
 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2017  1 

 

        

              Dispatch No. 168 | 24 October 2017 

Amid declining trust in IEC, Batswana skeptical 

of electronic voting but favour other reforms 
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Summary 

As Botswana approaches 2019 elections that will determine President Ian Khama’s successor 

and challenge the half-century rule of the Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) a bill requiring 

the use of electronic voting machines has sparked increasing controversy.  

Khama has signed the Electoral Amendment Bill of 2016 as a step toward introducing 

electronic voting in 2019. The Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) and BDP supporters 

have argued that the switch to electronic voting is needed to improve election 

management by reducing the amount of time spent counting ballots, the number of spoilt 

ballots, and the cost of elections (Galekutlhe, 2017).   

But their arguments have sparked controversy, including unanimous rejection by opposition 

parties concerned that electronic voting machines fail to provide a paper trail and could be 

manipulated to steal the election. In the face of public criticism, even the ruling BDP has 

signaled that it may reconsider its support for electronic voting (Bagwasi, 2017). 

The 2019 elections are widely seen as an important test for the opposition, which has been 

gaining strength under its Umbrella for Democratic Change coalition (Reuters, 2017). 

In its 2017 national survey, Afrobarometer explored Batswana’s attitudes toward the IEC and 

proposed electoral reforms. Survey findings suggest considerable popular skepticism: Trust in 

the IEC continues to decline, and a majority of Batswana are not satisfied with the IEC’s 

reasons for introducing electronic voting machines. Most say that not enough public 

consultation was done on this issue. 

However, strong majorities favour two other proposed reforms that would give the IEC, rather 

than the president, the power to determine election dates and require that members of 

Parliament (MPs) who resign from their political parties vacate their parliamentary seats – a 

response to party-switching that reform supporters say is unfair to voters as well as the former 

parties. 

Afrobarometer survey  

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan research network that conducts public attitude 

surveys on democracy, governance, economic conditions, and related issues in African 

countries. Six rounds of surveys were conducted in up to 37 countries between 1999 and 2016, 

and Round 7 surveys are currently underway. Afrobarometer conducts face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice with nationally representative samples. 

The Afrobarometer team in Botswana, led by Star Awards Pty Ltd, interviewed 1,200 adult 

Batswana in July 2017. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of 
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+/-3% at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted in Botswana in 1999, 2003, 

2006, 2008, 2012, and 2014. 

Key findings 

▪ Only a slim majority (52%) of Batswana trust the Independent Electoral Commission 

“somewhat” or “a lot.” This proportion has declined by 18 percentage points over the 

past decade. 

▪ More than half (53%) of respondents say they are not satisfied with the reasons 

advanced by the IEC in favour of using electronic voting machines in 2019. 

▪ More than two-thirds (69%) say the IEC did not consult adequately with the public on 

whether electronic voting machines should be used. 

▪ Despite declining popular trust, more than two-thirds (68%) of respondents say the IEC 

should have the power to determine national/local election dates. 

▪ Eight in 10 Batswana (81%) say MPs who leave their political party should have to 

vacate their seat in Parliament. 

Trust in the Independent Electoral Commission 

Established in 1997 to manage elections, the IEC is also charged with enhancing election 

quality, although critics have questioned its independence on the grounds that the president 

appoints its head and determines its funding.  

Only slightly more than half (52%) of Batswana say they trust the IEC “somewhat” or “a lot,” 

while four in 10 (42%) trust it “just a little” or “not at all” (Figure 1). The proportion of citizens 

who express trust in the IEC has dropped by 18 percentage points over the past decade 

(Figure 2). 

Figure 1: Trust in the Independent Electoral Commission | Botswana | 2017 
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Figure 2: Trust in the Independent Electoral Commission | Botswana | 2006-2017 

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

The Independent Electoral Commission? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”) 

Introduction of electronic voting machines 

A majority (53%) of Batswana say they are “not very satisfied” or “not at all satisfied” with the 

reasons advanced by the IEC for introducing electronic voting machines (Figure 3). Only 

about three in 10 (31%) say they are “fairly” or “very” satisfied, while 16% say they don’t know 

or refused to answer. 

Figure 3: Satisfaction with reasons for electronic voting machines | Botswana | 2017 

 
Respondents were asked: As Botswana prepares for the next general elections in October 2019, a 

number of suggestions have been made aimed at improving the quality of our elections. I would now 

like to ask whether you approve or disapprove of the following suggested changes: Overall, how 

satisfied are you with the reasons advanced by the Independent Electoral Commission for introducing 

electronic voting machines?  
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Dissatisfaction with the IEC’s reasons is particularly strong among respondents with a post-

secondary education (70%) (Figure 4). Urban residents (59%) are more likely to express 

dissatisfaction than semi-urban (55%) or rural (48%) residents, and men (57%) are more often 

dissatisfied than women (49%). Age groups differ only marginally in their views on this issue. 

When analyzed by respondents’ voting intentions in a hypothetical National Assembly 

election,1 dissatisfaction with the IEC’s reasons for introducing electronic voting is highest 

among supporters of the Botswana Movement for Democracy (BMD) (78%), the Botswana 

National Front (BNF) (77%), and the Umbrella for Democratic Change (UDC+) (70%), and 

lowest among BDP adherents (42%). 

Figure 4: Dissatisfaction with reasons for electronic voting machines                                   

| by socio-demographic group | Botswana | 2017 

 

Respondents were asked: Overall, how satisfied are you with the reasons advanced by the 

Independent Electoral Commission for introducing electronic voting machines? (% who say “not very 

satisfied” or “not at all satisfied”) 

 

More than two-thirds (69%) of respondents say the IEC failed to adequately consult the 

public on the issue of electronic voting machines (Figure 5). 

                                                

1 Voting intentions were determined by responses to the question, “If National Assembly elections were held 
tomorrow, which party’s candidate would you vote for?”   
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The best-educated Batswana are most critical: 87% of those with a post-secondary 

education say not enough consultation was done (Figure 6). The view that insufficient 

consultation was done increases with urbanization, ranging from 66% of rural residents and 

69% of semi-urban dwellers to 75% of urbanites. 

Figure 5: Views on consultation on electronic voting machines| Botswana | 2017 

 

Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how much public consultation was done by the Independent 

Electoral Commission on the introduction of electronic voting machines: Enough? Not enough? More 

than enough? 

Figure 6: Insufficient public consultation on electronic voting machines | Botswana | 

2017 
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Other reforms to improve the quality of elections 

Should the IEC set election dates? 

Despite the decline in popular trust in the IEC, more than two-thirds (68%) of respondents 

“approve” or “strongly approve” of a proposition that the IEC have the power to set dates 

for national and local elections (Figure 7).  

Majorities across all key socio-demographic groups agree that the IEC should determine 

dates of national and local elections. Support is especially strong among citizens with a post-

secondary education (77%), men (72%), rural residents (70%), and the youngest respondents 

(72% of those aged 18-25) (Figure 8). 

Figure 7: Should IEC set election dates? | Botswana | 2017 

 
Respondents were asked: As Botswana prepares for the next general elections in October 2019, a 

number of suggestions have been made aimed at improving the quality of our elections. I would now 

like to ask whether you approve or disapprove of the following suggested changes: The Independent 

Electoral Commission should have the power to independently determine the dates of national and 

local elections? 

Figure 8: IEC should set election dates | by socio-demographic group | Botswana    

| 2017 
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Should MPs who join other parties vacate their seats? 

An overwhelming majority (81%) of Batswana want members of Parliament who join other 

political parties to vacate their parliamentary seats to pave the way for new elections in their 

area (Figure 9). This attitude varies little by education level or gender but is somewhat more 

common in rural areas (83% vs. 74% among urban residents) and among middle-aged 

respondents (Figure 10).  

Figure 9: Should MPs who leave their party give up their seats? | Botswana | 2017 

 
Respondents were asked: As Botswana prepares for the next general elections in October 2019, a 

number of suggestions have been made aimed at improving the quality of our elections. I would now 

like to ask whether you approve or disapprove of the following suggested changes: A member of 

Parliament who resigns from his or her party must vacate his or her seat so that fresh elections can be 

held in their area? 

Figure 10: MPs who leave their party should give up their seats                                           

| by socio-demographic group | Botswana | 2017 
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Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question, 
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 

www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis. 

Conclusion 

Survey findings suggest that the government should consider consulting the public further 

before moving ahead with the use of electronic voting machines. Flagging popular trust in 

the IEC might also benefit from additional consultations and public education on the 

benefits of electronic voting. On the other hand, proposed reforms giving the IEC the power 

to set election dates and requiring MPs to give up their seats if they join a different party 

appear to have solid popular backing.  
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