Archives of Interdisciplinary

Education ISSN: 3068-9317 a’ (ﬁEﬁA!MEE

Volume 2, Issue 1 Date of Submission: 12 Dec, 2025
Date of Acceptance: 02 Jan, 2026

Research Article Date of Publication: 28 Jan, 2026

From Low Turnout to Inclusive Participation: Comparative Lessons on Electoral
Integrity from Observer Reports in Southern and West Africa (2022-2025)

John Maphephe*

Independent Electoral Governance and Technology Advisor Peace Plan Lesotho, South Africa

*Corresponding Author: John Maphephe, Independent Electoral Governance and Technology Advisor Peace Plan
Lesotho, South Africa.

Citation: Maphephe, J. (2026). From Low Turnout to Inclusive Participation: Comparative Lessons on Electoral Integrity
from Observer Reports in Southern and West Africa (2022-2025). Arch Interdiscip Educ, 2(1), 01-08.

Abstract

This study provides a comparative analysis of electoral integrity, voter participation, and institutional reforms in Southern
and West Africa, focusing on South Africa (2024), Lesotho (2022), Malawi (2025), and Ghana (2024). Drawing on election
observer mission reports from 2022 to 2025, the study examines trends in voter turnout, gendered participation, youth
engagement, and legal-institutional reforms. Despite high registration rates, persistent voter apathy—particularly among
youth—and low representation of women in political leadership highlight the gap between procedural compliance and
substantive democratic engagement. Observer missions consistently recommend targeted civic education, institutional
strengthening, harmonization of electoral laws, digital governance oversight, and inclusive policies to enhance
participation and trust. By synthesizing cross-country lessons, the study underscores the importance of linking electoral
integrity to democratic consolidation, demonstrating a pathway “from low turnout to inclusive participation”. The findings
offer actionable insights for policymakers, electoral commissions, and scholars seeking to strengthen credible, inclusive,
and participatory electoral systems in Africa.
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Introduction

Context of Elections in Africa (2022—-2025)

The period between 2022 and 2025 has been marked by a series of critical elections across Sub-Saharan Africa, reflecting
both the resilience and fragility of democratic processes on the continent. Elections in this era have occurred against
a backdrop of shifting political landscapes, heightened public expectations, and deepening socio-economic challenges.
While many African states continue to uphold multiparty competition as the cornerstone of democratic governance,
the quality of electoral participation and the extent of inclusivity remain contested. One of the most salient trends has
been the persistence of voter apathy, with declining turnout reported even in countries with historically high levels of
political engagement. This disengagement is particularly pronounced among young people, despite their demographic
dominance in the electorate. The paradox of high registration numbers alongside low participation has raised concerns
about the perceived legitimacy of electoral outcomes and the broader prospects for democratic consolidation [1,2].
Regional dynamics further underscore the diversity of electoral experiences. In Southern Africa, countries such as
South Africa (2024) and Lesotho (2022) recorded historically low turnout, raising questions about institutional trust
and political fragmentation [3,4]. In West Africa, Ghana (2024) presented a contrasting case, with a robust registration
process and youth-dominated voter roll, yet challenges persisted around inclusivity, gender representation, and data
protection [5]. Malawi’s 2025 elections, situated within the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region,
highlighted the enduring struggle to harmonize electoral frameworks while maintaining citizen confidence in the process
[6]. Taken together, these developments illustrate the dual challenge facing Sub-Saharan Africa: ensuring that elections
remain not only procedurally credible but also substantively participatory. This context provides the foundation for
examining the role of election observer missions in diagnosing these challenges and in articulating pathways toward
more inclusive democratic practices.
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The Role and Significance of Election Observer Missions

Election observer missions have become a defining feature of Africa’s electoral landscape, serving as both watchdogs
of procedural integrity and normative actors shaping democratic practices. Their primary function is to assess whether
elections are conducted in accordance with domestic law and international standards, thereby contributing to the
legitimacy of electoral outcomes [7,8]. By monitoring campaigns, voting, counting, and post-election processes, observer
missions provide independent evaluations that strengthen transparency and accountability in often contested political
environments. Beyond their technical role, observer missions hold symbolic and political significance. Their endorsements
or criticisms can influence domestic perceptions of electoral credibility and, in some cases, shape international
recognition of governments [9]. Reports from missions frequently highlight recurring structural issues—such as voter
apathy, weak electoral management bodies, gender disparities, and institutional deficiencies—that undermine inclusivity
and democratic consolidation [10,11]. At the regional level, organizations such as the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) have institutionalized election
observation as a tool for promoting democratic governance and conflict prevention [12]. These missions operate not
only as evaluators but also as horm entrepreneurs, articulating standards that extend beyond procedural minimalism
toward substantive participation and inclusivity [13]. The significance of observer missions is particularly pronounced in
contexts where declining turnout and youth disengagement threaten electoral legitimacy. By offering evidence-based
recommendations—ranging from legal reforms and media regulation to strategies for enhancing civic participation—
observer missions provide both diagnostic insights and reform roadmaps. In this sense, they contribute to what
Lindberg (2006) describes as the “self-reinforcing cycle of elections,” wherein successive credible electoral processes
can cumulatively strengthen democratic consolidation.

Rationale for a Comparative Focus on South Africa, Lesotho, Malawi, and Ghana

The selction of South Africa, Lesotho, Malawi, and Ghana as case studies is informed by their strategic relevance
and the diverse challenges they represent in Africa’s democratic trajectory. While all four countries operate within
multiparty democratic frameworks, their electoral experiences between 2022 and 2025 reveal both converging and
divergent patterns that provide fertile ground for comparative analysis. South Africa remains one of the continent’s most
institutionalized democracies, yet its 2024 general elections recorded a historically low turnout of 58.6 percent, signaling
growing political disengagement in a context often perceived as a democratic anchor state [3]. Lesotho, by contrast,
exemplifies the fragility of electoral participation in a smaller polity. Its 2022 general elections registered a turnout of just
37.7 percent—the lowest since independence—reflecting persistent instability, fragmentation of the party system, and
weak public trust in institutions [4]. Malawi’s 2025 elections highlight another dimension: the challenge of consolidating
reforms following the landmark 2020 court-ordered rerun. While registration figures rose to over 7.2 million, voter
turnout has historically fallen below the SADC average, underscoring enduring struggles with civic participation and
institutional harmonization [6]. Ghana, widely regarded as a model of electoral democracy in West Africa, presents
a different paradox. Despite high levels of voter registration (18.7 million in 2024) and strong youth representation
on the voter roll, turnout concerns, gender imbalances in political leadership, and the management of biometric and
personal data continue to pose critical challenges [5]. A comparative focus on these four cases allows for cross-regional
analysis, bridging Southern Africa (South Africa, Lesotho, Malawi) and West Africa (Ghana). This design facilitates
the identification of recurring themes—such as voter apathy, gender disparities, and institutional reforms—while also
highlighting contextual variations shaped by history, political culture, and institutional design. These cases collectively
reflect the broader continental struggle to balance procedural credibility with substantive participation, a tension central
to debates on electoral legitimacy and democratic consolidation [1,2].

Research Gap, Objectives, and Methodological Approach

Despite the increasing prevalence of election observer missions across Africa, there remains a notable gap in comparative
studies that synthesize findings across multiple countries to examine common patterns of voter apathy, inclusivity, and
institutional performance. Most existing research focuses on single-country analyses, limiting the ability to identify cross-
regional trends or to derive lessons applicable to diverse electoral contexts [7,2]. Furthermore, while observer reports
provide rich empirical data, their insights are often underutilized in academic discourse linking procedural observations
to broader theoretical debates on electoral legitimacy and democratic consolidation. The primary objective of this study
is to address this gap by conducting a comparative analysis of observer mission reports from South Africa (2024),
Lesotho (2022), Malawi (2025), and Ghana (2024). Specifically, the paper aims to:

* Examine trends in voter turnout and apathy across the selected cases.

* Assess patterns of gendered and youth participation, including barriers to inclusive engagement.

» Evaluate institutional and legal reforms recommended by observer missions.

« Derive cross-regional lessons that contribute to theoretical and policy debates on electoral legitimacy and democratic
consolidation in Africa.

This study adopts a qualitative, comparative research design, utilizing official observer mission reports, supplemented by
secondary academic literature, electoral commission data, and media analyses. The methodology follows a structured
content analysis approach, coding recurrent themes related to voter participation, inclusivity, institutional performance,
and legal reforms [14]. Cross-case comparison enables identification of both convergent trends and context-specific
divergences, providing a nuanced understanding of the factors shaping electoral integrity across Southern and West
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Africa. By linking empirical observations from observer missions with theoretical constructs of democratic consolidation
and legitimacy, the study seeks to bridge the gap between practical electoral assessments and scholarly debates,
offering both policy-relevant and academically robust insights.

Voter Apathy and Turnout Trends

Voter participation is a central measure of democratic legitimacy, reflecting the degree to which citizens are willing and
able to engage in electoral processes [1]. Yet, across Sub-Saharan Africa, recent elections have revealed persistent
patterns of voter apathy, particularly among youth, which threaten both the credibility and inclusivity of democratic
systems. This section examines trends in voter turnout and apathy in South Africa (2024), Lesotho (2022), Malawi
(2025), and Ghana (2024), highlighting commonalities and divergences across regional contexts.

South Africa (2024)

The 2024 South African general elections registered a total of 27,782,477 voters, with women representing 55.23%
and men 44.77% of the electorate. Despite these high registration figures, voter turnout was historically low at 58.61%
[15]. Observer missions noted that declining participation was particularly pronounced among young voters aged 18—
35, reflecting both political disengagement and dissatisfaction with party politics [3]. Analysts attributed this trend to
perceptions of corruption, unmet socio-economic expectations, and limited trust in political institutions, underscoring
the gap between procedural sufficiency and substantive democratic engagement [16-19].

Lesotho (2022)

Lesotho’s 2022 general elections recorded a total voter list of 1,383,844, including 767,158 women and 616,868 men.
The overall voter turnout was 37.7 percent, the lowest since the country’s independence [4]. Low participation was
attributed to political fragmentation, coalition instability, and limited confidence in the Independent Electoral Commission
(IEC). Observer missions highlighted that these factors, combined with weak civic education, contributed to widespread
voter apathy, particularly among urban youth and first-time voters.

Malawi (2025)

In Malawi, 7,203,390 voters were registered for the September 2025 general elections, a modest increase from 6.8
million in 2019. Women constituted 57.1 percent of registered voters, indicating strong gendered registration efforts.
However, historical turnout has consistently remained below 70 percent, lagging behind the SADC average of 75-80
percent [6]. Observer reports attributed this pattern to procedural challenges, limited voter outreach in rural areas, and
socio-economic barriers that disproportionately affect young voters. While registration numbers reflect progress, actual
engagement continues to signal potential risks to democratic legitimacy.

Ghana (2024)

Ghana’s 2024 general elections demonstrated a significant expansion in voter registration, totaling 18,774,159 registered
voters, of whom 10,343,810 were young people aged 18-35 [5]. Women slightly outnumbered men, with 9,689,980
female registrants compared to 9,084,179 male registrants. Despite this demographic advantage, challenges persisted
regarding actual turnout and meaningful participation, particularly among youth and persons with disabilities (PWDs).
Observer missions underscored that while the procedural framework was largely sound, structural barriers—such as
limited access to polling stations, insufficient civic education, and low trust in political institutions—continued to depress
electoral engagement.

Comparative Insights

Across all four cases, a recurring pattern emerges: high voter registration does not automatically translate into high
turnout, particularly among youth and marginalized groups. While regional contexts vary, observer missions consistently
identify structural, institutional, and attitudinal factors as primary drivers of voter apathy. Common recommendations
include enhanced civic education, targeted outreach to youth and women, reforms to strengthen institutional credibility,
and measures to increase transparency and accountability in electoral processes [7,10]. These patterns underscore
a broader theoretical argument: electoral legitimacy is not solely a function of procedural compliance but depends
critically on substantive participation. Addressing voter apathy is therefore essential to democratic consolidation, as
repeated disengagement undermines public trust and the self-reinforcing cycle of credible elections [1].

Gendered Participation and Representation

Gendered participation in elections remains a critical dimension of democratic consolidation, reflecting both the inclusivity
of the electoral process and the broader representation of women in governance structures [20]. Across Africa, observer
missions consistently highlight disparities in participation, registration, and political leadership, with implications for
both electoral legitimacy and policy responsiveness. This section examines female voter registration, participation, and
parliamentary representation in South Africa (2024), Lesotho (2022), Malawi (2025), and Ghana (2024).

South Africa (2024)

In South Africa, women comprised 55.23 percent of registered voters in the 2024 general elections [15]. Surpassing
male registration. Despite this numerical advantage, observer reports noted that women’s political engagement remains
uneven, particularly in terms of candidacy and leadership within political parties [3]. Initiatives to promote gender
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parity, including party quotas and civil society campaigns, have improved registration but have not fully translated into
proportional representation in decision-making bodies.

Lesotho (2022)

Lesotho’s 2022 general elections registered a total of 1,375,753 voters, with women constituting 767,158 (approximately
55.8%) of the electorate. Despite this high registration rate, voter turnout was notably low, with only 515,018 individuals
casting their votes, resulting in a turnout rate of 37.44% EISA. Women'’s participation in the electoral process, while
significant in numbers, did not translate into proportional representation in political leadership [4]. The 2022 elections
were observed by various international bodies, including the European Union Election Observation Mission (EU EOM) and
the African Union Election Observation Mission (AUEOM). These missions highlighted several challenges, including the
need for institutional reforms to enhance gender inclusivity in political processes. The EU EOM’s final report emphasized
the necessity for stronger enforcement of gender-inclusive candidate selection and public awareness campaigns to
ensure that electoral participation translates into substantive influence European Parliament. Analysts have noted that
while women constitute a significant portion of the electorate, their representation in political leadership remains limited.
This disparity underscores the gap between procedural sufficiency and substantive democratic engagement, highlighting
the need for targeted reforms to bridge this divide.

Malawi (2025)

Malawi demonstrated strong female registration in the 2025 general elections, with women accounting for 57.1 percent
of registered voters [6]. Nevertheless, historical patterns reveal that women remain underrepresented in parliament
and local governance structures. Observer reports recommended legislative and policy interventions to support gender-
balanced candidate recruitment, enhance political mentoring programs, and address socio-cultural barriers that constrain
women'’s electoral engagement.

Ghana (2024)

In Ghana, women slightly outhumbered men among registered voters in 2024, with 9,689,980 female registrants [5].
Despite improvements in voter registration, female parliamentary representation remains low, with only 40 female MPs
(14.5 percent) out of 275 in the 2020 elections. Observer missions highlighted persistent structural and socio-cultural
barriers, including limited access to campaign financing, gender biases within party structures, and media coverage that
marginalizes female candidates. Recommendations included the adoption of gender-sensitive policies, capacity-building
programs, and mechanisms to monitor progress toward inclusivity.

Comparative Insights

Across all four countries, a consistent pattern emerges: women are registering to vote in higher numbers than men, yet
systemic barriers continue to limit their political participation and leadership opportunities. Observer missions uniformly
recommend targeted interventions, including legislative quotas, gender-focused civic education, and capacity-building
for female candidates [20,11]. These findings underscore the importance of linking electoral participation with political
empowerment to achieve substantive gender equity. Ensuring that women’s participation is hot merely numerical but
meaningful is critical for democratic legitimacy and consolidation. The persistent gender gap in political representation
highlights that electoral integrity encompasses both procedural fairness and inclusivity of historically marginalized groups.

Youth Engagement and Electoral Disengagement

Youth participation is a critical dimension of democratic consolidation, as young people constitute a substantial proportion
of the electorate in many African countries. However, despite their demographic weight, youth often exhibit lower levels
of electoral engagement compared to older citizens, a trend that undermines both electoral legitimacy and the long-
term sustainability of democratic governance [21,1]. This section examines patterns of youth engagement, barriers to
participation, and observer mission recommendations in South Africa (2024), Lesotho (2022), Malawi (2025), and Ghana
(2024).

South Africa (2024)

In South Africa, young voters aged 18-35 represented a significant portion of the electorate; yet, voter turnout among
this group was disproportionately low, contributing to the historically low overall turnout of 58.61 percent [15]. Observer
missions highlighted factors such as political disillusionment, perceptions of corruption, and limited responsiveness of
parties to youth concerns as key drivers of disengagement [3]. The reports recommended targeted civic education
campaigns, the integration of youth priorities into party manifestos, and leveraging social media responsibly to increase
informed participation.

Lesotho (2022)

In Lesotho, low youth participation was a pronounced feature of the 2022 general elections, which recorded a total
turnout of 37.7 percent [4]. Structural barriers, including limited access to polling stations, inadequate civic education,
and weak mobilization by political parties, disproportionately affected young voters. Observer missions emphasized the
need to strengthen youth engagement programs, expand political education, and institutionalize mechanisms for youth
representation within party structures and electoral bodies.
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Malawi (2025)

Malawi’s 2025 elections similarly demonstrated challenges in youth participation. While over 7.2 million voters were
registered, historical turnout among young voters has consistently lagged behind older age cohorts [6]. Observer
missions noted that socio-economic constraints, including unemployment and limited access to information, contributed
to apathy among youth. Recommendations included promoting civic literacy, facilitating access to polling information,
and creating youth-focused platforms to engage with electoral processes meaningfully.

Ghana (2024)

Ghana presents a unique case, where youth voters (aged 18-35) constituted 10,343,810 of the registered electorate
in 2024, nearly 55 percent of all registrants [5]. Despite high registration levels, participation gaps remained, reflecting
structural, attitudinal, and logistical barriers. Observer missions highlighted the need for inclusive policies that consider
youth in electoral design, enhanced civic engagement programs, and digital innovations to improve outreach and
information dissemination.

Comparative Insights
Across all four countries, youth engagement is constrained by a combination of structural, institutional, and socio-political
factors. Observer missions consistently recommend multi-pronged strategies to address these barriers, including:

* Expanded civic education and voter literacy programs targeting youth.

« Structural reforms to improve accessibility and reduce logistical constraints at polling stations.

« Integration of youth priorities into political party platforms and policymaking processes.

¢ Use of digital platforms to foster informed participation while mitigating risks of misinformation.

These findings underscore that fostering meaningful youth engagement is essential not only for increasing turnout
but also for strengthening democratic legitimacy and sustaining long-term consolidation. Failure to address youth
disengagement risks perpetuating cycles of apathy and weakening the social foundations of electoral democracy [1].

Institutional and Legal Reforms

Institutional frameworks and legal structures play a central role in ensuring the integrity, transparency, and inclusivity
of electoral processes. Across Africa, election observer missions have consistently highlighted the need for reforms to
strengthen electoral institutions, clarify legal procedures, and protect citizens’ political rights. This section examines key
institutional and legal recommendations for South Africa (2024), Lesotho (2022), Malawi (2025), and Ghana (2024),
emphasizing how these reforms relate to broader processes of democratic consolidation and electoral legitimacy.

South Africa (2024)

Observer missions emphasized that South Africa’s electoral legislation must be stable, clear, and broadly supported by
political stakeholders. Recommendations included ensuring that any significant amendments to the electoral law are
enacted well in advance of elections, allowing adequate time for operational adjustments and public awareness [15,3].
Additionally, the missions highlighted the growing role of social media in shaping public opinion, recommending the
adoption of a Code of Conduct for social media platforms to mitigate informational manipulation and safeguard the
right to an informed choice. This code would include regular reviews and disclosure of removed content and sources,
reflecting the increasing importance of digital governance in modern elections.

Lesotho (2022)

In Lesotho, observer missions recommended formalizing and publishing secondary legislation that governs electoral
procedures to enhance transparency and consistency in the administration of elections [4,10]. Strengthening the
independence of the Lesotho Communications Authority (LCA) through reform of the appointment mechanism was also
emphasized, aligning national institutions with regional and international commitments. These measures aim to bolster
institutional credibility, reduce political interference, and foster public confidence in the electoral process EU EOM, 2022).

Malawi (2025)

Malawi’s observer missions stressed the need to harmonize the legislative framework governing elections, noting that
existing laws are fragmented and sometimes contradictory [6]. Streamlining legal provisions would facilitate compliance
by electoral officials, political parties, and other stakeholders, enhancing the predictability and legitimacy of electoral
processes. These reforms also include clarifying mechanisms for voter registration, dispute resolution, and election-day
procedures, thereby reducing opportunities for procedural errors and disputes that can undermine public trust.

Ghana (2024)
In Ghana, observer missions highlighted multiple institutional and legal challenges, including the protection of personal
data, media ownership concentration, and inclusion of persons with disabilities (PWDs). Recommendations included:

¢ Enhancing systems to ensure data protection and privacy, in line with Ghana'’s Data Protection Act.
¢ Introducing cross-media ownership regulations to prevent monopolistic control and promote pluralism in electoral
information.
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¢ Amending the Persons with Disability Act (2006) to align with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities and the African Disability Protocol.

« Collecting voter data disaggregated by age, gender, and disability type to improve representation and inclusivity in
electoral administration [5].

These reforms underscore the broader principle that robust legal and institutional frameworks are essential for fostering
electoral integrity, protecting rights, and enhancing public trust in democratic processes.

Comparative Insights

Across all four countries, observer missions converge on several themes: the importance of legal clarity, institutional
independence, inclusivity, and adaptability to technological and social changes. Strengthening institutions and legal
frameworks is not merely a procedural concern but a core component of democratic consolidation, as it reinforces citizen
trust, ensures accountability, and provides mechanisms to address electoral disputes [1,7]. Comparative analysis reveals
that while specific reforms vary by context, the underlying goal remains the same: to create elections that are credible,
inclusive, and trusted by the electorate.

Comparative Lessons on Electoral Integrity

Election observer missions across Southern and West Africa provide a rich evidence base for understanding the challenges
and opportunities for strengthening electoral integrity. A comparative analysis of South Africa (2024), Lesotho (2022),
Malawi (2025), and Ghana (2024) reveals both convergent trends and context-specific variations that offer important
lessons for democratic consolidation.

Common Themes Across Countries

Several recurrent issues emerge across all four cases:

e Voter Apathy and Youth Disengagement: Despite high registration rates, youth participation remains
disproportionately low, reflecting political disillusionment, structural barriers, and limited civic engagement [1,21].

e Gendered Inequalities: Women consistently register in high nhumbers but remain underrepresented in political
leadership and parliamentary representation, highlighting the gap between electoral participation and political
empowerment [20].

o Institutional and Legal Gaps: Observer missions identified weaknesses in electoral law, institutional independence,
and procedural clarity as critical impediments to credibility and public trust [7].

e Technological and Information Challenges: The rise of digital media has introduced both opportunities and
risks for electoral integrity, including misinformation, data privacy concerns, and uneven access to electoral information
[10]. These commonalities suggest that electoral integrity depends not only on procedural compliance but also on the
inclusivity, accessibility, and transparency of the broader electoral ecosystem.

Regional Variations

While common themes exist, regional variations reflect differences in political culture, institutional capacity, and historical
experiences:

e Southern Africa (South Africa, Lesotho, Malawi): Low turnout is particularly pronounced, with institutional
weaknesses, coalition fragmentation, and socio-economic constraints contributing to voter disengagement. Legal
harmonization and institutional strengthening are key priorities.

e West Africa (Ghana): High registration and youth representation contrast with persistent barriers to effective
participation, including limited gender parity in political leadership, challenges in data protection, and media concentration.
Ghana demonstrates the need for inclusive policies and regulatory reforms to ensure participation translates into
meaningful influence.

These regional differences underscore that while strategies to enhance electoral integrity must be grounded in universal
principles of transparency, fairness, and inclusivity, they also require adaptation to local socio-political realities.

Regional Contrasts

While these themes are broadly shared, regional differences illuminate how institutional contexts shape outcomes:

¢ In South Africa (2024), the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) demonstrated technical competence but faced
growing distrust due to the delayed passage of electoral reforms and limited communication with the public on new
voter management technologies.

¢ In Lesotho (2022), low voter turnout was closely linked to the failure to implement legal reforms ahead of elections,
resulting in confusion over proportional representation and coalition formation rules.

¢ In Malawi (2025), as Dulani (2025) notes, contradictions between the Parliamentary and Presidential Elections Act
and the Local Government Elections Act created uncertainty about electoral timing and dispute resolution procedures.
« In Ghana (2024), strong registration processes were offset by weak enforcement of campaign finance regulations,
which eroded confidence in fairness and transparency.

These contrasts suggest that the timing, clarity, and enforcement of electoral laws—rather than their mere existence—
directly affect voter confidence and participation.
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Policy Lessons and Recommendations

Harmonization and Timeliness of Electoral Laws

Observer mission reports from Malawi (EU-EOM 2025) and Lesotho (SADC EOM 2022) specifically identify conflicting
provisions and delayed amendments as major contributors to public uncertainty. For example, Dulani (2025) documents
inconsistencies in Malawi's electoral laws that led to confusion regarding the scheduling of by-elections and the legal
thresholds for parliamentary runoffs. Building on this evidence, harmonizing electoral laws entails systematically aligning
all electoral statutes—including acts governing national, local, and presidential elections—into a coherent framework.
This process should occur no later than 18—24 months before a general election, ensuring that all stakeholders operate
within stable and predictable legal parameters. The link to public trust lies in predictability and procedural clarity: when
voters and political actors understand the rules and perceive them as stable, they are more likely to trust the process
[1]. Thus, timely harmonization of laws is not merely administrative but central to legitimacy.

Strengthening Institutional Coordination and Transparency

Both the South African [15]. and Lesotho (2022) observer reports highlight the importance of institutional coordination—
between the electoral commission, judiciary, parliament, and political parties—in ensuring consistency and accountability.
A comparative review shows that countries with formalized inter-institutional dialogue mechanisms, such as Ghana’s
Inter-Party Advisory Committee (IPAC), demonstrate greater resilience against post-election disputes [5].

Recommendations

« Institutionalize annual pre-election coordination forums among electoral stakeholders.

* Mandate public disclosure of reform timelines and decisions affecting the electoral process.

e Establish monitoring frameworks to ensure timely implementation of observer recommendations.

» Transparency, in turn, enhances trust by reducing speculation and perceptions of manipulation (Birch, 2011).

Targeted Civic and Voter Education

Evidence from Sections 2 and 4 indicates that civic education is uneven and often reactive. In Lesotho and South
Africa, youth cited a lack of information and distrust in political leadership as reasons for abstention. Observer missions
[15]. Consistently recommend targeted, continuous civic education programs—particularly for women, youth, and rural
voters—emphasizing how electoral participation influences governance outcomes. Thus, investment in civic education
should be sustained year-round, not limited to election periods. Public trust grows when citizens see institutions actively
engaging them beyond voting cycles.

Media Governance and Digital Integrity

The increasing role of digital media in shaping electoral perceptions is evident across all four cases. Observer missions
in Ghana and South Africa reported rising misinformation and cyber threats that undermined confidence in electoral
information systems. Reforms should therefore integrate digital governance into electoral integrity frameworks, ensuring:
* Clear regulations on online campaigning and misinformation.

» Data protection protocols for voter registration databases.

« Collaboration between election commissions and independent media councils.

« Public trust depends not only on electoral conduct but also on information credibility—a key factor identified by both
the EU and AU observer reports.

Conclusion

The comparative evidence confirms that electoral integrity and public trust are mutually reinforcing. When laws are
harmonized, institutions coordinate effectively, and citizens are engaged through transparent processes, confidence
in elections grows—even amid political contestation. The cases of South Africa, Lesotho, Malawi, and Ghana illustrate
that procedural reforms must be matched with participatory and communicative reforms. Harmonization of laws, clarity
in timelines, and consistent public engagement constitute tangible, evidence-based pathways toward restoring trust.
By explicitly linking observer mission findings to these reform recommendations, this study bridges the gap between
descriptive evidence and normative claims, addressing the divergence noted in earlier critiques. In doing so, it reaffirms
that the journey from low turnout to inclusive participation is achievable through institutional coherence, timely reform,
and sustained civic engagement.
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