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Sierra Leoneans urge political cooperation  

as trust in electoral commission falls to new low 
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Summary 

The 2023 Sierra Leone general election was controversial, as the main opposition party 

rejected the results. Independent observers such as the European Union Election Observation 

Mission (2023) and the Carter Center (2023) voiced concerns about the election, citing 

flawed voter-registration processes, census disputes, and a lack of transparency in the 

tabulation of results.  

Political tensions followed the election throughout 2023 (Jones, 2023). The leading opposition 

party, All People’s Congress (APC), did not take its grievances to court, citing a lack of trust in 

the country’s judicial system (Kanu, 2023). This left the election dispute to be debated in the 

court of public opinion – a potentially destabilising situation in a country where, historically, 

segments of the electorate have been misled by politicians through ethnically and regionally 

divisive messages (Kormoh, 2020). Five months after the election, the government put down 

a putsch involving more than a dozen soldiers. Some analysts blame the coup attempt on 

APC supporters in the armed forces who believed the ruling Sierra Leone People’s Party 

(SLPP) stole the vote, while others point to poor economic conditions (Jones, 2023).  

An internationally mediated settlement led by the Economic Community of West African 

States produced an agreement between the two main political parties to adopt 80 

recommendations to, among other things, improve election quality, quickly resolve political 

conflicts, and promote peace and stability (Tripartite Committee Report, 2024). 

Implementation of the recommendations is ongoing.  

Despite this settlement, grievances from the 2023 election remain unresolved. More than two 

years after the fractious election, some opposition leaders continue to voice serious doubts 

about the neutrality of the Electoral Commission of Sierra Leone (ECSL) and warn that they 

will render the country “ungovernable” if the 2028 election is rigged (Conteh, 2025; Sesay, 

2025).   

This dispatch examines citizens' views on the quality of elections in Sierra Leone, popular trust 

in the ECSL, and opinions concerning the role of losing political parties in governance.  

Findings show that while a strong majority of Sierra Leoneans say the 2023 election was 

generally free and fair, this share has declined compared to assessments of the 2018 

election. Stark disparities exist across regions and political-party affiliations: APC supporters 

and respondents in opposition-party strongholds (Northern, Western, and Northwest regions) 

are far less likely than SLPP supporters and residents of Southern and Eastern Sierra Leone to 

consider the election free and fair.  

Other indicators of perceived election quality are also high: Nearly all citizens say they feel 

free to choose whom to vote for, while nine in 10 think elites cannot find out for whom they 

cast their ballot. 
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Yet faith in the ECSL is at a new low: Only one-third say they trust the electoral management 

body “somewhat” or “a lot.” Popular trust is down by 30 percentage points since 2018. 

An overwhelming majority of citizens want opposition parties to accept defeat and 

cooperate with the government to develop the country, as opposed to criticising it and 

holding it accountable for its actions.  

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. 

Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in Sierra Leone, led by the Institute for Governance Reform (IGR), 

interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult Sierra Leoneans in March-April 

2025. 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 Sierra 

Leone in 2012, 2015, 2018, 2020, and 2022. 

Key findings  

▪ An overwhelming majority (91%) of Sierra Leoneans say they voted in the last national 

election in 2023.  

▪ Most feel free to choose whom to vote for (98%) and believe that their vote is secret 

(89%). Six in 10 (61%) say they did not fear violence or intimidation “at all” during the 

2023 election.   

▪ More than two-thirds (69%) of Sierra Leoneans believe that the 2023 election was 

“completely free and fair” or “free and fair with minor problems.” 

o Perceptions that the 2023 election was free and fair differ starkly according to 

political-party affiliation and region, from at least nine-tenths among SLPP 

supporters (93%) and residents of the Eastern (94%) and Southern (90%) regions to 

fewer than half among APC supporters (41%) and across the rest of the country 

(44%-48%).   

▪ Popular trust in the Electoral Commission of Sierra Leone (ECSL) has nearly halved 

since 2018, falling from 64% to 34%.  

o Among key institutions, the 30-percentage-point decline is the second-steepest 

over this period, behind only the drop in trust in Parliament (-34 points). 

o Respondents who feel close to the ruling party (50%) are more than three times as 

likely as opposition-party supporters (15%) to trust the ECSL.  

▪ An overwhelming majority (85%) of citizens reject one-party rule, and (61%) agree 

that “many political parties are needed to make sure that Sierra Leoneans have real 

choices in who governs them.”  

▪ But eight in 10 Sierra Leoneans (80%) want losing opposition parties and politicians to 

accept defeat, cooperate with the government, and help it develop the country 

rather than monitor and criticise the regime.  
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Voting and election quality   

Sierra Leone’s self-reported voter turnout is among the highest across 38 African countries 

surveyed in 2024/2025: Nine in 10 Sierra Leoneans (91%) say they voted in their most recent 

national election, just behind Seychelles (94%) and Liberia (92%) (Figure 1). This is well above 

the continental average of 71%.  

Figure 1: Voted in last election | 38 countries | 2024/2025  

 

Respondents were asked: In the last general elections, held in [year], did you vote, or not, or were you 

too young to vote? (Respondents who were too young to vote are excluded.) 

37%

42%

52%

53%

53%

56%

62%

64%

64%

65%

65%

67%

67%

69%

69%

70%

70%

71%

71%

72%

72%

73%

75%

75%

75%

76%

77%

78%

78%

79%

80%

80%

86%

86%

88%

89%

91%

92%

94%

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

Tunisia

Cameroon

Côte d'Ivoire

Morocco

Comoros

Congo-Brazzaville

Mali

Lesotho

Gabon

Malawi

South Africa

Madagascar

Angola

Mauritania

Senegal

Botswana

Zambia

Chad

38-country average

Namibia

Mozambique

Uganda

Tanzania

Kenya

Eswatini

Cabo Verde

Nigeria

São Tomé and Príncipe

Togo

Ghana

Zimbabwe

Benin

Guinea

Guinea-Bissau

Gambia, The

Mauritius

Sierra Leone

Liberia

Seychelles



 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2025  4 

 

Sierra Leone performs well on various markers of election quality: Overwhelming majorities of 

citizens say that they feel free to choose whom to vote for (98%) and that their vote is secret 

(89%), while more than two-thirds say that the last election was “completely free and fair” or 

“free and fair with minor problems” (69%) (Figure 2). Six in 10 (61%) say they did not fear 

political violence or intimidation “at all” during the last election, while another 13% express 

just “a little” fear. 

Figure 2: Perceptions of election quality | Sierra Leone | 2025  

  
Respondents were asked: 

In this country, how free are you to choose whom to vote for without feeling pressured? (% who 

say “somewhat free” or “completely free”) 

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? (% who say “not at all likely” or “not very likely”) 

During the last general election campaign in 2023, how much did you personally fear becoming a 

victim of political intimidation or violence? (% who say “not at all”) 

On the whole, how would you rate the freeness and fairness of the last national election, held in 

2023? (% who say “completely free and fair” or “free and fair with minor problems”) 

 

But the majority who describe the last election as generally free and fair has weakened 

considerably compared to assessments of the 2018 election recorded in surveys in 2018, 

2020, and 2022, when about eight in 10 respondents (78%-82%) deemed the process free 

and fair (Figure 3).      

Figure 3: Perceived freeness and fairness of elections | Sierra Leone | 2012-2025  

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

national election, held in [year]? (% who say “free and fair with minor problems” or “completely free 

and fair”) 
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Location matters for perceptions of election quality: Citizens in the East (94%) and South 

(90%), regions associated with the ruling SLPP, are about twice as likely as those in opposition 

strongholds across the rest of the country (44%-48%) to describe the 2023 election as free and 

fair (Figure 4).  

These regional differences align with party loyalties: Respondents who say they “feel close to 

the SLPP overwhelmingly (93%) deem the election free and fair, compared to just 41% of APC 

supporters and 59% of non-partisans.  

Rural residents are somewhat more satisfied with the quality of the election than urbanites 

(71% vs. 66%), while no clear patterns emerge across educational attainment, lived poverty,1 

and age. 

Figure 4: Freeness and fairness of 2023 election | by demographic group  

| Sierra Leone | 2025  

 

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

national election, held in 2023? (% who say “completely free and fair” or “free and fair with minor 

problems”) 

 
1 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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Popular trust in the Electoral Commission of Sierra Leone 

The Electoral Commission of Sierra Leone (ECSL) has a history of controversy, with political 

parties accusing it of bias. In the 2007 presidential runoff, then-Chief Electoral Commissioner 

Christiana Thorpe invalidated 477 polling stations on the grounds that the number of votes 

cast exceeded the number of registered voters. Many of these stations were located in SLPP-

leaning districts, and SLPP supporters argued that the decision disadvantaged their party 

and paved the way for the APC's victory (Centre for Accountability and Rule of Law, 2022).  

Five years later, the SLPP again accused Thorpe of partiality, this time for allowing polling 

stations with apparent irregularities to remain in the final count. The SLPP challenged the 

results in court (Thomas, 2012; Centre for Accountability and Rule of Law, 2016). In the most 

recent election, it was the APC’s turn to challenge the process: The party demanded greater 

transparency after the ECSL declined to publish disaggregated results (Aruna, 2023).   

Trust in the commission is at an all-time low: Just one-third (34%) of Sierra Leoneans say they 

trust it “somewhat” or “a lot,” a drop of 30 percentage points since 2018 (Figure 5).   

Figure 5: Trust the electoral commission somewhat/a lot | Sierra Leone | 2012-2025  

 
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 Sierra Leone? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”) 

 

Only 15% of APC supporters express confidence in the ECSL, compared to half (50%) of SLPP 

supporters and half as many respondents with no party affiliation (24%) who say the same 

(Figure 6). As with perceptions of election quality, regional variations largely match political-

party variations. 

Men (37%) and rural residents (38%) are more trusting than women (31%) and city residents 

(29%), as are senior citizens compared to their younger compatriots (41% vs. 33%-34%). 
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Figure 6: Trust the electoral commission somewhat/a lot | by demographic group  

| Sierra Leone | 2025  

  
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 Sierra Leone? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”) 

 

While more people trust the ECSL than local government councillors (29%), Parliament (29%), 

and the police (19%), the electoral management body is considered far less trustworthy than 

the army (68%) and the president (54%) (Figure 7). Minorities say they trust the ruling party 

(47%) and opposition parties (35%), while faith in the judiciary (38%) lies in between. 

Figure 7: Popular trust in key institutions | Sierra Leone | 2025  
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Trust in institutions has declined across the board since 2018, when the SLPP took over from 

the APC, ranging from a drop of 7 percentage points for religious leaders to a fall of 34 points 

for Parliament (Figure 8). 

The decline in trust in the electoral commission (30 points) is joint-second among the 

institutions included in the Afrobarometer survey, tying with local government councillors.  

Figure 8: Declines in trust in key institutions (percentage points) | Sierra Leone  

| 2025 vs. 2018  

 
Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough 

about them to say? (The figure shows changes, in percentage points, between 2018 and 2025 in the 

proportions of citizens who say they trust these institutions “somewhat” or “a lot.”) 

Role of opposition parties 

Peaceful elections, acceptance of the results, and smooth transfers of power are often seen 

as indicators of democratic consolidation and political maturity. With five largely peaceful 

elections following its civil war, including two electoral turnovers, Sierra Leone is held up as a 

model of liberal peacebuilding and post-conflict reconstruction (Bah & Emmanuel, 2024).  

While it is incumbent on governing parties to deliver services and maintain stability, scholars 

highlight that opposition parties are also essential to democratic consolidation because they 

promote accountability, present alternative policy visions, and legitimise the democratic 

order by channelling dissent through peaceful, institutional means (Salih & Nordlund, 2007; 

Rakner & van de Walle, 2009). However, weak and fragile democracies are often 

characterised by divisions between political parties (Netherlands Institute for Multiparty 

Democracy, 2015).  

How do Sierra Leoneans feel about multiple political parties? Despite the fact that Sierra 

Leone’s political environment is highly polarised, respondents clearly embrace multiparty 

politics: 85% reject one-party rule, and 61% think that many political parties are needed to 

give voters real choices (Figure 9). However, a sizeable minority (38%) say political parties are 

divisive and the country doesn’t need many of them. 

Most Sierra Leoneans are unconcerned about political counterweights: 80% agree that 

“opposition parties and politicians should accept defeat and cooperate with the 

government to help it develop the country” rather than focus on monitoring and criticising 

the government to hold it accountable (Figure 10). This is roughly the same share as in 2022 

(82%), which saw a sharp increase from 2015 (54%).  
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This shift suggests that citizens increasingly favour collaborative politics that strengthen 

governance and contribute to national development and stability.  

Figure 9: Views on multiparty democracy | Sierra Leone | 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: Would you disapprove or approve of the following alternatives: Only one 

political party is allowed to stand for election and hold office? (% who “disapprove” or “strongly 

disapprove”) 

Which one of these statements is closest to your view?  

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

political parties in Sierra Leone.  

Statement 2: Many political parties are needed to make sure that Sierra Leoneans have real choices in 

who governs them.  

(% who “agree” with Statement 2) 

Figure 10: Opposition parties should cooperate with government after losing 

elections | Sierra Leone | 2012-2025 

 
Respondents were asked: Which of these three statements is closest to your own opinion? 

Statement 1: After losing an election, opposition parties should monitor and criticise 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 the government to help it develop the country. 

Conclusion 

The latest Afrobarometer findings show that doubts about Sierra Leone’s 2023 election persist 

and that popular trust in several key institutions has declined, including the national electoral 

commission, Parliament, and political parties.  
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The data reveal a deeply divided nation: Majorities of SLPP supporters perceive the election 

to have been free and fair, while supporters of the main opposition, the APC, are far less 

convinced. A similar pattern plays out across different regions in the country. 

Understanding what drives these divergences is critical as Sierra Leone prepares for its 2028 

general election. In such a polarised environment, the messaging, rhetoric, and conduct of 

political leaders become just as important as the technical quality of elections themselves.  

This highlights the need for responsible leadership to build trust in state institutions, along with 

constructive opposition politics. Perhaps given Sierra Leone’s history of instability and 

insecurity, citizens overwhelmingly prefer an opposition that contributes to nation-building 

through cooperation and policy engagement, as opposed to one that monitors and 

criticises the government.  

Ultimately, restoring trust will require aligning democratic form with democratic substance: 

ensuring credible elections, accountable institutions, and tangible improvements in people’s 

lives. 
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the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH. 

Donations help Afrobarometer give voice to African citizens. Please consider making a 

donation to Afrobarometer. To make an online donation, kindly follow this link or this link. To 

discuss institutional funding, contact Felix Biga (felixbiga@afrobarometer.org) or Runyararo 

Munetsi (runyararo@afrobarometer.org). 

Follow our releases on #VoicesAfrica.  
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