
 

 

Christine Hackenesch, Lena Gutheil, Tobias Heidland, Emmanuel Nshakira-Rukundo, 

Rainer Schweickert, Denis Tull 
 

Megatrends and the Future 
of Democracy in Africa 
How Do the Youth Bulge, Urbanization and  
Digitalization Shape African Politics? 

 

  

Working Paper 16 
January 2025, Berlin/ Bonn/ Kiel 



 

 

PD Dr habil Christine Hackenesch 
Megatrends Afrika Project Director at IDOS 
christine.hackenesch@idos-research.de 

Dr Lena Gutheil 
Megatrends Afrika Associate at IDOS 
lena.gutheil@idos-research.de  

Prof Dr Tobias Heidland 
Megatrends Afrika Project Director at IfW 
tobias.heidland@ifw-kiel.de 

Dr Emmanuel Nshakira-Rukundo 
Research Associate at IDOS and Researcher at RWI – Leibniz 
Institute for Economic Research 
erukundo@rwi-essen.de 

Dr Rainer Schweickert 
Senior Researcher at IfW 
rainer.schweickert@ifw-kiel.de 

Dr Denis M. Tull 
Megatrends Afrika Project Director at SWP 
denis.tull@swp-berlin.org 

mailto:obias.heidland@ifw-kiel.de
mailto:erukundo@rwi-essen.de


Contents 

 

3 

Executive summary 

Africa’s future will be young, urban and digital, but will it also be more democratic? Put differently, are the 

youth bulge, urbanization and digitalization individually and jointly conducive to more democracy or instead 

enhance autocratization? Previous comparative politics research is far from conclusive. It also pays little 

attention to the interlinkages between urbanization, demographic change and digitalization. This paper pro-

poses an analytical framework to analyse the individual and combined effects of the youth bulge, urbaniza-

tion and digitalization on African politics. More concretely, it explores how age, urbanization and access to 

social media shape African citizens’ political attitudes, their willingness to participate in democratic institu-

tions, and various forms of collective action. Building on a comprehensive literature review of how these 

megatrends affect African politics, the paper explores Afrobarometer data to analyse political attitudes and 

behaviour. Although we do not assume that structural factors by themselves lead to democratization or 

autocratization, we suppose that they can create context conditions in which individual actors and institu-

tions might find it easier to press for political reforms.  

Our analysis points to the complex ways in which the megatrends contribute to shaping politics in Africa. 

Whereas the youth tend to participate less in elections and are slightly less supportive of democracy than 

older age cohorts, young Africans have been at the forefront of the “third wave of protests” in Africa since 

2011. Urbanites, on average, do not seem to be more supportive of democracy than Africa’s rural citizens, 

nor do they engage more with formal democratic institutions. However, they seem to be more supportive of 

the opposition, and they participate more in political protests. Social media facilitates access to information 

and allows marginalized groups to organize collective protests and voice their concerns. At the same time, 

disinformation and fake news weaken support for democracy, and African governments can use digital tech-

nologies to manipulate elections in their favour. 

With respect to the interlinkages between the three megatrends, we identify two patterns. First, we find 

that there is a low level of support for democracy and a lack of willingness to vote among the urban youth. 

Compared to older generations or to African youth living in rural areas, urbanites are less likely to vote or join 

political parties. Second, Afrobarometer data on social media with urbanization and age suggests that the 

role of social media for political attitudes and political protests is much more limited than might be 

expected.  

Our analysis suggests that more knowledge is needed about the role of youth in African politics. Given their 

sheer number, African youth, especially urban youth, might be a key factor for political reforms across the 

continent in the coming years. Further, more research on the role of young urban citizens – particularly 

young women, feminist groups and women’s networks – in political protests would help in better under-

standing recent political transitions. This paper takes a broad perspective and proposes a conceptual frame-

work that intersects three megatrends with political attitudes and participation. Future research could take 

this forward by highlighting country context conditions more extensively. Finally, further research is needed 

to investigate the longer-term effects of the megatrends on democratization and autocratization processes 

in Africa.  

In more practical terms, our analysis demonstrates that the political consequences of the megatrends on 

the continent need to be addressed much more prominently in German and European cooperation with Afri-

can countries. On the one hand, external democracy support will need to consider the fundamental struc-

tural changes shaping African societies. To date, German and European cooperation with African partners, is 

mostly geared towards managing the socio-economic effects of urbanization or demographic changes. More-

over, our analysis highlights the importance of taking an integrated policy perspective with regard to cooper-

ating with African countries on the megatrends instead of viewing individual megatrends as isolated phe-

nomena. 
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Introduction 

Africa’s future will be young, urban and digital. But do the youth bulge, urbanization and 

digitalization individually and jointly also contribute to more democracy, or do they 

enhance autocratization? This is one of the most pressing questions when thinking about 

politics on the African continent.  

Neither research on the megatrends nor recent studies on African politics have compre-

hensively addressed this issue. Scholars and policymakers largely agree that the youth 

bulge, high urbanization rates and a wave of digitalization – including the spread of social 

media – will shape African societies today and for the foreseeable future. Previous studies 

have explored how these megatrends unfold, and they have analysed their potential socio-

economic effects. Their influence on African politics, however, has received insufficient 

attention. Comparative research on African politics recently provided the first valuable 

insights into how the youth bulge, urbanization and social media affect politics on the con-

tinent.1 These studies are scattered across different disciplines – mostly analysing individ-

ual megatrends in isolation rather than identifying interlinkages between the trends – and 

they have produced mixed answers on the effects of the megatrends on democratization 

and autocratization processes. 

Results from these academic works and anecdotal evidence give us reason to expect that 

the youth bulge, urbanization and digitalization individually and jointly have a significant 

impact on politics in Africa. The Arab Spring as well as political transitions in Burkina Faso 

(2014), Ethiopia (2018) and Sudan (2018) were led by movements in cities with strong youth 

participation and facilitated by access to social media, which smoothed information-shar-

ing and the organization of protests. Yet, these political transitions were often not followed 

by longer-term democratization.  

Indeed, whether and under what conditions the youth bulge, urbanization and digitaliza-

tion lead to short-term political transitions, and whether they enhance longer-term democ-

ratization or instead foster autocratization is empirically and theoretically unclear. For 

example, urbanization could positively affect democratization, as urban citizens might be 

mobilized more easily to request improvements in public goods provision and accountabil-

ity from political leaders. At the same time, urban societies might be more easily controlled 

and co-opted by authoritarian governments. Similarly, the spread of social media may 

improve access to information and increase demands for democracy. Yet, new technologies 

also open up possibilities of control for authoritarian rulers and can thereby contribute to 

the stabilization of authoritarian regimes.  

Against this background, our analysis has three main objectives. First, we introduce two 

mechanisms of how the youth bulge, urbanization and digitalization could influence African 

politics, focussing on African citizens’ political attitudes and behaviour. Second, we analyse 

Afrobarometer data2 and review the state-of-the-art research on what we already know 

about how the megatrends individually affect African politics through these mechanisms. 

Third, we identify interlinkages between the megatrends and propose avenues for a new 

research agenda on the megatrends and the future of democracy in Africa.  

 
1 Danielle Resnick, “Urban Politics,” in Handbook of Democratization in Africa, ed. Gabrielle Lynch and Peter 

VonDoepp (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019), 404–16; Wisdom J. Tettey, “Digital Media, Networked Spaces, and 
Politics,” in Routledge Handbook of Democratization in Africa (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019), 378–91. 
2 Afrobarometer, Round 8 (2019-2021) Merged Round 8 data (34 countries) (Afrobarometer, 2022), accessed April 

24, 2024. https://www.afrobarometer.org/survey-resource/merged-round-8-data-34-countries-2022/. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315112978-27
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315112978-27


How Do the Youth Bulge, Urbanization and Digitalization Shape African Politics? 

 

2 

We do not assume that urbanization, digitalization or the youth bulge lead to regime tran-

sitions or enhance democratization or autocratization in Africa. Yet, we suppose that these 

structural factors could create context conditions in which individual or collective actors 

may find it easier to foster democratization or autocratization processes. Whereas over the 

past three decades, comparative politics work has often focussed on the role of actors and 

institutions in political transitions, we thus seek to bring structural factors back into the pic-

ture.  

In the remainder of the paper, we proceed as follows. In Section 2 we introduce two 

mechanisms that illustrate how the youth bulge, urbanization and digitalization could 

affect African politics. Sections 3 to 5 review what we know from secondary literature and 

Afrobarometer data about the relationship between individual megatrends and African pol-

itics. Section 6 identifies potential implications of the interlinkages between the three 

megatrends for African politics. Section 7 summarizes the main findings and develops ave-

nues for future research.  
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How Could the Megatrends 
Shape African Politics? 

Megatrends are characterized by at least four dimensions: They are long-term processes of 

structural changes that last several decades; they have consequences for all aspects of soci-

ety, economy, politics and the lives of individuals; they are global phenomena that occur 

across many countries; and they are complex and multidimensional and mutually reinforce 

each other.3  

In this paper, we focus on three megatrends that are particularly relevant for African poli-

tics: the youth bulge, urbanization and digitalization, with a focus on the spread of social 

media. African populations are the fastest-growing in the world. The continent’s population 

is projected to double between 2015 and 2050 to reach 2.5 billion people. High fertility rates 

are one key factor driving population growth. They also explain why Africa has the youngest 

population worldwide. In 2022, the median age was 18.7; about 70 per cent of Africa’s popu-

lation is younger than 30.4 Starting from a very low urbanization rate, African urban areas 

are growing faster than those elsewhere in the world. By 2050, two-thirds of all Africans will 

live in cities.5 In addition, social media usage has spread quickly. The share of people with 

regular access to social media has tripled, from 10 per cent in 2010 to about 30 per cent in 

2022.6  

These three megatrends have important empirical interlinkages. For instance, demo-

graphic change is one important driver of urbanization. In particular, young citizens move 

to the cities while at the same time population growth contributes to high growth rates in 

cities.7 Moreover, most social media users are young and live in cities. More than 30 per cent 

of African youth (18–35 years) access social media daily to receive information on politics, 

whereas only 10 per cent of those 56 years and older rely on social media.8 In rural areas, 

more than 65 per cent never engage with social media, whereas 35 to 45 per cent of Africans 

living in cities access social media regularly.9  

The youth bulge, urbanization and the spread of social media are unfolding at a time 

when a “third wave of autocratization”10 is shaping African states and societies. After a 

period of political openings and democratization in Africa in the 1990s, many African coun-

tries did not become democracies but instead established “hybrid regimes” or “electoral 

autocracies”, that is, authoritarian regimes with formal democratic institutions, including 

regular elections, but without meaningful political competition.11 Only one-third of African 

 
3 Zukunft Institut, “The Megatrends,” 2022, accessed Nov 29 2024, 

https://www.zukunftsinstitut.de/dossier/megatrends/; John Naisbitt, Megatrends: Ten New Directions 

Transforming Our Lives (Warner Books, 1982). 
4 World Bank, “World Development Indicators: Population Ages 0-14 (% of Total Population) – Sub-Saharan Africa” 

(Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2022), https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.0014.TO.ZS?locations=ZG. 
5 OECD, UN ECA and AfDB, Africa’s Urbanisation Dynamics 2022: The Economic Power of Africa’s Cities (Paris: West 

African Studies, OECD Publishing, 2022), 4. 
6 Afrobarometer, Round 8 (2019-2021) Merged Round 8 data (34 countries) (Afrobarometer, 2022), accessed April 

24, 2024. https://www.afrobarometer.org/survey-resource/merged-round-8-data-34-countries-2022/. 
7 David Castells-Quintana and Hugh Wenban-Smith, “Population Dynamics, Urbanisation without Growth, and the 
Rise of Megacities,” Journal of Development Studies 56, no. 9 (2020): 1663–82. 
8 Afrobarometer, Round 8 (2019-2021) Merged Round 8 data (34 countries) (Afrobarometer, 2022), accessed April 

24, 2024. https://www.afrobarometer.org/survey-resource/merged-round-8-data-34-countries-2022/. 
9 Ibid.  
10 Anna Lührmann and Staffan I. Lindberg, “A Third Wave of Autocratization Is Here: What Is New about It?,” 
Democratization 26, no. 7 (2019): 1095–113.  
11 Gabrielle Lynch and Gordon Crawford, “Democratization in Africa 1990-2010: An Assessment,” Democratization 

18, no. 2 (2011): 275–310.  

https://www.zukunftsinstitut.de/dossier/megatrends/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.0014.TO.ZS?locations=ZG
https://doi.org/10.1787/3834ed5b-en
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2019.1702160
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2019.1702160
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2019.1582029
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2011.554175
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citizens live in liberal and electoral democracies, whereas most Africans live in electoral 

autocracies.12  

Drawing on previous studies about the influence of youth, urbanization and digitalization 

on politics,13 we propose to distinguish two main mechanisms to reflect on how these 

megatrends could influence African politics: (1) they could affect individual political atti-

tudes and political participation; (2) they could shape different forms of collective action.  

 

 
Figure 1: How the megatrends could influence African politics, Source: by Authors. 

(1) How the megatrends could shape political attitudes and participation 

The first mechanism concerns African citizens’ support for democracy and their willingness 

to participate in formal democratic institutions and processes. Research on political atti-

tudes has shown that democracies only consolidate when a large majority of citizens view 

democracy “as the only game in town”.14 Democracy is less likely to erode when most citi-

zens view democracy as the preferred political regime.15 Democracy also relies on citizens 

who participate in formal democratic processes and institutions. Low voter turnout, for 

instance, undermines the legitimacy of incumbent governments. 

Whether and how the megatrends shape African citizens’ political attitudes and participa-

tion could, therefore, shape the long-term prospects for the consolidation or erosion of 

democratic regimes. Put differently, if African youth or Africans living in cities strongly sup-

port democracy and participate in elections, join political parties and engage in other dem-

ocratic processes, this could strengthen longer-term democratization processes. On the 

contrary, if support for democracy and the level of political participation among African 

youth or urban dwellers were low, this could enhance autocratization. 

How age affects political attitudes and behaviour has been widely studied in Western con-

solidated democracies. Young people in Europe and North America are generally found to 

be less likely to vote and engage in other formal democratic processes compared to older 

generations.16 Individual traits explain these generational differences; young people are 

expected to have fewer financial means and less time to engage politically, as they are still 

in the process of building their socio-economic conditions.17 Expanding on research from 

other regions, one could therefore expect that African youth are less likely to become politi-

cally engaged than older generations. 

 
12 Christine Hackenesch, Julia Leininger and Karina Mross, “What the EU Should Do for Democracy Support in 

Africa: Ten Proposals for a New Strategic Initiative in Times of Polarisation” (Bonn: German Development Institute / 
Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE), 2020). 
13 See for instance Edward L. Glaeser and Bryce Millett Steinberg, “Transforming Cities: Does Urbanization Promote 

Democratic Change?,” Regional Studies 51, no. 1 (2017): 58–68; Danielle Resnick and Daniela Casale, “Young 

Populations in Young Democracies: Generational Voting Behaviour in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Democratization 21, no. 

6 (2014): 1172–94. 
14 Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, “Toward Consolidated Democracies,” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 2 (1996): 15. 
15 Robert Mattes and Michael Bratton, “Learning about Democracy in Africa: Awareness, Performance, and 

Experience,” American Journal of Political Science 51, no. 1 (2007): 192–217.  
16 Abdurashid Solijonov, Voter Turnout Trends around the World (Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy 

and Electoral Assistance, 2016), https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/voter-turnout-trends-
around-the-world.pdf. 
17 Henry E. Brady, Sidney Verba and Kay Lehman Schlozman, “Beyond SES: A Resource Model of Political 

Participation,” American Political Science Review 89, no. 2 (1995): 271–94.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1262020
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1262020
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2013.793673
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2013.793673
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2007.00245.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5907.2007.00245.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/2082425
https://doi.org/10.2307/2082425
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Regarding urbanization, evidence from other regions would lead us to expect that urbani-

zation has positive effects on citizens’ support for democracy and their willingness to con-

tribute to formal democratic processes. Modernization theory argues that above certain 

thresholds, higher incomes, higher levels of education, easier ways to communicate and 

more forms of transport lead to urban areas becoming strongholds in democratization pro-

cesses. Indeed, cross-country quantitative research on urbanization and its role in democ-

ratization processes shows that after 1960, countries with higher levels of urbanization were 

more democratic.18 Extending insights from other regions and historical periods would 

thereby lead us to expect that African citizens living in urban areas show higher levels of 

support for democracy and are more willing to participate in formal democratic processes. 

At the same time, the population share of the middle class and the levels of economic 

incomes in African cities are not as high as in other regions where urbanization has contrib-

uted towards democratization. Whether the insights from other regions and historical 

events can be extended to Africa is therefore very uncertain. 

We conceive of social media as an instrument that can increase access to political infor-

mation. Social media usage could increase the demand for political change and strengthen 

citizens’ willingness to engage in formal democratic institutions. On the other hand, if social 

media mainly propels misinformation and polarization, widespread use could also reduce 

citizens’ support for democracy and willingness to engage in democratic institutions. 

(2) How the megatrends could shape citizens’ willingness to engage in collective 

action  

The second mechanism is about individuals’ willingness to engage in collective action, such 

as social movements or political protests, that could – in turn – contribute to short-term 

political transitions or long-term political change.  

African youth may be less interested in voting during elections or joining political parties 

than older generations, as research on European and other OECD countries has shown.19 

However, the youth could be more easily mobilized to engage in social movements and 

political protests.  

The density of cities could facilitate the organization of popular uprisings. These can be 

directed against military coups or other non-democratic practices,20 but they can also work 

against (formally) democratic governments. Organizing social movements or political pro-

tests could be easier in cities. Indeed, historical evidence from across the world shows that 

revolutions often started in cities.21 At the same time, instability and disorder in cities could 

also increase the public’s demand for a strong dictator who can guarantee security and sta-

bility.  

Social media could not only help strengthen access to information but also allow for the 

mobilization of collective action. Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter and Telegram could help 

organize political protests and social movements more easily and rapidly. At the same time, 

misinformation, fake news and polarization via social media could weaken support for 

democracy and lead to disengagement from formal democratic processes. 

In sum, as a first step into the debate on how the megatrends shape the prospects for 

democracy in Africa, our analysis focusses on the relationship between the megatrends and 

the political attitudes and behaviour of African citizens. We review secondary literature and 

complement this with a descriptive analysis of Afrobarometer data to identify what we 

already know about the political attitudes and behaviour of African youth, citizens living in 

 
18 Glaeser and Steinberg, “Transforming Cities: Does Urbanization Promote Democratic Change?” 
19 Solijonov, Voter Turnout Trends around the World 
20 Glaeser and Steinberg, “Transforming Cities: Does Urbanization Promote Democratic Change?” 
21 Ibid. 
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urban areas and the role of social media. Whether and under what conditions the political 

attitudes and behaviour of African citizens influence short-term political transitions or 

longer-term democratization processes is a different question that we leave for future 

research.  

In the following three sections, we review secondary literature and Afrobarometer data 

on how the youth bulge, urbanization and social media individually shape African citizens’ 

political attitudes and behaviour. Section 6 then discusses how interlinkages between these 

three megatrends might shape support for democracy and political behaviour.  
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The Youth Bulge and 
African Politics 

Demographic growth and the resulting generational change are some of the most signifi-

cant megatrends in contemporary Africa. The continent still seems to be a long way off from 

a demographic dividend.22 The region’s rapid population growth of 2.5 per cent per year has 

so far prevented sustained poverty reduction and livelihood improvements, despite Africa’s 

high economic growth levels since the start of the century. Instead, mass unemployment is 

a pervasive problem among African youth. In 2015, the African Development Bank esti-

mated that one-third of the continent’s then 420 million young people (15 to 35 years) were 

unemployed, another third was vulnerably employed and only 1 in 6 was in (stable) wage 

employment.23 

Many young people remain “youthmen” and are blocked in their transition to adulthood. 

They are caught in a state of “waithood”, a prolonged period of suspension between child-

hood and adulthood when access to social adulthood is delayed or denied.24 The African 

Youth Charter therefore defines “youth” as the relatively long age segment between 15 and 

35, whereas the United Nations defines “youth” as those between 15 and 24 years old. 

Much research reflects binary views whereby jobless, poor and increasingly restless youth 

are either “makers or breakers” or “vanguard or vandals”.25 Whereas Afro-optimists depict 

youth as harbingers of Africa’s hopeful future and drivers of progressive political change 

towards more inclusive and accountable government, Afro-pessimists describe them as 

forces of chaos and disorder, easily manipulated by corrupt politicians or falling prey to rad-

icalization. These perspectives assume uniform attitudes among Africa’s youth. However, as 

argued elsewhere, there is not “one” youth with common and stable characteristics.26 

Instead, the term subsumes a great variety of shifting identities and categories in terms of 

status, class, education, norms, etc. Even though the following review requires some simpli-

fication, we seek to take into account some other markers, such as the levels of education 

or socio-economic status, as far as possible. 

Demographic growth rates have been extensively discussed regarding their potential 

social and economic consequences, such as health, education and economic welfare. Less 

attention has been paid to how the youth bulge may influence politics. This question is the 

main focus of this section. Based on Afrobarometer data and secondary literature, we 

review existing evidence regarding African youth’s political attitudes and behaviour. 

 
22 Jakkie Cilliers, “Getting to Africa’s Demographic Dividend,” SSRN Electronic Journal (May 2018). 
23 African Development Bank, “Jobs for Youth in Africa Catalyzing Youth Opportunity across Africa,” 2016.  
24 Alcinda Honwana, “‘Enough Is Enough!’: Youth Protests and Political Change in Africa,” in Collective Mobilisations 

in Africa / Mobilisations Collectives En Afrique, vol. 15 (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 45–66. 
25 Alcinda Honwana and Filip de Boeck, Makers & Breakers: Children and Youth in Postcolonial Africa (James Currey, 

2005); Jon Abbink and Ineke van Kessel, Vanguard or Vandals: Youth, Politics, and Conflict in Africa (Leiden: Brill, 
2005). 
26 Nic Cheeseman, “Why Africa’s Youth Is Not Saving Democracy,” The Africa Report, July 8, 2022, accessed Nov 29 

2024, https://www.theafricareport.com/221141/why-africas-youth-is-not-saving-democracy/. 

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3254117
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Boards-Documents/Bank_Group_Strategy_for_Jobs_for_Youth_in_Africa_2016-2025_Rev_2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004300002_003
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42792485_Makers_breakers_children_and_youth_in_postcolonial_Africa
https://www.theafricareport.com/221141/why-africas-youth-is-not-saving-democracy/
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Political Attitudes and Participation of 
African Youth 

What are the political attitudes of African youth and to what extent and under what condi-

tions do African youth participate in formal democratic institutions and processes? Where 

are the key similarities and what are differences between the attitudes and participation of 

African youth compared to other regions? 

Support levels for democracy are lower among African youth compared to other age 

groups. A cursory review of Afrobarometer data (2022) suggests that levels of support for 

democracy are lower among the youth than other age groups (Figure 2). Young people show 

slightly less support for selecting leaders through elections and slightly more support for 

military rule. Young peoples’ level of satisfaction with democracy is similar to that of the 

rest of the population (fairly satisfied: 30.5% vs 30.1%). At the same time, research shows 

that a large youth cohort has a positive effect on support levels for democracy among 

young people. This effect, however, is mitigated by the quality of democracy in countries 

where the youth live.27 Young people who live in newer democracies show less support for 

democracies than youth living in established democracies.28 Whereas this brief review of 

political attitudes describes average positions across the continent, country-specific differ-

ences exist. 

 

 
Figure 2: Support for democracy by age, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020). 

 

Participation levels for elections are lower among African youth compared to older age 

groups. Participation in political institutions and processes can take many forms, such as 

voting in elections, contacting local officials, discussing politics or being a member of a 

 
27 Godfred Bonnah Nkansah and Attila Bartha, “Anti-Democratic Youth? The Influence of Youth Cohort Size and 

Quality of Democracy on Young People’s Support for Democracy,” Contemporary Politics 29, no. 5 (2023): 553–75. 
28 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13569775.2023.2196877
https://doi.org/10.1080/13569775.2023.2196877
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political party. Young Africans are substantially less likely to attend community meetings, 

contact their local politicians and become members of a political party than their older 

countrymen and women. 

As regards elections, previous research concurs that young Africans – similar to young 

generations in Europe and North America – are also less likely to vote than older genera-

tions.29 A cursory analysis of recent Afrobarometer data,30 shown in Figure 2, also confirms 

this trend. In addition, only 44.4 per cent of younger citizens (18 to 25) had voted during the 

most recent national election, compared to 67.2 per cent for the total population (Figure 

3).31 Gender differences are minimal for African youth: Young men vote about as often as 

women; only men in older age groups were more likely to vote.32 

 

 
Figure 3: Voting by age, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020). 

Possible explanations for higher youth abstention rates include young people tending to be 

more sceptical about the fairness of elections than other citizens, being more doubtful that 

the electoral process can remove incumbent leaders and being less likely to vote the longer 

the ruling party has been in power.33 Other reasons may be limited access to information 

and limited knowledge about politics,34 though other studies find that this holds for African 

voters regardless of age.35 Low voter turnout among the youth could also be connected to 

 
29 Michelle Kuenzi and Gina M. S. Lambright, "Who Votes in Africa? An Examination of Electoral Participation in 10 
African Countries,” Party Politics 17, no. 6 (2011): 767–99; Resnick and Casale, “Young Populations in Young 

Democracies: Generational Voting Behaviour in Sub-Saharan Africa”; Elvis Bisong Tambe and Elizaveta Kopacheva, 

“Age and Political Participation in Africa’s Electoral Regimes,” Representation 60, no. 1 (2024): 97–115. 
30 Afrobarometer, Round 8 (2019-2021) Merged Round 8 data (34 countries) (Afrobarometer, 2022), accessed April 

24, 2024. https://www.afrobarometer.org/survey-resource/merged-round-8-data-34-countries-2022/. 
31 Ibid.  
32 Kuenzi and Lambright, “Who Votes in Africa? An Examination of Electoral Participation in 10 African Countries.” 
33 Resnick and Casale, “Young Populations in Young Democracies: Generational Voting Behaviour in Sub-Saharan 

Africa.” 
34 Ibid. 
35 Fredline M’Cormack-Hale and Mavis Zupork Dome, “Support for Elections Weakens among Africans; Many See 

Them as Ineffective in Holding Leaders Accountable,” Afrobarometer Dispatch, 2021, https:// 

.org/publications/ad425-support-elections-weakens-among-africans-many-see-them-ineffective-holding. 
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limited support for democracy36 or their limited interest in joining political parties, which 

play a key mobilization role.37 

Inconclusive findings regarding the role of education and socio-economic status. Sur-

vey research widely uses education and socio-economic status as key variables in determin-

ing political attitudes and degree of participation, but previous survey results are inconclu-

sive.  

On the one hand, in their cross-country analysis of African youth, Resnick and Casale38 did 

not find a relation between the level of education and voter turnout. On the other hand, 

country case studies show that a higher education level indeed reduces citizens’ willingness 

to engage politically in electoral autocracies.39 In the case of Zimbabwe, it is argued that 

education increases political awareness and a critical assessment of government policies. 

Higher-educated Zimbabweans might, therefore, assume that their participation legitimizes 

autocrats and does not lead to political change.40 

Previous studies are also inconclusive regarding the relationship between economic sta-

tus and African citizens’ propensity to vote. Resnick and Casale41 show that unemployed 

young Africans are less likely to vote, whereas Tambe and Kopacheva42 do not find a signifi-

cant relationship between income and voting. Without focussing on African youth, Kuenzi 

and Lambright43 find that poverty is associated with a higher propensity to vote, whereas 

Tambe44 finds that Africans with higher socio-economic status are slightly more likely to 

vote. 

Youth Mobilization, Protests and Other Forms 
of Collective Action 

To what extent do African youth engage in protests and collective action that may contrib-

ute to short-term political transitions?  

The decline of formal and institutional forms of youth participation contrasts sharply with 

the importance of informal political engagement.45 In particular, over the past two decades, 

the number of protests in which African youth have played an important role has continu-

ously increased. According to the event database ACLED, the number of protests in Africa 

rose from only 112 in 2000 to more than 10,500 in 2020, with sharp surges in 2011 and 2019 

(Figure 4). This has been described as Africa’s “third wave of protest”.46 Previous protest 

 
36 Elvis Bisong Tambe, “Electoral Participation in African Democracies: The Impact of Individual and Contextual 

Factors,” Commonwealth and Comparative Politics 55, no. 2 (2017): 119–40. 
37 Kuenzi and Lambright, “Who Votes in Africa? An Examination of Electoral Participation in 10 African Countries.” 
38 Resnick and Casale, “Young Populations in Young Democracies: Generational Voting Behaviour in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.” 
39 Kevin Croke et al., “Deliberate Disengagement: How Education Can Decrease Political Participation in Electoral 

Authoritarian Regimes,” American Political Science Review 110, no. 3 (2016): 579–600. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Resnick and Casale, “Young Populations in Young Democracies: Generational Voting Behaviour in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.” 
42 Tambe and Kopacheva, “Age and Political Participation in Africa’s Electoral Regimes.” 
43 Michelle Kuenzi and Gina M. S. Lambright, “Who Votes in Africa? An Examination of Electoral Participation in 10 

African Countries.” 
44 Tambe,“Electoral Participation in African Democracies: The Impact of Individual and Contextual Factors.” 
44 Richard Banégas, Florence Brisset-Foucault and Armando Cutolo, “Espaces Publics de La Parole et Pratiques de 

La Citoyenneté En Afrique,” Politique Africaine 127, no. 3 (2012): 5; Edalina Rodrigues Sanches, Popular Protest, 

Political Opportunities, and Change in Africa, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2022). 
 

46 Adam Branch and Zachariah Mampilly, Africa Uprising: Popular Protest and Political Change (London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 2015); Zachariah Mampilly, “The Promise of Africa’s ‘Youth Bulge,’” Foreign Affairs, 2021, 1–7. 
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waves were recorded in the 1950s and 1960s when African nations were fighting for inde-

pendence, as well as from the 1970s onwards when people were demonstrating against the 

austerity policies introduced to counter the oil crisis.47 

 

 
Figure 4: Protests and riots between 2000 and 2022 across Africa, Source: ACLED48 

This phenomenon is a potential signifier of heightened political awareness, translating into 

political action as a form of “voice” to engage with politics, government and society.49 The 

implication here is that the (youth) “exit” from political engagement and public life may be 

less salient than common representations of a disillusioned, apathetic and marginalized 

youth may suggest. Aptly put, the youth may suffer more from “voting apathy” rather than 

“political apathy”.50 To provide but one telling example, in Uganda some citizens have 

resorted to “walking” rather than voting as a form of political participation.51 

The contrasting degree of participation between formal and informal politics is often 

linked to constraints predicated on gender- and age-based hierarchies, which perpetuate 

gerontocratic power structures.52 It is this perception of exclusionary politics and the grow-

ing dissatisfaction with the performance of electoral democracies that some authors use to 

 
47 Lisa Mueller, “Popular Protest and Accountability,” in Handbook of Democratization in Africa, ed. Gabrielle Lynch 

and Peter VonDoepp (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019), 392–403; Branch and Mampilly, Africa Uprising: Popular 

Protest and Political Change. 
48 ACLED, “Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED),” 2022, https://acleddata.com/, data were downloaded 
on April 28, 2023. 
49 Kadya Tall, Marie-Emmanuelle Pommerolle and Michel Cahen, Collective Mobilisations in Africa / Mobilisations 

Collectives En Afrique (Leiden: Brill, 2014). 
50 Daniel Assamah and Shaoyu Yuan, “Elections in Africa: The Youth Vote and Implications for 2020,” Columbia 

SPIA: Comment, 2020, https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/news/elections-africa-youth-vote-and-implications-2020. 
51 Michael Mutyaba, “From Voting to Walking: The 2011 Walk-to-Work Protest Movement in Uganda,” Popular 

Protest, Political Opportunities, and Change in Africa, no. April 2011 (2022): 163–80. 
52 Ibrahim Bangura, Youth-Led Social Movements and Peacebuilding in Africa (Oxon: Routledge, 2022). 
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explain the youth’s propensity for “developing alternative sites for social and political inter-

vention beyond party politics and within civil society organisations”.53 However, it is doubt-

ful that this reflects a causal mechanism. Does marginalization lead to political mobilization 

in order to contest prevailing power structures or, on the contrary, to retreat? As Oinas 

Onoder and Suurpää54 have argued, “the frequency of public protest can indicate declining 

trust in public institutions. It may also be so that a paucity of civic engagement and demon-

strations signals that faith in the state has been lost.” 

Tertiary education has an ambiguous effect on youth engagement in collective 

action. Education and, in particular, tertiary education can have ambiguous effects on the 

willingness of youth to engage in collective action. Traditionally, tertiary education has 

been assumed to contribute to young peoples’ support of democratization processes and 

to increase the opportunity costs of being mobilized for violent conflict. However, recent 

empirical evidence suggests that tertiary education reduces the risk of armed conflict but 

increases the impact of a youth bulge on terrorism, rioting and violent demonstrations.55 

Recent studies also find that a higher level of tertiary education does not lead to higher lev-

els of support for democracy but to the expression of dissatisfaction with the political sys-

tem. Indeed, in some countries, higher levels of tertiary education are associated with 

increased government instability and internal conflict.56  

 

 
53 Honwana, “‘Enough Is Enough!’: Youth Protests and Political Change in Africa”; Ruchi Chaturvedi, “Agentive 

Capacities, Democratic Possibilities, and the Urban Poor: Rethinking Recent Popular Protests in West Africa,” 

International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 29, no. 3 (2016): 307–25; Abubakar Momoh, “Youth Culture and 

Area Boys in Lagos,” in Identity Transformation and Identity Politics under Structural Adjustment in Nigeria, ed. 
Attahiru Jega (Uppsala: Nordic Africa Institute Uppsala. Kano. Centre for Research and Documentation, 2000), 181–

203. 
54 Elina Oinas, Hensry Onodera and Leena Suurpää, “Evasive Youth, Oblique Politics,” in What Politics? Youth in a 

Globalizing World (Leiden: Brill, 2017). 
55 Henrik Urdal, “A Clash of Generations? Youth Bulges and Political Violence,” International Studies Quarterly 50, 
no. 3 (2006): 607–29. 
56 Nasser Al-Jabri et al., “The Role of Youth Bulge on Political Instability: Cross-Country Evidence,” Economic 

Analysis and Policy 76 (2022): 1053–74. 
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Box 1: Seeking Opportunities Abroad – Youth, Migration and 
Politics 
Migration is a relevant megatrend connecting Africa’s youth, urbanization and poli-

tics. In some countries, for example Sierra Leone, more than half of the young people 

consider international migration.57 Migration aspirations fall almost linearly with 

age. Hence, in large young populations, there is, on average, more migration.58 

Migrants typically first seek local opportunities elsewhere in the country, creating 

more urbanization. International migration becomes particularly prevalent in coun-

tries with insecurity, bad governance, low-growth environments, unemployment and 

poor amenities,59 which are factors that are often related to authoritarianism. 

The relation between migration and politics is twofold: Firstly, emigration has long 

been seen as a pressure valve. Individuals who are discontent with domestic politics 

can remain docile and appear loyal, voice concerns – peacefully or violently – or exit, 

that is, emigrate.60 Authoritarian regimes, at times, also encourage critical voices to 

migrate.  

Secondly, diasporas can exert considerable pressure from the outside to press for 

political change.61 The transferring of values and norms, often termed “social remit-

tances”, can create institutional change, thereby facilitating democratization and 

decreasing levels of corruption.62 The values picked up by migrants and transmitted 

to their countries of origin depend on the environment in which migrants find them-

selves. Social remittances thus have a long tradition of being used, for example by 

China, which offers thousands of stipends to students every year. Compared to mi-

grants moving to Western democracies, we can expect that African students migrat-

ing to China who have a positive impression of the Chinese development model will 

be less likely to press for democratization in their origin countries.63 

Politics can quickly change migration dynamics. The Gambia is an instructive case: 

For a long time, the country has had the highest emigration rate per capita in West 

Africa and such a large number of migrants attempting to cross into the European 

Union (EU) that – despite its population of only about 2 million – the country became 

a focal point of attention for EU member states’ returns policies of failed asylum 

seekers. When the long-term dictator Yahya Jammeh was replaced in an election in 

2016 and finally left office under pressure from ECOWAS, the number of irregular 

migrants fell sharply. This is likely a combination of better prospects for opportuni-

ties at home, fewer chances of obtaining asylum in Europe and changes in migration 

politics.64 Nowadays, the youth would rather pursue migration to neighbouring Sen-

egal than attempt irregular migrations to Europe.65 Still, politicians have to navigate 

the interests of the diaspora and their families carefully, for example when it comes 

to the country’s relationship with the EU, which, on the one hand, aims to foster 

young democracy and, on the other, is interested in returning migrants to The Gam-

bia. 

 

 
57 Josephine Appiah-Nyameky Sannye, Carolyn Logan and E. Gyimah-Boadi, “In Search of Opportunity: Young and 
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58 Tobias Heidland et al., “Analyse und Prognose von Migrations- Bewegungen” (Kiel, 2021). 
59 Christian Dustmann and Anna Okatenko, “Out-Migration, Wealth Constraints, and the Quality of Local 
Amenities,” Journal of Development Economics 110 (2014): 52–63; Heidland et al., “Analyse und Prognose von 

Migrations- Bewegungen.” 
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Interim Conclusion 

How does Africa’s youth reshape political life on the continent? There is no clear-cut answer 

to this question, as youthful engagement with politics and society is complex, variegated 

and far from uniform. That is not surprising given the diversity of young populations within 

and across societies and the diversity of political realities they encounter. What seems to be 

relatively well-established is the dissatisfaction of the youth with the prevailing political 

order, including its failure to provide socio-economic benefits, which leads some to 

migrate, some to disengage from formal political participation, and others to engage in pro-

tests and social movements as a form of contestation. Research on political attitudes has 

identified age as a key variable for political participation and behaviour in Africa. Similar to 

other regions, the level of support for democracy in Africa is lower among youth, and they 

are less likely to vote or engage in other formal democratic processes.  

What the short- and long-term effects are of youth attitudes and behaviour on African 

democracy is a different question that goes beyond this paper. Several authors bemoan 

that the youth may have been instrumental in organizing social protests but that these did 

not usher in political change, nor did the youth gain sustained political influence in formal 

decision-making processes.66 Instead, numerous studies have shown how youth protests – 

expressions of their yearning for a new social and moral order – end up as (violent) tools of 

political entrepreneurs.67 Frequently, these youths have defended chauvinistic and ethnic 

interests.68 That is not to say that youth-driven political change is not possible. Social move-

ments and protests in Senegal (Y’en a marre), Burkina Faso (le Balai citoyen), South Africa 

(Rhodes Must Fall) and Nigeria (#endSARS) represent striking examples of how youth activ-

ism may help to hold political authorities accountable.69 Moreover, the focus on outcomes 

may obfuscate gradual and underlying changes.70 The extant research also strongly sug-

gests that context and history matter greatly in explaining the impact of youthful agency.71 
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Urbanization and African 
Politics  

Africa has the fastest urbanization rate of any continent in the world. Urbanization was 

responsible for almost a third of annual gross domestic product growth per capita across 

Africa between 2001 and 2020.72 At the same time, urban economies have grown slowly 

since 1990, and the share of skilled jobs in cities or ownership rates of durable consumer 

goods have remained constant or increased minimally.73 Put differently, urbanization is 

characterized by two different trends: First, as urbanization has increased, so has the num-

ber of the urban-based poor; second, African middle classes and the richest people mostly 

reside in cities. As a result, inequality is particularly high in cities. Much urbanization hap-

pens without job creation and instead reinforces existing inequalities rather than reduces 

them. Cities attract not only elites and wealthier citizens, they are also inhabited by those 

who have left the countryside in search of economic opportunities. More than half of all 

urban dwellers in sub-Saharan Africa live in informal settlements without adequate access 

to basic services.74 On average, however, urbanites’ socio-economic status is much better 

than that of their rural counterparts. Urbanites earn more per hour and work in more high-

skilled jobs.75 Whereas in the countryside, up to 60 per cent of the population work in agri-

culture or fishing, the urbanites work more often as hawkers, manual labourers, mid-level 

and upper-level professionals, or in sales.76 

What are the implications of these trends for African politics? Do urban dwellers hold dif-

ferent political attitudes than their rural counterparts? How do the urban poor and the 

urban middle class relate to politics? The remainder of this section reviews evidence on 

how urbanization affects political attitudes, participation and collective action. 

Urbanites, Their Political Attitudes and 
Participation 

What are the political attitudes of Africa’s urban citizens, and to what extent do they partici-

pate in formal democratic institutions and processes?  

Urbanities’ level of support for democracy does not differ much from that of rural 

citizens. Afrobarometer data shows that differences pertaining to attitudes towards 

democracy between rural and urban areas are rather small on average. Support levels for 

democracy are even slightly lower among urbanites than rural citizens (Figure 5). 

 
72 OECD, UN ECA and AfDB, Africa’s Urbanisation Dynamics 2022, 43. 
73 Ibid., 13. 
74 World Bank, “World Development Indicators: Population Living in Slums (% of Urban Population) – Sub-Saharan 
Africa” (The World Bank, 2022), https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.SLUM.UR.ZS?locations=ZG. 
75 OECD, UN ECA and AfDB, Africa’s Urbanisation Dynamics 2022, 12. 
76 Ibid., 29. 
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Figure 5: Support for democracy, all countries, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020) 

A clear difference is observed concerning approval for one-party rule: The share of urban-

ites who “strongly disapprove” of one-party rule is five percentage points higher than in the 

countryside.77 This is in line with the observation that opposition parties tend to be more 

successful in cities than in the countryside.78 

Overall, urbanites tend to be much more critical of the performance of their governments 

and the state of democracy in their countries. They also have less trust in institutions. For 

instance, even though access to public services is better in cities than in rural areas, urban-

ites are not more satisfied with their living conditions but rather less.79 The level of support 

for incumbents is higher in rural areas across Africa, which can be attributed to political 

incentives to favour the rural majority’s interests.80 This dynamic might be reverse once 

urban areas begin to host most of a country’s population. 
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Box 2: Women in African Cities 
There is no discernible difference between female and male voting behaviour, over-

all satisfaction with democracy and participation in protests. However, African 

female urbanites support democracy less, and they join community meetings less 

often. This gender gap is not unique to urban areas but is equally observable in rural 

populations.81 Possible explanations for women’s lower levels of attendance in com-

munity groups could be patriarchal norms or obligations for carework, even though 

women in cities have fewer children and have to take care of fewer dependent 

household members than their rural counterparts.82 Overall, women benefit from 

structural opportunities in the cities, as reflected in the smaller gender gap regarding 

education.83 They work more often in skilled jobs than their rural counterparts, even 

if the gender gap is still significant (50% men vs 25% women).84 There are large 

regional disparities, though, with much fewer women in the workforce in Northern 

Africa than in sub-Saharan Africa.85 At the same time, female-headed households in 

urban areas are poorer than male-headed ones, and women disproportionately work 

in the informal sector.86 

 

Urbanites’ critical attitudes do not translate into more political participation. Urban 

citizens are less likely to attend a campaign rally and significantly less likely to attend com-

munity meetings compared to rural citizens. They are less likely to join a political party and 

were less likely to have voted in the most recent national elections (62% urban vs 72% rural 

voters). These numbers are counterintuitive, as analysts often assume that the young and 

educated urban population will participate more in politics, demand government accounta-

bility and push for programmatic politics.87 At the same time, some researchers have 

argued that African citizens living in rural areas are more likely to vote because vote-buying 

is more common in rural areas.88 Moreover, partisanship is stronger in rural areas, and rul-

ing parties mobilize voters more easily in rural areas.89 

Urban middle-class voters are not challenging the status quo. Studies suggest that 

urban middle-class voters are disillusioned with their lack of influence and are instead turn-

ing to the private sector or relying on clientelism instead of demanding programmatic poli-

tics and accountability from incumbent regimes.90 For instance, Resnick shows in her 
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research on Zambia that the middle class is particularly distrusting of political institutions 

but does not participate more in politics by voting or joining demonstrations. She argues 

that the more significant divide is between wealthier individuals and the rest.91 As the pow-

erful are usually found within the top decile of the income pyramid, the urban middle class 

does not necessarily have the political power to effect changes,92 even if they want to. Fur-

thermore, Nathan93 contends that ethnically homogenous neighbourhoods in urban areas 

are easy targets for clientelism, as politicians target them for private or club goods and cre-

ate an expectation of favouritism. The result is that citizens vote along ethnic lines, despite 

their urban middle-class status. Only neighbourhoods that have high socio-economic status 

AND are ethnically mixed display a low propensity to vote along ethnic lines. Hence, the 

modernization theorists’ expectation that cities facilitate contact between people who are 

not part of the same social grouping (e.g. ethnic or religious group) or have the same socio-

economic background94 has not been confirmed in Africa.  

The skewed wealth distribution is key to understanding political participation. Sub-

Saharan Africa’s cities are among the most unequal worldwide.95 South African cities, reach 

a Gini index of 60 and above, and several other African cities, such as Kigali (Rwanda) and 

Blantyre (Malawi), reach values above 50.96 There is evidence that high inequality could be 

detrimental to democratic development. The demand for democracy is lower among peo-

ple who feel relatively worse off or better off than others.97 Thus, inequality seems to lessen 

the demand for democracy.98 This is in line with the finding that commercial elites, for the 

most part, do not have any incentives to challenge the status quo, as they depend on the 

cronyism of incumbent regimes.99 

Cities and Collective Action  

Cities are known to facilitate collective action. According to Afrobarometer, participation 

levels in demonstrations and protest marches are slightly higher in urban areas than in rural 

areas. Among those who did not have the chance to participate in such an event, more 

urbanites declared their willingness to do so. This is due to the critical mass of people com-

ing together in cities as well as lower transport, communication and organizational 

costs.100 Furthermore, the presence of elites and educated leaders also contributes to 
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social mobilization. For instance, cities host large numbers of formal civil society organiza-

tions, of which some are active in lobbying and advocacy and might form issue-based coali-

tions or join forces with social movements.101  

The current “third wave of protests”102 (see also Section 3.2) is often described as being 

driven by young urbanites. While protest organizers are predominantly urban middle class, 

they use their resources to mobilize the poor around popular grievances over service deliv-

ery and jobs.103 However, our data cautions against interpreting protests exclusively as an 

urban phenomenon. Urban protests might receive more media attention than rural protests 

and might therefore be more visible. 

At the same time, protestors do not necessarily support democracy more than non-

protesters.104 The reasons for joining protests are diverse, and protesters can also be sup-

porters of autocratic rulers.105 Branch and Mampilly106 argue that protests characterized by 

significant participation of the urban poor might be without a clear agenda, leaderless and 

sometimes violent. 

 

Whether (urban) protests lead to more democratic accountability or even regime change is 

a different question. Uprisings in large cities – and particularly in capital cities – tend to be 

more effective because of the proximity of the protests to elites and decision-makers.107 A 

statistical analysis including 435 non-democratic regimes in more than 100 countries shows 

that larger cities and higher levels of urban concentration negatively affect regime survival, 
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dramatically. Informal sector associations are, for instance, known for engaging in protest activities, while donor- 

 funded organizations are less so. See also L. Gutheil, “The Impact of Urbanisation on Political Regimes in Africa: A 

Literature Review,” Megatrends Afrika Working Paper No. 3, December 2022. 
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103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Glaeser and Steinberg, “Transforming Cities: Does Urbanization Promote Democratic Change?” 
106 Branch and Mampilly, Africa Uprising: Popular Protest and Political Change. 
107 Jeremy L. Wallace, Cities and Stability: Urbanization, Redistribution and Regime Survival in China (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2014); Glaeser and Steinberg, “Transforming Cities: Does Urbanization Promote Democratic 

Change?” 

Box 3: Cities as Opposition Strongholds and What 
Governments Do About It 
Incumbent governments often have ambivalent relations with urban populations, as 

towns and cities in Africa are known to be opposition strongholds.1 In several coun-

tries, ruling parties have relied on land redistribution as a legitimation strategy, sup-

porting major rural constituencies.1 As a result, ruling parties often have their sup-

port base in rural areas, whereas the opposition focusses on major cities.1 In addi-

tion, as opposition parties typically have fewer resources for campaigning than the 

ruling party, they focus on urban areas, which are more densely populated.1 In situa-

tions in which the opposition controls municipal authorities (vertically divided 

authority), incumbent regimes have used several tactics to curb the local opposi-

tion’s influence in urban areas: delaying elections, withholding transfers, reducing 

the size of the mayor’s territorial mandate or even replacing elected municipal bod-

ies with institutions that are appointed by the federal level.1 For instance, this re-

centralization happened in Kampala in 2010 when the Kampala Capital City Act was 

passed, which instituted the Kampala Capital City Authority. This central govern-

ment agency is now in charge of most of the city’s affairs, taking away power from a 

popular elected council and mayor.1 



How Do the Youth Bulge, Urbanization and Digitalization Shape African Politics? 

 

20 

suggesting that protests are indeed effective.108 However, this finding seems to only be 

valid for non-democratic regimes; studies that included democratic regimes did not corrob-

orate this effect.109 One possible explanation would be that citizens in democratic regimes 

find other ways than protest to express their grievances. 

Interim Conclusion 

Urbanites are on average younger, better educated and more critical vis-à-vis government 

authorities than their rural counterparts. Middle-class as well as poor urbanites use their 

voices to demand better living conditions and employment opportunities by taking to the 

streets. The electoral success of opposition parties in cities reflects urbanites’ critical atti-

tudes and could be interpreted as a sign that urban voters are more inclined to vote for pro-

grammatic politics. At the same time, programmatic appeals to urban voters are increas-

ingly framed in a populist manner, addressing the urban poor. Ethnic voting and patronage 

politics continue to dominate urban politics, irrespective of urbanites’ socio-economic sta-

tus. However, analyses of neighbourhood-level voting have shown that middle-class neigh-

bourhoods that are ethnically diverse have the greatest potential to engage less in ethnic 

voting behaviour and clientelism. 

Overall, urbanites are not bigger proponents of democracy than their rural counterparts. 

Both the middle class and the urban poor seem to be disenchanted with democracy due to 

the poor performance and responsiveness of political regimes. While urbanites are more 

likely to engage in non-institutionalized forms of political participation, such as protests, to 

express their grievances, the democratizing potential of these protests is not given. Digital 

communication tools play an important role as mobilizers in this regard (see Section 5).  

At the same time, hybrid or autocratic regimes increasingly restrict civic space (online and 

offline) and use coercive means to suppress protests. The variety of tactics to curb the 

opposition’s influence in African cities further attests to the fact that incumbent regimes 

will not easily relinquish their privileges. Thus, it is certain that the future of politics in Africa 

will, in one way or another, be shaped by how regimes manage urban populations. 
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Social Media and African 
Politics 

Digitalization and digitization are two terms that are closely related and often used inter-

changeably.110 Brennen and Kreis define digitization as the transfer of information and digi-

talization as the transformation process caused by digitization and the impact it has on 

society. Digitalization comes in many different forms and concerns almost all areas of life. In 

this section, we focus on social media and explore the relationships between social media 

and African politics. African citizens increasingly rely on Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp and 

Telegram to stay informed about political news (Figure 6). According to Afrobarometer 

data, the percentage of people using social media to stay informed about political news has 

tripled between 2014 and 2022, from about 10 to around 30 per cent, while the percentage 

of people who never access social media has dropped from 70 to 50 per cent. The level of 

education and the economic conditions thereby clearly matter. According to Afrobarome-

ter,111 Africans with higher education levels and who have not experienced poverty are con-

siderably more likely to use social media daily. Young African men are slightly more likely to 

access social media than women, but these gender differences are minimal.  

 

 
Figure 6: General use of social media for news updates over time, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020). 

At the same time, recent statistics indicate that, on average, only about 34 per cent of Afri-

can residents have internet access.112 In nine countries on the continent, the percentage of 

the population with internet access is below 10 per cent. Internet access is more wide-

spread in cities compared to rural areas. Where internet access is available, other variables 

such as digital literacy, general literacy, as well as the cost of access/purchasing data113 are 

crucial in determining how much citizens use digital platforms. The Global System of Mobile 
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Communications (GSMA) estimates that about 515 million unique mobile subscribers were 

registered in Africa in 2021, half of which (252 million) owned a smartphone.114 

Considering these issues as a given, this section explores to what extent and in which 

ways social media (1) affects access to information, influences political attitudes and pro-

motes political participation; and (2) how social media influences collective action.  

Social Media, Political Attitudes and 
Participation 

The effects of the spread of social media on democracy continue to be controversially 

debated.115 Social media usage can have positive effects on democracy, as it provides 

spaces for engagement and access to information. Individuals make “microdonations of 

time and effort” in social and political participation by reading, commenting, liking and 

engaging in political discourse.116 Meta-analyses of research on social media use and politi-

cal participation suggest a positive relationship, even though it remains open as to whether 

the relationship is causal.117 Through social media engagement, individuals increase their 

consumption of political news and might be better informed.118 At the same time, evidence 

of social media and political disinformation, especially in campaigning and political com-

munication, is well established, including in Africa. Using the example of Kenya, Mungai 

shows that through disinformation, individuals develop apathy towards political systems 

and are less likely to be politically motivated to participate.119 

Mixed findings regarding the role of social media in shaping political attitudes. A 

study of 185 countries shows a strong and positive correlation between the usage of Face-

book and the proliferation of democratic values, especially in low-income countries.120 

Hassan notes121 a significant positive effect of social media (as sources of political news) on 

support for democracy but no effect of traditional media (e.g. television and newspapers).  

However, social media can also adversely affect political attitudes and democracy more 

generally. Internet use is associated with undermining African citizens’ preferences for 

democracy and modifying perceptions of political institutions.122 Individuals can intensify 
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already-held beliefs and, therefore, end up in eco-chambers of narrowly held positions, 

which might lead to more polarization and extremism.123 

Social media plays a key role during election campaigns and can promote youth 

participation. Scholars have studied how social media facilitates political participation in 

Africa. Over the past decade, social media has emerged as a communication platform used 

by political parties and their candidates for sharing campaign messages and by citizens to 

obtain political information, engage in discussions and for activism. Through digital social 

networking, peoples’ level of participation likely increases when that of their social net-

works increases.124 

In election campaigns, social media has become a mainstay.125 An increase in the utiliza-

tion of digital platforms has been observed in almost every recent election in Africa.126 If we 

can argue that social media provides an “ear in the crowd”, then we can suggest that it is in 

the politicians’ interest to learn and maximize the potential of social media in listening and 

responding to the electorate. Therefore, the correlation between social media penetration 

and democracy becomes even stronger.127 

Studies have revealed that social media can promote youth participation in elections. For 

instance, in both Nigeria and Kenya, social networking was positively associated with politi-

cal participation (e.g. attending campaign events) among the youth.128 At the same time, 

digital illiteracy may mitigate political participation.129 In addition, social media expands 

the platform for political communication, which would otherwise not be available to citi-

zens.130 In countries where access to news and other information is highly controlled (often 

by incumbent governments), social media thereby offers access.  

On the other hand, social media is able to not only enhance democracy but also encour-

age misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy theories. Autocratizing governments 

are among those governments that most strongly rely on disinformation.131 On the other 
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hand, disinformation and misinformation weaken democracy.132 Using a longitudinal sur-

vey of online behaviour,133 it was observed that misinformation was linked to lower levels of 

trust in mainstream media sources and increased levels of trust in government when their 

party of choice was in power. Several studies document disinformation in the media and 

during election cycles, for instance in Ethiopia134 and Kenya.135 

Social Media as an Instrument to Organize 
Collective Action 

Activists used social media during uprisings against autocratic governments in various 

countries such as Egypt,136 Tunisia137 and Sudan,138 among others. During these revolu-

tions, social media became the most common source of information and a major tool to 

coordinate protests. Cross-country evidence shows that as social media platforms 

expanded, so did the probability of revolting against incumbent governments. Studies 

about Facebook, for instance, show how Facebook enables protests by providing a platform 

to mobilize collective action, partly based on shared grievances.139 In the Tunisian revolu-

tion, citizens noted that they perceived independent media, including social media, as more 

reliable sources of information than government-controlled media (e.g. national newspa-

pers, radio and television).140 Cross-country evidence suggests that a higher reliance on the 

internet as the main source of news was linked to a reduction in government trust over the 

past decade. Lower levels of trust in government translated into participation in political 

protests instead of participation in formal political processes.141  

Social media can also give voice to and allow for collective action among hitherto 

unreached, excluded, marginalized sub-populations. This can include marginalized agen-

das that might not be central to electoral or other campaigns. In Uganda, for instance, a 
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campaign for sanitary pads for young adolescent girls was taken up by opposition politi-

cians.142,143 The “Zuma Must Fall” and “Fees Must Fall” campaigns,144 the “Rhodes Must 

Fall” student activism145 in South Africa and the “End SARS” demonstrations in Nigeria146 all 

give an insight into how social media was instrumental in raising voices of dissent and activ-

ism.  

Apart from bringing issues of the youth to the forefront, social media also provides space 

for often marginalized sub-groups such as LGBTQ people.147 Increasingly, marginalized 

groups build alliances, create communities and increase their voices to have their own 

space in the democratic dispensation. 
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Box 4: Government Reactions to the Spread of Social Media 
Although social media empowers political rights and strengthens citizens’ political 

demands, governments have created control measures to reduce online freedoms. 

These might range from social media taxes148 to full-scale internet shutdowns.149 

Data from the surveillance monitoring company SurfShark shows that in 2021, there 

were 16 African countries that imposed social media restrictions during elections-

related events.150  

To some extent, social media protests are easy for autocratic governments to quell, 

especially where governments control internet service providers through regulatory 

authorities. Many countries have become more aggressive in imposing limits on con-

tent that can be accessed or posted. This included blocking foreign or other websites 

and social media, among other restrictions.  

Government laws or restrictions on social media may mitigate citizens’ freedom to 

share and receive information, subsequently affecting democratic participation. 

Laws that create things such as social media taxes circumvent social media’s ability 

to serve as an alternative platform for citizen participation.151 In Uganda, introducing 

a social media tax changed retailers’ behaviour, as they perceived it as too expen-

sive, leading to their reduced use of social media.152 The tax also reduced the num-

ber of Twitter users by 13 per cent, with greater impacts for poorer and less frequent 

users.153 

Another way that governments have constrained internet usage is through surveil-

lance. Recent reports document an increase in the surveillance of African citizens.154 

Roberts and colleagues155 find that in South Africa, Egypt, Senegal, Kenya, Nigeria 

and Sudan, there has been an increase in illegal citizen surveillance as states procure 

more advanced and sometimes illegitimate technologies.  

Controls on internet use are, therefore, more likely to weaken diverse democratic 

voices from the population. While regulations such as social media taxes and 

restrictive laws might be met with resistance and rescinded (as in Uganda156), they 

crowd out marginal voices for whom the costs of demonstration and dissent might 

be too high. Governments might thus be successful in suppressing a substantial 

proportion of the public. 
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Interim Conclusion 

Social media can represent an opportunity as well as a serious challenge for political atti-

tudes and behaviour in African societies. Social media usage has become widespread, par-

ticularly among younger generations. At the same time, considerable differences exist 

across countries, also in light of the fact that access to the internet still differs widely across 

African societies.  

Consequently, our review reveals mixed findings regarding the role of social media in 

shaping political attitudes and behaviour. Whereas some studies suggest a positive relation 

between social media usage and democratic values, other research finds that social media 

undermines Africans’ support for democracy and instead promotes polarization. Similarly, 

social media can promote youth participation during elections, but governments can shut 

down the internet or block access to selected social media sites to curb this participation. 

Social media can give voice to and allow for collective action among hitherto unreached, 

excluded, marginalized sub-populations. However, disinformation in particular can be det-

rimental to the longer-term prospects of democracy in Africa. In light of these mixed find-

ings, the main question is: Under which conditions does social media support democratiza-

tion, and under which conditions does it undermine democratization?  

 
156 Boxell and Steinert-Threlkeld, “Taxing Dissent: The Impact of a Social Media Tax in Uganda”; Lees and Akol, 

“There and Back Again: The Making of Uganda’s Mobile Money Tax.” 
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Young, Urban and Digital: 
What Implications for 
Political Attitudes, 
Participation and 
Collective Action?  

As the previous sections have demonstrated, the youth bulge, urbanization and the spread 

of social media all matter individually for African politics. At the same time, they do not only 

work in isolation, but they also jointly shape African politics. This section reflects on how 

the megatrends jointly affect political attitudes, participation and collective action.  

The Afrobarometer data allow a glimpse into recent patterns across the continent. In this 

paper, we only analyse broad patterns, not whether differences between groups are, for 

example, due to country characteristics or cohort effects. We also do not account for self-

selection, that is, whether there are underlying differences that jointly cause a factor such 

as social media use and political behaviour.  

 
Figure 7: Interlinkages between the megatrends and African politics, Source: by Authors 

Do young Africans who live in cities support democracy, and how do they engage in politics? 

How does social media usage among the youth or urban dwellers shape support for democ-

racy and political behaviour? A first glimpse at recent Afrobarometer data reveals two main 

tendencies in how the megatrends jointly shape African political attitudes and behaviour. 

First, there is a low level of support for democracy and a lack of willingness to vote among 

the urban youth. Second, intersecting Afrobarometer data on social media with urbaniza-

tion and age suggests that the role of social media for political attitudes and political pro-

tests is much more limited than what might be expected based on current debates in the 

literature. 

African Urban Youth: Low Levels of Support 
for Democracy and Participation? 

Analysing the interlinkages between youth and urbanization suggests that there is a low 

level of support for democracy and a lack of willingness to participate in formal democratic 

processes among African urban youth (Figures 8 and 9). In our analysis of the relationship 
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between age and political attitudes and participation (Section 3.1.), we saw that young Afri-

cans are less likely to vote and that their level of support for democracy is on average lower 

than among older generations. Differences regarding political attitudes and participation 

are small among rural and urban dwellers (Section 4.1.). However, if we distinguish between 

different age groups in urban (and rural) areas, this picture becomes much more nuanced.  

Intersecting age and urbanization suggests that young urban dwellers might be particu-

larly disengaged from democratic processes. Among the urban youth, the level of support 

for democracy seems to be even lower when compared to their rural peers, whereas the 

level of support for democracy among older urban citizens is higher than it is with their 

rural counterparts (Figure 8). One potential explanation for these differences among older 

generations in rural and urban areas might stem from the experiences of these generations 

during the political liberalization processes in the 1990s, which were partly driven by 

mobilization in urban areas.157 

 

 
Figure 8: Support for democracy by age among rural and urban citizens, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 

(2019/2020) 

Young urban citizens are not only less supportive of democracy, they are also particularly 

disengaged from elections and other formal democratic institutions, which might be due to 

dissatisfaction with the performance of these institutions in their respective country con-

texts. Although voting rates are generally low among the youth, they are particularly low 

among African urban youth. Among older generations, urban citizens are also less likely to 

vote, but the differences between urban and rural citizens are less pronounced (Figure 9). 

This trend is similar to other forms of political participation (e.g. attending community 

meetings).  

 

 
157 Danielle Resnick, “In the Shadow of the City: Africa’s Urban Poor in Opposition Strongholds,” Journal of Modern 

African Studies 49, no. 1 (2011): 141–66. 
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Figure 9: Voting by age among rural and urban citizens, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020) 

Although there is a low level of support for democracy and a lack of willingness to vote 

among African urban youth, they are more likely to engage in political protests. The third 

wave of political protests has often been described as a phenomenon of the younger gener-

ation and of African cities (Sections 3.2. and 4.2.). Afrobarometer data partly confirms this 

analysis and demonstrates that African urban youth are more likely to join demonstrations 

or protests than youth in the countryside and older generations (Figure 10). Interestingly, 

however, according to Afrobarometer data, the differences are less striking than what our 

review of the debate in the literature would lead us to expect. Mediatized protests, such as 

Kenya’s recent Gen Z protests, might create the impression that political protests in cities 

are much more prevalent than they actually are. 
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Figure 10: Participation in protests by age and rural/urban areas, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020) 

Access to Social Media: A Game Changer for 
African Politics?  

We have conceived social media as an instrument that can increase access to political infor-

mation or serve as a tool to facilitate collective action (Section 2). Social media has often 

been coined as a game changer in African politics (Section 5). However, if we now intersect 

social media with youth and urbanization, social media usage seems to have more limited 

consequences for attitudes, participation and collective action than what the findings from 

secondary literature would lead us to expect.  

Thus, support for democracy does not seem to change significantly for urban/rural youth, 

depending on whether they regularly access social media for political information (Figure 

11). African rural youth who regularly rely on social media are slightly less supportive of 

democracy. For African urban youth, the differences between social media users and those 

who are not on social media are even more marginal. The picture is somewhat similar when 

looking at satisfaction with democracy: Social media users are slightly more critical about 

the status of democracy in their country, but the differences when compared to those not 

on social media are small. The reliance on social media to access political information is still 

a relatively recent phenomenon. The limited effect on political attitudes for urban/rural 

youth could therefore be linked to the fact that attitudes are generally relatively stable and 

only change over longer periods.  
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Figure 11: Support for democracy by age, rural/urban areas and social media usage, Source: Afrobarometer Round 

8 (2019/2020) 

In contrast to the feeble relation between social media and political attitudes, social media 

usage is correlated with participation in formal democratic institutions. African citizens’ 

willingness to vote during elections is not only shaped by a generational and urban/rural 

divide. Young citizens – particularly those in urban areas – who regularly access social 

media are considerably less likely to vote than those fellow citizens who are not on social 

media (Figure 12). At first sight, descriptive Afrobarometer data thus seems to point to the 

negative effects of social media, contributing instead to disengagement from formal demo-

cratic politics. 
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Figure 12: Voting by age, urban/rural areas and social media usage, Source: Afrobarometer Round 8 (2019/2020). 

Interestingly, the correlation between social media and the willingness to protest is not very 

strong (Figure 13). Young urban citizens who regularly access social media for political infor-

mation are only slightly more likely to join a demonstration than young urban dwellers who 

do not rely on social media. These very small differences are surprising in light of recent 

research that highlights the relevance of social media in political protests. Bosch and 

colleagues,158 for instance, argue that individuals in urban areas with more education and 

access to social services and the internet are more likely to participate in collective action. 

In a nutshell, the argument that social media usage fosters political protests159 is, at first 

sight, not supported by Afrobarometer data. 

 

 
158 Tanja Bosch, Mare Admire and Meli Ncube, “Facebook and Politics in Africa: Zimbabwe and Kenya,” Media, 

Culture and Society 42, no. 3 (2020): 349–64.  
159 Fergusson and Molina, “Facebook Causes Protests.” 
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Figure 13: Participation in protests by age, rural/urban areas and social media usage, Source: Afrobarometer 

Round 8 (2019/2020) 
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Conclusion 

How do the megatrends individually and jointly affect politics in Africa? Do the youth bulge, 

urbanization and social media usage facilitate short-term political transitions? Do they con-

tribute to long-term democratization or enhance autocratization? Our literature review and 

analysis of Afrobarometer data points to the complex ways in which the megatrends affect 

politics.  

Age matters for political attitudes and behaviour, and the findings for Africa are not too 

different from those for other world regions. Studies about the role of age on political atti-

tudes and participation show that African youth, on average, are less supportive of demo-

cratic politics as experienced in the political realities in their countries and, thus, are more 

reluctant to participate in voting or joining political parties than older generations. At the 

same time, African youth have been at the forefront of political protests in Africa. While 

more country-level research is required to better understand the factors that shape the 

political attitudes and behaviour of African youth, the fact that they are more willing to pro-

test and less willing to vote might point to their disappointment with the quality of formal 

democratic institutions.  

Studies on the role of urbanization are less straightforward. Urbanization has not been a 

key variable in studies on political attitudes and participation. Findings from comparative 

politics and anthropological research, as well as Afrobarometer data on the relation 

between urbanization and African politics, point to the very different ways in which urbani-

zation might affect politics. On average, urbanites do not seem to be more supportive of 

democracy than rural citizens, and they do not engage more with formal democratic institu-

tions. However, they seem to be more supportive of the opposition, and they engage more 

in political protests. Challenges in analysing the role of urbanization in African politics also 

stem from the great diversity of urban areas, which can be megacities or intermediary cities 

and which at the same time host Africa’s rather well-educated middle class, the richest seg-

ments of society as well as a large groups of urban poor.  

Research on social media identifies it as a key instrument of political protests. Social 

media facilitates access to information and allows marginalized groups to organize collec-

tive action and voice concerns. At the same time, disinformation and fake news weaken 

support for democracy, and African governments can use digital technologies to manipu-

late elections in their favour.  

When looking at the interlinkages between the three megatrends, we identify two particu-

larly interesting patterns. We find that there is a low level of support for democracy and a 

lack of willingness to vote among the urban youth, who seem to be particularly dissatisfied 

with and disengaged from formal democratic processes, as experienced in their cities and 

countries. In addition, intersecting Afrobarometer data on social media with urbanization 

and age suggests that the role of social media for political attitudes and political protests is 

much more limited than what might be expected based on current debates in the literature.  

Future research could pursue several avenues. First, our analysis suggests that more 

knowledge is needed about the role of youth in African politics; given their sheer numbers, 

African youth, especially urban youth, might be a key factor for political reforms across the 

continent in the coming years. A better understanding of the factors that shape African 

(urban) youth’s political attitudes and willingness to vote is thus not only interesting from a 

research perspective, but also has concrete repercussions for African (or European) policy-

makers. If their scepticism vis-à-vis democracy and reluctance to vote reflected the fact 



How Do the Youth Bulge, Urbanization and Digitalization Shape African Politics? 

 

36 

that, in many contexts, African (urban) youth experience democratic politics as flawed and 

as not delivering tangible socio-economic benefits, policymakers would not only need to 

engage in political education, but also to invest much more in promoting the quality of 

democratic institutions. 

In addition, more research on the role of young urban citizens – particularly young 

women, feminist groups and women’s networks – in political protests would help in coming 

to a better understanding of recent political transitions. Previous research and anecdotal 

empirical evidence suggest that young urban citizens have been at the forefront of political 

protests in Africa and rely on social media. At the same time, Afrobarometer data suggests 

that young urban citizens who regularly access social media are not more likely to protest 

than their rural peers. As urban youth are quite heterogeneous and significant cross-coun-

try differences seem to exist, more fine-grained analyses comparing different countries and 

cities are needed to assess under what conditions African youth decide to engage in politi-

cal protests (or not).  

For this paper, we deliberately took a broad perspective and proposed a conceptual 

framework that intersects three megatrends with political attitudes and participation. 

Future research could take this forward by highlighting county context conditions more 

extensively. For instance, comparative country case study research would allow for identify-

ing the context conditions under which urbanization, the youth bulge and access to social 

media shape political attitudes and behaviour in one way or another. 

Finally, future research will need to investigate the longer-term effects of the megatrends 

on democratization and autocratization processes in Africa. Our paper has pursued a mod-

est approach in providing a comprehensive literature review and analysis of Afrobarometer 

data, focussing on how the megatrends affect African citizens’ political attitudes and partic-

ipation. Citizens’ support for democracy is an important condition for the long-term stabil-

ity and consolidation of democracies. However, little research exists on the relationship 

between political attitudes, participation and democracy with a regional focus on Africa, 

and this research has not taken into account the megatrends. 

In terms of policy implications, our analysis demonstrates that the political consequences 

of the megatrends need to be addressed much more prominently in German and European 

cooperation with African countries. On the one hand, German and European strategies to 

support democratic reforms in African countries will need to consider the fundamental 

structural changes shaping African societies. German and European cooperation with Afri-

can partners, particularly on urbanization or demographic change, is still mostly geared 

towards managing the socio-economic effects. Urbanization and/or the youth bulge rarely 

appear in German or European strategies and instruments to support democratic reforms. 

This needs to change. Moreover, our analysis points to the importance of taking an inte-

grated perspective with regard to cooperating with African countries on the megatrends 

instead of viewing individual megatrends as isolated phenomena. 
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