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AT A GLANCE

South Africa's 2024 election produced the ANC's lowest vote share since
1994 and the lowest overall turnout since the end of apartheid, despite a
majority of youth believing elections are the best mechanism for
accountability. Zambia's 2021 cycle showed that demographic activation can
produce translational results when organisational infrastructure and
institutional credibility align. This article examines Southern Africa's

participation patterns and introduces the Youth Electoral Influence Matrix.

South Africa: A Registration and Mobilisation

Infrastructure Failure

South Africa's May 2024 general election produced the
ANC's lowest vote share since 1994 at 40.2%, forcing the
formation of a Government of National Unity comprising the
ANC, DA, IFP, and six smaller parties. The youth dimension

of this outcome is the most under-examined variable in
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post-election analysis. The IEC's Voters' Roll data revealed a
structural registration crisis: only 26% of eligible first-time
voters (18-19) were registered, down from 34% in 2019.
Among 20-29 year olds, registration rates reached 54% of
the eligible population, against 78% for voters aged 40 and

above. Overall turnout of 58.6% was the lowest since 1994.

Afrobarometer Round 9 data for South Africa (2023) shows
62% of youth (18-35) believe elections are the best
mechanism for holding governments accountable, above the

continental average of 58%.

The participation gap is not attitudinal. It is a registration and
mobilisation infrastructure failure, concentrated in urban
township zones where youth unemployment exceeds 60%
(Statistics South Africa, Q3 2024).

Zambia: The Translational Case

Zambia's 2021 general election is the regional outlier.
Turnout reached 70.9%, the highest in Southern Africa in the
current electoral period. Hakainde Hichilema's UPND ran a
disciplined ground campaign explicitly targeting youth
economic grievances, with voter registration drives in
Lusaka, Kitwe, and Ndola producing measurable first-time

voter mobilisation.

Post-election Afrobarometer data estimated UPND's youth
vote share above 60%. Zambia 2021 represents the clearest
contemporary case in Southern Africa of demographic
activation producing a translational electoral result, the
convergence of organisational infrastructure, institutional
credibility, and economic grievance framing that other blocs
have not replicated consistently.

Zimbabwe: Structural Constraint, Not Voter Indifference

Zimbabwe's 2023 general election recorded a reported
68.9% turnout. The ZEC's figures were disputed by
international observers, including the SADC Electoral

Observation Mission, which cited procedural irregularities

including late ballot paper delivery and restrictions on
opposition canvassing in Harare and Bulawayo.
Afrobarometer's Zimbabwe Round 9 data (2023) recorded
47% of youth respondents expressing fear of political
reprisal for supporting opposition parties, the highest fear
index recorded in any country surveyed in the round.
Structural constraints, not voter indifference, are the binding

variable.

The Youth Electoral Influence Matrix

Standard electoral analysis conflates demographic size with
political leverage. A more analytically precise framework
assesses four dimensions: Demographic Weight (youth
share of the voting-age population); Organisational
Infrastructure (party structures, civil society mobilisation
capacity, voter registration reach); Digital Mobilisation
Capacity (internet penetration, social media political utility);
and Institutional Responsiveness (electoral commission
credibility, civic space openness, youth candidate
representation).

Three structural patterns emerge from the matrix. First,
demographic weight is uniformly high and is not a
differentiating variable. The variable that most consistently
differentiates high-influence from low-influence cases is

institutional responsiveness.

Ghana and Zambia score highest and produce the clearest
cases of youth electoral translation. Uganda, Zimbabwe, and
the Sahelian states score lowest and show the most acute

mobilisation-without-translation dynamics.

Second, digital mobilisation capacity is necessary but
insufficient. High digital capacity without institutional
responsiveness consistently fails to produce translation.
Third, organisational infrastructure is the under-resourced

variable across all three blocs.



Youth Trust in Electoral Institutions by Regional
Bloc

(Afrobaromeler Round 9, 2021-2023)

East Africa (average)

Youth trust in electoral commission; 42%
Adult trust: 53%

Gap: —11 percentage points

West Africa (average)

Youth trust in electoral commission: 38%
Adult trust: 47%

Gap: -9 percentage points

Southern Africa (average)

Youth trust in electoral commission: 36%
Adult trust: 51%

Gap: —15 percentage points

Ghana (highest in West Africa)

Youth trust in electoral commission: 54%
Adult trust: 61%

Gap: -7 percentage points

Zimbabwe (lowest in Southern Africa)
Youth trust in electoral commission: 29%
Adult trust: 44%

Gap: —15 percentage points

Southern Africa - Youth Electoral Participation
Indicators

South Africa

Youth (18-35) % of registered voters: ~35% (IEC,
2024)

Owerall tumout: 58.6% (2024)

Youth (18—29) registration rate: 54% of eligible
Internet penetration: 72% (ITU, 2024)

Zambia

Youth (18—35) % of registered voters: 42% (ECZ,
2021)

Overall turnout: 70.9% (2021)

Youth (18—29) registration rate: ~63%

Internet penetration; 39% (ITU, 2024)

Zimbabwe

Youth (18-35) % of registered voters: 44% (ZEC,
2023)

Overall tumout: 68.9% (2023, disputed)

Youth (18-29) registration rate: ~48%

Internet penetration: 35% (ITU, 2024)
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