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Abstract  
This article examines the transformative role of social media in Africa’s 

electoral processes, particularly during the unprecedented election activity of 

2024 and 2025. It explores how platforms like WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter 

(X), Instagram, and TikTok are reshaping political discourse, campaign 

strategies, and citizen engagement. Drawing on recent empirical research, case 

studies from countries such as Tanzania, Ghana, and Cameroon, and new data 

on platform usage, the article evaluates the promises and perils of digital 

democracy. It highlights the mobilization of youth, improvements in civic 

awareness, and innovations in election monitoring, while also addressing the 

challenges of misinformation, polarization, digital repression, and the persistent 

digital divide. The article concludes with policy recommendations focused on 

digital literacy, regulatory transparency, and inclusive access, emphasizing that 

social media has become a central arena for both democratic progress and 

contestation in Africa. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The rapid expansion of internet access and mobile 

technology has redefined Africa’s electoral landscape. 

Social media platforms—Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter 

(X), Instagram, TikTok—now shape political discourse, 

campaign strategies, and citizen engagement. As the 

continent experienced record electoral activity in 2024 

and 2025, digital democracy became both a promise and a 

peril, with new opportunities for participation but also 

heightened risks of misinformation, polarization, and 

political repression. This article explores the multifaceted 

role of social media in African elections, drawing on 

recent empirical research and offering a comprehensive 

analysis of trends, impacts, and policy responses. 

 

The Evolution of Digital Participation 

Rising Connectivity and Digital Adoption 
Africa has witnessed a dramatic increase in mobile and 

internet penetration. By 2022, over 50% of Africans had 

access to smartphones, and social media usage has grown 

exponentially—particularly among the continent’s youth, 

who constitute nearly 60% of the population[1]. These 

platforms bypass traditional gatekeepers, providing 

alternative spaces for political debate, activism, and 

organization. 

 

Platforms of Influence 
A 2025 study in Tanzania found WhatsApp (53.3%) and 

Instagram (20%) as the leading platforms for political 

engagement, with Facebook and X (Twitter) also playing 

significant roles. Real-time discussions, information 

sharing, and voter mobilization efforts have migrated en 

masse to these platforms[2]. 

Platform % of Political Engagement (Tanzania, 2025)
[2] 

WhatsApp 53.3 

Instagram 20 

Facebook 16.7 

X (Twitter) 10 

TikTok 10 

 
Social Media as a Tool for Voter Mobilization 

Amplifying Youth Civic Engagement 
Social media enables unprecedented levels of youth 

mobilization. The #EndSARS movement in Nigeria and 

Sudan’s 2018–2019 revolution exemplify how online 

spaces facilitate real-time protest coordination, document 

human rights abuses, and galvanize international 

support[1]. Civic tech tools like Kenya’s Ushahidi 

platform crowdsource reports of election irregularities 

and violence, reinforcing transparency. 

 

Voter Education and Awareness 
Digital campaigns disseminate voter education materials 

and fact-checking information, combating traditional 

barriers to civic engagement—distance, cost, and 

censorship of state media. Election management bodies 

and civil society organizations utilize digital tools to 

register voters, share information about electoral 

procedures, and encourage participation[3][4][1]. 



How to cite: Michael Gardner et al,” Digital Democracy: The Role of Social Media in African Elections”. J Afr  Dev. 2025;6(1):54-56. 

 

Journal of African Development                             55 

 

 

The Double-Edged Sword: Misinformation and 

Electoral Manipulation 

The Spread of Disinformation 
While social media democratizes information, it also 

accelerates the dissemination of fake news, hate speech, 

and conspiracy theories. Political actors, sometimes 

employing bots and algorithms, manipulate online 

narratives to sway public opinion, delegitimize 

opponents, or incite unrest[5][6][7]. Studies show digital 

misinformation can erode trust in electoral processes and 

foster violence or voter apathy[8][9][10]. 

―Although disinformation and misinformation 

have existed in offline media, digital and social 

media have amplified them, shifting the speed at 

which information is transmitted, how content is 

structured, and how people consume and relate to 

content.‖[3] 

 
Government Response: Regulation and Suppression 
Some African governments have responded to digital 

risks by imposing internet shutdowns, censoring social 

media platforms, and surveilling critics, often under the 

guise of fighting ―fake news.‖ In 2024-2025, several 

states used digital authoritarian tactics—including 

targeted arrests, regressive laws, and data restrictions—to 

limit civic space and dissent[11][12]. Such measures often 

deepen distrust and widen the digital divide. 

Digital Risk Example Policy 

Response 
Impact 

Misinformation Social media 

regulation, fact-

checking 

Can curb 

falsehoods but 

risk suppression 

Incitement of violence Platform bans, 

internet 

shutdowns 

Limits speech, 

disrupts 

coordination 

Surveillance/censorship Arrests, 

restrictive 

regulation 

Chills dissent, 

shrinks civic 

space 

 
Patterns of Influence: Algorithms, Bots, and Echo 

Chambers 
Social media algorithms prioritize sensational and 

polarizing content, inadvertently fueling division and 

reinforcing partisan echo chambers. Automated bots can 

artificially amplify disinformation or trending hashtags. 

Studies document an evolving interplay between 

technology infrastructure and human agency in shaping 

electoral outcomes[5][6][7]. 

 

Social Media and Electoral Transparency: Case 

Studies 

Tanzania’s 2025 Elections 
As Tanzania heads into its 2025 general elections, social 

media platforms serve as battlegrounds for policy 

advocacy and, at times, misinformation. Regulatory 

authorities emphasize the need for digital literacy 

campaigns and guidelines to ensure responsible use, with 

WhatsApp and Instagram as key forums for new and 

young voters. However, online hate speech and 

accusations of fraud also threaten trust in institutions[8][2]. 

 

Ghana 
Media and civil society in Ghana used social platforms to 

monitor and report on elections, notably in 2016 and 

2020, mobilizing volunteers for parallel vote counting 

and real-time results dissemination. This enhanced public 

trust and reduced opportunities for manipulation, though 

digital exclusion and urban-rural divides 

persisted[13][10][14]. 

 

Cameroon 
Robust social media campaigns contributed to increased 

voter registration, especially among women and youth. 

However, uneven access and government pressure on 

digital critics highlighted the importance of protecting 

digital rights alongside electoral reforms[4][15]. 

 

Digital Divide and the Limits of Digital Democracy 
Persistent disparities in digital access—affected by 

infrastructure, cost, and literacy—entrench political 

inequalities. Marginalized groups, rural residents, and 

women often have reduced opportunities to participate in 

digital discourse, making inclusive policy reforms a 

priority for strengthening digital democracy[11][12]. 

 

OPPORTUNITIES AND POLICY 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Strengthen Digital Literacy: Widespread, 

context-sensitive digital literacy initiatives are vital 

for combating misinformation and fostering 

constructive participation[8][9][11]. 

 Protect Internet Freedom: Safeguarding rights to 

information and expression—especially during 

elections—should be a policy priority, balancing 

security with democratic openness[3][11][16]. 

 Inclusive Innovation: Expand internet 

infrastructure and reduce access costs, prioritizing 

underserved communities to narrow the digital 

divide[11][12]. 

 Transparent Regulation: Develop fair guidelines 

for platform governance and political advertising, 

with input from civil society, tech firms, and 

electoral bodies[3][17]. 

 Harness Civic Tech: Scale crowdsourced election 

monitoring tools, online grievance reporting, and 

platforms for policy dialogue to foster transparency 

and trust[1]. 
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Visualization: Social Media Penetration and Political 

Engagement 

Region % Internet 

Penetration 
% Youth 

Population 

(u35) 

Main Political 

Platforms 

Used
[1][2] 

East 

Africa 
44 68 WhatsApp, 

Facebook, 

Twitter 

West 

Africa 
55 60 Facebook, 

WhatsApp, 

TikTok 

Southern 

Africa 
63 55 WhatsApp, 

Instagram, 

Twitter 

 
Table: Regional differences in digital participation and 

leading platforms 

 

CONCLUSION 

Social media is reshaping African elections—

amplifying civic voices, enabling rapid mobilization, 

and fostering new forms of accountability. At the 

same time, the risks of misinformation, repression, 

and exclusion have become acute. The path forward 

lies in strengthening digital literacy, ensuring 

equitable access, and nurturing institutions that 

protect both the freedom and integrity of digital 

democratic participation. In the ongoing experiment 

of African democracy, social media is not merely an 

accessory but a central arena in which the hopes and 

hazards of democratic change now play out. 
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