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Ahead of 2026 election, Ugandans affirm
support for multiparty democracy

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1025 | Caroline Nakayiza and Ategeka J. Kamara

Summary

Uganda is scheduled to hold its fifth multiparty election in January 2026. It is now two
decades since the country voted in a national referendum to restore political parties. During
the preceding 20 years of President Yoweri Museveni's “movement system” of governance,
all political parties were banned and candidates had fo campaign as independents

(Meldrum, 2005).

Since 2006, elections have been held every five years. The most recent election, in 2021, was
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. In line with a Ministry of Health policy restricting
in-person gatherings, the Electoral Commission of Uganda (EC) announced that electoral
campaigning would have to be carried out via radio, television, and social media.
Opposition parties raised concerns that this would increase the costs of campaigning and
limit their reach, creating an environment that favoured the incumbent National Resistance
Movement (Kazibwe, 2020).

The 2021 election was marred by a government-imposed Internet blackout and reports of
violence and intimidation. A group of lawyers catalogued more than 500 electoral offences
and human-rights violations, including the killing and arbitrary detention of opposition
supporters, while a local NGO that observed polling in certain districts said the election was
neither free nor fair (Kasozi, 2021; Kolyangha, 2021). The European Parliament (2021) noted
that independent “international observers were prohibited from overseeing the election”
and that the results “were hard to verify because the (EC) did not follow the prescribed
tallying process.”

The upcoming election is expected to feature Museveni, who has been in power since 1986
and remains eligible to run following constitutional amendments that removed presidential
age and term limits (Government of Uganda, 2005, 2017).

Citizen concerns about the EC persist despite legal and administrative reforms aimed at
strengthening electoral integrity. Several changes were infroduced in 2015 and 2020,
including changes to the EC’s appointment process and campaign financing rules (Freedom
House, 2015; ALP East Africa, 2020). However, public confidence in the electoral process
remains low. Previous Afrobarometer data show that public scepticism about the role of the
EC is rooted in fears about the institution’s ability fo ensure a level playing field for all political
actors (Krénke, 2022).

This dispatch is based on data from an Afrobarometer’s survey conducted in 2024 in
Uganda.

Analysis reveals that large majorities of Ugandans support foundational democratic
principles, including the use of elections to choose leaders, the need for multiple political
parties fo contest elections, and the rejection of one-party rule.
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But only half of citizens emphasise the importance of a periodic transfer of power between
political parties, and almost two-thirds say losing parties should focus on cooperating with the
government rather than on holding it accountable.

Among Ugandans who were old enough to vote in the 2021 election, almost three-fourths
say they did. Youth were significantly less likely than older generations to say they voted. Only
half of respondents believe that the election was free and fair, and half say they feared
political intimidation and violence.

Public trust in the EC has remained a minority position since 2017. As Uganda prepares for the
upcoming polls, strengthening electoral institutions and restoring public trust in the EC are
critical steps in safeguarding the counftry’'s democratic legitimacy.

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
are expected to be completed in mid-2025. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct
face-to-face interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Uganda, led by Hatchile Consult Ltd., interviewed a nationally
representative sample of 2,400 adult Ugandans in January 2024. A sample of this size yields
country-level results with a margin of error of +/-2 percentage points at a 95% confidence
level. Previous standard surveys were conducted in Uganda in 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2012,
2015, 2017, 2019, and 2022.

Key findings

¥ An overwhelming majority (83%) of Ugandans support elections as the best way to
choose their leaders.

"' More than three-fourths (77%) of citizens say many political parties are needed to
ensure that voters have a real choice in who governs them, while 22% believe
political parties sow division.

" Eightin 10 respondents (81%) reject one-party rule as a legitimate form of
governance, including 61% who “strongly disapprove” of it.

¥ Citizens are split on whether electoral turnover is beneficial: Half (50%) say it is better if
power sometfimes changes hands, but a similar proportion (48%) think it doesn’t
matter if the same party always wins, as long as elections are free and fair.

B About two-thirds (65%) of respondents say losing parties should cooperate with the
government to foster national development, while 34% want the opposition to focus
on monitoring and criticising the government.

Excluding respondents who were too young to vote, more than seven in 10 adults
(73%) report voting in the most recent election in 2021.

o Self-reported voting rates are significantly lower among young Ugandans (57% of
those aged 18-35) than among older generations (88%-93%).

¥ More than half of citizens say the 2021 election was “completely free and fair” (30%)
or “free and fair with minor problems” (26%), even though half (49%) report worrying
at least “a little bit" about personally becoming the victim of political intimidation or
violence during the election.
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" An overwhelming majority (92%) of Ugandans say they feel “somewhat” or
“"completely” free to choose whom to vote for.

Although more than seven in 10 Ugandans believe it is “not at all likely” (56%) or *not
very likely” (16%) that powerful people can discover who they voted for, nearly one-
fourth (23%) express concern that their ballot may not be truly secret.

Public trust in Uganda’s Electoral Commission has deteriorated since 2015, with only
about four in 10 citizens expressing confidence in the institution in each subsequent
survey round.

Views on elections

More than eight in 10 Ugandans (83%) favour elections as the best way to choose their
leaders (Figure 1). Over the past two decades, large majorities have consistently expressed
support for elections. From a high of 0% in 2005, support for elections has dipped below a
four-fifths majority only once, in 2019 (78%).

Figure 1: Support for elections vs. other methods of choosing leaders | Uganda
| 2002-2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest fo your view?
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 "agree” or “strongly agree” with each statement)

Ugandans express increasing support for multiparty competition. In 2002, before the national
referendum on political parties, only four in 10 respondents (41%) said that many political
parties are needed to provide real choices in leadership (Figure 2). By 2017, this proportion
had surged fo three-fourths, a mark around which there have been minor fluctuations since
(77% in 2024). The overall frend reflects strong popular endorsement of political pluralism
among ordinary Ugandans.

Over the same period, the perception that multiple political parties are divisive and
unnecessary has dropped sharply, from a majority (55%) in 2002 to 22% in 2024.
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Figure 2: Support for multiparty competition vs. political parties are divisive | Uganda
| 2002-2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2
Statement 1: Political parties create division and confusion; it is therefore unnecessary to have many
political parties in Uganda.
Statement 2: Many political parties are needed to make sure that Ugandans have real choices in
who governs them.
(% who "agree” or “strongly agree” with each statement)

Ugandans’ support for multiparty competition varies across key demographic and socio-
economic groups. Citizens with secondary education (81%) are more likely than those with
no formal education (68%) to support multiparty competition, though support dips among
those with post-secondary education (74%) (Figure 3).

Across age brackets, endorsement of party pluralism is highest among respondents aged 56
years and above (81%), and men are more likely than women to favour political diversity
(80% vs. 73%).

There is little difference in support according to lived poverty! or across the urban-rural
divide.

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.

! 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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Figure 3: Support for multiparty competition | by demographic group | Uganda
| 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2

Statement 1: Political parties create division and confusion; it is therefore unnecessary to have many
political parties in Uganda.

Statement 2: Many political parties are needed to make sure that Ugandans have real choices in who
governs them.

(% who agree with Statement 2)

Ugandans roundly reject the prospect of a single party being allowed to contest elections:
Eight in 10 say they “disapprove” (20%) or “strongly disapprove” (61%) of such a political
arrangement, while only one-sixth (17%) would be amenable to it (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Views on one-party rule | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Would you disapprove or approve of the following alternative: Only one
political party is allowed to stand for election and hold office
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Respondents are divided on the need for electoral turnover. Half (50%) say that “it is better if
power sometimes changes hands in elections from one political party to another,” but a
nearly equal share (48%) believe that as long as elections are free and fair, it does not matter
if the same party keeps winning (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Support for political power change | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2

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.

When asked to choose between two roles for the opposition — either monitoring and
crificising the government to ensure accountability or cooperating with the ruling party to
support the country’s development — almost two-thirds (65%) of Ugandans want opposifion
parties to adopt a cooperative stance (Figure 6). But a substantial minority (34%) support
opposition parties playing a watchdog role.

Figure é: Role of opposition parties after elections | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?

Statement 1: After losing an election, opposition parties should monitor and crificise the government in
order to hold it accountable.

Statement 2: Once an election is over, opposition parties and politicians should accept defeat and
cooperate with government to help it develop the country.

Participation in the 2021 election

While most Ugandans favour elections, how many exercise their right to choose their leaders
via the ballot box2

Excluding those who were too young to vote in 2021, more than seven in 10 respondents
(73%) say they voted in the most recent national election (Figure 7).
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Self-reported data from Uganda’s 2021 national election reveal diverse demographic
patterns in voter turnout. Citizens experiencing high lived poverty are more likely than their
better-off counterparts to say they voted (81% vs. 67%-71%), as are Ugandans who lack
formal schooling compared to educated adults (83% vs. 65%-76%) (Figure 8).

Rural residents (76%) and men (76%) are more likely to report having voted than urbanites
(66%) and women (69%).

Ugandan youth are the least likely of key demographic categories to have cast a ballot: Just
57% of eligible 18- to 35-year-olds participated in 2021, compared to about nine-tenths (88%-
93%) of older cohorts.

Young people may have been impacted by the EC's lack of capacity. The European
Parliament (2021) notes that 1 million young Ugandans were reportedly prevented from
voting because they were not registered by the EC, which cited a lack of material resources
to complete the registrations.

Figure 7: Voting in the 2021 election | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In the last national election, held in 2021, did you vote, or not, or were you
too young to vote? Or can't you remember whether you voted? (Respondents who were too young to
vote in 2021 are excluded.)

Figure 8: Voted in the 2021 election | by demographic group | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In the last national election, held in 2021, did you vote, or not, or were you
foo young to vote Or can't you remember whether you voted? (% who say they voted) (Respondents
who were too young to vote in 2021 are excluded.)
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Election quality

How good are Uganda’s electionsg Do citizens consider them free and faire Do they feel
safe casting their ballots?

A majority (55%2) of Ugandans describe the 2021 election as “completely free and fair” or
“free and fair with minor problems” (Figure 9). But one-fourth (24%) maintain the election was
“not free and fair,” while a further 15% say it was beset by “major problems.”

Figure 9: Freeness and fairness of 2021 election | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: On the whole, how would you rate the freeness and fairness of the last
national election, held in 20212

Perceptions of election quality in Uganda vary according to demographic categories. At
least three-fifths of citizens rate the 2021 election as free and fair among senior citizens (67%),
respondents with primary schooling or less (60%-64%), and Ugandans experiencing no or low
lived poverty (60%) (Figure 10).

Rural residents are more likely than urban dwellers to judge the previous election satisfactory
(59% vs. 45%).

Concerns about the 2021 election are more common among men than women (43% vs.
34%). More than half (54%) of degree-holders take issue with the quality of the last election.

Given reports of electoral violence and intimidation of the political opposition, how worried
were Ugandans personally about becoming a victim of political violence or intimidation
during the 2021 election?

Afrobarometer data show that about half (49%) of Ugandans report feeling at least “a little”
fearful, including 22% who felt “a lot” of concern about being subjected to threats or
violence (Figure 11).

2 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 30% “completely free and fair” and 26% “free and fair with minor
problems” sum to 55%).
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Figure 10: Freeness and fairness of 2021 election | by demographic group | Uganda

| 2024
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Respondents were asked: On the whole, how would you rate the freeness and fairness of the last

national election, held in 20212

Figure 11: Fear of intimidation or violence during 2021 election | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: During the last national election campaign in 2021, how much did you
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personally fear becoming a victim of political intimidation or violence?
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Despite significant levels of fear for their own safety, Ugandans overwhelmingly say they
have the freedom to choose their preferred candidates without undue influence or pressure:

92% say they are “somewhat free” (13%) or “completely free” (79%) to do so (Figure 12).
Figure 12: Freedom to choose whom to vote for | Uganda | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In this country, how free are you to choose who to vote for without feeling
pressured?

Nearly three-quarters of Ugandans express confidence in ballot secrecy, saying it is “not very
likely” (16%) or “not at all likely” (56%) that powerful people can find out how they voted
(Figure 13). But more than two in 10 survey participants consider it “somewhat likely” (13%) or
“very likely” (10%) that their voting choices could be revealed.

Figure 13: Can powerful people find out how you voted? | Uganda | 2024

m Not at all likely
= Not very likely
Somewhat likely
m Very likely
Don’t know

Respondents were asked: 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?

Trust in the Electoral Commission of Uganda

Although a majority of Ugandans consider their last national election to have been generally
credible, trust in the Electoral Commission of Uganda (EC) remains a minority posifion.

As of 2024, only four in 10 citizens (41%) say they trust the EC “somewhat” or “a lot,” while a
maijority express little (23%) or no trust (33%) in the election-management body (Figure 14).
Coming down from a high of 64% in 2005, trust in the EC has remained at about two-fifths of
the population since 2017.
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Figure 14: Trust in Electoral Commission of Uganda | Uganda | 2005-2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say: The Electoral Commission of Uganda? (% who say “somewhat" or “a lot”)

Conclusion

As Uganda approaches the 2026 general election, Afrobarometer findings reveal strong
popular commitment fo democratic norms. Most citizens support regular and open elections
as well as multiparty competition. But citizens also demonstrate a clear preference for
interparty cooperation after elections.

Encouragingly, Ugandans feel free to cast their vote for whomever they like, while a majority
are confident that their ballots remain secret. More than half of citizens also say the previous
election in 2021 was free and fair.

However, half of citizens say they feared becoming a victim of political violence or
intimidation during that election. And fewer than half express trust in the EC, the institution
charged with ensuring that next year's election runs smoothly and transparently.

These insights underscore the urgent need to undertake electoral reforms, promote civic
education, and strengthen institutional accountability ahead of the 2026 election. Restoring
public confidence in the EC, preventing electoral violence, and ensuring a level playing field
for all contenders are key priorities for safeguarding Uganda’s democratic legitimacy.
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