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Introduction 

Support for democracy rests on a range of foundations. Citizens may value democracy 

intrinsically, as the most legitimate form of rule regardless of outcomes, or instrumentally, as a 

system judged by its capacity to deliver material well-being, security, and effective 

governance. Understanding which of these logics predominates is central to assessing the 

resilience of democratic regimes. 

In the early years after the end of White-minority rule, South Africans were more likely than 

their continental peers to evaluate democracy in material terms, valuing it for what it could 

deliver rather than for its inherent virtues. Attitudes were closely tied to assessments of 

government performance and expectations of improvements in quality of life (Bratton & 

Mattes, 2001). As the regime matured, delivery of political goods entered the equation 

(Mattes, 2012). A generation after apartheid’s end, it is worth returning to this question: Is 

demand for democracy in South Africa still performance-driven? 

Several factors make this a question of interest. First, as Mattes (2012) showed using 

Afrobarometer survey data from 2008, “born-frees”1 were less committed to democracy than 

older generations. To what extent has the passage of time influenced this dynamic? South 

Africans born in the 1980s have graduated from youth to middle age, a period of life 

associated with greater political engagement (Melo & Stockemer, 2014; Dim & Schafer, 

2024). As they have aged, they are likely to have accumulated a range of experiences, 

interpersonal and/or community responsibilities, and (in some cases) wealth. Has their 

perspective on democracy altered as a result? Meanwhile, adults born in the 1990s and 

2000s, too young to be captured in the 2008 data, have no working memory of enforced 

racial segregation and have grown up under a liberal-democratic dispensation, yet they 

face globally unsurpassed levels of unemployment and inequality (World Bank, 2022). These 

and related factors could impact youth perceptions of democracy and its (non-)delivery of 

material gains in a variety of ways. 

Second, demand for democracy, captured in Afrobarometer survey data as a combination 

of support for democracy and rejection of one-person rule, one-party rule, and military rule, 

is significantly down since 2008. In the political arena, the 2010s were dominated by “state 

capture,” a form of grand corruption whereby then-President Jacob Zuma and his cronies 

took over several levers of state machinery to serve their own financial and political ends. 

Until his recall in 2018, Zuma oversaw a stagnating economy, rising unemployment, and 

worsening income and wealth inequality; lower levels and poorer quality of service delivery, 

especially in electricity, water, and sanitation; and higher rates of violence and insecurity 

(Arun, 2019; Magubane, 2019; Pillay, Chitunhu, & Chivandire, 2023). Soon thereafter, South 

Africa experienced a “COVID shock” that aggravated social and economic outcomes. 

These legacies continue to haunt South Africa today. For example, state-capture 

investigations in the criminal-justice and public health-care systems – cases in which 

witnesses and whistleblowers were murdered – are ongoing (de Villiers, 2021; Wicks, 2025; 

Madlanga Commission, 2025). Although this paper does not attempt to unpack the factors 

underlying this decrease in demand for democracy, it is nonetheless important to 

understand whether South African attitudes toward democracy are still motivated by 

pragmatic concerns. If they are, that constitutes prima facie evidence that a non-trivial 

portion of the decline in democratic demand was driven by deteriorating delivery of political 

and/or economic goods, and that continuing non-delivery may spur further decline.  

Third, the 2024 general election produced a landmark result, as the hitherto dominant 

African National Congress (ANC) lost its majority share and entered into a coalition 

government with several other political parties, officially known as the government of 

national unity (GNU). Afrobarometer Round 10 survey data were collected more than a year 

 
1 In contrast to the popular, more literal understanding of “born-frees” as South Africans born after the 
transition to universal suffrage in 1994, Mattes (2012, p. 135) interprets the term as “those who have come of 
age since the advent of democracy,” which he applies to those turning 16 in 1997 (i.e. born in 1981 or later).  
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after the formation of the GNU, and it is possible that this shift in the political landscape has 

already influenced public perspectives on democracy. 

Do the same drivers of democratic demand hold across eras? And to what extent are South 

Africans still performance-driven in their evaluation of democracy? This study seeks to answer 

these questions by rerunning, to the closest possible approximation, Mattes’ 2008 ordinary 

least squares linear regression model on 2025 data.  

Results reveal significant overlap between the models, with a few critical differences. The key 

takeaway is that South Africans are still heavily influenced by government performance in 

their demand for democracy. Among political goods, election quality remains strongly 

influential, and corruption continues to dampen democratic enthusiasm. Economic 

performance, which previously had little effect, now makes a big difference: Positive ratings 

of government service delivery are strongly linked with demand for democracy.  

Internet use and consumption of news via traditional media are positively associated with 

democratic demand, as is involvement in civic and political activities at the community 

level. In contrast, voting and consumption of online news (independently of other Internet 

use) have blunting effects. Education – so often a factor that socialises citizens into 

supporting democracy – continues to have no effect in South Africa, a result that warrants 

further attention from researchers and policy makers. 

Among demographic variables, we find that unemployed individuals are less committed to 

democracy than those who are working or economically inactive. This is little surprise given 

both the extent of national unemployment and the importance attached to it by the public, 

who consistently see a lack of jobs as the most important problem the government should 

address (Statistics South Africa, 2025a; Mpako & Ndoma, 2025). Meanwhile, the fact that 

racial minorities are less likely than Blacks to demand democracy – a stunning reversal for 

Whites, who were more pro-democracy than Blacks 17 years earlier – requires further 

investigation to see whether this phenomenon is a product of specifically racialised politics or 

whether it can be explained by other factors. 

Finally, an important new development is that demand for democracy is higher among 

citizens who are dissatisfied with the way democracy is working and disapprove of the 

government’s economic performance. This suggests that a new type of South African 

democrat has been unearthed, one who values democracy despite its defects. But because 

demand has been in freefall since the early 2010s, only a small proportion of the population 

remain committed to the democratic cause. Thus, while a hard core of citizens seems to 

value democracy for its own sake, performance still matters for most. 

For democracy activists, policy influencers, and political leaders, the implications are clear: 

Strengthen the credibility of elections, foster civic engagement, root out corruption, clamp 

down on disinformation (particularly online), address racialised political discourse, promote 

the virtues of democracy in school and public awareness-raising campaigns, and, most 

critically, deliver on what matters most to citizens – jobs and basic services. 

Afrobarometer survey 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan 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 conducts face-to-face interviews in the 

language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in South Africa, led by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 

interviewed a nationally representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,600 adult 

citizens in June-July 2025. Samples of this size yield country-level results with a margin of error 

of +/-2.5 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous standard Afrobarometer 

surveys were conducted in South Africa in 2000, 2002, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2015, 2018, 2021, and 

2022.  
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Key findings 

▪ In 2022, more than seven in 10 South Africans (72%) said they would be “willing” or 

“very willing” to forgo regular elections “if a non-elected government or leader could 

impose law and order, and deliver houses and jobs,” the highest such share recorded 

since the question was first asked in 2006. 

▪ As of 2025, fewer than half (49%) of respondents say they prefer democracy to all 

other forms of government, down from 60% in 2000 and a peak of 72% in 2011. 

o The share who would disapprove of the military coming in to rule the country has 

declined by 33 percentage points since 2000 (from 75% to 42%).  

o Majorities of citizens still reject one-person rule (61%) and one-party rule (56%). 

▪ Only one in seven South Africans (14%) express full demand for democracy (i.e. 

support for democracy and rejection of one-party rule, autocracy, and military rule), 

down from 35% in 2008.  

o This is the third-lowest score among 38 countries surveyed by Afrobarometer in 

2024/2025, above only Mali (11%) and Gabon (8%). 

▪ Regression analysis reveals that the key determinants of demand for democracy in 

South Africa are, in descending order of strength: perceptions of election quality, 

Internet use, government service delivery, perceived extent of democracy, 

communing with others, and traditional news media use.  

▪ Factors negatively linked to democratic demand include being unemployed; being 

White, Asian, or Coloured; voting in the previous election; using digital news media; 

being satisfied with democracy; seeing law enforcement officials as corrupt; and 

rating the government’s macroeconomic performance positively. 

Attitudes toward democracy: A literature review 

Research from the early years following the transition from a racially limited franchise to 

universal suffrage found that South Africans were especially likely to value democracy in 

instrumental terms, more so than other sub-Saharan Africans and post-communist Europeans 

(Bratton & Mattes, 2001). In a 1995 survey, 91% of South African respondents equated 

“democracy” with “equal access to houses, jobs, and a decent income”; nearly half (48%) 

saw these components as “essential,” showing the deep entwinement of the concept with 

material welfare in citizens’ minds. By comparison, only minorities of citizens considered 

regular elections (27%) and minority rights (21%) essential to democracy (Mattes & Thiel, 1998, 

p. 102). Using 2008 data, Mattes (2012, p. 151) found that “South Africa’s democracy remains 

as dependent on performance-based ‘specific’ support as ever.” Specifically, perceptions of 

political goods (e.g. quality of elections) were associated with attitudes toward democracy.  

Scholars have long debated how living under a democratic system influences people’s 

attitudes toward the regime type. Modernisation theory, first proposed in the 1950s, posits 

that as societies become more urban, educated, industrialised, and wealthy, they naturally 

promote democratic values among their people (Lipset, 1959). Recent empirical research in 

developed countries has thrown up mixed results: Some scholars find that experience of 

democracy increases people’s appreciation for it, while others find evidence of “democratic 

fatigue,” a sense of indifference or disappointment with democracy (Fails & Pierce, 2010; Foa 

& Mounk, 2017).  

In contrast, rational choice theory suggests that people become attached to democracy 

because they perceive it as working. Specifically, individuals assess a regime type based on 

what aligns with their individual needs and preferences (Petracca, 1991; Evans & Whitefield, 

1995; Oppenheimer, 2010). A corollary of this type of theory is that where citizens have 

experience of living under different regime types, they are able to weigh up their respective 

pros and cons.  
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As in many other African countries, a significant share of South Africans retain a working 

memory of an authoritarian regime. As time passes, however, ever-smaller shares of the 

population can recall living under apartheid, limiting the extent of comparisons across 

regime types. In 2025, the year of the most recent Afrobarometer survey, all surveyed youth 

(aged 18-35) would have been born from the second half of 1990 onward, effectively 

rendering them unable to remember the previous dispensation.  

What does the empirical literature say about popular demand for democracy? Analysis of 

Afrobarometer survey data from 2021/2023 shows that on average across 39 African 

countries, falling support for democracy is tied to perceptions of declining election quality, 

higher perceived levels of corruption, and failure to uphold the rule of law, but is unaffected 

by economic considerations (Afrobarometer, 2024). Magalhães (2014) similarly finds that 

across 91 democracies, government effectiveness, measured by how well policy is 

formulated and implemented, is strongly predictive of support for democracy.  

How have South Africans historically thought about democracy? There is extensive evidence 

from the past quarter-century that many South Africans have been paying mere lip service 

to the idea of democracy (Bratton & Mattes, 2001; Bratton, Mattes, & Gyimah-Boadi, 2004). 

For example, since 2000, majorities have consistently expressed acceptance of the idea of 

unelected governments or leaders if they would be able to provide jobs, housing, and social 

order (Dryding, 2020) (see figures 1 and 2 below). Even early on after the fall of apartheid, 

South Africans were highly instrumentalist in their commitment to democracy: Analysis of 

survey data compiled between 1996 and 1999 by Bratton and Mattes (2001) showed that, 

whereas Zambians’ and Ghanaians’ support for democracy was determined by the 

provision of political rights such as civil freedoms and free and fair elections, South African 

attitudes were shaped by expectations of material gains, satisfaction with democracy, and 

overall government performance.  

By 2008, the situation had evolved. Although Mattes’ (2012) analysis confirmed South Africans 

to be instrumentalist, they had moved in the direction of their African peers: Demand for 

democracy now hinged on political goods, including perceptions of electoral quality and 

political freedoms. But citizens’ views also were influenced by their material security (or lack 

thereof). Mattes (2012, p. 151) concluded that “whatever advantages might accrue from 

the new political experiences of political freedom and a regular, peaceful, electoral process, 

they are diminished by frustrating encounters with the political process, victimisation by 

corrupt officials, and enduring levels of unemployment and poverty.” 

This paper has a threefold motivation. One, it seeks to establish whether South Africans are 

still as “performance-driven” in their attitudes toward democracy as they were in the first 

decade and a half post-transition. Two, it aims to uncover whether the same factors are still 

operational or whether new determinants of demand can be ascertained. Finally, it is hoped 

that the results of this study may provide insights about mechanisms for deepening South 

Africa’s still-nascent and highly vulnerable democracy. 

Elections and material security 

South Africans have long evinced a tolerance for authoritarian leadership. One 

Afrobarometer questionnaire item asks respondents whether they would be willing to forgo 

regular elections “if a non-elected government or leader could impose law and order, and 

deliver houses and jobs.” Between 2006 and 2022, majorities of South Africans consistently 

said they would be “willing” or “very willing” to give up the hard-earned right to vote in 

exchange for social stability and economic security (Figure 1).  

This question was not asked in Afrobarometer’s Round 10 survey (2025), but as of 2022, more 

than seven in 10 citizens (72%) were more concerned about material security than exercising 

the most fundamental democratic right – the largest proportion yet recorded. Fewer than 

one in four citizens (23%) said they are not prepared to compromise on the vote.   
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Figure 1: Willing to give up regular elections for housing, jobs, and public order?  

| South Africa | 2006-2022 

 

Respondents were asked: If a non-elected government or leader could impose law and order, and 

deliver houses and jobs, how willing or unwilling would you be to give up regular elections and live 

under such a government? 

 

Unemployed South Africans (79%) were more likely than full-time workers (67%), part-time 

workers (70%), and adults who were neither employed nor looking for work (69%) to accept a 

non-elected government if it effectively addressed employment, housing, and crime (Figure 

2). Respondents experiencing no lived poverty2 (60%) were considerably less likely than their 

poorer counterparts (73%-77%) to do away with elections, while those who said they 

frequently feared crime at home over the past year (78%) were more likely to agree than 

those who never (68%) or infrequently (68%) felt such fear. 

Figure 2: Willing to give up regular elections for housing, jobs, and public order  

| by employment status, lived poverty, and fear of crime | South Africa | 2022 

 

Respondents were asked: If a non-elected government or leader could impose law and order, and 

deliver houses and jobs, how willing or unwilling would you be to give up regular elections and live 

under such a government? (% who said “willing” or “very willing”) 

 
2 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of 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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These differences make sense insofar as people who are working and experiencing lower 

levels of material deprivation are generally better able to insulate themselves from physical 

hardships and financial anxieties. Yet it is notable that even among better-off and more 

secure South Africans, large majorities would accept an unelected leader or government.  

Demand for democracy 

According to the most recent Afrobarometer survey data (2025), about half (49%) of South 

Africans say they prefer democracy over “any other kind of government” (Figure 3). In 2011, 

more than seven in 10 citizens (72%) indicated a preference for democracy, but within a 

decade this dropped by 31 percentage points (to 41% in 2021) before recovering slightly.  

Similarly, the proportion who reject the idea of the army taking political control of the country 

is down by 33 percentage points since the first Afrobarometer survey in 2000 (75%). Rejection 

of military rule remained above two-thirds of the population until 2015; a decade later, only 

42% say they would disapprove of the army governing the country. 

Opposition to dictatorship and a one-party system show different patterns but are also 

significantly down over the past decade. Rejection of autocracy increased from 67% at the 

turn of the millennium to 80% in 2015, a time when Zuma was engulfed in various scandals, 

perhaps most prominently the official finding that he “unduly benefited” from state resources 

to the tune of R246 million (U.S. $23 million) in renovation work at his rural homestead (BBC 

News, 2014). This proved to be a high-water mark: Rejection of one-person rule has declined 

by 19 percentage points over the past 10 years and is now at its lowest level yet (61%).  

Figure 3: Support for democracy and rejection of authoritarian alternatives  

| South Africa | 2000-2025 

 

Respondents were asked:  

There are many ways to govern a country. Would you disapprove or approve of the following 

alternatives? 

Only one political party is allowed to stand for election and hold office. 

The army comes in to govern the country. 

Elections and Parliament are abolished so that the president can decide everything. 

(% who “disapprove” or “strongly disapprove”) 

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. 
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The share who reject one-party rule also increased between 2000 (56%) and 2015 (72%) 

before falling to its lowest recorded level (56%). Intriguingly, this drop has occurred despite 

the change in electoral fortunes for the previously dominant ANC. The ANC won post-

apartheid South Africa’s first six general elections,3 including with a two-thirds majority in 1999. 

Thus, when a modest majority opposed one-party rule in 2000, such opposition was likely 

dampened by enthusiasm for the ruling party. As the ANC’s support diminished, rejection of 

one-party rule increased, at least until 2015. In 2024, having claimed only 40% of the vote 

share, the ANC was forced into a coalition government (Independent Electoral Commission, 

2024). Nevertheless, rejection of one-party rule declined by 16 percentage points over the 

past decade.  

Full demand for democracy – as measured by a composite indicator comprising the 

proportions of citizens who say they prefer democracy as well as reject one-party rule, 

military rule, and one-person rule – fell from 35% in 2008, the year of Mattes’ study, to 14% in 

2025 (Figure 4). This represents the proportion of committed democrats in South Africa.  

Figure 4: Extent of demand for democracy | South Africa | 2008 vs. 2025 

 

“Full demand for democracy” corresponds to the % who support democracy and reject one-party rule, 

one-person rule, and military rule. Other categories are calculated accordingly. 

 

To put the South African figures into context, across 38 countries surveyed by Afrobarometer 

in 2024/2025, lower levels of full demand for democracy are found only in Gabon (11%) and 

Mali (8%), both countries that experienced coups d’etat in recent years (Figure 5). 

 

  

 
3 Despite winning the 1994 elections outright, the ANC governed as part of a government of national unity 
(GNU) along with leaders from the National Party (which pulled out in 1996) and the Inkatha Freedom Party 
until the end of the first term of Parliament in 1999 (South Africa History Online, 2017). 
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Figure 5: Full demand for democracy | 38 countries | 2024/2025 

 
“Full demand for democracy” refers to respondents who support democracy and reject one-party rule, 

one-person rule, and military rule.  

 

One of the striking results from pre-Afrobarometer surveys conducted across Africa in the 

mid- to late-1990s is that while support for democracy was almost as high among Black South 

Africans (61%) as among Zambians and Ghanaians (both 64%), racial minorities in South 

Africa were significantly less likely to endorse democracy: Coloureds (53%), Whites (39%), and 

Asians (27%) (Bratton & Mattes, 2001). Yet by 2008, Whites were more likely than Blacks to 

indicate express full demand for democracy after we control for other socioeconomic 

factors (Mattes, 2012). How have attitudes toward democracy changed since then?  

In 2025, about half of Black South Africans (51%) and Coloureds (48%) support democracy, 

compared to 42% of Whites and only 16% of Asians (Figure 6). Once attitudes toward 
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authoritarian alternatives are brought into the reckoning, we find that Whites (7%) and Asians 

(8%) are half as likely as Blacks (16%) to demand democracy. 

Both support for and demand for democracy increase with age, while they show no clear 

pattern by economic status. Citizens with primary schooling or less are more likely than their 

better-educated peers to support democracy (58% vs. 47%-48%), but less likely to demand it 

(10% vs. 14%-15%).   

Respondents who are not working but looking for work are less likely than their employed 

counterparts to support democracy (41% vs. 53%). Two in 10 economically inactive South 

Africans (20%) say they support democracy and reject authoritarian alternatives, compared 

to 10%-13% among workers and the unemployed.  

Provinces display wide disparities in both support and demand for democracy.  

Figure 6: Support for democracy vs. full demand for democracy | by demographic 

group | South Africa | 2025 

  
“Full demand for democracy” refers to respondents who support democracy and reject one-party rule, 

one-person rule, and military rule.  
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Methodology  

This paper utilises an ordinary least squares regression. Based on Mattes’ (2012) model, it 

introduces a few tweaks to deal with updated data sets and changing questionnaire items.  

Dependent variable 

The dependent variable is an index called “demand for democracy.” It consists of four 

Afrobarometer questionnaire items: whether respondents prefer democracy to non-

democratic alternatives and whether they reject one-party rule, one-person rule, and military 

rule. The scale runs from 0 to 4, with 0 equivalent to “no demand for democracy” and 4 

equivalent to “full demand for democracy” (see Figure 4).  

Independent variables 

The independent variables are divided into six groups. Besides demographic variables, 

variables are categorised according to three kinds of socialisation (teaching, participation, 

and material in/security) and two kinds of performance evaluation (political and economic).  

Demographic variables 

Demographic variables (age, race, sex, urban-rural location, and support for the ruling party) 

are included as control variables. Measuring the effect of ANC support makes sense in the 

context of post-apartheid history: Until 2024, the party was so dominant – winning six elections 

in succession – that it was often conflated with the state. Collette Schulz-Herzenberg (2020) 

shows that historical ANC voters who become disillusioned with the party are more likely to 

opt out of voting altogether than to switch their vote.  

Socialisation through teaching  

Political socialisation takes place mainly during the teenage and early-adulthood years, 

when individuals are prime candidates for “citizens in training.” Political values, ideas, and 

attitudes can also be formed through ongoing personal exposure to and involvement in 

extra-familial institutions and processes, including media, elections, and community 

organisations (Walter, 1990; Niemi & Hepburn, 1995; Gimpel, Lay, & Schuknecht, 2003). 

The first form of socialisation considered here is made up of factors that either convey pro-

democracy messages or increase the cognitive and critical faculties of citizens, including 

levels of formal education and frequency of traditional news media use (radio, television, 

and newspaper), digital news media use (Internet and social media), and Internet use for 

non-news purposes. Education has been found to be strongly predictive of demand for 

democracy around the world, although the impact is slightly weaker in Africa and 

nonexistent in South Africa (Chong & Gradstein, 2015; Evans & Rose, 2007; Mattes & 

Mughogho, 2009; Hanf & Bauerle, 2009; Mattes, 2012). Similarly, access to and consumption 

of traditional news sources have long been known to positively sway public attitudes toward 

democracy, at least in established democracies, but again, South Africa has bucked this 

trend in the past (Chang, 2017; Andrejevic, Volcic, Mahoney, & Gehren, 2024; Mattes, 2012). 

In contrast, consumption of news via social media is negatively correlated with support for 

democracy in both democratic and authoritarian settings (Pavol, Branislav, & Aneta, 2024; 

Yilmaz, Akbyarzadeh, Abbasov, & Bashirov, 2024).  

Socialisation through participation 

The second form of socialisation emphasises the role of habituating rituals and cooperative 

practices in fomenting attachment to democracy. Variables under this umbrella include 

whether people voted in the previous election, how often they participated in local politics 

(attendance at community meetings and joining community action groups), how often they 

contacted political representatives (members of Parliament (MPs), local government 

councillors, and/or political party officials), and how often they participated in a protest or 

demonstration.  
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Previous research indicates that South Africans who voted in the 1994 election are more likely 

than eligible nonvoters to continue voting, suggesting an affective impact via a positive 

experience at the ballot box (de Kadt, 2017). Plausibly, participation at voting stations could 

have similar effects on attitudes toward democracy. However, in Mattes’ (2012) original 

study, South Africans’ experiences with political representatives and government officials do 

not “habituate” them to democracy, as socialisation theory would predict; instead, Mattes 

theorises that their overwhelmingly negative encounters alienate them from democracy.  

Socialisation through material security 

A third distinct form of socialisation is theorised through the impact of material security. In the 

new model, this segment incorporates personal encounters with corruption, fear of crime in 

the home or neighbourhood, unemployment status, and level of lived poverty as measured 

by Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index. 

One of Mattes’ (2012) primary findings is the extent to which material insecurity dampens 

democratic demand: South Africans who are unemployed, endure high levels of material 

deprivation, and have personally paid bribes to officials are less likely to endorse democracy. 

Since the global financial crisis in the late 2000s, unemployment in South Africa has increased 

to more than 40% on the expanded definition of unemployment,4 making the country one of 

the worst performers in the world (Statistics South Africa, 2025a; Mtshali & Cele; 2025). South 

Africans consistently identify job creation as their most important priority for the government 

to address (Afrobarometer, 2021). In 2023, 67% of citizens lived below the upper-bound 

poverty line, including 18% who lived below the food poverty line (Statistics South Africa, 

2025b). Meanwhile, the country’s 2023/2024 homicide rate of 45 per 100,000 is the second-

highest among all countries that publish crime data (Lamb, 2025). Given South Africans’ 

stated willingness to trade democracy for material security, these factors are likely to 

negatively affect sentiments toward democracy. 

Performance evaluation: Political goods 

The political domain of government performance evaluation is assessed through seven 

composite variables from the original model and four new, simple ones. The former are 

perceptions of election quality (formed by asking respondents whether they consider their 

most recent national election to have been free and fair, whether one’s vote is likely to 

remain secret, and whether respondents feared electoral violence); political freedoms (of 

voting, speech, and political association); official responsiveness (whether MPs and local 

government councillors listen to citizens); the rule of law (how often the president ignores the 

law, how often elites and ordinary people who commit crimes go unpunished, and how 

often people are treated unequally before the law); corruption among political leaders (in 

the Presidency, Parliament, local government, and among civil servants); corruption among 

law-enforcement officers (within the judiciary, police service, and tax authority); and 

assessments of the government’s performance in reducing crime, fighting corruption, and 

resolving violent conflict in communities. To this list is added: whether survey participants are 

satisfied with the way their democracy works, to what extent they perceive South Africa as a 

democracy, how much they approve or disapprove of the president’s performance, and 

the extent to which they believe the government discriminates against their self-identified 

ethnic group.  

 
4 In line with international standards, Statistics South Africa defines official unemployment as the share of the 
labour force (the working-age population who are either employed or want to work) who have not been 
employed in the week prior to the labour force survey and who have actively taken steps to find work in the 
four weeks leading up to the survey. However, the expanded unemployment rate, calculated by adding 
“discouraged job seekers” (i.e. those who want to work but have taken no steps to find work), is often more 
appropriate in South Africa, a context “where many of those who would like jobs know that the likelihood of 
finding a job is remote, that the official channels for doing so are limited, and that it is therefore difficult to find 
resources (time, money, transport and energy) to look actively for employment” (Orkin, 1998, p. 63). 
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Besides the work by Mattes (2012) and Bratton and Mattes (2001), other public-opinion 

research indicates that perceptions of political goods may be linked to attitudes toward 

democracy. Afrobarometer survey findings from 34 countries surveyed in 2019/2021 reveal 

that support for elections is higher among respondents who consider the most recent 

election in the country to have been free and fair than among those who deem otherwise 

(M'Cormack-Hale & Dome, 2022). This is corroborated by a study of 39 countries using 

2021/2023 data, which concludes that a preference for democracy is “most closely linked to 

adverse changes in political performance” (Afrobarometer, 2024, p. 5). Corruption is 

identified as an especially important factor, particularly in local government, as is a lack of 

presidential accountability.  

It is worth adding approval of the president’s performance to the original model. 

Afrobarometer’s Round 4 survey was conducted in 2008, just prior to President Zuma’s first 

term and before allegations of state capture emerged. By the time Zuma took office in 2009, 

he was already a polarising figure, accused (and acquitted) of rape in a high-profile trial 

and indicted on 783 counts of corruption (for which charges were controversially dropped 

the month before the election), while simultaneously enjoying popular appeal as a “man of 

the people” (Mail & Guardian, 2006; Al Jazeera, 2016). Owing to the change in president 

across Afrobarometer rounds, and because of Zuma’s perceived centrality to state capture, 

approval of the president is an important gauge of South Africans’ views of democracy. This 

variable is likely to change signs across rounds: Ex ante, we may expect that Zuma’s 

supporters are less likely to display a commitment to democracy, whereas those who 

approve of his successor, Cyril Ramaphosa – widely seen as committed to the democratic 

order and a moderate though ineffectual reformer – are more likely to support democracy.  

The analysis also includes perceptions of ethnic discrimination by the government. For one 

thing, many aspects of political discourse in the country remain racialised (from debates 

about land reform and the merits of Black economic empowerment to the – entirely 

misleading – narrative of farm attacks and “White genocide”) or ethnically based (e.g. the 

perception, promoted by Ramaphosa, that violent unrest in July 2021 was based on “ethnic 

mobilisation” of Zulus) (News24, 2021). What is more, Afrobarometer data reveal that the 

period under consideration saw an astonishing shift in how South Africans see themselves: In 

2011, nearly two-thirds (65%) of citizens said they feel “only South African” (as opposed to 

their ethnic identity), whereas just one-sixth (16%) said the same thing in 2025; meanwhile, the 

share who identify exclusively or more with their ethnicity than their nationality rose from 7% 

to 26% (Visser, 2026). In this context of surging ethnic identification, it is possible that people 

with racial or ethnic grievances may show increasing antipathy toward democracy.   

Finally, South Africans’ performance-driven perspective on democracy justifies the inclusion 

of views about the supply of democracy, namely perceptions of the extent of democracy 

and level of democratic satisfaction, especially since the latter was found to be an 

important predictor of demand for democracy by Bratton and Mattes (2001).  

Performance evaluation: Economic goods 

Finally, the updated model explores the government’s economic performance through its 

handling of the macroeconomy (how well it is managing the economy, tackling poverty, 

creating jobs, stabilising prices, and reducing inequality) and its provision of services (health, 

education, water and sanitation, electricity, and infrastructure).  

Although past research on Africa shows that evaluations of political performance matter 

much more than economic indicators for beliefs about democracy, the latter are not entirely 

absent. In Bratton and Mattes (2001), Ghana emerges as one country where delivery of 

economic goods is positively tied to support for democracy. Recent Afrobarometer (2025) 

findings show that, contrary to empirical findings from the developed world, poorer Africans 

are more likely than their better-off counterparts to engage in civic and political activities, 

including contacting their elected representatives. However, despite South Africans’ 

emphasis on economic issues in their understanding of democracy soon after the transition, 
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previous findings suggest that evaluations of government’s economic performance play no 

role in popular demand for democracy (Bratton & Mattes, 2001; Mattes, 2012).  

Missing variables 

Several variables from the 2008 study are missing because they no longer formed part of 

Afrobarometer questionnaire items in Round 10: knowledge of incumbent leaders, self-

perceptions of efficacy in bringing about political change, cognitive engagement with 

politics (i.e. whether respondents are interested in political matters and discuss politics with 

friends and family), personal loss as a result of HIV/AIDS, membership of a religious or 

community group, and whether respondents think economic policies are designed to help 

most South Africans.  

In addition, while Mattes’ focus was on how “born-frees” differed from their elders, that is not 

the aim of this study. As such, generational cohorts are left out.  

Results 

Looking at 2008 data, (Mattes, 2012, p. 149) found that “performance evaluations account 

for about three times as much variance in democratic commitment as do physical or 

material insecurity, or participation, and almost 10 times as much as the standard methods of 

didactic socialisation through pro-democratic messages or through cognitive development.” 

Overall, the model accounted for 25.2% of observed variance. 

By comparison, the revised model, which is based on 2025 data, accounts for 21.3% of 

variance, a slightly weaker finding (Table 1). The new model throws up both expected and 

counterintuitive results.  

In 2008, White South Africans were substantially more likely than Blacks to demand 

democracy, especially among “born-frees” (Mattes, 2012). Seventeen years later, the 

situation has dramatically reversed: Whites are now less democratic in outlook than Blacks, 

as are other racial minorities. Although the collapse in demand for democracy has occurred 

across the board, these relative changes in positions point to the possibility that strains of 

racialised politics may have infected South African democracy. 

Education continues to fail to have a democratising effect on the citizenry, marking South 

Africa as a distinct outlier in this regard (Evans & Rose, 2007; Mattes & Mughogho, 2009; 

Mattes, 2012). Under the apartheid era’s notorious “Bantu education” policy, Black South 

Africans were deliberately provided with inferior, less-resourced education, while Coloureds 

and Asians also received second-rate schooling. These policies, along with poor 

management and chronic corruption, have had long-lasting effects in stunting educational 

progress (Schirmer & Visser, 2023). Yet empirical data show that South Africans are becoming 

increasingly educated: Attainment among working-age adults grew by 25% in two decades, 

from 8.5 years in 2001 to 10.6 years in 2021. Meanwhile, as of 2023, 46% of working-age 

individuals had completed secondary education, compared to 27% in 2001 (Köhler, 2025). 

And while education quality remains a challenge, it has improved immensely post-1994, 

especially for historically disadvantaged groups (Moses, van der Berg, & Rich, 2017; Branson 

& Lam, 2021). 

Contrast the lack of educational impact with Dalton (2008, 2009), who argues that newly 

democratic societies undergo value changes thanks to improvements in the quantity and 

quality of education – the idea being that higher levels of cognitive ability drive greater 

support for democracy. A generation after the transition to full democracy, this trend is not 

observed in South Africa, which implies that education’s positive effect – if any – will have to 

come from the content of education programmes, not attainment alone. Content may thus 

need to be deliberately tailored to deepen the understanding and valuing of democratic 

principles and practices among the youth. This is an important policy lever for the 

government to pull in the face of declining democratic enthusiasm. It also suggests that this 

avenue is either yet to be fully explored or has been insufficiently successful to date. 
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Media consumption displays divergent patterns. While traditional news media use was not 

statistically significant in 2008, an alternative model based on 2011 data suggested that it 

was playing a pro-democratic role among middle-class individuals (Mattes, 2015). More than 

a decade later, it is positively associated with demand across all South Africans.  

In contrast, digital news media use is negatively correlated with democratic demand, which 

echoes previous research (Pavol et al., 2024; Yilmaz et al., 2024). Yet Internet use (for other 

purposes) is positively correlated with democratic demand, a striking illustration of the 

double-edged sword of connectivity. Here we find tentative evidence that what one does 

and is exposed to online matters. While individuals may use the Internet to expand and 

diversify their information sources, greater social media and Internet news consumption may 

put users at increased risk of so-called “fake news” – unverified, misleading, or false claims – 

as well as disinformation campaigns, propaganda , censorship, and surveillance, all of which 

can be damaging for political conscientisation (Olaniran & Williams, 2020). In addition, 

algorithms may amplify misinformation or push people with pre-existing biases further in the 

same direction, leaving them in “echo chambers” of like-minded individuals that modulate 

and restrict the range of acceptable opinions, with potentially corrosive implications for 

political discourse and democracy (Dumbrava, 2021). 

Next we turn to measures of political and civic engagement theorised to “habituate” citizens 

to democracy. One example of continued (though weaker) influence is joining with others in 

the local community to demand government action on an issue. This chimes with variants of 

socialisation theory emphasising the role of constructive activism in helping citizens internalise 

the virtues of democracy, thereby deepening their commitment to it (Gimpel et al., 2003; 

Putnam, 1993). In contrast, engaging in protest – a form of oppositional politics – is no longer 

associated with reduced demand for democracy.  

Another prime candidate for “priming” people toward democracy, especially in a post-

authoritarian context, is the ballot box. Research by de Kadt (2017) shows that voters in the 

1994 election continued to vote at higher rates than original non-voters over the next four 

electoral cycles, suggesting a stronger commitment to democratic participation. In Mattes 

(2012), however, the relationship between self-reported voting levels and views of 

democracy was not statistically significant. And while the correlation is significant now, the 

coefficient is negative. What could account for this surprise?  

Voter apathy is a major concern in South Africa, where turnout as a percentage of the 

eligible population has plummeted from 87% in 1994 to 39% in 2024 (Independent Electoral 

Commission, 2024; van Onselen, 2024). Analysts assume that declining levels of electoral 

participation signal decreasing citizen engagement, increasing mistrust, and weakening 

democratic health (Diamond, 2015; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2020). The finding that citizens who 

report voting are less likely to demand democracy turns this assumption on its head. 

Granted, the prospect of voting in uncompetitive authoritarian elections can generate 

despondency among citizens, but South Africa’s elections since 1994 have been accepted 

as free and fair by independent observers (Norris, 2015; Gandhi & Lust-Okar, 2009; Freedom 

House, 2025). That said, it is noteworthy that Afrobarometer survey data reveal declining 

public perceptions of electoral quality: The share of citizens who say the last election was 

“free and fair with minor problems” or “completely free and fair” shrank from 72% in 2008 to 

48% in 2025. And we know that this matters for attitudes toward democracy: In both the 

original and new models, perceived electoral quality emerges as the strongest predictor of 

democratic demand. Is it possible that repeated exposure to unresponsive or nonperforming 

electoral systems can reduce support for democracy? What are the links in citizens’ minds 

between the electoral process, a lack of government delivery, and perceived corruption? 

Deeper penetration of these dynamics in the South African context could shed light on the 

surprising link between electoral participation and attitudes toward democracy. 

Corruption among political leaders still sports a negative relationship, although one that 

narrowly misses the cut for statistical significance. It may be that the effect, while real, has 

declined to a point that is too small to identify. What is clear is that corruption among law- 

enforcement authorities, which played no role in 2008, is now associated with lower demand 
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Table 1: Determinants of demand for democracy | South Africa | 2008 vs. 2025 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

β=standardised beta coefficient; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Dashed line indicates a lack of 

statistical significance. ° Includes East Asians in Visser (2025 data). § Includes attendance at community 

meetings in Mattes (2008 data). ± Includes local government councillors in Mattes (2008 data) and 

political party officials in Visser (2025 data). 

 β Mattes 
(2008 data) 

β Visser 
(2025 data) 

Demographics   

   Age — — 

   Race (Reference=Black)   

      White .206** -.084* 

      Coloured/Mixed race — -.100** 

      Asian° — -.133*** 

   Geography (Reference=Urban)  .146*** — 

   Sex (Reference=Male) — — 

   Feel close to ruling party (Reference=ANC partisan) — — 

Socialisation through teaching   

   Education — — 

   Traditional news media use  — .066* 

   Digital news media use N/A -.102* 

   Internet use .044** .160** 

   Know incumbents .111** N/A 

   Cognitive engagement — N/A 

   Internal efficacy -.109*** N/A 

Socialisation through participation   

   Voting — -.095** 

   Religious group membership — N/A 

   Community group membership  -.053* N/A 

   Communing§  .123*** .089** 

   Contacting± — — 

   Protesting -.111*** — 

Socialisation through material security   

   Victim of official corruption -.137*** — 

   Criminal insecurity — — 

   Unemployed -.103** -.098** 

   Lived poverty -.054** — 

   Personal loss to AIDS .111*** N/A 

Performance evaluation: Political goods   

   Satisfaction with democracy N/A -.150*** 

   Extent of democracy N/A .091* 

   Quality of elections .287*** .232*** 

   Political freedoms .107*** — 

   Responsiveness — — 

   Rule of law — — 

   Ethnic discrimination N/A — 

   Presidential performance N/A — 

   Political leaders corrupt -.074*** — 

   Law enforcement officials corrupt — -.118** 

   Government reducing crime and corruption — — 

Performance evaluation: Economic goods   

   Government handling of macroeconomy — -.179*** 

   Government provision of services — .159*** 

   Economic policies help most people -.023* N/A 

Adjusted R2 .252 .213 
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for democracy. Meanwhile, being a victim of bribery, previously a major determinant, no 

longer has a bearing, suggesting that South Africans who are disenchanted with democracy 

are increasingly influenced by large-scale official corruption, not personal experiences. 

One aspect of material insecurity that has seen little attenuation in driving down demand for 

democracy is unemployment. South Africa’s unemployment challenge is stark: More than 

40% of working-age adults who want to work are jobless. Concerns about the unemployed 

spurning democracy are legion. For example, many commentators blamed the civil unrest in 

July 2021, in the wake of ex-President Zuma’s arrest, on unemployment, poverty, and 

inequality (Mlaba, 2021; Bauer, 2021). And while that thesis struggles to explain why the riots, 

vandalism, and looting were localised to KwaZulu-Natal and pockets of urban areas in 

Gauteng, it is nevertheless a well-established fact that unemployment, especially long-term 

unemployment, fuels despair (Clark & Oswald, 1994; de Witte, Rothmann, & Jackson, 2012; 

Hiswåls, Marttila, Mälstam, & Macassa, 2017; Frasquilho, de Matos, Marques, Gaspar, & de 

Almeida, 2017). It is thus not surprising that being out of work may lead to disillusionment with 

democracy – especially in a context where citizens have highly materialistic interpretations 

or expectations of democracy (Ofusori, n.d.). Using World Values Survey data spanning 69 

countries, Altindag and Mocan (2010, p. 22-23) observe that “being jobless increases 

people’s propensity to declare that [the] economic system runs badly in democracies, that 

democracies are indecisive and involve too much quibbling, and that a leader who does 

not bother with Parliament and elections is preferable.” These scholars argue that 

unemployment decreases people’s belief in the effectiveness of democracy as a system of 

governance. The effect of being out of work for a sustained period is thus less about an 

individual’s psychology and more about a pragmatic evaluation of regime type based on its 

ability to provide material security. 

Next are two variables linked to political performance, namely satisfaction with democracy 

and perceived extent of democracy. Both are additions in the new model, and both show 

an association with demand for democracy. (Other additions – ethnic discrimination and 

presidential performance – are not statistically significant.) Intriguingly, however, they tend in 

opposite directions: While demand for democracy increases with respondents’ reports of 

higher degree of democracy, it decreases with respondents’ satisfaction. The latter finding is 

robust (p<0.001), which makes the direction of the relationship puzzling, especially since it is 

the inverse of earlier results by Bratton and Mattes (2001). Why, if one is satisfied with 

democracy, would one be less inclined to want it? Of course, the limitation of a non-

experimental study is that the direction of cause and effect cannot be established. It is 

perfectly possible that this is an example of reverse causality: The greater individuals’ 

demand for democracy, the less satisfied they are with it. This may be particularly likely in a 

low-demand environment such as South Africa circa 2025.  

Regardless of the reason, however, this result has major implications. To wit: Citizens continue 

to demand democracy even if they are dissatisfied with it – evidence of democracy being 

valued for its own sake. Are we witnessing a partial turning away from pragmatism? Or, given 

that demand for democracy has fallen to an historic low, and that this may have been 

driven by declining government delivery, is the model simply uncovering a hard core of loyal 

democrats who value democracy intrinsically? These questions require further investigation. 

Finally, we turn to perceptions of economic performance. Recent analysis of Afrobarometer 

(2024) surveys conducted across 39 African countries in 2021/2023 shows that while 

economic factors such as perceptions of the government’s management of the economy 

influence citizen satisfaction with democracy, they do not affect support for democracy as a 

system of governance. This was also the case in South Africa in 2008: Mattes (2012) indicates 

only a very weak negative relationship between the belief that economic policies benefit 

most citizens (a question that was not asked in Round 10) and demand for democracy.  

But the situation has since changed dramatically. Unlike elsewhere on the continent, 

perceptions of economic management and service delivery are now strongly associated 

with attitudes toward democracy as a regime type in South Africa, albeit in different 

directions: Higher service-delivery performance ratings are linked with greater demand, while 
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higher ratings of government handling of the economy are associated with reduced 

demand. 

In other words, citizens’ backing of the regime type is strongly associated with how they view 

the government’s provision of physical and social goods. That matters in a country where 

majorities of respondents say the government performs “fairly badly” or “very badly” in 

maintaining roads and bridges (76%), providing water and sanitation (73%), providing a 

reliable supply of electricity (64%), improving basic health services (56%), and addressing 

educational needs (52%) (not shown). Although the model investigates a single round and 

thus cannot assess reasons behind changes over time or factors, this is tentative evidence 

that South Africa’s high levels of dissatisfaction with service delivery may be part of the story 

of declining demand for democracy. It also sends a signal to elected leaders that, as long as 

this association between perceptions of delivery and demand for democracy holds, the 

country risks sliding further into anti-democratic territory in the absence of visible 

improvements in service provision. 

Economic performance also exerts a pull, even more so than service delivery, but in the 

opposite direction: Citizens who criticise the government’s handling of the economy are 

more likely to prefer democracy. Interestingly, in the 1990s, two of the factors swaying South 

Africans’ judgements of democracy included overall government performance and 

expectations of a better quality of life in future (Bratton & Mattes, 2001). What we can say is 

that, as of 2025, the small minority of citizens who want the country to remain democratic 

increasingly do so despite negative economic-performance evaluations, which points to the 

possible emergence of a new kind of South African democrat – one who respects 

democracy for its own sake. On the other side of the equation lie the eternal pragmatists 

who evaluate the regime according to its performance and do not like what they see. 

Conclusion  

Since the early 2010s, South Africa has seen a notable decline in the share of its citizens who 

voice their backing for democracy. Fewer than half of citizens now oppose military rule and 

say they prefer democracy over other forms of government, compared to large majorities a 

decade and a half ago. While this study does not investigate the causes of this decline, its 

discussion on what has changed vis-à-vis demand for democracy since 2008 may shed light 

on the challenges facing the country’s leaders, civil society organisations, democracy 

activists, and concerned citizens. 

In a remarkable reversal from 17 years earlier, Black South Africans are now more likely to 

demand democracy than Whites, Coloureds, and Asians. But all racial groups are less 

committed to democracy than before; the relative positioning of races is down to the 

comparatively faster decline in demand among minorities. The fact that minorities value 

democracy less dearly even when accounting for various other factors – including control 

variables, socialisation variables, and performance-related variables – raises the concern 

that racialised politics, and specifically anti-democratic racial discourse, may form part of 

the story. However, there may be other underlying factors that contribute to weakening 

demand among minorities, which require further investigation.  

One result that is consistent with findings from 2008 is that education plays no role in 

bolstering support for democracy, despite improvements in both the quantity and quality of 

education. This lends credence to the idea that education by itself does not boost 

democracy; rather, pro-democratic content may be necessary to firm up support. Given the 

widespread evidence of the democratising potential of education, South African policy 

leaders should learn from other examples of post-authoritarian countries that successfully 

instilled democratic values in their populations using a more didactic approach, including 

Japan (Richardson, 1974; Richardson & Flanagan, 1984; Ikeda & Kohno, 2008), Italy (Sani, 

1980), Spain (Gunther, Sani, & Shabad, 1986; Montero, Gunther, & Torcal, 1997), and West 

Germany (Baker, Dalton, & Hildebrandt, 1981; Dalton, 1994). 
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In Mattes’ original study, material insecurity was strongly negatively correlated with demand 

for democracy. In the updated model, we find that unemployment still brings down 

demand, but lived poverty and personal experience with bribery do not. Meanwhile, 

perceptions of corruption continue to corrode democratic commitment, albeit corruption 

among law-enforcement authorities, not the country’s leaders. The government is alive to 

the problem of state capture: At the time of writing, there is a commission of inquiry 

investigating corruption among the top ranks of the police department. Failure to use this 

opportunity to dismantle patronage networks may prove damaging to democracy. 

Political performance – the central driver of demand in 2008 – remains highly consequential 

overall, and the strongest individual predictor is again perceived quality of elections. The fact 

that fewer than half of survey participants view the 2024 elections as “free and fair with minor 

problems” or “completely free and fair” should alarm all democracy stakeholders. These 

general elections suffered from widespread disengagement as only two-fifths of eligible 

voters turned out to cast a ballot. Efforts to delegitimise the elections came from prominent 

quarters, including Zuma, leader of the new Umkhonto we Sizwe party. Zuma’s repeated 

unsubstantiated allegations of electoral fraud may have helped to discredit the process in 

the eyes of many citizens (Nonyukela, 2024). Similarly, fewer than half of South Africans view 

the country as “a democracy with minor problems” or a “full democracy,” a worrying 

statistic in light of the fact that extent of democracy is also associated with demand therefor. 

The elections were also subjected to attacks via social media, which may have further 

eroded their popular legitimacy given the negative association between social media use 

and demand for democracy. Getting a handle on online disinformation and algorithmic 

spirals into extremism, including pro-authoritarian content, while not impinging on freedom of 

expression, is a difficult tightrope act facing most democracies around the world, but one 

South Africa must pursue (Baboš, Dolný, & Világi). 

There are two important differences between the original Mattes model and the updated 

version. First, whereas government provision of economic goods had little bearing in 2008, it 

now plays a hugely important role. In particular, approval of service delivery is strongly 

predictive of demand for democracy. This suggests that, following the ANC’s 1994 campaign 

promise to provide “a better life for all,” South Africans’ expectations of material gains in the 

late 1990s – at the time also linked to demand for democracy, and still by and large 

unfulfilled – are coming back to bite the hand that doesn’t feed. In so doing, citizens are not 

only spurning the previously dominant ruling party, but democracy itself. Yet at the same 

time, ratings of the government’s economic performance are strongly negatively correlated 

with demand for democracy. How are we to explain this apparent refutation of the idea that 

delivery matters? The finding becomes even stranger when we consider it in conjunction with 

the finding that citizens who are satisfied with democracy are less likely to want more of it. 

What makes those who are impressed with democracy’s functioning and the government’s 

macroeconomic management less likely to espouse commitment to elective government? 

One intriguing interpretation points to the fact that only small minorities of South Africans 

continue to view both democracy and the country’s economic performance in a positive 

light. In identifying these citizens, we may have uncovered a “hard core” of democracy 

supporters. This would be the first tantalising evidence that some citizens value the system of 

government despite its failures. This is potentially a good sign: People who value democracy 

intrinsically will continue to demand it even if it fails to supply the outcomes they want.  

However, it should be remembered that this represents only a small segment of society; for 

most South Africans, performance still trumps procedure. If the government is to win back 

citizens to the side of democracy, it must improve its delivery of both services and political 

goods. Slides in perceptions of government performance suggest that it has little time to lose. 
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