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Voting Behaviour in the  
2009 South African Election 
Norbert Kersting  

Abstract: This article analyses voting behaviour in the South African elec-
tion of 2009 and draws conclusions regarding the significance of party af-
filiation and issue-based voting in South Africa. It demonstrates the low level 
of voter registration and voter turnout. In the 2009 election the Independent 
Electoral Commission had problems with electoral management for the first 
time; however, it was able to prevent electoral violence. During the cam-
paign the newly founded COPE focused on institutional reforms and the 
oppositional Democratic Alliance concentrated too much on negative cam-
paigning. In the post-Mbeki era, the ANC has been able to reinvent itself by 
being the only party with a strong focus on pro-poor policies. Nevertheless, 
the lack of alternatives in electoral democracies may lead to alternative in-
struments of political action. 
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Do the legacies of the apartheid state predict electoral outcomes, and are 
different political attitudes not related to race but to other cleavages such as 
income and education? Electoral analysis according to the “Michigan 
model” puts party identification first, and regards issue-based voting and 
personal factors as secondary factors. During the 2009 election the level of 
personalization was tremendous. It sometimes appears that a kind of horse 
race is interesting to the media: Jacob Zuma against Helen Zille, Lekota 
against Shilowa, and Bantu Holomisa against Patricia DeLille. Is there a 
Zuma factor and is it negative for the African National Congress (ANC)?  

According to opinion polls, party affiliation is declining: 34% of the 
voters do not feel close to a political party and can be seen as independent 
voters. This group is predominantly composed of “Coloured” and Indian 
voters. But the white and African populations in the Western Cape Prov-
ince, which is the province with the lowest level of party identification, are 
characterized by these attitudes. Many of these people used to vote for the 
former National Party, and a new realignment is still lacking. On the other 
hand, the ANC enjoys the highest level of political-party identification. Party 
affiliation is aligned with the level of education and income. The higher the 
education and income, the less likely it is someone will identify with a politi-
cal party. 

 Fifteen million South Africans receive social grants, mostly child bene-
fits. The rate of unemployment is officially 25% and unofficially approxi-
mately 40%. According to opinion polls the most important election issues 
are the fight against unemployment, job creation, crime, and poverty. It is 
obvious that different societal groups and supporters of the different parties 
have various perspectives. Meanwhile, 88% of the ANC’s supporters see 
unemployment as the most important issue and poverty (58%) as the second 
most important. Democratic Alliance (DA) voters highlight problems such 
as crime (93%) and unemployment (71%), whereas 49% of the DA’s sup-
porters see corruption and dishonesty on the part of government officials as 
relevant. Only 17% of the ANC’s supporters mention this as a main prob-
lem. Corruption is also a problem according to the New Congress of the 
People (COPE) and Independent Democrats (ID) supporters, but less so 
for the supporters of the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). Surprisingly, educa-
tion is only a key issue for 19% of the ANC’s supporters (IPSOS/Makinor 
2009).  

 When it comes to the party leaders, the South African population is 
extremely divided (IPSOS 2009), especially regarding certain incumbents 
and politicians. Jacob Zuma is the favoured party leader. He is strongly sup-
ported by black voters. In the other camp Hellen Zille from the DA gets 
less support from black voters but very high marks from white, Coloured, 
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and Indian voters. Of the ANC’s supporters, 51% believe Jacob Zuma is 
innocent but only 34% think he should not run for election until his name 
has been cleared. A total of 86% of the DA’s voters agree with this state-
ment. Yet, Jacob Zuma still has the unconditional support of 71% of the 
ANC’s supporters, 66% of whom think Jacob Zuma can reunite the ANC; 
52% of the ANC’s supporters think that political enemies are trying to dis-
credit him and only 15% disagree with this statement 

It is often overlooked that three provinces make up more than 50% of 
the vote (see Botha 2004): Gauteng, with 23.6% of the registered voters, 
KwaZulu-Natal, with 19.3%, and the Eastern Cape, with 13%, are the big-
gest provinces. Only those parties which have substantial support in these 
provinces can win an election. KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape have 
the biggest rural populations, 68% and 69% respectively. Voter turnout has 
always been lowest in the Western Cape. 

The Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) has used different op-
portunities to reinforce ultimate voter registration. Starting in November 
2008 voter registration was postponed until February 2009 to update the 
voters roll. The IEC’s registration campaign included broad-based media 
advertising and new information and communication technologies such as 
SMS checks to allow citizens to control their status.  

The voting population is only growing in KwaZulu-Natal. Approxi-
mately two-thirds of the younger voters are registered in urban areas and 
only one-third in rural areas. In 2004, 20% of registered voters were be-
tween 20 and 29 years old. The number of voters in this age group has now 
increased to 24%. 

In 2009, these first-time voters are the particular focus of the political 
parties. Approximately 80% of the newly registered first-time voters were in 
the age group between 18 and 29 years old. They were mostly urban women. 
The political issues of key importance to them were education and employ-
ment.  

The number of registered voters has grown since 2004 from 22.7 mil-
lion to 23.1 million. This means that approximately 76% of the voting-age 
population is now registered. In 1994 no registration was necessary. The 
number of registered voters declined from 80.4% in 1999 to 75.4% in 2004. 
Although the percentage of registered voters has increased since 2004 one-
quarter of the voting-age population still does not appear on the voting 
register. 
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Table 1: Voter Registration and Turnout  

 1994 1999 2004 2009 

Voting-age 
population: VAP 

23,063,910 25,411,573 27,944,712 30,224,145 
 

Number of 
registered voters 

No registration 18,177,000 20,674,926 23,181,997 
 

Registered voters 
as percentage of 
voting-age 
population  

 71.5 73.9 76.7 

Voters 19,726,579 16,228,462 15,863,554 17,919,966 
 

Turnout: 
percentage of 
registered voters 

 89.3 76.7 77.3 

Turnout: 
VAP 

86 63.9 56.8 59.3 

Source: IEC 2009, IDEA 2009, Statistics South Africa 2009. 

In South Africa voter turnout is officially calculated using the percentage of 
registered voters who come to the polls. This figure declined from 89.3% in 
1999 to 76.7% in 2004. In 2009 there was a small increase in voter turnout, 
with a level of 77.3%. This demonstrates that South African voter turnout at 
the national level is still quite high. However, this figure overlooks the prob-
lem of dropping voter registration. The figures regarding voter turnout as it 
relates to the voting-age population show a more realistic picture. In 1994, 
86% of the population cast a ballot. This number dropped tremendously to 
63.9% in 1999 and even more to 56.8% in 2004. Voter turnout stabilized at 
that level during the 2009 election, in which 59.3% of the voting-age popula-
tion actually voted.  

The national electoral result for 2009 was quite surprising. It did not indi-
cate important changes (see Lemon 2007). The ANC remained in a strong 
position and nearly managed a two-thirds majority. In fact, when it came to 
seats, it achieved this goal, but it missed the necessary 70% threshold. The DA 
gained more than 4% and went up to 16.7%. With 67 seats it remains the 
formal opposition. COPE gained 7.4% of the votes and 50 seats in the par-
liament. This was far below expectations but quite relevant for a party which 
had formed just five months earlier. The IFP’s presence in parliament shrank 
to 18 seats. An even greater defeat for the party in KwaZulu-Natal was pre-
dicted by most analysts. The IFP indeed had to struggle in Jacobs Zuma’s 
home province, where it had formed a coalition with the ANC (“Zulu trap”). 
But other smaller parties also lost half of their seats in parliament. The United 
Democratic Movement (UDM) as well as the Independent Democrats, which 
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had been the newcomers in 1999 and in 2004, were reduced to four seats 
each. Factionalism within the Pan Africanist Congress and AZAPO was seen 
as the reason for their losses. The large number of small parties characteristic 
of the old South African Parliament prevails, but since the 2009 election these 
parties mostly rely on a single seat in parliament. Two parties formed during 
the floor-crossing process did not make it into parliament. 

All the provincial parliaments were won by the ANC except that of the 
Western Cape. Here Cape Town and a number of important Western Cape 
municipalities were already being run by DA coalitions prior to the 2009 elec-
tion. In the election the party won 51% of seats in the provincial parliament, 
which meant that it held the absolute majority in the Western Cape. It then 
tried to find a coalition partner to build a stable provincial government.  

Table 2: National Elections, results 2004 and 2009 
 2004 % seats 2009 % seats 

African National 
Congress (ANC)  

10,878,251 69.7 279 11,650,784 65.9 264 

Democratic Alliance 
(DA)  

1,931,201 12.3 50 2,945,829 16.7 67 

Congress of the 
People (COPE)  

   1,311,027 7.4 30 

Inkatha Freedom 
Party (IFP)  

1,088,664 7 28 804,260 4.6 18 

Independent 
Democrats (ID)  

269,765 1.7 7 162,915 0.9 4 

United Democratic 
Movement (UDM)  

355,717 2.3 9 149,680 0.9 4 

African Christian 
Democratic Party 
(ACDP)  

250,272 1.6 6 142,658 0.8 3 

Freedom Front Plus 
(FF+)  

139,465 0.9 4 146,796 0.8 4 

United Christian 
Democratic Party 
(UCDP)  

117,792 0.8 3 66,086 0.4 2 

Minority Front (MF)  55,267 0.4 2 43,474 0.3 1 

African Peoples 
Convention (APC) 

   35,867 0.2 1 

Pan Africanist 
Congress (PAC)  

131,512 0.7 3 48,530 0.2 1 

New National Party  257,824 1.65 7    

AZAPO 41,776 0.3 2 38,245 0.2 1 

Source: IEC 2009, excluding other smaller parties without parliamentary representation. 
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Because of the lack of opinion polls or exit polls, an analysis of the voting 
behaviour has to focus on macro-quantitative studies of electoral results in 
the voting districts. It seems obvious that voting behaviour is still dominated 
by party affiliation. The split within the ANC did not trigger dramatic losses 
for the ruling party. In the black African rural areas in Eastern Cape, as well 
as in other provinces and recently in KwaZulu-Natal, the ANC is the domi-
nant party. In the urban context black African voters also seem to vote 
along racial lines. The majority of voters in the black African townships still 
prefer the ANC, which is seen as a socialist, pro-poor people’s party. Nev-
ertheless, the dominant role of this party in the liberation struggle is no 
longer uncontested in the urban context.  

The DA has its strongholds in the Western Cape and within the white 
population. In 2009 it has been attractive to the English- and Afrikaans-
speaking citizens. Under the new leadership of Hellen Zille it could mobilize 
voters within the poorer Coloured communities and even, to a smaller ex-
tent, in Western Cape’s black African communities. Nevertheless, the DA is 
still recognized as a white party for the richer population.  

COPE was able to obtain votes in black and white urban settlements. 
COPE’s results in the Eastern Cape and Gauteng were lower than what the 
opinion polls predicted. Nevertheless, in the Eastern Cape, in the Free State, 
in Limpopo, in North West Province and in the Northern Cape it became 
the second-biggest party. As a multiracial party, COPE was able to get votes 
from different constituencies, for example, the white, Coloured and Indian 
populations. Because COPE was formed just five months before the elec-
tion and did not even rely on broad membership and funding, this result can 
be evaluated positively. Nevertheless, the party consists of different factions 
which have yet to define a common platform. 

All the smaller parties, in particular the ID, with its unintended focus 
on the Coloured population, and the UDM, with its focus on the Eastern 
Cape, were squashed between the ANC on the one side and COPE and the 
DA on the other . 

All but the smallest of the parties were pleased with the results of the 
2009 election. The ANC was satisfied because its electoral results were close 
to its 2004 results. Because the ANC did not achieve a two-thirds majority 
and the DA were able to win in the Western Cape, the DA regarded the 
election as a success and Hellen Zille became the new premier of the West-
ern Cape. Nevertheless, the DA did not achieve the goals set for the 2004 
election (20%). This was rather disappointing, particularly given that the 
New National Party was not competing in 2009. COPES's result in the 
Eastern Cape, where it received only 14%, was rather disappointing when 
compared to the ANC’s 69%.  
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Conclusions 
South Africa’s democracy is maturing. Smaller one-man parties – some of 
which were founded through “unethical”, “unpolitical” floor crossing and as 
a result of individual greed – are disappearing. In these cases the lack of re-
election shows that the collective accountability and the democratic checks 
and balances work.  

In 2009 the electoral administration was under stress because every-
body was allowed to vote at any polling station in his or her province. In 
former elections this had been the exception. (Electoral Law, Section 55) 
This resulted in a lack of ballot papers and boxes. To avoid a further decline 
in voter turnout, voter registration has to be reformed and alternative kinds 
of voting such as advance voting, etc. should be implemented. 

The South African electoral system has deficits when it comes to ac-
countability. The system facilitates inclusion and representation and seems 
to hinder pre-electoral mergers and nation building. However, the party 
system is not yet settled. The abolishment of the floor-crossing legislation in 
2009 was premature. In the new parliament individual members of parlia-
ment are even less autonomous within the party hierarchy. 

Despite the appearance of a new black African party in 2008, the pre-
dicted political intolerance and intra-party electoral violence did not occur. 
After the experience of xenophobic attacks in May 2008 the IEC imple-
mented measures to prevent political intolerance during the 2009 election, 
which were fairly successful 

During the local elections in 2006 the DA won a number of munici-
palities and the metropolitan area of Cape Town. Now, in the wake of the 
2009 elections, the DA forms the new provincial government of the West-
ern Cape. The competition between the national opposition party and the 
dominant ANC at the national level could bring about a situation where 
both can demonstrate their capacity to govern and to implement policies. In 
a worst case scenario it could also bring about a situation where national and 
provincial governments work in different directions and try to block and 
outmanoeuvre each other. Lack of responsibility is no longer a valid argu-
ment. 

The ANC reinvented itself during the 2009 elections. It allowed people 
who are loyal to the leading party in the anti-apartheid struggle to vote for a 
“new” party by remaining with the ANC. Criticism of the government was 
evident before the local elections in 2005 and in the xenophobic attacks of 
May 2008. People wanted a change. By restructuring after Polokwane, the 
ANC allowed people to vote for change by voting again for the ANC.  

Party affiliation is still the predominant influencing factor for voting 
behaviour in South Africa, but it is increasingly being combined with issue-
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based voting. The predominant issues concerning the majority of the peo-
ple, especially those in the rural areas in KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape, 
are poverty, unemployment, health and education. In the run-up to the 2009 
elections, the ANC offered options for solving these problems. It gave the 
impression that all the other parties were not standing for changes to social 
policies but rather for the continuation of the Mbeki government’s policies. 
The still white-dominated DA focused on negative campaigning and de-
monizing Jacob Zuma. COPE paid too much attention to institutional re-
forms and not to “bread and butter” policies. The smaller parties were 
crushed between these big blocks.  

Party identification was still an important aspect in the 2009 elections; 
however, the candidate factor (Zuma factor) seemed to be unimportant. 
Personification of politics is necessary because citizens are not aware of the 
details of party manifestos. Parties and candidates are an information–clue 
for voters regarding political issues and concepts. There was definitely issue-
based-voting, for instance, where the poorer black population voted for the 
ANC which was again able to catch their imagination by promising a better 
life for all. Despite losing its moral supremacy and symbolic identity as a 
liberation movement among some groups, the ANC seemed to be an inter-
est-group party with a huge constituency. Bandwagon effects also affected 
the new middle classes, which were attracted by the ongoing capacity of the 
ANC to provide employment within the public sector (gravy train). Al-
though it was no longer a purely racial census and floating voters and vote 
splitting became important among the white and Coloured populations in 
Western Cape Province, the big opposition parties ignored the develop-
mental questions and were not authentically campaigning for social policies. 
The opposition failed when trying to make the election a moral referendum 
regarding Jacob Zuma. By doing this, the opposition parties overlooked the 
fact that basic needs have to be fulfilled before morality becomes important. 

The future of South African politics will be defined by policy papers 
and manifestos. How inclusive are the new national and provincial govern-
ments, and can they solve the country’s tremendous developmental prob-
lems? It is crucial that the promises made during the campaign are imple-
mented. This, again, is a moral obligation.  
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Wählerverhalten bei den südafrikanischen Wahlen von 2009 
Zusammenfassung: Der Autor analysiert das Verhalten der Wähler bei 
den Wahlen in Südafrika 2009 und zieht daraus Schlüsse auf die relative 
Bedeutung der Parteizugehörigkeit beziehungsweise von inhaltlichen politi-
schen Aussagen der Parteien. Deutlich werden der niedrige Anteil regist-
rierter Wähler und die geringe Wahlbeteiligung. Die Unabhängige Wahl-
kommission hatte zum ersten Mal Probleme mit der Organisation der Wah-
len, konnte aber gewaltsame Auseinandersetzungen verhindern. Während 
der Wahlkampagne konzentrierte sich die neu gegründete Partei COPE auf 
Forderungen nach institutionellen Reformen, während die oppositionelle 
Democratic Alliance einen stark defensiven Wahlkampf führte. Demgegen-
über gelang es dem ANC in der Ära nach Mbeki, sich erneut als einzige 
Partei zu profilieren, die eine Politik zugunsten Armer verfolgt. Allerdings 
kann der Mangel an politischen Handlungsmöglichkeiten in Parteiensyste-
men dazu führen, dass künftig stärker auf alternative Instrumente politischer 
Aktion gesetzt wird.  

Schlagwörter: Südafrika; Staat; Wahlen; ANC 

 

 

 


