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Abstract
Numerous factors have been advanced to explain electoral turnout. This paper puts the
emphasis on two main categories of determinants: socio-economic and political.
Numerous studies have shown that turnout increases with the socio-economic status
of the voters. In the Johannesburg case, this study shows that, contrary to the usual
finding, turnout is higher in the most deprived wards. Among the political factors, this
paper studies the influence of the closeness of the electoral race on turnout. And there
again the result is different from the usual one. In Johannesburg, turnout decreases with
the degree of electoral closeness. Different specificities of the South African political
situation may help to understand these unexpected results.

Introduction
Six elections have been held in South Africa since the end of apartheid. The
first democratic elections happened in 1994 in order to elect the deputies of
the national and provincial assemblies. Then in 1995 the first local elections
were organised. Thus far two other legislative elections have occurred, in
1999 and 2004. In 2000, South Africa implemented a major demarcation reform
that suppressed all the former municipalities and created enlarged and
completely deracialised municipalities. This major reform was followed by
the 2000 local government elections. In 2006, the second municipal elections
were held.

All these elections, whether local or national, led to the overwhelming
victory of the African National Congress (ANC) which received more than
60 per cent of the expressed ballot at each election. These general results and
some of their particularities such as geographical disparities, have been
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largely commented on and debated in the press and in many academic
publications. On the other hand, the electoral participation behavior of
South African voters has not received much attention. Yet turnout rate in
South Africa presents some very interesting features. First, at least for the
legislative elections, one can notice a real decrease in the level of electoral
participation of more than ten percentage points between  1999 and 2006.1

Whereas the municipal turnout rate remains constant, its level is relatively
low, around 48 per cent of the registered voters. But most of all, turnout rates
presents a huge spatial variation, between provinces and municipalities but
also within municipalities. For example, in Johannesburg, during the 2006
municipal elections, the level of turnout at the ward level2 varied between a
minimum of 13.16 per cent and a maximum of 55.82 per cent.

Numerous factors have been advanced to explain electoral turnout in the
literature. These determinants can be broadly catalogued according to three
main approaches. The first approach puts the emphasis on the socio-
economic characteristics of the voters. The second one gives prominence
to institutional and structural political factors. Finally, the last approach
highlights the influence of contextual variables.

Socio-economic indicators have been largely used, at the individual voter
level as well as at the aggregated level, to explain turnout (Fauvelle-Aymar
and François 2005, Highton and Wolfinger 2001, Leighley 1995). The principal
hypothesis of this literature (often called the SES  – socio-economic status
– model) is that electoral turnout is related to the degree of social integration
of the voters and to their interest in politics. Among the main explanatory
variables are level of education, age and social status of the voters
(professional status and level of income for instance). This approach shows
that the middle aged, the best educated and those belonging to the upper
classes tend to participate more in the elections.

The central hypothesis of the political institutional approaches is that
political institutions (and especially the particular features of the electoral
system) strongly influence turnout (Jackman 1987). Among the most
important elements is the electoral system itself. Thus it is generally
advanced that the proportional representation system leads to a higher
turnout. Conversely, systems where there is a larger discrepancy between
ballots and seat allocation limit turnout. Turnout rates are also variable
according to the type of elections (national/local, presidential/legislative,
etc) and to electoral issue at stake. Some elections that are considered as
more important will incite voters to participate whereas other elections,
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whose issues are too far from voter preoccupations, will result in a lower
turnout.

The former analyses put the emphasis on the structural factors that
influence turnout. If these factors are important, they also do not vary much
from one election to another. Thus they are not useful in explaining electoral
volatility. There the contextual factors are needed. These contextual factors
are mainly political and in particular related to the elections’ partisan
dimension. For example, numerous studies have shown that the closeness
of the electoral race leads to higher turnout.3 One has also to take into
account other features of the political system such as the number of
candidates competing at the electoral race and their partisan affiliation. The
size of electoral expenditure may also exercise an influence on turnout since
the aim is to lead voters to cast a ballot for one of the candidates and therefore
to mobilise voters to participate.

The goal of this research is to study how these different factors may help
to explain the level of electoral participation in South Africa. Two main
characteristics of this country contribute to increase the interest of this
study. Firstly, a large part of the population is poor, even living in total
deprivation. If turnout is related to the SES, this implies that we should
observe a very low level of turnout in South Africa. That is not the case.4

Therefore, it seems interesting to evaluate the validity of the SES model that,
one should note, has been mainly applied to wealthier Western countries.
Secondly, South Africa is characterised by a particular political situation
with one highly dominant party. At the same time, one can observe a strong
spatial variability in the ANC vote, among provinces (ANC support is
relatively low in the Western Cape), among municipalities but also within
municipalities. In some electoral wards, ANC votes amount to more than 85
per cent of the ballot whereas in others, its score reaches only about ten per
cent. There are few wards where one can observe a really close electoral race.

In order to be able to implement a detailed study, this research will focus
on Johannesburg.5  More precisely, this study will concentrate on electoral
turnout at the 2006 municipal elections at the ward level. As there is only one
election, I cannot evaluate the impact of institutional factors. This study will
then concentrate on the two other determinants. The influence of the SES
factors will be examined first. Then I will concentrate on the effect of the
structural factors (voting system, type of election, etc) and, in particular, the
degree of closeness of the electoral race.
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Socio-economic determinants
For municipal elections, South African municipalities are divided into wards
of which there are 109 in Johannesburg. The municipal elections have two
ballots. The voters have to cast a ballot to select a ward candidate and the
candidate who gets a majority is elected.6 The voters also vote for a political
party list; seats are allocated at the municipal level according to a proportional
representation system. Political parties have one list of candidates for each
municipality. The number of candidates present in each ward is not identical.
Some political parties may decide not to present a candidate in some wards
and independent candidates may be present in some wards, as Bénit-
Gbaffou explains elsewhere in this issue.

In 2006, 17 political parties were in competition for the municipal
proportional representation (PR) elections in Johannesburg  and there were
between seven and 14 candidates in each ward (10.8 on average). The level
of turnout was on average 40.48 per cent concerning the vote for the ward
representation.7 It was almost exactly the same in the PR elections (40.37  per
cent on average). Therefore one does not have to study these two levels of
turnout separately.8

As Figure 1 indicates, it is possible to observe a high spatial variance of
the level of turnout in Johannesburg.9 The level of turnout varies between
a minimum of 13.16 per cent and a maximum of 55.82 per cent.

For those who know the urban geography of Johannesburg, it seems
evident that one can observe a relationship between the socio-economic
characteristics of the ward and the level of turnout. In particular, one can see
a contrast between the northern suburbs and the central and southern part
of the city, that is to say, between the rich and predominantly white northern
suburbs and the poor and black south and centre.

At first, one can consider the simplest possible indicator, the percentage
of each population group in the different wards. The racial factor is probably
the one that has received the most attention in South African electoral
studies.  Numerous researchers and the media interpret the electoral results
as a racial census:

…this dominant explanation advances that voting patterns in South
Africa resembles a prism of racialized politics because racial and ethnic
political identities predominate among the citizenry with blacks voting
for ‘black parties’ and whites for ‘white parties’. South African are thus
seen to vote, not on the basis of their interests and opinions, but rather
through the prism of ethnic and racial loyalties. (Habib and Naidu
2004:5)
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Figure 1: Level of turnout in Johannesburg electoral wards



147

Electoral turnout in Johannesburg

Figure 2 below indicates the distribution of the percentage of black and
white populations in Johannesburg.10  If one compares Figures 1 and 2, one
can observe that the level of turnout seems to be higher in white than in black
suburbs. There is some correlation between these two variables. The simple
coefficient of correlation between the percentage of white residents and the
level of turnout is 0.37 (significant at the one per cent level) whereas the one
between the percentage of black residents and the level of turnout is only
-0.24 (statistically significant at the five per cent level). Nevertheless, these
coefficients are rather low. The ‘population group’ factor seems to be
relatively limited to explain the level of turnout.

Figure 2: Spatial distribution of population groups
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Figure 3: Turnout in black wards

Figure 3 above shows the level of turnout in different wards where the
black population represents more than 99 per cent of the total. One can
observe a high variation in the level of electoral participation in these wards
ranging between 21 per cent and 55 per cent. Taking into account other
socio-economic variables may help to explain this variability.
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In the following regression, I introduced the age and education variables
in addition to the group of population variable. For the age variable, I
considered a measure of the importance of the youth, the percentage of the
ward population aged between 15 and 34 years. Concerning the level of
education, I took the percentage of the ward population that has either no
education or less than complete primary schooling. According to the socio-
economic status model, two variables are among the strongest determinants
of turnout. First, there is the structure by age of the population. It is generally
advanced that electoral turnout increases with age. The second variable is
the level of education. Many empirical studies have shown that more
educated people participate more in elections. Among the reason of this
relationship is the fact that education helps voters to understand political
information and reduces the cost (in particular in time) of acquiring and
processing information. In other words, education reduces the cost of
voting.

Table 1: Socio-economic determinants of turnout

 (1) 
Population 15-34 years old -0.94*** 

     (15.27) 
Low level of education 0.37*** 

      (4.33) 
Importance of the black 
population 

0.06*** 
       (2.51) 

Constant 0.81*** 
    (28.50) 

No of observations         109 
R²          0.72 
F      100.15 
- Estimation with ordinary least squares 
- The t-ratios (corrected by the method of White 
1980) are given between parentheses. 
*** means that the coefficient is statistically 
significant at the 1 per cent level, ** at the 5 per 
cent level and * at the 10 per cent level. 
- The variables are presented in the text 
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As one can see, the results are all the more surprising. The only result that
conforms to the expectation is the age variable. As has been shown in many
empirical studies, one can observe that the more important the youth
population, the lower the level of turnout (the coefficient associated to the
age variable is negative and highly statistically significant). But, contrary
to what was expected, the level of turnout is higher in wards whose
population has a low level of education. Indeed in the table the coefficient
associated with the ‘low level of education variable’ is positive and highly
significant. This result is totally the opposite of what is generally obtained.
The level of education is almost always seen as one of the most influential
factors in explaining whether or not an individual will vote. Wolfinger and
Rosenstone (1980:120) explain this relationship by stating that ‘education
increases one’s capacity for understanding complex and intangible subjects
such as politics, as well as encouraging the ethic of civic responsibility’.
While Wolfinger and Rosenstone’s seminal work focused exclusively on the
US, the pre-eminence of education in explaining who votes has been
confirmed in many cross-national, individual-level analysis (see for example
Blais 2000) and in various aggregated district-level analysis (Fauvelle-
Aymar and François 2005, Fauvelle-Aymar and Stegmaier 2006).

I implemented many tests of robustness to check if this result was not
induced by some statistical problems such as the presence of outliers, a
problem of multicolinearity or of heteroscedasicity.11 That does not seem to
be the case. Therefore, one has to conclude that a different relation seems
to exist in South Africa concerning the influence of education on participation.
Besides this result is in concordance with a preceding study of the turnout
at the 2000 South African municipal elections (Fauvelle-Aymar 2006).  In this
study, I showed that the level of turnout was higher in the municipalities
where the average level of education of the black population was at a primary
school level than in those where the black population was on average more
educated, that is to say, with a higher percentage of persons having  a
secondary or above level of education. This result also conforms to the
results of a survey conducted in South Africa in 2005 (Booysen 2007).
According to this survey, it was low income people that were the more
inclined to state voting intention at the 2006 local government elections.12

The other noticeable result concerns the variable of race. The coefficient
associated to this variable is positive and highly significant. This result
means that, cetirus paribus, turnout is higher in wards which have a higher
percentage of black population.13 In other words, when one controls for the
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influence of age and education, one cannot argue that turnout is lower
among the black population. It is exactly the opposite that holds true.
Different tests were conducted to assess the robustness of this empirical
result without changing it.

Figure 4: Levels of deprivation
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 (1) 
Population 15-34 years old -0.91*** 

     (16.07) 
Index of deprivation 4.68 E-4*** 

   (6.40) 
Importance of the black 
population 

     0.005 
    (0.20) 

Constant      0.83*** 
  (32.72) 

No of observations      109 
R²       0.76 
F    121.40 
- See table 1 notes 

The final socio-economic variable that will be mentioned is the influence
of socio-economic status. Level of education is obviously a good proxy of
the social status of the individual. Nevertheless it does not take into account
other factors that may influence human well-being. In the South African
case, an interesting composite index has been developed by a research team
using the 2001 census data (Noble et al 2006). It is a measure of deprivation
or conversely a measure of the people’s quality of life. Five domains of
deprivation are used to construct the index of multiple deprivation. They are
factors relating to ‘income and material deprivation’ (percentage of persons
living with an income below 40 per cent of the mean income, percentage of
the population without refrigerator, television or radio, ‘employment
deprivation’ (number of persons unemployed), ‘health deprivation’,
‘education deprivation’, and ‘living environment deprivation’. Some 13
different indicators from the census were used to calculate the index. Figure
4 presents the variability in the level of deprivation in Johannesburg. The
darker the color, the higher is the level of deprivation. As one can see,
turnout seems to be higher in wards with higher levels of deprivation.

If one introduces this indicator of deprivation in the regression,14 one first
can see that the results confirm the former ones (Table 2). The coefficient
associated with the ‘deprivation index’ is thus positive and highly statistically
significant.

Table 2: Turnout and deprivation
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This coefficient means that the areas that have a high level of deprivation
are also among those that have a higher level of electoral participation as are
the wards where the population has a low level of education. This result
confirms that the usual negative relationship between the level of social
integration and the level of political participation does not seem to hold in
the Johannesburg case. However, one can note that the coefficient associated
with the ‘black population variable’ is no longer significant when one
introduces the deprivation index in the regression. This result is simply
induced by a problem of multicolinearity (the level of deprivation being
higher in areas with a high per cent of black population). If I exclude this from
the regression, the results do not change at all.

It now seems interesting to try to assess more precisely the validity of
these former results. In particular, one can distinguish different type of
wards and test if the results still hold for them. First, one can consider the
wards where a majority of the population is black. Among the 109 wards,
there are 48 wards where the black population amounts to more than 99 per
cent of the population. If one runs the regression with this sample of 48
wards, one gets the same results as before. The higher the level of deprivation,
the higher the level of turnout. Similarly, the lower the level of education, the
higher the level of turnout (Table 3).

Table 3: Determinants of turnout in ‘black’ wards
 

 (1) (2) 
Population 15-34 
years old 

-1.12*** 
      (8.61) 

-1.08*** 
      (11.26) 

Low level of 
education 

0.51*** 
     (3.83) 

 

Index of deprivation  4.96 E-4*** 
    (5.43) 

Constant 0.95*** 
   (14.23) 

0.93*** 
     (17.22) 

No of observations        48          48 
R² 0.51            0.62 
F        37.10          69.01 
- See table 1 notes 
- The sample includes only the wards where the black                 
population is greater than 99 per cent 
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 (1) (2) 
Population 15-34 
years old 

-0.55*** 
     (6.93) 

-0.57*** 
        (5.87) 

Low level of 
education 

-1.50*** 
     (7.46) 

 

Index of deprivation  -2.21 E-3*** 
     (5.61) 

Constant 0.82*** 
   (25.44) 

0.77*** 
     (18.24) 

No of observations        21          21 
R² 0.76           0.71 
F 73.76         35.33 
- See table 1 notes 
- The sample includes only the wards where the white 
population is greater than 50 per cent 

Now I will consider the wards where there is a higher proportion of the
white population. There is no ward that is only inhabited by whites, the
maximum percentage being 78.3 per cent. There are 21 wards where the white
population represents more than 50 per cent of the total population. If one
runs the regression with this sample of 21 wards, a very interesting result
emerges. Whereas the level of turnout continues to be lower where the youth
population is more important (the coefficient associated to this variable is
still negative), it now increases with the level of education. As one can see
in the Table 4, the coefficient associated to the deprivation variable is also
negative and highly significant. In the predominantly white wards, turnout
decreases with the level of deprivation and increases with the level of
education. In others words, in these wards the usual results of the electoral
sociology literature is confirmed.

Table 4: Determinants of turnout in ‘white’ wards

The negative relationship between turnout and deprivation continues to
hold if one increases the size of the sample, considering for example the 28
wards where the white population represents more than 35 per cent of the
population. It also holds when one considers the 30 wards with low levels
of deprivation, or the 30 richest wards of Johannesburg.15 In the intermediary
wards that is, those that are not very poor and deprived but also not really
rich, it turns out that electoral behavior is of the same type as in the
majoritarian black population wards.
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In sum, concerning the socio-economic determinants of turnout in
Johannesburg, I obtained two main results. The aggregated electoral behavior
in the richest wards, where the population is in majority white, is the same
as the one existing in the rich Western countries (where the main analysis
of turnout determinants has been done). In these wards, the level of turnout
increases with the level of education of the population, with its degree of
social insertion (measured here by the deprivation index) and decreases with
the importance of the youth. In the other wards where the population is in
majority black, where people are poorer and more deprived, the factors that
explain the level of turnout works in an opposite and unusual direction. The
lower the level of education and the higher the level of deprivation of the
population, the higher is the level of turnout. The sole factor that is similar
in both environments is the negative impact of youth in all instances.

How can one explain these results and especially the unusual one? One
possible explanation of these results refers to the political transition process.
As Daniel (2004) argues, elections are ‘rites of passage for South Africa and
its citizens’, the population having now the right to elect its own rulers. The
important thing is not the issue of the elections but for the citizenry to use
its right to vote and to complete an historical evolution, which is the
transition to the post-apartheid period. Therefore, as the first democratic
elections excited the population, people went en masse to the polling station.
But gradually this effect becomes blurred as the election process normalised.
One can predict that this political transition process little by little will render
the elections a normal element of the public decision process in South Africa.
But this transition process may not work in a similar way for all the population
and differ rather according to the social status of the voters. One hypothesis
would be that it is those who are in the best position on the social ladder who
are the first to change their electoral behavior, which then tends to resemble
voters’ behavior in more established democracies (with turnout increasing
with education and social integration). Those that have a lower social status,
who are new post-apartheid voters,16 are still in a transition process. This
may be an explanation for the inverse relationship between social status and
electoral turnout in the most deprived wards.

The political determinant of turnout
Besides the socio-economic status factor, turnout is influenced by the
political context that surrounds the elections. In particular, two main factors
have been advanced in the literature. They are the closeness of the electoral
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 (1) 
Population 15-34 years old -0.95*** 

     (16.01) 
Low level of education   0.36*** 

      (4.12) 
Importance of the black 
population 

        0.55*** 
       (2.39) 

No of candidates         0.003 
       (0.97) 

Constant         0.79*** 
     (19.56) 

No of observations         109 
R²          0.73 
F        81.84 
- See table 1 notes 

race and the number of candidates in competition. The importance of
campaign expenditure is also a very important determinant (Fauvelle-Aymar
and François 2005) but impossible to study in the South African context.17

The influence of the number of candidates on the level of electoral
participation is rather ambiguous. The possibilities of choice increase with
the number of candidates and then contribute to reduce abstention due to
the fact that people cannot find their preferred candidate. On the other hand,
the profusion of candidates may also have a negative impact on turnout. The
increase of the number of candidates makes it harder for voters to distinguish
between the candidates in competition. This leads to an increase in the
complexity of decisions regarding participation and voting and therefore
should lead to more abstention (Fauvelle-Aymar and François 2005). Finally,
the effect depends on the relative strengths of these two opposite effects.
In Johannesburg, the number of candidates present in each ward varies
between seven and 14. If one introduces this variable in the former regression,
one can observe the total absence of significance of the coefficient associated
to this variable (Table 5).

Table 5: Influence of the number of candidates

This does not mean that there is no influence in the number of candidates
on electoral behavior. It can be also that opposing effects cancel each other
out. Nevertheless, taking into account the fact that the three more important
parties (ANC, DA and IFP) receive on average about 92 per cent of the vote
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in the Johannesburg wards, one can think that even if the number of
candidates may influence turnout, this effect will be very marginal.

The influence on turnout of the second political factor, the closeness of
the electoral race, is, at least in the theoretical literature, not ambiguous. The
closeness of the race refers to the expected gap between the score of the
various candidates. The closer the ballot is expected to be, the more
important is the impact of each voice on the final result. Therefore the
closeness of the race increases the probability that the voter will be decisive
and should lead to a higher level of participation.

Many indicators considering the closeness of the race have been used
in the empirical literature.18 The choice of an accurate measure is very
important because it influences the estimated relation between closeness
and turnout (Grofman et al 1998). The most common method for defining
closeness is probably the two party margins. This measures the difference
between votes for the two leading candidates (v1 and v2) divided by the sum
of the votes for them, that is ((v1-v2)/(v1+v2)). It is this indicator that we will
consider here.19

The second important point concerning the measure of the closeness of
the race concerns the passage of time. The voter’s behavior is influenced by
his or her expectation regarding the degree of closeness. The problem is how
to measure these expectations. Two different strategies have been developed
concerning this question. Many studies simply take the actual results for the
anticipated margins. That is equivalent to assuming that voters have
perfectly accurate expectations regarding the electoral results. A more
satisfying strategy is to use the results of similar past elections to calculate
the closeness of the race. This measure may  no longer be very accurate as
a proxy of the present political climate (it has been almost six years since the
last municipal elections in South Africa).20 However, one can note that the
correlation between the two measures is rather high, the simple coefficient
of correlation amounting to 0.77.

South Africa in general and Johannesburg in particular have a very low
level of closeness. On the 109 Johannesburg wards, based on the 2006
results, the average value of the closeness indicator is 0.69.21 In the case
where there are only two candidates v1+v2 =1. Therefore, this value means
that there is a difference of more than 60 per cent between their electoral score
(v1-v2 = 0.69).
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Figure 5: Closeness of the electoral race

Figure 5 above offers a first approach to the question; the darker the color,

 



159

Electoral turnout in Johannesburg

the higher is the degree of competition in the ward. If one compares Figure
5 to Figure 1, no clear relationship seems to appear. In fact, what one can
observe on Figure 5 is a clear inverse relationship between the wards’
political affiliation and the degree of closeness. In inner-city wards, and in
Alexandra where the ANC is very dominant, competition is not close at all.
They are also wards where the percentage of the black population is higher
(as one can see by comparing Figure 5 to Figure 2). It is the same in
Democratic Alliance (DA) wards located in the central north suburbs, which
are also the wards where the white population is the most numerous. (see
Figure 2).

The following table (Table 6) gives the results of the econometric
estimation with the closeness indicators.

Table 6: Influence of the closeness of the electoral race

As one can see, the results are surprising. The coefficient associated to
the closeness indicator (based on either the 2000 or the 2006 results) is highly
significant and its sign is positive. This means that, contrary to what is
usually obtained in the empirical studies, participation decreases with the
level of closeness of the electoral race. Before discussing more extensively
this result, it seems important to test its robustness.

I conducted many different tests. As one can see, the coefficient associated

 (1) (2) 
Population 15-34 years old -0.88*** 

   (13.66) 
-0.87*** 

   (13.62) 
Low level of education 0.39*** 

    (4.30) 
-0.39*** 

     (4.47) 
Importance of the black 
population 

    -0.08 
    (0.23) 

      0.013 
     (0.44) 

Closeness of the race 
(2006 value) 

      0.075*** 
     (2.67) 

 

Closeness of the race 
(2000 value) 

   0.061*** 
     (2.24) 

Constant        0.77*** 
    (24.60) 

  0.76*** 
    (21.78) 

No of observations      109       109 
R²        0.74         0.74 
F      80.28       82.58 
- See table 1 notes. 
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 (1) (2) (3) 
Population 15-34 years old -1.12*** 

     (8.70) 
-0.38*** 

        (8.94) 
-0.86*** 

     (16.06) 
Low level of education   0.52*** 

     (3.79) 
        -0.17 
        (0.53) 

   0.31*** 
       (3.61) 

Closeness of the race 
(2006 value) 

      0.053 
     (0.58) 

   0.23*** 
        (4.82) 

    0.053*** 
       (2.10) 

Constant   0.89*** 
     (9.40) 

   0.53*** 
        (8.65) 

   0.77*** 
      (30.87) 

No of observations        48            21 61 
R²        0.52 0.93 0.79 
F       25.71          70.50         90.36 
- See table 1 notes. 
- The column 1 sample includes only the wards where the black population is 
greater than 99 per cent 
- The column 2 sample includes only the wards where the white population is 
superior to 50 per cent 
- The column 3 sample includes the wards not included in the two other 
columns 

with the ‘black population variable’ is no longer significant in the closeness
regression. If this variable is excluded, the only change is an increase in the
level of significance of the closeness indicator coefficients. I also tested the
eventual presence of outliers, that is, the presence of influential observations.
Thus, I excluded from the regression, the wards with the higher level of
turnout and/or those with the lower level. I also used a more technical method
to check the presence of outliers. At the end, it turns out that the results
always holds with these different samples and generally with a higher level
of significance for the closeness indicator coefficients.

Then I used the deprivation index instead of the level of education. The
closeness result still holds. Finally, I also used the former categorisation
between the rich white wards and the poor black ones. The following table
(Table 7) presents the results for these different samples.

Table 7: Influence of the closeness of the electoral race in the
different categories of ward

One can note some interesting results. First, as one can see, the coefficient
of the closeness indicator is not at all significant in the regression runs on
the black wards sample. In those 48 wards, there is on average no influence
on turnout of the degree of closeness of the race. The reason that explains
this result is certainly that on average for these 48 wards, the value of the
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closeness indicator is 0.93 (with a minimum value of 0.73 and maximum of
0.97) and it has a very low standard deviation (0.04). Therefore, there is
almost no variation in closeness to be explained. If one takes either the
remaining 59 wards or only the 21 white rich wards as a sample to run the
regression, the former result concerning the closeness indicator still holds.22

Turnout is lower when the race is closer. Therefore one can be confident in
the econometric robustness of this result. It remains now to be explained.
The influence of the closeness of the race on the level of electoral participation
is at the centre of the rational theory of voting. The lower the expected
closeness, the lower the expected probability for the voter to cast a decisive
ballot (one that can change the result of the elections), and therefore the less
rational it is to participate in the elections. The fact that the opposite result
appears in the South African (or at least in the Johannesburg) case does not
mean that the South African voters are irrational. Explanation of this result
should rather be searched in the particularities of the South African elections.

The South African political sphere is dominated by one political party
which gets on average about two thirds of the vote (63 per cent at the
Johannesburg municipal elections). The figures are even more extreme if one
separates out the wards where the ANC candidates were elected from those
where they were defeated (and a DA candidate elected). On average in the
69 wards where the ANC was elected, its score was about 81 per cent. And
in 14 wards, the ANC candidates received more than 90  per cent of the vote.
As to the DA candidates, they got 25  per cent of the vote on average and
67 per cent in the wards where they were elected (35 wards).23

Therefore the first hypothesis that one can formulate to explain the
negative relationship between closeness and turnout is that the last municipal
elections in Johannesburg were like a sort of plebiscite, especially in the
most disadvantaged wards. People participated in the elections, not to
influence the results of the ballot (since they already knew it), but rather to
express their support to South African democracy. Thus elections became
a ‘consumption act’ and lost their instrumental dimension. According to the
expressive voting theory which is at the foundation of voting as a consumption
act,24 some individuals obtain utility in an ‘expressive identification’ on
some prominent issues or on ‘consuming’ the pleasure of supporting a given
party or a given decision-making system (‘like cheering at a football match’).
This is also the argument presented by Friedman (2004a) to explain turnout
at the 1999 national elections.

The second hypothesis that may explain the negative relation between
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closeness and turnout can be found in the literature on political participation
in heterogeneous areas (Mutz 2002, Alesina and La Ferrera 2000). According
to this literature, political participation is higher in more homogeneous areas,
that is to say in areas where the population is less diverse in terms of social
status or ethnic background,25 the main reason being that individuals are
more willing to volunteer and engage in a community whose other citizens
are similar to them in particular in terms of values and beliefs. Conversely,
people who live in heterogeneous society where there are, in particular,
greater political disagreements, may feel less comfortable to express their
opinion. They try to avoid conflicts related to cognitive dissonance. If this
hypothesis is true, one can then observe a decrease of turnout with the level
of heterogeneity or conversely more turnout in more homogeneous areas.
Moreover one can consider that a very high score for a party in a ward and
then a low value of the closeness index is an indicator of a low level of
heterogeneity in this ward. In other words, the closeness indicator can be
taken as a measure of the degree of homogeneity in a ward. One can then
understand the negative relationship between closeness and turnout. The
lower the heterogeneity of the population living in a given ward, the lower
the degree of closeness of the race and the higher the level of turnout.

In sum, two hypotheses can explain the negative relationship between
closeness and turnout: voting as a consumption act and voting in
homogeneous areas. In fact, these two hypotheses are not so different. They
can be related to the view of South African elections as a ‘racial census’
(Habib and Naidu 2004:5). Nevertheless, Habib and Naidu (2004:5) also argue
that the argument of the racial census

…while providing some insight into voting behaviour, is problematic
for it treats race as independent, objective variable, without considering
that there are strong overlaps between racial and class categories.
Moreover this view tends to oversimplify the correlation between racial
categories and voting patterns by simply interpreting it as causation.

Moreover, as Friedman (2004b:3) argues, ‘ to say that South Africans vote
their identities is not to say that elections are ethnic censuses’. This author
develops an interesting analysis concerning identity voting that can explain
the electoral dominance during a very long period of time of a given party
in some countries (such as the Social Democrats in Sweden) or the partisan
affiliation of some particular region inside a country (as with the long-time
Communist dominance in  working class communities around Paris). As he
argues, the only difference between South Africa and these other examples
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rests in the way identities are defined, according to ethnic factors in South
Africa, class or perhaps religious factors elsewhere. It is also what has been
shown in this study. The most important socio-economic factor explaining
the level of electoral turnout is not the ‘population group’ variable but
mainly, as argued before, the socio-economic status of the individual.

Conclusion
This research has studied, in the Johannesburg municipal elections context,
the main socio-economic and political factors that influence electoral turnout.
It has been shown that those at the bottom of the social ladder participate
more in the elections than what is generally observed among this category
of voters in the well established and rich democratic countries. But these
voters mainly participate in order to demonstrate their right to vote and not
really to make a political choice. In fact, due to the particular political
situation in South Africa, a country dominated by one political party, they
do not have to think about the contestational consequences of their vote.
Therefore the main reasons that explain elsewhere a low turnout rate among
the low social status voters do not work in the South African case. The main
cost of election for voters is not induced by the electoral choice (the costs
of collecting political information, understanding this information, etc) but
only by the displacement to the polling station (and the possible time lost
in a queue). Moreover, due to the low level of heterogeneity in many wards,
voting becomes a sort of collective act and voters act as if they were
participating in a demonstration. One can wonder how this voting behaviour
will evolve in the future. Voting behaviour will probably tend to change as
elections become a normal process in South Africa. Elections will lose at least
part of their symbolic dimension, becoming a routine act of the political
sphere. At the same time, the continuation of the ANC dominance, if it
occurs, will probably be associated with a decrease in electoral participation.
This will be especially the case if lower status voters start to be disappointed
with ANC public policies and the low accountability of ward councilors.
Then the absence of real political issues that manifests itself in particular in
the very .low level of close races will certainly in the future influence
negatively electoral turnout behavior. The urban geography of Johannesburg
can also change, the city becoming less segregated. This may indicate a
decrease in the vote being used as a social census. One can nevertheless
wonder how this evolution will influence electoral turnout.
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Notes
1. Most South African electoral data are available on the Independent Electoral

Commission web site (http://www.elections.org.za).
2. The ward is the lowest administrative and electoral level in South Africa.

Johannesburg is divided in 109 wards.
3. The closeness of the electoral race is the anticipated gap between the two leading

candidates. The smaller the gap, the closer is the ballot.
4. See Fauvelle-Aymar (2006).
5. Johannesburg also presents the advantage that the wards have not changed too

much since the last municipal elections. This is not the case, for example, for
Cape Town where important changes of the electoral wards delimitation
occurred before the 2006 local elections.

6. The local election is the only one in South Africa using such a majoritarian
system.

7. Turnout at the municipal elections is a lot lower than at the national elections
as it is generally the case in most countries around the world (because municipal
elections are considered as less important elections).

8. The electoral data and figure presented in the rest of the paper will concern only
the ward candidates’ election. All the maps presented in this paper have been
made with Philcarto.

9. The turnout data and the other election variables have been gathered on the
internet site of the Independent Electoral Commission (www.elections.org.za).

10. All the demographic and socio-economic variables are from the 2001 census
(www.statssa.gov.za). These data tend to be rather dated now but there is no
more recent data. The South African census considers two other categories of
population (the Coloured and the Indian/Asian). The proportion of these
populations in Johannesburg is relatively low, too much so for consideration as
potential explanatory variables of turnout behaviour. Therefore, I chose not to
take into account the percentage of these two groups in the Johannesburg wards.
This should not have been the case if my research was done in some other South
African cities such as Durban, or Cape Town.

11. An outlier is an observation that lies an abnormal distance from other values in
a random sample from a population. This abnormal observation is capable of
changing considerably the slope of the regression line and consequently the value
of the correlation coefficient. In other words, outliers can lead to formulating
incorrect conclusions regarding the determinants of turnout.
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Multicolinearity could be induced for example by the fact that there is a high
correlation between the low level of education and the percentage of black
population.
Heteroscedasticity occurs when the variance of an explanatory variable (such as
the level of deprivation) is not similar across the sample (the variance being more
important in majoritarian white wards for example). This problem can influence
the statistical significance of the regression coefficient (leading for example a
coefficient to be significant whereas it is not). To limit the possible influence
of heteroscedasticity, the Student t in the regression tables (that show the level
of significance) are corrected using the White method (White 1980) and therefore
can be considered as robust standard errors.

12. Booysen (2007) suggests that this result can be explained by the fact the low
income people are also the ones that lack reliable basic service delivery at the
local level. Therefore, they are more inclined to vote to express their opinion
regarding service delivery. One can notice that this hypothesis is not confirmed
in the second part of this article where I show that voting in local elections is
not really an instrumental act. It is also not confirmed in the rest of Booysen’s
(2007) article where it is shown that voters were not abstaining from voting in
order to sanction their local government.

13. Whereas the simple correlation coefficient between these two variables is
negative.

14. As the index of deprivation contains education level indicators, I excluded the
education variable from the regression.

15. These results are not shown in the table but may be given on request.
16. One should not forget that the white population was voting under apartheid.

Therefore, these persons are not learning a new political process.
17. Where there is no legislation requiring reportage of election expenditures.
18. See Fauvelle-Aymar and François (2006) for a presentation of these indicators.
19. To assess the robustness of the study, I also introduced in the regression, other

measures of the closeness of the race. The results were always similar.
20. See Fauvelle-Aymar and François (2006) for a more detailed discussion of the

closeness indicators.
21. If I use the 2000 results, the closeness indicator amounts to 0.64.
22. In these two samples, the average value of the 2006 closeness indicator is about

0.5 with a high variance (the standard deviation is about 0.24 in the 59 wards
sample and 0.12 in the 21 wards sample).

23. IFP candidates and independent candidates were elected in the remaining 5
wards.
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24. On expressive voting, see Brennan and Hamlin (1989) and Fauvelle-Aymar et
al (2000).

25. Rubenson (2000) develops the opposite hypothesis arguing that conflicts over
resources are more important in more heterogeneous society and lead people to
participate more to the public decisions process.
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