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Executive Summary

This research interrogates the perceptions of young people in Anambra State toward politics, 
governance, and electoral institutions, situating the findings within broader continental and global 
debates on youth political participation. With youth comprising approximately 65% of Anambra’s 
population and nearly 40% of Nigeria’s 93.4 million registered voters, their engagement or lack 
thereof represents a critical determinant of Nigeria’s democratic trajectory.

The survey, drawn through a hybrid online-offline methodology, reveals a paradox at the heart 
of youth participation: while registration rates are relatively high (71.1%), turnout and deeper 
political engagement remain low, mainly driven by disillusionment with electoral institutions, 
political parties, and the security environment.

Key Insights

1.	 Institutional Distrust:
•	 Over 71% of respondents believe INEC has not done enough to encourage youth participation; 

fewer than one-third trust the Commission to conduct credible elections.

•	 Almost half of respondents (48.9%) do not trust the judiciary to adjudicate election disputes 
fairly. This crisis of confidence undermines electoral legitimacy and erodes the willingness of 
young people to participate.

2.	 Alienation from Political Parties:
•	 85% of respondents are not members of any political party, and 79% do not believe parties 

serve the public good. Parties are widely perceived as corrupt, elitist, and exclusionary.

•	 A majority (70%) expressed no interest in campaign activities, reflecting an entrenched 
disconnect between youth and partisan politics.

3.	 Security Concerns as Structural Barriers:
•	 Nearly one-third of respondents stated insecurity deterred them from voting in past elections, 

while 36% reported witnessing electoral violence.

•	 The IPOB-related stay-at-home orders in the Southeast further portray how insecurity 
compounds existing institutional weaknesses, reinforcing voter apathy.

4.	 Information Gaps and Digital Activism:
•	 Two-thirds (68%) of respondents had not actively sought electoral information ahead of the 

governorship election.

•	 While social media dominates as a primary information source, online activism has yet to 
translate into sustained offline political participation, highlighting a participation deficit 
between digital engagement and institutional politics.
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5.	 Barriers to Inclusion:
•	 Economic precarity, monetisation of politics, gender-based exclusion, logistical constraints 

at polling units, and deep-seated distrust in political actors converge to marginalise youth.

•	 Notably, young women face layered discrimination, reflecting the double burden of age and 
gender in political exclusion.

Strategic Implications

The study reinforces that Nigeria’s democratic resilience is inextricably tied to resolving the 
structural disenfranchisement of its youth. Incremental reforms are insufficient. What is required 
is a deliberate re-engineering of political opportunity structures through:

a.	 Institutional Reforms: Unbundling INEC to professionalise civic education, strengthening the 
independence of the judiciary, and insulating both institutions from partisan capture.

b.	 Political Party Renewal: Legal and structural reforms to compel grassroots mobilisation, 
transparent candidate selection, and substantive youth inclusion.

c.	 Security-Sector Accountability: Reorienting security agencies away from coercion toward 
rights-based electoral security, while addressing the historical grievances fueling distrust in 
the Southeast.

d.	 Targeted Civic Education: Deploying continuous, youth-focused, and gender-sensitive civic 
programs through agencies like the National Orientation Agency, leveraging both traditional 
and digital platforms.

e.	 Intentional Inclusion: Institutionalising diversity frameworks to integrate youth into decision-
making beyond token appointments, ensuring that governance reflects generational realities.

Youth in Anambra and Nigeria more broadly stand at the nexus of democratic promise and 
peril. Their demographic weight provides a formidable opportunity to reshape governance 
and electoral accountability. Yet, absent deliberate interventions, distrust, alienation, and 
insecurity risk calcifying into systemic disengagement, thereby weakening Nigeria’s democratic 
foundations. Globally, examples from Finland to Chile demonstrate that youthful leadership can 
energise governance with innovation and legitimacy. For Nigeria, meaningful youth integration 
is not merely normative; it is existential for the survival of its democracy.
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1.0  Background

With the youngest youth population in the world, Africa has a huge youth demography of over 
400 million people1. Under the African Union’s Youth Charter, a youth is referred to as anyone 
between the ages of 15 and 352 which offers a broader definition than the United Nations’ range 
of 15 and 24. The National Youth Policy of Nigeria defines youth as individuals between the ages 
of 15 and 29; however, Nigeria’s Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) classifies 
youth as persons aged 18 to 34. Despite this significant population, youth political participation 
in Africa remains disproportionately low. 

Official figures put the youth population in Anambra at 65% which makes up over 80% of the 
active population3. While there is no official data from INEC or the Anambra State Government 
on the number of young persons who are registered to vote in Anambra, or the actual number 
who voted in previous elections; however, in the last two electoral cycles and the present one 
in 2017, 2021 and 2025 the average age of governorship and deputy governorship candidates 
who have contested elections in Anambra State has been  48.07, 49.32 and 52.09 respectively 
with the youngest candidates in each cycle being 28 in 2017, 36 in 2021 and 41 in 20254. While 
younger

1 https://au.int/en/youth-development#:~:text=Africa%20has%20the%20youngest%20
population,development%20index%20of%20African%20nations.

2 https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7789-treaty-0033_-_african_youth_charter_e.pdf

3 https://youthdev.anambrastate.gov.ng/about

4 INEC

https://au.int/en/youth-development#:~:text=Africa%20has%20the%20youngest%20population,development%2
https://au.int/en/youth-development#:~:text=Africa%20has%20the%20youngest%20population,development%2
https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/7789-treaty-0033_-_african_youth_charter_e.pdf
https://youthdev.anambrastate.gov.ng/about
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People have been appointed to executive positions in the past and at present, for example, the 
youngest member of the executive, the Commissioner for Power and Water Resources, was 
appointed when he was 35. The three Senators representing Anambra North, South, and Central 
in the Nigerian Senate were elected at ages 49, 60, and 50 years old, respectively. The youngest 
person elected to the House of Representatives was 39 years old at the time of his election. 
These elections and appointments do not generally improve the participation and involvement 
of young people in politics and governance.  Young people often find themselves sidelined from 
formal political processes, whether due to structural barriers, lack of trust in institutions, or 
restrictive political cultures that prioritise seniority over youth. The discrepancy in the definition 
of what demography constitutes youth in the Nigerian context is also a potential hindrance to 
effective participation.

Source: INEC

Historically, young people in Nigeria have played a central role in political movements and 
leadership, particularly during the pre-independence era and the early years of the First Republic. 
The independence struggles across Africa were championed by young, educated Africans. 
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Figures such as Nigeria’s Nnamdi Azikiwe, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, and the Congo’s Patrice 
Lumumba were all under the age of 40 when they emerged as leading voices in their countries’ 
liberation movements. In Nigeria, the likes of Obafemi Awolowo and Tafawa Balewa began political 
organising and assumed leadership in their 30s5. Subsequently, when military regimes became 
prevalent, leaders like Yakubu Gowon, who became Head of State at 31, were young officers 
who took power in their early years. Ironically, the wave of democratisation that swept through 
Africa in the 1980s and 1990s ushered in an older generation of leaders. Young people became 
increasingly marginalised in governance structures, often reduced to roles as political foot 
soldiers, mobilisers, or disruptors, rather than as policy shapers or decision-makers6. However, 
global trends have shown a resurgence of youthful leadership with encouraging examples for 
Nigeria. For instance, Sanna Marin became the Prime Minister of Finland at age 34, symbolising 
a new era of progressive, inclusive leadership. In Chile, Gabriel Boric was elected President in 
2021 at age 35, representing a powerful youth movement demanding social reform. Shamma Al 
Mazrui of the United Arab Emirates was appointed Minister of Youth at just 22 years old, making 
her one of the youngest government ministers in the world. In Africa, more recently, Bogolo 
Kenewendo of Botswana became Minister of Investment, Trade, and Industry at age 31.

A majority of Nigeria’s 93,469,008 registered voters are youth. The Independent National Electoral 
Commission (INEC) put the figures at 37,060,399 (39.65%) for ages 18 to 34. This demography 
presents both a challenge and an opportunity. On one hand, the political marginalisation of 
young Africans contributes to growing disenchantment with governance systems and democratic 
institutions. On the other hand, their numbers and energy offer immense potential to transform 
political landscapes, primarily when supported by inclusive policies and civic education. The active 
engagement of youth in politics through voting, advocacy, leadership roles, digital mobilisation, 
and participation in governance processes is not only essential for the sustainability of democracy 
but also a strategic imperative for ensuring policies are representative of the continent’s most 
populous age group.

Since 2011, social media has increasingly become a tool for political campaigns and advocacy in 
Nigeria, due to its participatory nature. Technology and social media have also made advocacy 
easier. Platforms like Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and, more recently, TikTok have provided 
unprecedented access to political discourse for millions of young people, who constitute the 
majority of social media users7. Through these platforms, young people have found alternative 
avenues to express their views, organise movements, challenge dominant narratives, and 
advocate for a range of social and political issues, from police brutality and climate justice to 

5 Adebayo, Joseph Olusegun. “Gerontocracy in African Politics: Youth and the Quest for Political Participation.” 
Journal of African Elections 17, no. 1 (June 2018): 140–161. Published by Electoral Institute for Sustainable 
Democracy in Africa (EISA) https://www.eisa.org/storage/2023/05/2018-journal-of-african-elections-v17n1-
gerontocracy-african-politics-youth-quest-political-participation-eisa.pdf

6 Ibid, 142 and 143

7 https://pollicy.medium.com/youth-and-elections-in-africa-dialogue-series-empowering-youth-voices-in-
elections-d628a4fb64ec; Omotayo, Funmilola, and Matthew B. Folorunso. 2020. Use of social media for political 
participation by youths. JeDEM-eJournal of eDemocracy and Open Government 12: 132–57.

https://www.eisa.org/storage/2023/05/2018-journal-of-african-elections-v17n1-gerontocracy-african-po
https://www.eisa.org/storage/2023/05/2018-journal-of-african-elections-v17n1-gerontocracy-african-po
https://pollicy.medium.com/youth-and-elections-in-africa-dialogue-series-empowering-youth-voices-in-
https://pollicy.medium.com/youth-and-elections-in-africa-dialogue-series-empowering-youth-voices-in-
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electoral reforms and human rights8. Despite this heightened engagement and visibility online, 
the surge in digital activism has not consistently translated into increased youth voter turnout 
or the election of younger candidates into public office. Structural barriers such as political 
gatekeeping, financial constraints, and lack of institutional support continue to limit the political 
ambitions of young people9.

Additionally, while online campaigns may shape public opinion and drive conversations, they 
often lack the necessary offline follow-through that leads to tangible political power shifts. 
Nonetheless, technology and social media have undeniably made advocacy more accessible, 
cost-effective, and far-reaching. Hashtag movements, viral videos, digital petitions, and online 
town halls have become powerful tools in holding governments accountable. In many contexts, 
they have also served as early warning systems and mobilising platforms during elections, 
protests, or civic crises, marking a significant shift in how political participation is expressed and 
organised in the digital age.

Participation in the context of governance and politics goes beyond voting and contesting for 
office; it includes the ability of youths to join campaigns, contribute financially to campaigns, 
mobilise for protests, set the agenda for government, and contribute to policy-making. In a 
broader sense, it is the ability for citizens or a certain demographic of citizens to develop and 
express their opinions on how their society is governed and take part in it by shaping decisions 
that affect their lives. It becomes difficult if young people are not in rooms where their collective 
futures are being decided, including issues such as climate change, human rights, conflict, and 
economics, hence the importance of participation.

There has been a sustained increase in advocacy in the last few years to improve youth 
participation. There have been sustained efforts to increase legal involvement.  In 2018, the 
Nigerian president signed the Not Too Young to Run Bill into Law. The Bill was passed to amend 
certain sections of the Constitution to reduce the age qualification for contesting elections in 
Nigeria. Through a campaign that started in 2016, Civil Society Organisations led by YIAGA led 
a campaign across the National Assembly, 36 States of the Federation, and the Presidency, 
ensuring the Bill became law. The ages for qualifications to contest for office in Nigeria are 35 
for the President, Governor, and Senate, and  25 years for the House of Representatives and 
House of Assembly10. 

8 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). (2021). Youth and Political Participation: A Handbook for 
Youth.

9 Loader, B.D., Vromen, A., & Xenos, M.A. (2014). The networked young citizen: social media, political participation 
and civic engagement. Information, Communication & Society, 17(2), 143–150; Afrobarometer. (2022). Online but 
Disconnected? Internet and social media use, political participation, and civic engagement in Africa.
Citation: Loader et al. (2014)

10 Sections 65, 106, 131, 177 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. https://placng.org/i/wp-
content/uploads/2023/05/Constitution-of-the-Federal-Republic-of-Nigeria-2023.pdf

https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Constitution-of-the-Federal-Republic-of-Nigeria-2023
https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Constitution-of-the-Federal-Republic-of-Nigeria-2023
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2.0  Scope and Methodology

The research was designed to capture and analyse the perceptions of young people in Anambra 
State regarding political participation and the performance of key electoral institutions. 
Specifically, it sought to understand how youth engage with political processes such as election 
campaigns, voting, and civic advocacy, as well as how they perceive the credibility, transparency, 
and effectiveness of institutions like the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), the 
Judiciary, and the Nigerian Police, which play critical roles in the conduct of elections and the 
preservation of democratic order. It also sought to understand how youth engage and access 
civic and political information and education.
For this study, youth were defined as individuals between the ages of 18 and 35, consistent with 
the age classification adopted by INEC, and adding one year to expand the demographic11. This 
age group represents a significant portion of the electorate. It plays a vital role in shaping the 
democratic landscape in Nigeria, making its perspectives essential for understanding current 
and future trends in political engagement.

To ensure wide coverage and inclusivity, the survey was conducted through both online and 
offline methods. This hybrid approach enabled the researchers to reach youth across different 
social, economic, and geographic backgrounds in urban and rural areas of Anambra State. A 
total of 472 valid responses were collected, reflecting a diverse range of views and experiences.
The survey instrument was carefully designed to include both open-ended and closed-ended 
questions. This approach allowed respondents not only to choose from predefined options but 
also to provide more nuanced and personal reflections on their experiences and perceptions. 
The use of mixed-format questions helped to generate both quantitative data for statistical 
analysis and qualitative insights to deepen the understanding of youth attitudes toward political 
participation and institutional trust in the state.
 
With an estimated population of 5,084,19512, the population of youth, as estimated by the 
Anambra State Government, is 65% of the overall population, making the youth population 
estimated at 3,304,726. To achieve a representative sample with a 95% confidence level with a 
5% margin of error, the required sample size is 385.

3.0  Key Findings 

With a total of 472 respondents, 253 respondents aged 18 to 35 are female, and 219 respondents 
aged 18 to 35 are male. Two hundred sixty-five specified that they lived in rural areas, and 207 
lived in urban areas.   

11 INEC Youth Strategy

12 https://anambrastate.gov.ng/old/the-history-of-anambra-state/

 https://anambrastate.gov.ng/old/the-history-of-anambra-state/
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71.1% of respondents stated that they are registered voters. 25.9% of the respondents, 
comprising 85 persons, are first-time voters; of these, 69 indicated that they were going to vote. 

On answering why they did not vote in the last election, 52.5% of the respondents who had 
stated that they did not vote in the previous polls gave diverse reasons why they did not vote, 
81 responses indicated that they believed that their vote won’t make a difference, 45 responses 
states violence and security as the deciding factor, 45 responses noted that trust in the electoral 
process was why they did not vote, 39 respondents blamed logistical challenges with another 39 
blaming the distance of polling unit.
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On the level of awareness of the upcoming Governorship election, 228 respondents (48.8%) 
stated that they were somewhat aware, 164 respondents (35.1%) said they were very aware, 
and 75 respondents (16.1%) said they were not aware of the upcoming Governorship election 
in the State.

Independent media play a crucial role in a democratic society by ensuring the dissemination of 
information, an essential component of the electoral process. In answering if they have actively 
sought out information about the electoral process for the Election, 68.03% of respondents 
stated that they have not, and 31.97% (148 respondents) said that they have. The majority of 
the respondents also noted that social media was a significant source of information, followed 
by news outlets, family and friends, and INEC. 
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3.1  Youth Perception of Electoral Institutions 

Electoral institutions, such as the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) and the 
judiciary, conduct elections, protect the mandate of the electorate, and ensure the stability of 
democracy. INEC’s role under the Constitution and the Electoral Act 2022 is to conduct elections 
and referendums, register and monitor political parties, collect and compile nominations of 
candidates seeking elections, register voters, keep a comprehensive voter register, and conduct 
voter education, among others13. The judiciary, apart from being the third arm of government, 
serves as the arbiter for all electoral disputes, from pre-election conflicts that have to do with 
issues of nomination of candidates, political party primaries, to post-election petitions filed to 
challenge election outcomes. 

Elections in Nigeria have always been seen to be rigged by politicians with the connivance of INEC 
and the judiciary. This perception has followed every electoral cycle and has been posited as the 
reason for low voter turnout in elections in Nigeria14. The young people surveyed do not think 
INEC has done enough to encourage participation in the electoral process. 327 respondents 
(71.87%) hold that view, while 128 respondents (28.13%) do not. On being asked if they trust 
INEC to conduct free, fair, and credible elections in Anambra, 214 respondents (46.1%) said they 
did not, 149 respondents (32.1%) said yes, and 101 respondents (21.8%) said they were not 
sure. 

Additionally, when asked if they trusted the judiciary to handle election cases with fairness, 227 
respondents (48.9%) said no, 109 respondents (23.5%) said yes, and 128 respondents (27.6%) 
said they were not sure.

13 Third Schedule, Part 1, Paragraph 15 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999 https://
placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Constitution-of-the-Federal-Republic-of-Nigeria-2023.pdf Sections 2, 
9, 10, 28, 29, 75, and  83 of the Electoral Act 2022 - https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Electoral-
Act-2022.pdf

14 https://thecjid.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Citizens-Perception-of-Edo-and-Ondo-2024-Gubernatorial-
Elections.pdf

https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Constitution-of-the-Federal-Republic-of-Nigeria-2023
https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Constitution-of-the-Federal-Republic-of-Nigeria-2023
https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Electoral-Act-2022.pdf
https://placng.org/i/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Electoral-Act-2022.pdf
https://thecjid.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Citizens-Perception-of-Edo-and-Ondo-2024-Gubernatoria
https://thecjid.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Citizens-Perception-of-Edo-and-Ondo-2024-Gubernatoria
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3.2 Youth Perception of Political Parties

Political parties are essential to every democracy; they contribute to the institutionalisation and 
stability of democracy, structure political competition, frame national debates, organise political 
life, provide choices to the electorate, promote accountability, and ensure the orderly operation 
of government by helping manage conflict through peaceful electoral processes. Democratic 
integrity cannot be sustained without strong and independent political parties. As a result of 
the absence of independent candidacy in Nigeria’s election legal framework, political parties 
are the only organisations that can sponsor candidates in an election. Hence, young people 
cannot begin to participate if they are not members of political parties or at least understand 
the structure of the parties; therefore, it was essential to understand the perception of young 
people on political parties in Nigeria.  Three hundred ninety-seven of the respondents (85.38%) 
said they were not members of any political party, with 68 respondents (14.62%) saying they 
were members of a political party. They also believe that political parties do not do enough 
to promote voter education and encourage youth participation. Three hundred twenty-seven 
respondents (71.9%) stated that political parties do not promote participation of youth, with 128 
respondents (28.1%) saying that they did.

Three hundred sixty-three respondents (78.57%) do not trust that political parties function for 
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the greater good of citizens, with 99 respondents (21.43%) stating that they do. This can be 
problematic.

Where young people do not trust political parties, they will be reluctant to join these platforms. 
Respondents saw political parties as self-centred, corrupt, selfish, and nepotistic. This could 
be why the majority of respondents also stated that they will not be participating in campaigns 
preceding the elections. Three hundred twenty-seven respondents (70.02%) said they won’t 
be participating in campaigns, 63 respondents (13.49%) said they will participate, while 77 
respondents (16.49%) are not sure if they will be participating or not.

3.3  Youth Perception of Security Agencies

Nigerian youth have consistently faced challenging experiences with the country’s security 
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agencies. With massive human rights violations, including indiscriminate arrests, extortion, and 
extrajudicial killings. These violations led to the massive protests across the country in 2020, 
with Nigerian youth taking to the streets in major cities across the country, including Awka, the 
capital of Anambra State, to protest against police brutality in the #EndSars protests. Despite 
these protests, the issues persist. The relationship between Nigerian youths and security agents, 
especially the police, which is the major electoral security outfit, is one of fear and suspicion.
 
The South East Region where Anambra State is situate has had a long history of suspicion 
of security agencies, culminating from the Nigerian/Biafra Civil war and recently activities of 
secessionist groups in the region which has led to deployment of security agents to the area for 
peacekeeping purposes which has not been well received especially with accusations of human 
rights violations by said security agencies15.

Emerging and new democracies usually face electoral violence. Over the years, Nigeria has faced 
its share of electoral violence, which has also been referred to as one of the reasons for low 
voter turnout in elections. Where voters cannot trust that they will be safe during elections and 
other electoral activities, such as campaigns, they will be reluctant to participate. Hence, security 
and the perception thereof formed part of the issues explored in the survey.

On if they felt secured during the last Governorship elections in Anambra in 2021, How secure 
did you feel in the previous Governorship election in Anambra, 230 respondents (50.44%) said 
they felt somewhat secured, 124 respondents (27.19%) felt secured and 102 respondents 
(22.37%) stated that they did not feel secured with majority stating that it did not stop them 
from voting, however  117 respondents (26.47%) said that it did, with 169 respondents (35.81%) 
stating that they witnessed election violence.

One hundred sixty-five respondents (35.33%) stated that security agents were fairly effective 

15 Amnesty International. (2021). Nigeria: At least 115 people killed by security forces in four months in country’s 
South-East. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/nigeria-at-least-115-people-killed-by-security-
forces-in-four-months-in-countrys-southeast/

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/nigeria-at-least-115-people-killed-by-security-forces
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/nigeria-at-least-115-people-killed-by-security-forces
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in ensuring election security, 132 respondents (28.27%) said they were good, 90 respondents 
(19.27%) indicated that they were poor in ensuring adequate election security, and 44 
respondents (9.42%) said excellent. An overwhelming majority also stated that the presence 
of security makes them more confident in voting. 341 respondents (74.62%) stated that the 
presence of security personnel does not discourage them from voting, with 51 respondents 
(11.16%) saying it does, and 65 respondents (14.22%) undecided.

In 2021, the separatist group, the Indigenous People of Biafra(IPOB), threatened voters not 
to come out to vote in Anambra and also issued a stay-at-home notice16. Though it was later 
lifted, it contributed to the below voter turnout. Respondents stated that security concerns, 
such as the compulsory stay-at-home order, can impede voter turnout. Two hundred sixty-nine 
respondents (58.1%) stated that sitting at home would affect voter turnout. 110 respondents 
(23.8%) said they were not sure, and 84 respondents (18.1%) said it would not. 

4.0  Barriers to Youth Participation

Despite advocacy and changes to the legal framework, youth inclusion has been slow, with 
diverse barriers making it impossible to integrate young people into governance fully. A mix 
of cultural and systemic issues has been pinpointed as being responsible. Like inclusion for 
women, it will take a deliberate attempt at diversity and inclusion to ensure that young people 
get active in politics and governance. In Nigeria, where politics is heavily monetised, it is 
usually difficult for young people to participate as they lack the financial capabilities. In a Youth 
Perceptions on Politics and Governance Report by  Geopoll, the respondents identified lack of 
trust in political leaders and institutions, limited opportunities, economic constraints, lack of 
information about political processes, and social and political pressures as primary reasons 

16 https://humanglemedia.com/anambra-2021-sit-at-home-order-threatens-elections-credibility-as-candidates-
failed-to-condemn-ipob/

https://humanglemedia.com/anambra-2021-sit-at-home-order-threatens-elections-credibility-as-candidat
https://humanglemedia.com/anambra-2021-sit-at-home-order-threatens-elections-credibility-as-candidat
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for their non-participation17. Young women face double discrimination due to social and 
cultural expectations and barriers that prohibit women from holding leadership positions, even 
appointments to Elections Management Bodies like INEC are usually skewed in favour of much 
older men18.

For the respondents in this survey, some of the barriers to participation include insecurity, 
violence, long queues at polling stations, distance to polling stations, and rigging. They also 
recorded low trust for electoral institutions and political parties. When asked what could be 
done to improve participation in the electoral process, respondents gave diverse reasons, from 
job creation and opportunities, transparency in government, leaders living by example, good 
candidates, youth empowerment, and being assured that their votes will count.

For the respondents in this survey, some of the barriers to participation include insecurity, 
violence, long queues at polling stations, distance to polling stations, and rigging. They also 
recorded low trust for electoral institutions and political parties. When asked what could be 
done to improve participation in the electoral process, respondents gave diverse reasons, from 
job creation and opportunities, transparency in government, leaders living by example, good 
candidates, youth empowerment, and being assured that their votes will count.

5.0  Way Forward 

5.1  Intentional Diversity and Inclusion
To harness this potential, African governments, civil society, and international partners must go 
beyond token inclusion and invest in creating spaces and mechanisms that meaningfully integrate 
youth into political decision-making. From lowering the age of candidacy and reforming electoral 
laws to supporting youth-led movements and leveraging technology for political engagement, 
the path to deeper youth participation must be intentional and sustained. Empowering Africa’s 
youth to not only be voters but also leaders is critical to the continent’s democratic future.

5.2  Adopt a Unified Definition of Youth
To begin with, there is no one definition of what a youth is, the United Nations definition is 
between ages 15 and 24, the African Union (AU) defines youth as ages 15 to 35, Under the  
National Youth Policy of Nigeria, youth is defined as individuals between ages 15 to 29, and 
the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) classifies youth as persons aged 18 to 
34;  even Civil Society Organisations (CSO) have a different definition of who a youth is. There 
is no clear unified definition for what constitutes youth. This has diverse effects, including the 
inability to focus specifically on one group, especially with limited resources for advocacy and 

17 https://www.geopoll.com/blog/youth-perception-politics-governance-report/#:~:text=influencing%20
decision%2Dmaking.-,Barriers%20to%20Youth%20Participation%20in%20Politics,by%2019%25%20of%20
respondents%20each.

18 https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/yt/yt10/yt220/obstacles-at-the-structural-level

https://www.geopoll.com/blog/youth-perception-politics-governance-report/#:~:text=influencing%20deci
https://www.geopoll.com/blog/youth-perception-politics-governance-report/#:~:text=influencing%20deci
https://www.geopoll.com/blog/youth-perception-politics-governance-report/#:~:text=influencing%20deci
https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/yt/yt10/yt220/obstacles-at-the-structural-level
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civic education. Implementing inclusion programs can be challenging.

5.3  Diversify Civic Education 
One reason young people become disillusioned with the process is the lack of political 
information. This is a direct result of inadequate civic and voter education programs. One of 
the recommendations by the Muhammadu Uwais Committee on Electoral reforms was the 
unbundling of INEC. This includes removing some constitutional mandates of INEC and creating 
separate agencies to implement them. Civic and voter education must be carried out continuously, 
hence the need to remove it from the functions of INEC. For Civic and voter education to be 
effective, it must be ongoing. Instead of creating a new agency for civic education, the National 
Orientation Agency, which is designed to educate citizens on policies and programmes of 
government, can be tasked with continuous civic and voter education with a specific mandate to 
develop programs that target youths.

5.4  Strengthen Political Parties to become more Effective
Political parties are the foundation of any functional democracy. However, in Nigeria, parties have 
limited their role mainly to contesting and winning elections, neglecting critical responsibilities 
such as grassroots mobilisation, civic education, membership recruitment, and agenda setting. 
To ensure they perform their democratic functions effectively, there is a need for comprehensive 
reform. One approach is through legal reforms that compel political parties to build genuine 
grassroots structures. For example, parties could be required first to win elections at the 
local government level and attain a minimum membership threshold before being eligible to 
contest at the state or national level. This would encourage stronger party institutions, deepen 
democratic participation, and create pathways for young people to grow their political careers 
from the grassroots upward. 

5.5  Reforms to INEC and the Judiciary
Reforms to INEC will begin with unbundling INEC and limiting its functions. A credible electoral 
process relies heavily on the integrity and independence of key democratic institutions, particularly 
the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) and the judiciary. While both institutions 
play central roles in the conduct and resolution of elections, their capacity to deliver justice 
and fairness has often been undermined by political interference and a lack of transparency. 
For INEC, reforms should focus on strengthening its operational independence, especially in 
the appointment process. The selection of INEC leadership must be transparent, merit-based, 
and free from partisan influence to build public trust. In addition, there must be provisions to 
ensure technological innovations are tested, independently verified, and deployed with integrity. 
The judiciary, which serves as the final arbiter in electoral disputes, must also undergo reforms 
to protect its independence and improve efficiency. There should be greater accountability for 
judges whose decisions consistently reflect bias or undermine public confidence in the judicial 
process.

Both INEC and the judiciary must be equipped not only to enforce electoral laws but also to 
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inspire citizens’ confidence in the rule of law and democratic norms. Strengthening these 
institutions is essential for ensuring that elections are not just periodic rituals, but meaningful 
expressions of the people’s will.

6.0  Conclusion

Youth participation in governance is not merely desirable; it is essential. With young people 
comprising a significant portion of the population in Africa, their involvement in governance 
and policymaking has the potential to reshape political landscapes, ensure more responsive 
leadership, and entrench sustainable development. When the demographics most affected by 
policies, especially the youth, are involved in crafting those policies, the outcomes are more 
likely to be practical, inclusive, and widely accepted.

Globally, we are witnessing a surge in youth-led movements that have disrupted the status quo 
and inspired political and social change. The Arab Spring, which began in Tunisia and spread 
across North Africa and the Middle East, was driven mainly by young people demanding an 
end to authoritarian rule and the establishment of democratic systems. Similarly, in Nigeria, 
the #EndSARS movement saw thousands of young citizens mobilise, both online and offline, 
to protest police brutality and human rights abuses, eventually leading to the disbandment 
of the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS). These examples, among many others, demonstrate 
the power and potential of youth when they are informed, organised, and actively engaged in 
governance processes.

However, youth participation is not without its challenges. Cultural norms, economic constraints, 
political exclusion, and social stereotypes often serve as barriers to meaningful engagement. In 
many societies, young people are perceived as inexperienced or unprepared for leadership 
roles, which limits their opportunities to participate in decision-making processes. These barriers 
are even more pronounced for young women, who face the double burden of age and gender 
discrimination. To overcome these obstacles, there must be deliberate efforts to implement 
policies that promote diversity, inclusion, and intergenerational dialogue in governance.

Governments, civil society organisations, and international development partners must invest in 
programs that build the capacity of young people to lead, through civic education, mentorship, 
and political apprenticeship. Special attention must be given to encouraging the participation of 
young women through targeted initiatives such as leadership development programs, gender-
sensitive electoral reforms, and the enforcement of gender quotas where applicable.

Ultimately, promoting youth participation in governance is not just about representation; it is 
about redefining leadership to be more reflective of the people it serves. By empowering young 
people to take part in shaping their societies, we lay the foundation for a more democratic, just, 
and forward-looking world.
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