other kind

of government 70%

In some circumstances, a non-democratic

government can be preferable 14%

For someone like me, it doesn’t matter

what kind of government we have 13%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Respondents were asked: Which of these three statements is closest to your own opinion?
Statement 1: Democracy is preferable to any other kind of government.

Statement 2: In some circumstances, a non-democratic government can be preferable.
Statement 3: For someone like me, it doesn’t matter what kind of government we have.

Batswana are vehement in their rejection of non-democratic forms of government, including
dictatorship (21%), military rule (81%), and one-party rule (80%) (Figure 2). Indeed, majorities
“strongly disapprove” of each of these authoritarian scenarios.

Figure 2: Rejection of non-democratic governments | Botswana | 2024
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Respondents were asked: There are many ways to govern a country. Would you disapprove or approve
of the following alternatives?

Despite these full-throated endorsements of democracy, support for certain components of
democracy is weakening. While a clear majority (65%) say elections are the best method for
choosing the country’s leaders, the size of this majority has been steadily declining since 2008
(88%) and has reached a new low (Figure 3).

In the latest Afrobarometer findings, support for elections is lower in Botswana than in most
other surveyed countries in Africa, where support reaches as high as 88% in Tanzania and the
Gambia (Figure 4). Across 30 countries surveyed in 2024 and early 2025, average support for
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choosing leaders via regular elections is 10 percentage points higher than it is in Botswana;
only four countries display lower levels of support for electoral democracy.

Figure 3: Elections vs. other methods of choosing leaders | Botswana | 2003-2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?g

Statement 1: We should choose our leaders in this country through regular, open, and honest elections.
Statement 2: Since elections sometimes produce bad results, we should adopt other methods for
choosing this country's leaders.

Figure 4: Support for choosing leaders through elections | 30 countries | 2024/2025
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?g

Statement 1: We should choose our leaders in this country through regular, open, and honest elections.
Statement 2: Since elections sometimes produce bad results, we should adopt other methods for
choosing this country’s leaders.

(% who choose Statement 1)
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As for whether it’'s good for democracy if political power sometimes changes hands in
elections, Batswana are divided. Half (50%) say it doesn’t matter if one party always wins and
continuously governs the country, as long as elections are free and fair, while almost as many
(48%) believe that it is better if power sometimes changes hands from one political party to
another (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Political party turnover vs. one-party dominance | Botswana | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?

Statement 1:In a democracy, it is better if power sometimes changes hands in elections from one
political party to another.

Statement 2: In a democracy, as long as a government is elected by the people in a free and fair
election, it doesn't matter if one party always wins and continuously governs the country.

The division reflects alternative views of democratic legitimacy: On the one hand are those
who support the electoral process as a constitutive feature of democracy, and on the other
are those who believe the essence of democracy lies in electoral competition and the
alternation of power.

The findings on party turnover are particularly illuminating given Botswana'’s history of one-
party dominance in a context of free and fair elections. It will be interesting to see whether
views on this issue change in subsegquent rounds of Afrobarometer surveys, since they will be
the first to be conducted following a change of government.

Voting patterns

Weakening support for elections is not reflected in citizens’ self-reported voting rates. Figure é
shows that there has been little variation since 2012, as about seven in 10 Batswana report
having voted in the previous election for each survey round.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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Figure 6: Voting in the most recent national elections | Botswana | 2012-2024
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Respondents were asked: In the last national election, held in 2019, did you vote, or not, or were you
foo young fo vote? Or can’t you remember whether you voted? (Respondents who were too young to
vote are excluded.)

Trust in the Independent Electoral Commission

A large maijority of Batswana continue to vote, even though the Independent Electoral
Commission (2022) found that 38% of citizens lacked faith in the 2019 election results. How
frustworthy do respondents consider the IEC itself to be?

One-third (34%) of respondents say they don't frust the IEC “at all,” while a further one-fourth
(24%) say they have “just a little” confidence in the commission (Figure 7). About one-third
say they trust the electoral management body “somewhat” (24%) or “a lot” (10%).

Figure 7: Trust in the Independent Electoral Commission | Botswana | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust the Independent Electoral Commission, or haven't
you heard enough about them to say?
Satisfaction with democracy

In results that perhaps reflect recent critiques of Botswana’s democracy, more than half of
respondents report being “not very satisfied” (32%) or “not at all safisfied” (22%) with the way
democracy works in the country (Figure 8).
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This level of dissatisfaction (54%) is down from a high of 66% recorded in 2022, but it is still a
turn-about from what came before; between 1999 and 2019, majorities always expressed
satisfaction with their democracy, with dissatisfaction levels ranging from 16% in 2008 to 41%
in 2017 (Figure 9).

The generalrise in dissatisfaction with democracy may well have been a factor influencing
the outcome of the recent elections.

Figure 8: Satisfaction with democracy | Botswana | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Overall, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Botswana?

Figure 9: Satisfaction with democracy | Botswana | 1999-2024
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Respondents were asked: Overall, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Botswana?¢

When compared with other African countries, dissatisfaction with democracy in Botswana is
about average (56% across 30 surveyed countries), though country levels vary tremendously.
More than eight in 10 citizens express dissatisfaction with their democracy in Congo-
Brazzaville (83%) and Nigeria (82%), while only 15% of Tanzanians agree (Figure 10).
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Figure 10: Dissatisfaction with democracy | 30 countries | 2024/2025

Congo-Brazzaville 83%
Nigeria 82%
Cabo Verde 78%
Guinea NI 74%
Madagascar I 73%
Caomeroon I 73%
SGo Tomé and Principe I 71%
Gabon I 70%
Mali I 49%
Angolo I 9%
Togo N 65%
Lesotho I 64%
Céte d'lvoire I 60%
Benin IS 40%
Gambia I 59%
Malowi I 57%
30-country average | '
Mauritius I 56%
Botswana I 54%
Zimbobwe I 50%
Ghana I 50%
Kenya Iaaes 47%
Mauritania I 44%
Nomibio I 43%
Zoambic I 42%
Liberic I 42%
Uganda I 39%
Tunisia N 36%
Senegal N 29%
Morocco NN 26%
Tanzanic N 15%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Respondents were asked: Overall, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Botswana?¢
(% who say “not very satisfied” or “not at all satisfied”)

Dissatisfaction with democracy increases with citizens’ experience of lived poverty,! ranging
from 46% among the richest to 67% among the least well-off (Figure 11). Those living in
poverty may associate democracy with the government's inability to improve their
economic conditfions.

I Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake
(2025).
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Women are more likely than men to be dissatisfied (57% vs. 51%), as are urban inhabitants
compared to rural and semi-urban residents (58% vs. 53%). Age shows no clear pattern, and
differences by education level are modest.

Figure 11: Dissatisfaction with democracy | by demographic group | Botswana
| 2024

Average i 54%
Women I 57 %
Men I 5%

Urbaon I 58%
Rural I 53%
Semi-urban I 537,

Low/No lived poverty 46%
Moderate lived poverty 59%
High lived poverty 67%

18-25 years I 48%
26-35 years I 52%
36-45 years I 54%
46-55 years I 59,
56-65 years I 50%

66 years and above I———— 46%

Primary/No formal education I 54%,
Secondary II—— 55,
Post-secondary II—— 5%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Respondents were asked: Overall, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Botswana?
(% who say “not at all satisfied” or “not very satisfied”)

Given that a clear majority still prefer democracy to non-democratic alternatives, these
findings suggest that citizens are disapproving of democratic delivery while maintaining
support for fundamental democratic principles.

Conclusion

Although Batswana remain committed to democracy, reject authoritarian modes of
government in overwhelming numbers, and express support for elections as the best method
for choosing political leaders, support for elections is weakening, and fewer than half of
citizens express trust in the IEC.

Views on electoral turnover and one-party dominance are split down the middle: Half of
respondents say all that matters is that a party wins an election fairly and squarely, whereas
the other half deem it important for a different party to come to power every now and then.

Although support for elections is falling, self-reported levels of voting are not: Approximately
seven in 10 citizens say they voted in the previous elections in each survey round since 2012,
including the most recent one.
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In 2022, for the first time in Afrobarometer survey history, more than half of Batswana
expressed dissatisfaction with the way the country’s democracy was working. Although the
extent of popular unhappiness declined in 2024, it remains a majority view.

Given Botswana'’s historic alternation of power in the 2024 elections, future Afrobarometer
surveys may reveal the influence, if any, of the country’s new crop of leaders on citizen
aftitudes toward democracy.
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