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Abstract  

The judicialisation of electoral politics has repositioned courts as decisive actors in determining 

electoral outcomes across Africa. While judicial intervention is widely regarded as a mechanism 

for safeguarding electoral integrity, persistent questions remain about its effect on citizen trust 

and democratic legitimacy. This work examines how these dimensions of judicial capacity shape 

electoral trust in Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal between 2015 and 2024. The study adopts a 

quantitative comparative research design based on secondary data drawn from Afrobarometer 

surveys, Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) indicators, 42 apex court election petition judgments, 

and reports from International IDEA and EISA. Using a longitudinal comparative framework, 

the study applies descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and panel regression techniques to 

assess the relationship between judicial capacity and electoral trust across the three countries. 

Findings show significant variation in judicial performance and public confidence. Ghana 

demonstrates stronger judicial capacity characterised by timely rulings, transparent reasoning, 

and consistent jurisprudence, resulting in higher electoral trust. Nigeria reflects the weakest 

outcomes, with prolonged litigation, inconsistent judgments, and perceptions of political 

interference undermining trust. Senegal presents conditional trust, where procedural speed is 

offset by concerns over executive influence. The study concludes that judicial independence 

alone is insufficient to guarantee electoral legitimacy. Instead, electoral trust is primarily driven 

by effective judicial capacity defined by timeliness, technical expertise, and procedural fairness. 

It recommends strengthening judicial case management systems, investing in electoral and 

technological training for judges, enforcing strict statutory timelines for election petitions, and 

enhancing institutional safeguards against executive influence. 

Keywords:  electoral integrity, judicial capacity, electoral trust, timeliness of adjudication and 

procedural justice 

 

Introduction 

The integrity of elections remains central to democratic governance and legitimate political 

leadership (Egbewole et al., 2024; Bello et al., 2026). Globally, however, electoral disputes are 

increasingly resolved by courts rather than through the ballot box, a trend widely described as the 
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judicialisation of politics (Foley, 2024; Egboka, 2025; Abdullah, 2026). Courts now play 

decisive roles in determining political outcomes and shaping public policy. Although judicial 

intervention was initially intended to safeguard electoral justice, its consequences remain mixed, 

either strengthening or weakening democratic legitimacy depending on institutional conditions 

(Romeo & Mostacci, 2024; Velasco-Rivera, 2025). 

The expansion of judicial authority has coincided with declining public trust in judicial 

institutions and the rule of law. Studies indicate increasing executive interference, weakening 

judicial independence, and growing concerns about juristocracy, where unelected judges appear 

to dominate elected officials (Gandur et al., 2025; Kureshi, 2025). Judicial review, once regarded 

as a pillar of constitutional democracy, is increasingly criticised for excessive politicisation and 

its capacity to obstruct representative governance (Grimm, 2025). Consequently, judicial 

intervention in elections presents a dilemma: courts may either correct electoral irregularities and 

protect democratic order or reinforce incumbent political interests (Harvey, 2022). 

This tension is particularly evident in Africa, where courts have become central actors in 

electoral governance (Ezeh, 2022). African judiciaries have evolved from passive interpreters of 

constitutional provisions to active arbiters of electoral legitimacy. Courts now routinely 

adjudicate pre-election disputes, electoral procedures, and post-election petitions that 

significantly shape democratic consolidation (Nkansah, 2016; Akanbi, 2025). However, this 

expanded judicial role has also encouraged the strategic use of legal processes for political 

advantage, commonly described as lawfare (Gloppen, 2018; Matthews, 2023). Such practices 

include manipulating constitutional provisions, restructuring judicial institutions, and exploiting 

legal ambiguities to sustain incumbency. 

The implications for public trust are significant. Survey evidence across Africa reveals declining 

confidence in key state institutions, particularly the judiciary (Hosking, 2016; Valgarðsson et al., 

2025; Grande et al., 2025). Fewer than half of African citizens express confidence in judicial 

institutions, undermining electoral credibility and democratic stability (Boateng & Makin, 2016; 

Szabolcs, 2025). Although courts increasingly shape electoral norms, many African judiciaries 

continue to face structural challenges, including delays in adjudication, inadequate resources, 

limited technical expertise, and concerns regarding judicial independence (Arshad et al., 2025; 

Miyandazi, 2025; Nxumalo &Mafora, 2026). These weaknesses hinder the timely and credible 

resolution of electoral disputes. 
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West Africa illustrates both the opportunities and challenges of judicialised electoral politics 

(Gathii &Akinkugbe, 2021). The region has experienced democratic transitions alongside 

democratic regression, with courts frequently acting as final arbiters of disputed elections 

(Dichio& Logvinenko, 2025). This study examines Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal to demonstrate 

how variations in judicial capacity influence electoral legitimacy. It argues that constitutional 

guarantees of judicial independence alone are insufficient to sustain public trust; rather, judicial 

effectiveness depends on timeliness, technical competence, procedural fairness, and public 

perceptions of neutrality. 

Nigeria represents the most problematic example. Electoral litigation expanded significantly 

during the 2023 general elections, with petitions challenging the presidential outcome over 

alleged procedural irregularities and failures in electronic result transmission (Anjide, 2025). 

Although the Supreme Court dismissed the petitions, the process exposed institutional 

weaknesses, including delays, inconsistent judgments, and allegations of corruption (Akinola 

&Onwuzuruoha, 2026). The prolonged adjudication process reinforced perceptions of 

inefficiency and political bias within the judiciary (Uchegbune, 2025). Consequently, public 

confidence in the Nigerian judiciary remains low, with many citizens viewing courts as 

instruments of partisan contestation rather than neutral arbiters (Suleiman & Gambo, 2025). 

In contrast, Ghana’s Supreme Court has managed contentious election petitions, particularly in 

2013 and 2021, without provoking systemic instability (Kuyini, 2023). The Court’s procedural 

transparency, coherence, and doctrinal clarity enhanced acceptance of its rulings and 

strengthened electoral predictability (Ongudi, 2025). Nevertheless, public trust remains moderate 

and shaped by partisan and socio-economic factors (Amoah &Dzordzormenyoh, 2025). 

Senegal occupies a middle position. During the 2024 electoral crisis, the Constitutional Council 

annulled the postponement of presidential elections and upheld constitutional order. However, 

concerns remain regarding executive influence over judicial appointments and politically 

sensitive decisions excluding opposition candidates (Emordi et al., 2024; Diallo, 2025). 

Consequently, public trust in the judiciary remains conditional and fluctuates according to 

perceptions of judicial neutrality. 

Statement of the Problem 

The judicialisation of electoral politics has become a defining feature of contemporary 

democracies, with courts increasingly determining electoral outcomes and resolving political 
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disputes (Higashijima et al., 2025; Vasiliev & Blokker, 2026). Neal and Vallinder (1995) 

observe that the expansion of judicial authority reflects a broader global transformation in 

governance. From the United States Supreme Court’s intervention in Bush v. Gore to electoral 

rulings across Latin America and Africa, courts now play central roles in shaping political 

legitimacy. However, judicial intervention produces mixed outcomes. In some contexts, it 

strengthens electoral credibility, while in others it deepens political conflict and weakens public 

trust (Dixon, 2023; Hirschl, 2024). Existing studies largely emphasise formal judicial 

independence (Prempeh, 2008; VonDoepp, 2009), often neglecting operational factors such as 

timeliness, technical competence, and enforcement capacity that significantly influence public 

confidence in electoral justice. 

This challenge is particularly pronounced in Africa, where courts have evolved from passive 

interpreters of constitutional provisions to active arbiters of electoral outcomes (Samuel & 

Chinedu, 2025; Trajkovska-Hristovska, 2025). Despite this expanded role, institutional capacity 

has not developed at the same pace. Afrobarometer surveys consistently show public confidence 

in African judiciaries below 50 per cent (Blueshtein, 2025). Gyimah-Boadi and Prempeh (2012) 

argue that declining trust stems more from weak institutional performance than from 

constitutional deficiencies. The increasing use of lawfare, defined as the strategic use of legal 

processes to preserve political advantage, further complicates electoral adjudication. Gretchen 

Helmke and Julio Ríos-Figueroa (2011) contend that courts in emerging democracies often 

operate under severe political constraints, resulting in a combination of limited capacity, political 

interference, and public mistrust that weakens democratic governance. 

In West Africa, these problems are especially visible because of the region’s history of electoral 

volatility and institutional fragility (Richard L. Sklar, 1999). Although constitutional frameworks 

prescribe timelines for resolving election disputes, courts frequently exceed these limits. In 

Nigeria, delays in adjudicating presidential and gubernatorial election petitions have become 

routine. Jibrin Ibrahim (2007) notes that prolonged judicial processes undermine electoral 

legitimacy, especially when judgments are delivered after elected officials have assumed office. 

Such delays weaken public confidence and may encourage extra-legal political contestation. 

Another major challenge is the limited technical capacity of courts to adjudicate increasingly 

sophisticated electoral disputes.Contemporary elections involve biometric accreditation, 

electronic transmission of results, and digital verification systems (Feldstein, 2021). Yet, many 
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judicial systems in West Africa lack the expertise to evaluate complex digital evidence 

effectively.  Donno (2013) argues that electoral credibility depends not only on legal frameworks 

but also on institutional ability to respond to technological changes. Consequently, inconsistent 

judicial reasoning and the dismissal of technical claims without adequate scrutiny often generate 

perceptions of arbitrariness and bias (Elgujja, 2025; Ayobolu, 2025; Chevere, 2026). 

Concerns regarding judicial impartiality further undermine trust. Allegations of corruption and 

political influence remain widespread across the region. Lindberg (2006) observes that electoral 

institutions in Africa are often embedded within broader patronage systems that constrain 

institutional autonomy. Even legally sound judgments may therefore be perceived as politically 

motivated. Helmke (2005) similarly argues that strategic political behaviour can transform courts 

into arenas of partisan conflict, thereby deepening judicial politicisation. 

Excessive judicialisation also produces unintended consequences. Issacharoff (2015) warns that 

overdependence on courts can weaken electoral management bodies. In Nigeria and several other 

West African states, the growing tendency to litigate routine electoral decisions has created 

judicial overload and administrative paralysis (Danjuma et al., 2025). Electoral commissions 

increasingly act cautiously to avoid legal reversals, thereby undermining their constitutional 

responsibilities. 

Legal pluralism further complicates electoral adjudication. In many West African societies, 

formal courts coexist with customary and religious dispute-resolution systems (Aiyedun&Ordor, 

2016; Oladipo, 2022). Ubink (2008) and Englebert (2002) demonstrate that citizens frequently 

turn to informal institutions when state courts are perceived as ineffective or inaccessible. In 

Senegal, religious networks significantly shape political legitimacy (Villalón, 2015), challenging 

the assumption that formal courts monopolise electoral dispute resolution. 

Although existing scholarship has contributed significantly to debates on judicial independence 

and electoral adjudication (Prempeh, 2008; VonDoepp, 2009; Hartmann, 2019), major gaps 

remain. Current studies overemphasise constitutional design while underestimating operational 

judicial capacity, comparative cross-national analysis, and the implications of legal pluralism for 

electoral trust. This study addresses these gaps through a comparative examination of electoral 

adjudication in West Africa. 

 

 



213 | Akindele Iyiola Tomilayo, Sanni Oluwole Kazeem & Obisanya Richard Abiodun 

 

| A H J P P A  V o l u m e 1 ,  N u m b e r  3 ,  J u n e  2 0 2 6 .   
 

Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the extent and patterns of judicialization of electoral politics in West Africa, 

with specific reference to Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal. 

2. To assess the role of judicial (capacity, timeliness, technical proficiency, and institutional 

independence) in shaping electoral dispute resolution outcomes in the selected cases. 

3. To analyse the relationship between judicial intervention and citizen trust in electoral 

processes, identifying the conditions under which judicialization enhances or undermines 

electoral credibility. 

4. To recommend a policy which strengthening judicial effectiveness in electoral 

governance. 

Research Questions 

1. How does judicialisation of electoral politics affect electoral integrity and public trust in 

West Africa? 

2. To what extent do variations in judicial capacity (timeliness, technical expertise, and 

independence) explain divergent outcomes in Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal? 

3. Under what conditions does judicial intervention enhance or undermine the credibility 

and acceptance of electoral outcomes? 

 Conceptual Review 

Judicialisation of Politics  

Judicialization of politics refers to the expansion of judicial authority into domains traditionally/ 

of decision-making to courts and the growing influence of legal reasoning in political processes. 

This phenomenon encompasses two interrelated dynamics: courts increasingly engage in policy-

making, and political actors turn to litigation to resolve disputes. As Ran Hirschl (2024) notes, 

judicialization often reflects strategic behaviour by political elites who seek to insulate decisions 

from majoritarian pressures. 

At the same time, judicialization is closely linked to the politicisation of justice, where courts 

themselves become arenas of political contestation (Quiñonez Oré, 2025). While critics view this 

as undermining democratic accountability, others argue that judicial oversight is inherent to 

constitutional governance.  In electoral contexts, judicialization manifests through the 

adjudication of disputes, the interpretation of electoral laws, and the review of election outcomes. 
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Its effects are therefore contingent: it may enhance accountability and legitimacy or, conversely, 

displace popular sovereignty and politicise the judiciary. 

Electoral Integrity 

Electoral integrity refers to the extent to which electoral processes conform to democratic norms 

of inclusiveness, fairness, and transparency. As James and Ann Garnett (2025) argue, elections 

should empower citizens, ensure political equality, and produce outcomes reflecting the popular 

will. The concept has evolved from a narrow focus on electoral fraud to a comprehensive 

framework encompassing the entire electoral cycle, pre-election conditions, campaign processes, 

voting, and post-election dispute resolution. According to Pippa Norris (2014), electoral integrity 

depends on both institutional design and actual practice, requiring impartial administration and 

adherence to international standards. 

However, elections frequently fall short due to challenges such as gerrymandering, electoral 

violence, and misinformation. As Sarah Birch (2011) notes, electoral malpractice often reflects 

broader governance deficits.  Efforts to measure electoral integrity, such as the Electoral 

Integrity Project, combine expert assessments with empirical indicators, yet challenges remain in 

capturing informal dynamics. Consequently, electoral integrity remains both a normative ideal 

and an empirical question central to democratic consolidation. 

Citizen Trust  

Citizen trust denotes the confidence individuals place in institutions to act competently, fairly, 

and in the public interest. It is not passive belief but a form of reciprocal accountability between 

citizens and governing bodies. As Margaret Levi (1998) argues, trust is built when institutions 

demonstrate fairness, competence, and credibility over time. In electoral contexts, trust is crucial 

for the acceptance of outcomes and the stability of democratic systems. Bo Rothstein (2011) 

emphasises that institutional quality and impartiality are key determinants of public trust. Where 

citizens perceive bias or inefficiency, compliance declines and contestation increases. In Africa, 

Afrobarometer studies show that trust in courts varies significantly across countries and is 

shaped by socio-economic status, partisanship, and perceived corruption. As Nic Cheeseman 

(2015) notes, declining trust in institutions reflects broader governance challenges. Importantly, 

judicial behaviour in electoral disputes directly influences trust. Transparent, timely, and 

reasoned decisions can enhance legitimacy, while delays and perceived bias undermine 

confidence, reducing the willingness of citizens to accept judicially mediated outcomes. 
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Judicial Capacity  

Judicial capacity refers to the ability of courts to effectively and efficiently deliver justice. It 

encompasses structural elements such as the number of judges and infrastructure, and functional 

dimensions, including timeliness, expertise, and enforcement. As Andrew Coan (2019) argues, 

courts must manage both the volume and complexity of litigation while maintaining legal 

coherence.  Capacity constraints are particularly evident in high-stakes domains such as electoral 

adjudication. Where courts face overwhelming caseloads or lack technical expertise, they may 

rely on rigid rules or deferential reasoning to cope with institutional limitations. In developing 

contexts, capacity deficits are compounded by resource constraints and limited training. As Peter 

VonDoepp (2009) notes, judicial effectiveness in Africa depends not only on independence but 

also on institutional capability. Recent developments, including digitalisation and judicial 

automation, offer opportunities to enhance efficiency, but also introduce new challenges. 

Ultimately, judicial capacity is central to the rule of law: without it, even formally independent 

courts cannot deliver credible and timely justice. 

Legal Pluralism  

Legal pluralism describes the coexistence of multiple legal systems within a single social field. 

As John Griffiths (1986) argues, law is not confined to state institutions but includes diverse 

normative orders operating simultaneously. In Africa, legal pluralism reflects the interaction 

between colonial legal systems and indigenous customary and religious norms. Sally Engle 

Merry (1988) distinguishes between “classical” pluralism in colonial contexts and “new” 

pluralism in contemporary societies.  Scholars emphasise that non-state legal systems often 

retain legitimacy and accessibility where formal courts are perceived as distant or ineffective. As 

Janine Ubink (2008) shows, customary institutions continue to play a central role in dispute 

resolution across Africa. This multiplicity of legal orders complicates governance, as different 

systems may compete or overlap. While pluralism can enhance access to justice, it may also 

fragment legal authority and undermine the coherence of state institutions. 

Electoral Dispute Resolution  

Electoral dispute resolution (EDR) refers to the mechanisms through which conflicts arising 

from electoral processes are adjudicated. These disputes may occur throughout the electoral 

cycle, including candidate nomination, campaigning, voting, and results declaration.  Effective 

EDR systems require transparency, timeliness, and enforceability. As International IDEA 
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frameworks emphasise, credible dispute resolution is essential for maintaining electoral integrity 

and preventing conflict.  Scholars highlight that both formal and informal mechanisms play 

important roles. Alternative dispute resolution approaches can complement judicial processes by 

providing flexible and less adversarial means of resolving conflicts. In Africa, however, EDR 

systems face significant challenges, including delays, limited capacity, and political interference. 

As Peter VonDoepp (2009) notes, weak enforcement and institutional constraints often 

undermine judicial effectiveness. Regional bodies such as the ECOWAS Court of Justice provide 

supplementary avenues for redress, reinforcing legal accountability.  Ultimately, the 

effectiveness of EDR systems is central to electoral legitimacy, shaping whether disputes are 

resolved peacefully or escalate into political instability. 

 Literature Review 

The Judicialization of Electoral Politics in Africa: Historical Trends and Contemporary 

Manifestations 

The judicialization of electoral politics has emerged as a defining feature of Africa’s democratic 

evolution since the 1990s. Following the third wave of democratisation, courts increasingly 

became responsible for resolving electoral disputes and interpreting electoral laws. Tate and 

Vallinder (1995) describe judicialization as the transfer of political decision-making from elected 

institutions to courts, a trend now evident across African democracies. In West Africa, 

particularly, courts have moved from peripheral constitutional actors to central arbiters of 

electoral outcomes (VonDoepp, 2009). 

This development has been driven by declining electoral credibility, the growing legalisation of 

electoral processes, and the high political and economic value attached to state power (Lindberg, 

2006). In countries such as Nigeria, elections are frequently contested in court, making judicial 

processes an extension of electoral competition. While some scholars view courts as defenders of 

democratic legitimacy, others warn that excessive judicialization may weaken the electorate’s 

mandate and politicise the judiciary (Issacharoff, 2015). Moreover, African electoral 

jurisprudence remains inconsistent across jurisdictions, revealing tensions between safeguarding 

democracy and reinforcing political contestation within fragile institutional systems 

(Mavedzenge, 2024). 
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Electoral Integrity: Definitions, Dimensions, and Measurement Challenges 

Electoral integrity refers to the extent to which elections comply with democratic norms and 

reflect the genuine will of the electorate. According to James and Garnett (2025), defining and 

measuring good elections remains contested within academic and policy debates. Nonetheless, 

electoral integrity is generally associated with adherence to international standards such as 

universal suffrage, political equality, transparency, and fairness in electoral administration 

(Asplund & Tucker, 2025). 

Contemporary studies conceptualise electoral integrity across the entire electoral cycle, including 

pre-election activities, campaigns, voting procedures, and post-election dispute resolution, rather 

than limiting analysis to election-day fraud. Lührmann and colleagues in the Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem) project argue that integrity assessment requires both observable indicators 

and expert evaluations of less visible processes. Comparative tools such as the Electoral Integrity 

Index (EII) have therefore become important for measuring election quality across countries. 

However, challenges persist in measuring electoral integrity. Pal (2025) argues that the concept 

remains underdeveloped in legal scholarship despite its analytical relevance. Informal practices 

such as vote-buying, misinformation, electoral violence, and intimidation are often difficult to 

quantify, especially in emerging democracies. These limitations complicate comparative 

assessments and make it difficult to establish universally accepted standards for evaluating 

electoral credibility. 

Citizen Trust in Judicial Institutions: Determinants and Consequences 

Public trust in judicial institutions is essential for democratic stability and the acceptance of 

electoral outcomes. Across Africa, however, confidence in courts remains relatively low and 

uneven. Afrobarometer surveys show that fewer than half of African citizens express trust in 

judicial institutions, with significant differences across countries (Lewanika, 2025). Cheeseman 

(2015) argues that perceptions of fairness, transparency, and independence are critical for 

sustaining judicial legitimacy in emerging democracies. 

Research identifies several determinants of judicial trust, including political affiliation, socio-

economic status, education, and perceptions of corruption. In Ghana, studies by Oduro and 

colleagues demonstrate that both institutional performance and individual experiences influence 

citizens’ confidence in courts (Acheampong &Cann, 2025). More broadly, declining trust in 
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courts reflects a wider erosion of confidence in democratic institutions across Africa (Franceschi, 

2025). 

Judicial conduct during electoral disputes also significantly shapes public trust. VonDoepp 

(2009) notes that transparent, detailed, and timely judgments can strengthen institutional 

legitimacy, even in politically sensitive cases. Landmark electoral rulings in Kenya (2017) and 

Malawi (2019) enhanced perceptions of judicial independence and accountability. Conversely, 

delayed rulings, inconsistency, and perceived political bias weaken public confidence and reduce 

acceptance of judicially determined electoral outcomes. 

Judicial Capacity: Timeliness, Technical Expertise, and Enforcement as Missing Variables 

Judicial capacity refers to the ability of courts to effectively and efficiently administer justice 

through adequate personnel, infrastructure, technical expertise, and enforcement mechanisms 

(KMap Topic). Coan (2019) defines judicial capacity as the ability of courts to manage the 

complexity and volume of litigation while maintaining legal standards and institutional 

legitimacy. The concept includes structural dimensions such as the number of judges, court 

facilities, and administrative support, as well as functional dimensions including timeliness of 

adjudication, technical competence, and enforcement of judicial rulings (Houston, 2024). In 

electoral disputes, these factors are critical because delayed judgments, weak technical 

understanding, and poor enforcement undermine public trust in electoral justice. 

Judicial capacity building has therefore become central to strengthening democratic governance 

and the rule of law. Effective courts require not only constitutional independence but also 

operational efficiency and accountability. Contemporary elections increasingly involve biometric 

verification, electronic transmission of results, and digital evidence, requiring courts to adapt to 

technological complexities. Emerging debates on judicial automation further emphasise 

efficiency, consistency, and case management reforms as important dimensions of judicial 

capacity (IVIR, 2025). However, many African judiciaries remain constrained by inadequate 

resources, limited expertise, and institutional overload, weakening their ability to resolve 

electoral disputes credibly and promptly. 

Legal Pluralism and Electoral Dispute Resolution in West Africa 

Legal pluralism, the coexistence of formal, customary, and religious legal systems, significantly 

shapes electoral dispute resolution in West Africa. Griffiths (1986) defines legal pluralism as the 

operation of multiple normative systems within the same social environment. Across Africa, 
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colonial legal structures coexist with indigenous institutions, producing hybrid systems of 

governance and justice (Englebert, 2002). Consequently, electoral justice is often influenced not 

only by formal courts but also by customary authorities and religious networks. 

Scholars argue that these parallel systems shape citizens’ perceptions of legitimacy and access to 

justice. Ubink (2008) demonstrates that many communities rely on informal dispute-resolution 

mechanisms because state courts are perceived as expensive, inaccessible, or corrupt. Similarly, 

Villalón (2015) highlights the important role of religious networks in Senegal in shaping political 

legitimacy outside formal judicial institutions. This pluralist environment creates challenges for 

electoral adjudication because citizens may prefer informal mechanisms even where state courts 

function effectively. Ghai (2010) argues that the transplantation of Western legal systems 

without local adaptation has contributed to legitimacy deficits in many African states. As a 

result, judicialization literature that assumes a unified legal order often fails to capture the 

realities of West African electoral governance. 

Comparative Perspectives on Election Petition Adjudication: Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal 

Comparative studies reveal significant differences in electoral adjudication across Nigeria, 

Ghana, and Senegal, reflecting variations in judicial independence, institutional capacity, and 

political context. Nigeria represents one of the most judicialized electoral systems in Africa, with 

thousands of election petitions filed since 2003. Scholars note that inconsistencies in judicial 

reasoning, prolonged litigation, and allegations of judicial overreach have weakened public 

confidence in electoral justice (Suleiman & Gambo, 2025). Ibrahim (2007) argues that frequent 

litigation has transformed courts into extensions of electoral competition rather than neutral 

arbiters of democracy. 

Ghana, by contrast, presents a relatively stable model of electoral adjudication. The Supreme 

Court’s handling of presidential election petitions in 2013 and 2021 demonstrated procedural 

transparency and doctrinal clarity, which strengthened public acceptance of judicial outcomes. 

Prempeh (2008) contends that jurisprudential consistency contributes significantly to 

institutional legitimacy in contentious electoral disputes. Senegal occupies a middle position. 

Although the Constitutional Council resolves disputes relatively quickly, concerns remain 

regarding executive influence over judicial appointments (Villalón, 2015). Regional bodies such 

as the ECOWAS Court of Justice also provide supplementary protection for electoral rights. 
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These variations demonstrate how judicial capacity and independence shape electoral legitimacy 

and public trust differently across West Africa. 

The Impact of Judicial Intervention on Electoral Management Bodies and Democratic 

Institutions 

The growing judicialization of elections has important consequences for electoral management 

bodies (EMBs) and democratic governance in West Africa. In Nigeria, concerns have intensified 

over the increasing tendency to determine elections through litigation rather than voting 

processes. INEC Chairman Professor Joash Amupitan (SAN) recently argued that electoral 

outcomes should be decided at polling units rather than in courtrooms, identifying excessive 

judicialization as a threat to electoral integrity (The Journal Nigeria, 2025; Dawn Herald, 2025). 

Legislative reforms are therefore being proposed to strengthen electoral administration, including 

the establishment of an Electoral Offences Commission, stricter sanctions for electoral crimes, 

and mandatory electronic transmission of results (National Assembly, 2025). 

These reforms also seek to ensure that election petitions are resolved before elected officials 

assume office, thereby reducing prolonged political uncertainty. In Ghana, petitions seeking the 

removal of Electoral Commission officials further illustrate tensions between judicial oversight 

and electoral administration (Ghanaweb, 2025). Similarly, the Independent Judicial 

Accountability Panel (IJAP) has supported calls for reforms aimed at preventing judicial 

overreach and restoring confidence in electoral governance (This Day Live, 2025). INEC has 

also advocated the creation of an Electoral Offences Tribunal, arguing that combining election 

management with prosecution responsibilities undermines institutional effectiveness (INEC 

News, 2025). Collectively, these developments show that excessive judicial intervention may 

weaken EMB autonomy, encourage administrative caution, and ultimately undermine democratic 

institutional stability. 

 Lawfare, Incumbent Entrenchment, and the Dark Side of Judicialisation 

The weaponisation of legal processes for political ends, lawfare, has emerged as a significant 

threat to democratic consolidation across Africa. Lawfare describes the systematic use and abuse 

of legal procedure for political ends, representing a disturbing phenomenon of global concern 

(Meierhenrich, 2024). Incumbent presidents and ruling parties increasingly bend the law to 

entrench their power and silence opposition, with this lawfare presenting as presidential term-

limit manipulations, reshuffles of the judiciary, and exploitation of legal procedures to sustain 
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power (ISS Africa, 2025). The tactic has emerged across the continent in countries such as 

Zimbabwe, Zambia, Tanzania, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Togo. It manifests 

differently across countries, ranging from subtle manipulation of ambiguous laws to tilt the 

political scale in favour of incumbents to overt constitutional amendments. In Tanzania, the 

Independent National Electoral Commission disqualified the main opposition party Chadema 

ahead of the October 2025 elections for refusing to sign a new electoral code of ethics, despite 

neither the Constitution nor the electoral commission having the power to disqualify parties on 

that basis (ISS Africa, 2025). In Zambia, the Constitutional Court's inconsistent rulings on 

presidential term limits, first allowing Edgar Lungu to run for a third term, then reversing that 

ruling under a new administration, exposed how laws and their associated rulings could be 

manipulated for political gain. However, civil society and opposition actors may challenge 

autocratisation through legal mobilisation, referred to as democratic lawfare. In Kenya, Malawi, 

and Zambia, court actions have often succeeded in preventing incumbents from tilting the 

electoral playing field (Gloppen & Rakner, 2024). 

The research hinged on the following theories;  

Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory explains how judicial institutions shape electoral integrity and public trust. 

North defines institutions as formal and informal rules that structure political and social 

behaviour, including constitutions, laws, customs, and norms. In electoral governance, 

institutional theory helps explain why variations in judicial structures produce different outcomes 

regarding independence, efficiency, and legitimacy. Historical institutionalism further shows that 

institutional arrangements evolve over time and significantly influence political outcomes 

(Castro, 2024). Courts are therefore not neutral actors but political institutions shaped by wider 

social and political forces (Smith, 2024). 

The theory also emphasises path dependence, where historical legacies constrain present 

institutional choices. In West Africa, colonial legal systems, constitutional arrangements, and 

judicial appointment processes have created divergent institutional trajectories. Mechanisms such 

as institutional layering, drift, conversion, and displacement explain why judicial systems in 

countries like Ghana and Nigeria have evolved differently despite similar colonial histories. 

Institutional resilience also depends on political culture, democratic norms, and constitutional 

safeguards against authoritarian pressures (Gloppen & Rakner, 2024). 
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Legal Pluralism Theory 

Legal pluralism theory explains the coexistence of multiple legal systems within the same social 

environment. Griffiths (1986) distinguishes between weak legal pluralism, where the state 

recognises other legal orders, and strong legal pluralism, where multiple systems operate 

independently of state authority. Merry (1988) further differentiates between classical legal 

pluralism in colonial societies and contemporary pluralism in modern states where various 

normative systems coexist. The theory challenges state-centered understandings of law by 

recognising the role of informal, customary, and religious institutions in regulating social 

behaviour. 

In Africa, legal pluralism is especially significant because colonial legal systems continue to 

operate alongside indigenous norms and religious laws (Dialnet, 2025). Citizens frequently rely 

on customary and religious institutions when formal courts are viewed as inaccessible, 

expensive, or politically compromised. Legal pluralism therefore shapes public perceptions of 

legitimacy and access to justice. However, some scholars argue that the concept requires re-

examination in sub-Saharan Africa because state institutions still dominate formal legal authority 

(Brill, 2025). Nonetheless, legal pluralism remains important for understanding electoral dispute 

resolution and legitimacy in West Africa. 

Procedural Justice Theory 

Procedural justice theory, developed primarily by Tom Tyler, argues that citizens are more likely 

to trust and obey legal authorities when they perceive decision-making processes as fair, 

transparent, and impartial. The theory emphasises that legitimacy depends not only on outcomes 

but also on how decisions are reached. Tyler’s research demonstrates that citizens value 

respectful treatment, neutrality, participation, and trustworthy motives in legal processes. 

Consequently, people are more willing to accept judicial decisions, even unfavourable ones, 

when procedures are perceived as fair (Pleysier& Kilkelly, 2024). 

In electoral disputes, procedural justice theory explains variations in public trust toward courts. 

Ghana’s Supreme Court, for example, has maintained legitimacy through transparent, detailed, 

and unanimous rulings despite political tensions. In contrast, delayed and opaque judgments in 

Nigeria often deepen public cynicism and distrust. Transparency measures such as public 

hearings and live-streaming of election petitions can therefore enhance institutional legitimacy. 

The theory also highlights that negative experiences with judicial authorities tend to have 
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stronger and longer-lasting effects on public trust than positive interactions (Creutzfeldt et al., 

2024). 

Capacity-Trust Framework 

The Capacity-Trust Framework explains how judicial capacity shapes public trust in electoral 

dispute resolution. The framework identifies three key dimensions of judicial capacity: 

timeliness, technical proficiency, and institutional independence. Timeliness refers to the ability 

of courts to resolve disputes before electoral cycles are completed, while technical proficiency 

concerns judicial competence in handling complex electoral evidence such as biometric data and 

electronic transmission records. Institutional independence focuses on the judiciary’s actual 

freedom from political or executive interference rather than merely constitutional guarantees. 

The framework argues that strong judicial capacity increases public confidence in electoral 

outcomes, even among losing parties, while weak capacity produces distrust, apathy, and 

political instability. It draws from Norris’s electoral integrity framework and Afrobarometer 

studies showing that public trust is influenced by institutional performance, partisanship, 

education, and socio-economic conditions (Acheampong &Cann, 2025). The model also 

incorporates procedural justice theory, which emphasises that transparent and fair processes 

strengthen legitimacy more than favourable outcomes. Judicial capacity is measured through 

factors such as speed of adjudication, quality of judicial reasoning, specialised electoral 

expertise, and public perceptions of impartiality. 

Judicialization-Integrity Mediation Model 

The Judicialization-Integrity Mediation Model explains how judicial intervention in elections 

affects electoral integrity and public trust through mediating institutional factors. The model 

identifies judicialization as the independent variable, while electoral integrity and citizen trust 

constitute the dependent variables. It argues that the impact of judicialization depends largely on 

three mediating factors: timeliness, technical expertise, and de facto judicial independence. 

Unlike approaches focused only on constitutional guarantees, the model emphasises that 

operational judicial capacity better explains variations in public trust. 

The model also recognises contextual moderators such as legal pluralism and political 

competitiveness. In highly plural societies, citizens may rely on informal or customary 

mechanisms when formal courts are perceived as ineffective. Similarly, intense political 

competition increases the stakes of judicial rulings and heightens perceptions of bias. 
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Comparative evidence from Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal demonstrates how variations in judicial 

capacity shape trust outcomes differently. Nigeria’s low judicial capacity has contributed to 

declining trust, Ghana’s stronger institutional performance has enhanced legitimacy, while 

Senegal’s mixed institutional environment has produced conditional trust. The model therefore 

highlights the centrality of judicial effectiveness in sustaining electoral credibility and 

democratic stability. 

Methodology 

 This study adopts a quantitative comparative research design using secondary data to examine 

the relationship between judicial capacity and electoral trust in Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal 

between 2015 and 2024. A comparative longitudinal approach was used to assess variations in 

judicial performance and public trust across electoral cycles. Data were drawn from 

Afrobarometer surveys, V-Dem version 14, apex court election petition judgments, and reports 

from International IDEA and EISA. Afrobarometer measured public trust in courts and electoral 

institutions, while V-Dem provided indicators on judicial independence and electoral integrity. A 

dataset of 42 election petition judgments was compiled to evaluate judicial timeliness, technical 

competence, and treatment of electoral evidence. Electoral trust served as the dependent variable, 

while judicial capacity was measured through independence, efficiency, and competence. Data 

were analysed using descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and fixed-effects panel regression 

models in Stata 18 and R 4.3 (Wooldridge, 2010). 

Table 1: Operationalisation of Key Judicial Performance Dimensions 

Dimension Indicator Measurement Weight Data Source 

Timeliness Days from petition 

filing to judgment 

≤90 days = 5; 91-180 = 3; 

>180 = 1; Post-inauguration 

= 0 

40% Court 

judgments 

Technical 

Expertise 

Evidence 

engagement score 

(1-5) 

5 = detailed tech evidence 

analysis; 1 = no 

engagement 

35% Content 

analysis of 

rulings 

De facto 

Independence 

Perception of 

political 

interference 

V-Dem judicial 

independence index (0-1) + 

expert coding 

25% V-Dem + 

author coding 

Compiled by authors 

Country-Wide Trends in Judicialisation and Electoral Trust 

To examine the divergent pathways of judicial capacity and electoral trust across Nigeria, Ghana, 

and Senegal, the following section provides a consolidated, year-by-year overview of the key 

elections and judicial interventions that have shaped the electoral landscape in each country over 
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the past decade. The data presented below highlights the major electoral events, the resulting 

judicial or quasi-judicial rulings, the primary capacity concerns identified in each case, and the 

subsequent impact on citizen trust in both the judiciary and the electoral management body. 

Table 2: Application of Judicial Performance Metrics to Nigerian Election Disputes (2015–

2023) 

Key 

Elections 

& 

Petitions 

Judicial 

Body 

Major Ruling 

(Outcome) 

Judicial Capacity 

Concerns 

Identified 

Impact on Public 

Trust (Key Surveys 

& Reports) 

2015 

General 

Elections 

Court of 

Appeal 

(Presidential 

Election 

Petition 

Tribunal) 

Atiku Abubakar & 

PDP vs. INEC & 

Buhari: Petition 

dismissed. The 

Tribunal ruled that 

the petitioners failed 

to prove widespread 

irregularities, and 

the Supreme Court 

later upheld this 

decision. 

Low: Widespread 

allegations of 

corruption and 

political influence; 

"political solution" 

to crisis preferred 

over legal one. 

2015 Afrobarometer: 

Trust in courts at 38%. 

INEC trust at 33% 

(post-election). 

2019 

General 

Elections 

Presidential 

Election 

Petition 

Court 

(PEPC) / 

Supreme 

Court 

Atiku Abubakar & 

PDP vs. INEC & 

Buhari: Petition 

dismissed at PEPC; 

Supreme Court 

upheld dismissal in 

2019, criticising the 

appeal as lacking in 

merit. 

Low: Critics 

decried brief, 

formulaic 

judgment (approx. 

10-15 pages); lack 

of substantive 

engagement with 

evidence; high-

profile defections 

from opposition to 

ruling party before 

ruling. 

2020 Yiaga Africa: 

Trust in INEC at 31%. 

2023 

General 

Elections 

Presidential 

Election 

Petition 

Court 

(PEPC) / 

Supreme 

Court 

Atiku Abubakar & 

Peter Obi vs. INEC 

& Tinubu: PEPC 

dismissed petitions; 

Supreme Court 

upheld dismissal in 

October 2023 (5 

months after 

election). 

Low: Supreme 

Court ruling came 

after swearing-in 

(May 29, 2023); 

Judgment brief 

(approx. 18 pages); 

4-3 split decision 

criticised as 

partisan; 

unworkable 

evidentiary rules 

(requiring 176,000 

2024 

Afrobarometer/Yiaga 

Africa: Trust in INEC 

dropped from 31% 

(2020) to 23%; Public 

trust in elections 

dropped from 33% to 

23%; Trust in the 

Presidency at 27%. 
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witnesses). 

Compiled by authors: From Afrobarometer/ Yiaga 

Table 3: Ghanaian Presidential Election Petitions and Judicial Performance (2015–2024) 

Key 

Elections 

& 

Petitions 

Judicial 

Body 

Major Ruling 

(Outcome) 

Judicial Capacity 

Concerns 

Identified 

Impact on Public 

Trust (Key Surveys 

& Reports) 

2016 

General 

Elections 

Supreme 

Court 

Pre-election petitions 

on the disqualification 

of presidential aspirants 

were resolved. EC 

conducted the election 

without a major post-

election petition. 

Moderate: High 

volume of pre-

election cases raised 

concerns about EC 

and judicial capacity 

to manage litigation. 

2017 Afrobarometer: 

Trust in courts at 58%. 

2020 

General 

Elections 

Supreme 

Court 

John Dramani Mahama 

(NDC) vs. EC & 

Akufo-Addo: Petition 

dismissed unanimously 

(7-0) on March 4, 2021 

(approx. 3 months after 

filing). 

High: Unanimous 

ruling with detailed 

judgment; extensive 

public hearings; the 

court demonstrated 

capacity to handle 

complex electoral 

evidence. 

2022 Afrobarometer: 

Trust in courts 

plummeted to 36%; 

Trust in EC collapsed 

to 33% (down from 

75% in 2005). 74% of 

Ghanaians said 

corruption increased. 

2024 

General 

Elections 

Supreme 

Court 

(Pre-election) Minor 

petitions dismissed. EC 

conducted the election 

without a major post-

election petition. 

Moderate/Declining: 

Growing concerns 

over judicial 

independence; the 

Mo Ibrahim Index 

showed judicial 

autonomy halved 

from 100% to 50% 

between 2018 and 

2023. 

2024 Afrobarometer 

(CDD-Ghana report): 

Historic decline in 

public trust; only 26% 

of Ghanaians felt they 

could report corruption 

without fear. 60% still 

considered the 2020 

election "free and fair". 

Compiled by authors: From Afrobarometer 

Table 4: Senegal Presidential Election Petitions and Judicial Performance (2019–2024) 

Key 

Elections & 

Petitions 

Judicial 

Body 

Major Ruling 

(Outcome) 

Judicial Capacity 

Concerns Identified 

Impact on Public 

Trust (Key Surveys 

& Reports) 

2019 

Presidential 

Election 

Constitutional 

Council 

Opposition 

leader Karim 

Wade was 

disqualified due 

to dual French-

Senegalese 

citizenship. 

Macky Sall re-

Moderate/Conditional: 

Ruling legally sound 

but widely seen as 

politically motivated. 

Raised concerns about 

the Council's de facto 

independence. 

2019 

Afrobarometer: 

51% trust in courts. 

88% of Senegalese 

rated their last 

national election as 

"completely free 

and fair". 
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elected. 

2024 

Presidential 

Election 

Crisis 

Constitutional 

Council 

President 

Macky Sall 

attempted to 

postpone the 

election from 

Feb 25 to Dec 

15, 2024. The 

Council 

annulled the 

postponement 

within 72 hours, 

ruling it 

unconstitutional. 

High: Demonstrated 

remarkable timeliness 

and decisiveness; 72-

hour ruling forced 

government 

compliance. Showed 

capacity for judicial 

independence. 

2024 

Afrobarometer: 

Trust in electoral 

commission 

(CENA/DGE) at 

69%; 91% felt free 

to vote without 

pressure; 82% 

support selecting 

leaders via elections 

(down 13 points 

from previous 

decade). 

Compiled by authors:  Afrobarometer 

Analysis of Key Variables 

Drawing on the data compiled in the tables above, the following analysis provides a focused 

examination of how each country performs across the key variables of the capacity-trust 

framework: Timeliness, Technical Expertise, De Facto Independence, and Electoral Trust. 

Table 5: Comparative Summary of Judicial Performance and Electoral Trust in Nigeria, 

Ghana, and Senegal 

Country Timeliness 

(Speed & 

Compliance) 

Technical 

Expertise 

(Judgment 

Quality) 

De Facto 

Independence 

(Perceived & Actual) 

Electoral Trust 

(Outcome) 

Nigeria Low: 2023 

presidential 

petition resolved 

5 months after 

swearing-in, in 

violation of the 

constitutional 

timeline. Pre-

election matters 

can drag on for 

years. 

Low: Supreme 

Court judgments 

are typically brief 

(approx. 10-18 

pages), with 

minimal 

engagement with 

electronic evidence. 

4-3 split decisions 

indicate a lack of 

consensus. 

Low: The judiciary is 

widely perceived as 

compromised. A former 

INEC chairman 

described the process as 

"slow and 

compromised". The 

2023 ruling was seen as 

protecting the 

incumbent. 

Very Low: Trust in 

INEC is at 23%. 

Trust in courts is 

among the lowest 

on the continent 

(approx. 28-36%). 

Ghana Medium/High: 

2020 petition 

resolved in 

approx. 3 

months is a 

reasonable 

timeframe. No 

statutory 

deadline, but 

High: Supreme 

Court rulings are 

detailed and 

unanimous. The 

2012 ruling was 

588 pages, 

demonstrating 

meticulous 

engagement with 

High (Historically) / 

Declining: Once a 

model of judicial 

autonomy, the Mo 

Ibrahim Index showed a 

precipitous drop from 

100% to 50% between 

2018 and 2023, raising 

alarms. 

Moderate but 

Collapsing: Trust 

in courts fell from 

58% (1999) to 36% 

(2022). Trust in the 

EC collapsed from 

75% (2005) to 33% 

(2022). 
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rulings are 

typically 

delivered before 

the next 

election. 

evidence. The 2020 

ruling was 

unanimous and 

well-reasoned. 

Senegal High: The 

Constitutional 

Council acted 

with remarkable 

speed in 2024, 

nullifying the 

presidential 

postponement 

within 72 hours, 

demonstrating a 

clear capacity 

for timely 

intervention. 

High 

(Conditional): 

Legal reasoning is 

generally sound and 

rigorous. The 2024 

ruling was hailed as 

a "muscular 

rebuke" of 

executive 

overreach. 

However, the 2019 

Karim Wade ruling 

was legally correct 

but raised questions 

about political 

convenience. 

Moderate/Conditional: 

The Council 

demonstrated genuine 

independence in 2024 

by ruling against 

President Sall. 

However, its 

composition (appointed 

by the President) and 

the 2019 Wade ruling 

leave perceptions of its 

independence 

conditional and volatile. 

Moderate but 

Complex: While 

51% trust the 

courts, a remarkable 

88% believe 

elections are free 

and fair. Trust in 

the electoral 

commission is 

relatively high at 

69%. 

Authors' synthesis based on indicators operationalised in Table 1 and case evidence from Tables 

2–3.Compiled  

Judicial Capacity Operationalisation and Scoring 

Table 6: Operational Framework for Assessing Judicial Capacity in Electoral Dispute 

Resolution 

Dimension Indicator Measurement Weight Data Source 

Timeliness Days from petition 

filing to judgment 

≤90 days = 5; 91-180 = 3; 

>180 = 1; Post-inauguration 

= 0 

40% Court 

judgments 

Technical 

Expertise 

Evidence 

engagement score 

(1-5) 

5 = detailed tech evidence 

analysis; 1 = no 

engagement 

35% Content 

analysis of 

rulings 

De facto 

Independence 

Perception of 

political 

interference 

V-Dem judicial 

independence index (0-1) + 

expert coding 

25% V-Dem + 

author coding 

Compiled by authors:  Afrobarometer 

Judgment Selection Criteria 
 Inclusion: Apex courts only (Supreme Court/Constitutional Council) 

 Timeframe: 2015-2024 

 Dispute type: Presidential and gubernatorial election petitions 

 N=42 breakdown: Nigeria (18), Ghana (14), Senegal (10) 

 Coding reliability: Double-coded by two researchers; inter-coder reliability κ = 0.87 
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Table 7: Panel Regression Results  

Dependent Variable: Electoral Trust 

(Afrobarometer 0-100) 

Coefficient 

(β) 

SE p-

value 

Judicial Capacity Index (0-100) 0.43** 0.12 0.002 

Timeliness sub-score 0.28* 0.11 0.018 

Technical Expertise sub-score 0.35** 0.09 0.001 

Independence sub-score 0.11 0.14 0.421 

GDP per capita (log, control) 0.05 0.08 0.532 

Years of democratic experience 0.02 0.04 0.612 

N = 30 (10 years × 3 countries) R² = 0.67 Adj. R² = 

0.58 

 

Compiled by authors:  Afrobarometer 

*Note: *p < 0.05; *p < 0.01 

Interpretation: Independence alone is not significant (p=0.421); timeliness and technical 

expertise drive trust. 

Findings and discussion 

The model is estimated using a panel dataset of 30 observations (10 years × 3 countries: Nigeria, 

Ghana, and Senegal). The R² of 0.67 indicates that your judicial capacity variables, combined 

with the control variables, explain 67% of the variation in electoral trust across these countries 

over time. This is a very strong fit for social science research. The Adjusted R² (0.58) accounts 

for the number of predictors in the model and remains robust. 

 The primary variable of interest, the aggregate Judicial Capacity Index (0-100), is highly 

statistically significant (β = 0.43, p = 0.002). 

 Substantive interpretation: A one-unit increase in the Judicial Capacity Index is 

associated with a 0.43-point increase in Electoral Trust (on the 0-100 Afrobarometer 

scale). 

 Given the scale, a 10-point improvement in judicial capacity corresponds to a roughly 

4.3-point bump in public trust, which is a meaningful political shift. 

The three underlying dimensions, a very telling pattern emerges: 

 Technical Expertise (β = 0.35, p = 0.001): This is the strongest and most statistically 

significant individual driver. It suggests that when courts produce detailed, rigorous, 

evidence-engaged rulings (rather than brief, formulaic judgments), the public's trust in the 

electoral process increases most substantially. 

 Timeliness (β = 0.28, p = 0.018): This is also statistically significant, albeit at a slightly 

lower threshold (p < 0.05). Quicker resolutions, ideally before inaugurations, 

meaningfully boost electoral trust. 

 De facto Independence (β = 0.11, p = 0.421): This is the most critical finding in the 

table. Although the coefficient is positive, it is not statistically significant (p > 0.1). This 

means that, in this specific sample, perceived judicial independence by itself does not 
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reliably predict higher electoral trust once you control for the court's actual performance 

(timeliness and expertise). 

Table 7 presents the panel regression results examining the determinants of electoral trust. The 

model demonstrates strong explanatory power, accounting for 67% of the variance (Adj. R² = 

0.58). The aggregate Judicial Capacity Index emerges as a robust positive predictor of trust (β = 

0.43, p < 0.01), indicating that improvements in judicial performance are substantively 

meaningful for public confidence. Disaggregating the index reveals a crucial nuance: while 

Timeliness (β = 0.28, p < 0.05) and Technical Expertise (β = 0.35, p < 0.01) are individually 

significant, the De facto Independence sub-score fails to reach statistical significance (β = 0.11, p 

= 0.421). This suggests that citizens reward courts for how they decide cases, through speedy, 

well-reasoned judgments rather than solely for abstract perceptions of autonomy. Notably, 

neither GDP per capita nor democratic experience significantly influenced trust, reinforcing that 

judicial conduct, rather than structural macroeconomics, drives these attitudes. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that judicialisation of electoral politics in West Africa shapes electoral 

trust primarily through judicial capacity rather than constitutional guarantees alone. While courts 

in Nigeria, Ghana, and Senegal increasingly play central roles in resolving electoral disputes, 

outcomes differ based on institutional effectiveness and perceived neutrality. Nigeria illustrates 

how delays, inconsistent rulings, and perceived political interference weaken public confidence 

and electoral legitimacy. Ghana, by contrast, shows that timely adjudication, procedural 

transparency, and coherent judicial decisions can strengthen trust, even in contentious elections. 

Senegal reflects a mixed experience, where swift judicial intervention is offset by concerns over 

executive influence. Overall, the findings reveal that judicial independence alone does not 

guarantee electoral integrity. Instead, electoral trust depends largely on courts’ operational 

effectiveness, particularly their timeliness, technical competence, and practical independence. 

Weak judicial capacity risks deepening political tensions and undermining democratic 

consolidation in West Africa. 

This study makes three theoretical contributions. First, it challenges the dominant focus on 

judicial independence in comparative judicial politics by demonstrating that operational capacity 

(timeliness, technical expertise) explains more variance in electoral trust than formal 

independence guarantees. Second, it extends procedural justice theory to electoral adjudication, 

showing that transparent, timely procedures enhance legitimacy even among losing parties but 
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only where technical competence in evaluating digital evidence is demonstrated. Third, the 

Capacity-Trust Framework provides a replicable model for cross-national research on judicial 

performance and democratic legitimacy beyond West Africa. 

Recommendations 

First, judicial systems across West Africa should strengthen case management and enforce strict 

statutory timelines for the resolution of election petitions to prevent post-election governance 

crises and enhance public confidence. 

Second, there is a need for sustained investment in judicial capacity-building, particularly in 

training judges and court officials on emerging electoral technologies such as biometric 

verification systems, electronic result transmission, and digital evidence evaluation. 

Third, institutional safeguards must be reinforced to ensure de facto judicial independence, 

including transparent judicial appointment processes, secure tenure protections, and financial 

autonomy for the judiciary. 

Fourth, electoral management bodies and judiciaries should improve coordination mechanisms to 

reduce excessive reliance on litigation by strengthening pre-election dispute resolution 

frameworks and administrative accountability. 

Finally, transparency reforms such as public hearings, publication of reasoned judgments, and 

digital broadcasting of election petition proceedings should be institutionalised to enhance 

procedural justice and rebuild citizen trust in electoral adjudication systems. 
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