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Abstract
The dramatic decline of Zimbabwe’s Movement for Democratic Change-Tsvangirai
(MDC-T) in the July 2013 elections – to 35 per cent of the presidential vote and
23 per cent of parliamentary seats – was first flagged in a series of 2012 public
opinion polls. The elections brought to an end a period of power-sharing government
and ended all speculation that some form of inclusive government might be retained
post-election. The MDC-T’s poor result in Election 2013 followed a decade of
valiant resistance against the often underhanded and violent quest by the Zimbabwe
African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) to retain power. Many
expected that the MDC-T would continue its upward trajectory and emerge from
the period of joint government with a victory over ZANU-PF and be ready to assume
power. History unfolded contrarily. The MDC-T’s weaknesses in the transitional
period were on display while the economy and people’s living conditions improved,
however marginally, and hope for better conditions prevailed. Under the cover of
the unity government ZANU-PF was implementing a recovery strategy that entailed
both the direct out-manoeuvring of the MDC-T and policy change that appeared to
articulate with citizen sentiments. By all opinion poll indications, and as the
subsequent election confirmed, Zimbabwean voters gave ZANU-PF the majority.
With the use of polling data, the article traces these attitude changes. The main data
set is the series of Freedom House (FH) polls of 2009, 2010 and especially 2012.
The article also compares the 2012 FH findings with the results of other 2012 polls.
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Introduction
Zimbabwe’s Election 2013 brought to a full circle a period of politics in
Zimbabwe that had been unimagined in the preceding 13 years. The Movement
for Democratic Change (MDC) had been the harbinger of a period of rising
hope for multiparty, open democracy in Zimbabwe. Its rise and perseverance
were renowned. Anticlimactically it was then out-manoeuvred by the
Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF). The 2013
election results thus marked the end of the era of anticipation, which
presumed that the MDC-T’s (MDC-Tsvangirai) anointment as successor to
ZANU-PF would be a mere formality come the execution of ‘free and fair’
elections.

The MDC-T was co-architect of its emasculation. It shared government
with the ZANU-PF since 2009, following the violent and inconclusive 2008
elections. The MDC-T emerged as the strongest party on both the presidential
and parliamentary votes of March 2008. It was forced to withdraw from the
June 2008 presidential run-off due to ZANU-PF’s extreme electoral violence.
It was co-opted into the Transitional Inclusive Government (TIG), and never
regained momentum. It became complacent in office and implicated in
corruption (Moyo 2013). It was seen as more interested in sharing the spoils
of power than subverting ZANU-PF (Civil society of Zimbabwe 2012a). At
the same time, ZANU-PF was implementing a strategy of retaining presidential,
military and security sector power, using the constitutional reform process
to re-connect on the ground, instituting policy change (around empowerment,
indigenisation and patriotic nationalism) to re-instill hope, maintaining
power over electoral authorities and processes, and continuously prohibiting
freedom of expression and campaigning.

The socio-economic situation started improving in the aftermath of the
currency change to the US dollar in 2009. Food appeared on more tables and
economic opportunities beckoned for many more, also courtesy of renewed
ZANU-PF economic empowerment actions. These ranged from high-level
shareholding in foreign companies operating in Zimbabwe, like Zimplats, to
more opportunities for small businesses. Popular hope sprung for the
diffusion of opportunities. ZANU-PF was working top-down and bottom-
up, while the MDC-T was working weakly from the top and assuming that
the people of Zimbabwe were continuously loyal followers.

On the ground Zimbabwean citizens were softening towards the party
that had thus far not baulked at maintaining itself in power through force,
oppression and manipulation of electoral processes. Years of gradually
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accumulating popular discontent with the MDC, after a split called the MDC-
Tsvangirai (MDC-T), were also coming to a head. The first concrete evidence
of these bottom-up changes were detected in a series of 2012 public opinion
polls, the matter of this analysis.

This article unpacks the 2009-12 Freedom House (FH) surveys
longitudinally, with an in-depth exploration of the 2012 component.
Secondarily it compares changes in party support in the FH, Afrobarometer
and MDC-T/International Republican Institute (IRI) 2012 findings. The 2009
FH survey had confirmed that the MDC was standing strong. The 2010 poll
first marked the changing tide. It showed the MDC-T weakening and ZANU-
PF gaining ground. The mid-2012 FH poll confirmed the deepening of the
2010 trend. The FH findings ruffled political feathers but the Afrobarometer
survey soon upheld the essence of the FH findings. The September 2012
MDC-T/IRI survey confirmed that the MDC-T had lost substantial popular
ground to its enemy.

The surveys thus concretised the growing suspicion that the MDC-T had
reached its nadir in March 2008 and was now slipping. It could no longer be
regarded as the crown prince to state power. In contrast, ZANU-PF had by
all the survey indications gained a new lease on life. The survey findings
represent snap-shots of unfolding change in the social base of these two
parties. No attitude survey can claim guaranteed validity over time; these
survey findings, a year before the July 2013 harmonised elections,
nevertheless turned out to capture the thrust of the electoral change that
would be evident in 2013.

The article’s objective is therefore to explore the shift in Zimbabweans’
political orientations away from the MDC-T. The next section locates the
attitudinal changes in socio-economic and political contexts. The analysis
reflects on the fate of power-sharing governments in Africa, using the
Cheeseman-Tendi framework (2010), but in the context of the bottom-up,
popular attitude developments that the current analysis investigates. It then
turns to the analysis of survey trends, first noting core aspects of the
empirical survey research methodology. The rest of the analysis uses five
segments of the FH surveys – party support, trust in parties and public
institutions, and observations of the TIG and parties’ roles in it, along with
experiences of change in socio-economic conditions and select public
policies – to explore the reasons for and circumstances of the attitudinal
shifts amongst Zimbabweans.

Throughout this analysis it needs to be borne in mind that whilst
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attitudinal shifts occurred, and were reflected in the surveys, all indications
are that ZANU-PF in Election 2013 did not merely win on the basis of
attitudinal change of the Zimbabwean electorate. In a review of this election
Solidarity Peace Trust (2013:52-55) records twelve areas of violations (ranging
from the initial proclamation to voter registration, the voters’ roll, special
votes, assisted voting and bussing of voters) which may all have had an
impact on the election result.

Political strategy as context to the opinion polls
The 2012 opinion polls – in particular the FH poll through its comprehensive
exploration of the state of Zimbabwean politics – captured the new political
climate. The surveys were conducted in the extended wake of Zimbabwe’s
Global Political Agreement (GPA) of September 2008, and the subsequent
March 2009 inauguration of the TIG. Thereafter the MDC-T became entangled
in a pincer grip between no longer being the cutting edge opposition party
and being repeatedly outmanoeuvred by ZANU-PF in the use of government
power to advance party political fortunes.

The MDC-T was pressurised to prove itself as a capable co-governing
party, one that could use its government portfolios to demonstrate ability
to govern whilst incrementally capturing further power from under ZANU-
PF’s feet. Instead, the MDC-T became a captive of the corridors of power.
Top-leadership, such as Tendai Biti, MDC-T secretary-general and TIG
Minister of Finance, was bogged down in government matters. Some
suggested that this was a deliberate ZANU-PF tactic (Civil society of
Zimbabwe 2012a). MDC-T leaders were enticed by the glory of high office
and many lost their oppositional edge. The party neglected its own
organisational work and suffered internal disunity, in addition to the earlier
split (Solidarity Peace Trust 2011: 15-16). Especially at the local level, it
became exposed as comparable in corruption to ZANU-PF (see for example
MDC 2010). The MDC-T’s early years of joint-but-dominated government
power damaged its popular standing.

Both in the lead in to, and aftermath of, the GPA there was debate about
whether the MDC-T should accede to the deal. Some were surprised that the
MDC-T bought into the GPA formula, an internationally brokered unity
government in which the two parties joined forces to constitute the TIG.
Tsvangirai noted that they were now ‘in the river with the crocodiles’ (2009).
As a harbinger, one of the first TIG steps was to accede to ZANU-PF
demands to create an expanded cabinet. ZANU-PF retained the strategic and
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security related portfolios when Cabinet positions were split between the
parties (see The Zimbabwean 2010). ZANU-PF’s cabinet portfolios also
included the ministries of mines and mining development, indigenisation
and empowerment, land resettlement, local government and information and
publicity. As illustrated by the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition (2013), ZANU-
PF retained the power and strategic initiative in a cat-and-mouse transitional
game that extended into the MDC-T’s defeat in the 2013 elections.

The MDC-T believed that it would get Zimbabwe’s economy working
again and establish a good reputation through its ministerial portfolios that
included health, housing and water resources. It wanted to enhance its
credibility as it moved towards a new election, envisaged by the 2008 GPA
for five years down the line (Moore 2013a). The 2008 harmonised elections2

catapulted the MDC-T into local power in a host of municipalities. The MDC-
T in the local councils next suffered accusations that its local councillors
were often corrupt (Civil society of Zimbabwe 2012a). In legally enabled
processes some MDC-T mayors were replaced by ZANU-PF ones. Local
governance turned out to be one of the great equalisers of the MDC-T and
ZANU-PF (see Moore 2013b).3 ZANU-PF’s Minister of Local Government
also made it difficult for the MDC-T to implement plans and demonstrate
progress. For example, the Ministry issued a directive, a week before the 2013
election, that all urban councils were to write off municipal debt, stating:
‘This directive is meant to cushion individual ratepayers from the severe
effects of the economic challenges …’ (see Mukonoweshuru 2013:7).

At the time of the 2012 surveys, political violence and repression had
receded to levels far below those of 2008 (see EISA 2008). By 2012 violence
was simmering at a low-level, albeit sufficiently present to remind people that
it could be stepped up (Booysen 2012, Solidarity Peace Trust 2011). The
moderated presences of the military and other security forces barely signified
the détente that many Zimbabweans had associated with TIG. Sources on
security matters pointed out that at the same time as survey fieldwork was
unfolding, senior military officers were planning how to take control of
villages should political processes have unfolded that ran counter to the
military’s interests (War veteran interview 2012).

ZANU-PF’s military-political complex had honed low-intensity violence
to a fine art. With the start of announcements of a pending election (2011
onwards) violence had increased (against human rights defenders, MDC
supporters, and ordinary people), and then subsided as relative inter-party
consensus on the new constitution developed. From 2009 to early 2013
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Zimbabwe undertook a constitution-making process to help fulfil the
provisions of the GPA. The Zimbabwe Constitution Select Committee
(COPAC), a committee of parliament, established in April 2009, spear-headed
the process of public consultation to elicit popular inputs. The draft
constitution was published in July 2012 and the constitutional referendum
held in March 2013. In the aftermath of the survey and with concrete
movement towards an election, there were again many reminders of officially
sanctioned political vigilantism, police intimidation of pro-MDC activists,
and threats of disruption or non-cooperation by ‘the generals’ (the
International Crisis Group (ICG) 2009 and 2013 reports capture these
processes). To illustrate, in a 2010-12 political re-education campaign in the
Gutu, Zaka and Bikita districts war veteran leader Jabulani Sibanda threatened
that 2008 was just a ‘piece’ of what was to come, that ‘blood will flow’, and
that those who try to marginalise ZANU-PF should ‘prepare for death’
(Nehanda Radio 2011). At the time of the surveys, some MDC-T rallies in the
countryside were banned. This continued in the post-survey and 2013 pre-
election period.

ZANU-PF’s ongoing control over print and electronic state media
(confirmed in the FH survey 2012) – despite growing access to alternative
media – ensured that the party continuously dominated in news coverage
that was also deliberately biased to favour ZANU-PF and depict the MDC-
T as an inadequate minion and unpatriotic sell-out to neo-colonial Western
interests. The MDC-T and civil society continued to be targets of the mass
state-broadcasting and print media. This issue of free media remained on the
agenda, even as Zimbabwe entered the 2013 election period.

Zimbabweans ironically enjoyed the benefits of the MDC-T’s stabilisation
of the political and economic situation through its agreement to enter the
transitional government, and do so in a position subject to ZANU-PF
dominance. When the economy improved neither the finance portfolio nor
the MDC government partners received the credit.4 ZANU-PF regained
strategic opportunity with the exploitation of the Marange diamonds, which
delivered funds that could be channelled into party patronage and
empowerment (see for example Katsaura 2010, Towriss 2013). Mining and
revenue activities in the TIG rested under ZANU-PF’s Minister of Mines,
Obert Mpofu. This ministry became the de facto Treasury. In spite of
isolating the Reserve Bank and its governor, Gideon Gono, finance minister
Biti could not capture diamond revenues for general state use – and the
MDC-T was denied the means to make the state work. In the years that
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followed Biti frequently pleaded state bankruptcy and sought aid, for
example from the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and
South Africa specifically (see Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition 2013).

The continuous irony of both the period of the survey and beyond was
the coexistence of elite deal-making and the thrust to get democratic
elections. Even the constitution-making process (the FH surveys also
addressed it) was about popular consultation and seeming elite deals while
ZANU-PF reached out and re-connected on the ground (interview Politburo
member 2013). This political climate prevailed at the time of the surveys, and
persisted thereafter (see Raftopoulus 2013a). On the one hand there was talk
about party political realignment and compromises; on the other hand war
talk and the electoral contest pulled the political elite and their agents back
into party trenches.

The elections were scheduled to take place after the ratification of the
constitution by referendum on 16 March 2013 (see Raftopoulos 2013a, ZESN
2013a) and adoption of the new constitution by parliament (effected in May
2013). As parties to the 2010-12 constitution-making process both the MDC-
T and MDC-N had been regularly outmanoeuvred (Misihairabwi-Mushonga
2013). The elections took place on July 31, 2013. The proclamation and
administration of election processes were highly contested (see Raftopoulos
2013b). While the MDC-T was relying on the Southern African Development
Community (SADC) mediators to bring ZANU-PF to heel and ensure
conditions regarded to be conducive to free and fair elections, president
Robert Mugabe, in breach of the Lancaster House constitution (still in force
at the time), proclaimed the election and got the constitutional court to
approve the decision after the SADC meeting in Maputo.

Many aspects of the elections were disputed, including a suspect process
of voter registration and the voters’ roll, the massive increase in pro-ZANU-
PF votes in many previous opposition constituencies, possibly linked to
bussing voters armed with slips proving voter registration (and thus the
right to vote), and large numbers of assisted voters (see Solidarity Peace
Trust 2013). In addition, enclaves of informal recent settlers in established
suburbs helped tilt the balance (interview Politburo member 2013). The final
presidential result was 61 per cent for ZANU-PF’s Robert Mugabe versus
35 per cent for the MDC-T’s Morgan Tsvangirai. The National Assembly
election delivered 77 per cent of the seats to ZANU-PF and 23 per cent to the
MDC-T.



60

Susan Booysen

Power-sharing and the fate of the MDC-T
In their 2010 analysis Cheeseman and Tendi conclude that ‘(p)ower-sharing
is a generous title for a process which has condemned opposition parties to
accept inferior positions within the government, despite their success at the
ballot box’ (2010: 225). They paint the vivid picture of the gradual weakening
of the MDC-T in its first years in the power-sharing TIG. Their analysis
focuses on the period when the main issue was still the MDC-T being lured
away from having won the 2008 elections (albeit not an outright presidential
victory in the March election, and relying on the MDC-N to constitute a
fragile parliamentary majority). The deal enabled ZANU-PF and Mugabe to
stay in power, and to resurrect themselves into the position of reclaiming
sole governing power through the 2013 elections.

The Cheeseman-Tendi (2010) analysis could only paint the first part of the
story of the emasculation of the MDC-T. The worst for the MDC-T was yet
to come. Cheeseman and Tendi’s analysis of the institutional and political
veto players in power-sharing arrangements focuses more on overt strategy
than on the strategic hi-jacking of the process, which increasingly became
evident in the case of Zimbabwe. In ways reminiscent of Steven Lukes’ (1974)
‘third face of political power’, now applied to political strategy, ZANU-PF
came to control the political agenda, steering and manipulating their one-
time electoral challenger, whilst using its own government portfolios to
protect and reconstruct its power bases.

The building blocks to ZANU-PF’s capture of the TIG as an umbrella for
its own resurrection were evident from early on in the TIG, although the
extent and success only emerged later. These blocks included its continuous
hold on the security apparatuses, strategic grabbing of ministries that would
let it build its own streams of income and patronage-empowerment, concurrent
close calculation of strategy to maximise benefit from the constitution-
making process, whilst keeping the MDC-T bogged down in government,
distracted by the constitution-making process (also see Mandaza 2012), and
unable to effect prerequisite conditions to free and fair elections. Its ultimate
trump card was the hi-jacking of the proclamation of the election, using
legalities and the new constitution (also see Booysen 2003) to rush the event
while the opposition still thought they would have more time to prepare
themselves for the election.

Part of the ZANU-PF strategy from early 2000s days on was its destruction
of hostile parts of the existing social base of society, and its follow-up
engagement with new formations that would generate electoral benefit. As
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Brian Raftopoulos points out, such processes unfolded in the context of
radical changes in the Zimbabwean economy since 2000, with change
brought through wealth redistribution away from the landed racial minority.
A process of re-peasantisation set in (Solidarity Peace Trust 2013:16). In
many cases in due course it delivered sustainable livelihoods (see Scoones
et al 2012). Simultaneously there was rapid and far-reaching growth in the
informal mining sector (Solidarity Peace Trust 2013) and it became an
important area of accumulation and patronage, with many more in society
seeing hope (as also evidenced in the FH survey). Simultaneously, the urban
industrial base and trade union anchors of the MDC-T were destroyed
through de-industrialisation. This accelerated the MDC-T’s decline in its
traditional urban bases. These changes were fully exploited and further
fomented by ZANU-PF, under cover of the TIG.

Thus, as the counter-foil to the ZANU-PF resurrection, the MDC had in
many ways come full circle from inception out of anti-constitutional
mobilisation in 1999 and 2000 to the co-governance agreement in which it co-
authored its own decline. The MDC-T of the TIG was weak, both as
opposition party and as co-governing party (see for example Muzondidya
2013: 39-70). The costs of the TIG far outweighed the benefits that accrued
to the MDC-T courtesy of the 2008-09 elite political settlement. State power
weakened the MDC-T, and ZANU-PF with its hand continuously on most
of the strategic levers of power was there to capture the power.

It is the bottom-up, citizen attitude component of the closing of the MDC-
T’s 2000-13 cycle that the FH opinion polls capture. It shows how
Zimbabweans in this particular era responded politically to these changing
conditions.

Methodology and surveying in adverse conditions in Zimbabwe
A country like Zimbabwe (with high political sensitivity, fear of recrimination
and political violence) requires that caution will be exercised in all aspects
of a survey process – including questionnaire design and approaches to the
sampled persons. This section briefly reviews core methodological issues
and decisions that informed the FH survey process.

Political monitoring and consultative discussions with Zimbabwean civil
society helped inform the questionnaire construction, highlighting themes
and nuances to be captured in the FH survey. Question formulation
considered the sensitive political environment, even if a relatively tolerant
atmosphere prevailed at the time. The bulk of the questions contained opt-
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out options, including ‘Don’t know’ and, on some questions, ‘Won’t tell’.
On questions regarded as politically sensitive the opt-out categories were
well populated. The research team had chosen to include this option, rather
than risk getting untruthful or manufactured responses. Where respondent
reluctance was anticipated, the FH questionnaire incorporated proxy
measures. Proxy items for party support included questions of trust in
political parties, and trust in state institutions associated with particular
parties (such as the Presidency and Office of the Prime Minister).

The FH questionnaire dealt with socio-political-economic attitudes
(experiences and expectations on the nature and extent of change in
Zimbabwe); assessments of the TIG (issues of power-sharing, the
performance of the TIG); trends in the final phases of the constitutional
reform process (the need for constitutional change, experiences of the
constitution-making process, including expectations of the then emerging
constitution); elections and voting (timing, expectations, violence and
elections, voter registration and confidence in electoral authorities); political
interest and media use; and anticipated party support in elections.

Afrobarometer’s multi-national focus had the advantage of covering a
range of comparative items, but simultaneously had less scope to explore
Zimbabwe-specific issues. The MDC-T/IRI poll had the advantage of a
dedicated focus on specifics of voting intention and anticipated electoral
outcomes. The Harare-based Mass Public Opinion Institute (MPOI) did the
fieldwork of both the FH and Afrobarometer surveys.

Screener questions in the FH survey helped ensure that only respondents
with the relevant knowledge or experience would answer particular questions.
Care was taken to keep questions in context. For example, the party political
support question dealt with endorsing a party in an imaginary election
‘tomorrow’ (the day following the survey interview), rather than at some
unspecified point in the future. In real life the decision on which party to vote
for in an election is taken against the background of experiences of politically
motivated violence and intimidation. Hence, the vote section followed after
the violence and intimidation section, albeit with a judicious interlude of
approximately 20 less controversial questions.

In the FH survey MPOI applied probability sampling proportionate to
population size. The sample was stratified by province and rural-urban
distinctions within provinces. A total of 100 enumeration areas (with 12
interviews in each) were sampled and the latter were subdivided into 63 rural
and 37 urban enumeration areas (proportionate to population and ZIMSTAT
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population projections for 2011). A total of 17.6 per cent of the total sample
came from land resettlement schemes and large scale commercial farm areas
(due to the political climate MPOI had been unable to sample these areas in
previous surveys).

The FH sample size was 1,198. FH conducted its fieldwork in May-June
2012. Afrobarometer was in the field approximately three weeks later. The
MDC-T/IRI followed in August-September. Afrobarometer had the advantage
of a 2,200 sample, with smaller and thus more widely spread sampling units
than FH. FH was on par with the 1,227 sample size of the MDC-T/IRI survey.

In the FH study the MPOI fieldworkers and fieldwork supervisors
underwent comprehensive training. The questionnaire was extensively pre-
tested. MPOI field supervisors, the principal researcher and two MPOI
research officers monitored all aspects of fieldwork via in-field visits to
evaluate fieldwork teams’ report-back, de-briefing meetings with all teams,
and twice-a-day checks on all field teams.

As a precaution to possible interruptions of fieldwork due to political
interference and security force presence, the FH questionnaire incorporated
an upfront section that the fieldworkers and their supervisors completed. It
gave structured space for reports on direct and physical evidence of security
force or party political activity that may have compromised individual
survey responses. A negligible level of interference was reported, further
enhancing trust that the survey results offered truthful and reliable insights
into Zimbabwean public opinion.

Presidential candidate and party political support in 2012 surveys
The three 2012 surveys – conducted with generally comparable
methodologies by Freedom House (Booysen 2012), Afrobarometer (Bratton
and Masunungure 2012) and the International Republic Institute (IRI) for the
MDC-T (MDT-T/IRI 2012) – converged to confirm the eclipse of the MDC/
MDC-T’s golden era. Once the rising force of multiparty opposition in
Zimbabwe, the survey results suggested that it had now became an opposition
party that was either overtaken or matched by ZANU-PF. This emerged in
response to questions on support for a presidential candidate and a political
party in an election (Table 1). The longitudinal FH data on party support
reiterated the bottom-line of the MDC-T’s decline, showing the evidence
that by late 2010 the weakening was in progress.

The three surveys were reasonably consistent in findings, albeit sometimes
towards the outer limits of the margin of error and accommodation of
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respondents reluctant to share details of their party support. The margins
of error were 2 per cent for Afrobarometer, 2.8 for FH and 3 for the MDC-T/
IRI. All projected their findings at a 95 per cent confidence level. The FH poll
worked with the weight of high non-declaration of voting support, yet the
range of inter-related FH questions enabled further exploration of the
attitudes.

Table 1: Trends in party support, 2009-12: Horizontal and longitudinal
comparisons

The most notable FH finding, and the central thesis of the article, was the
decline of the MDC-T. The party had moved from being strongly in command
of the party support stakes in 2009, to revealing slippage vis-à-vis ZANU-
PF in 2010 (but remaining the better-supported of the two), to coming in
second to ZANU-PF in 2012. The Afrobarometer survey confirmed the

 
Polling 
agency 

FREEDOM  
HOUSE 

MDC-T 
/ IRI 

FREEDOM  
HOUSE 

AFRO-
BARO

METER 

MDC-T 
/ IRI 

Election PARLIAMENTARY 
ELECTION 

PRESIDENTIAL 
ELECTION 

 
Party  

 

2010 
 (%) 

2012 
 (%) 

2012  
(%) 

2009  
 (%) 

2012  
(%) 

2012  
 (%) 

2012  
(%) 

MDC-T 38  20 30 55 19 31 29 
ZANU-PF 17  31  38  12 31  32 37  
Other 3 2 7 3 2 4 2 
Undeclared* 33 41 28 25 40 24 30 
Will not vote 8 6 3 6 7 9 3 
FH questions: ‘If parliamentary / presidential elections [two separate questions] were held 
tomorrow, which party’s candidate would you vote for / which party would you vote for?’ 
MDC-T/IRI questions: ‘Thinking about next year’s presidential election, which candidate 
will you vote for in 2013?’ and ‘Thinking about next year’s parliamentary election, which 
party’s candidate will you vote for in 2013?’ 
Percentages: The table reports vertical percentages; due to rounding not all percentages 
add up to 100. 
Undeclared category: * For all elections in the FH data, representing the combination of 
‘my vote is my secret’ (28.3 and 28.4 per cent, respectively for presidential and 
parliamentary elections in 2012), refuse (8.3 and 8.3 per cent, respectively for presidential 
and parliamentary elections in 2012), don’t know / not sure (3.7 and 4 per cent, 
respectively for presidential and parliamentary elections in 2012). 
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decline of the MDC-T. A bone of contention upon the release of the findings
was whether the FH poll had overstated the decline of the MDC-T.
Afrobarometer’s survey had a smaller difference in support between the two
main parties, with ZANU-PF marginally leading the MDC-T. A MPOI survey
of November 2012 showed ZANU-PF and the MDC-T in a dead heat of 33
versus 32 per cent (Bulawayo24 2013). The FH 2012 poll had a higher level
of non-declaration of party support than Afrobarometer and the MDC-T/IRI.
A detailed dissection of this bloc of FH poll responses revealed no systematic
MDC-T leaning (see FH 2012). Rather, the non-declaration bloc contained
a spread of MDC-T and ZANU-PF followers, judged by questions on which
respondents typically diverge. In addition, the FH 2012 survey showed that
MDC-T and ZANU-PF supporters often converge in both their opinions and
reported socio-economic experiences.

The debate as to whether the FH poll had overstated the waning of the
MDC-T subsided when the MDC-T/IRI poll equally delivered a substantial
edge for ZANU-PF over the MDC-T (Table 1). Its findings matched the level
of MDC-T decline that had been asserted in the FH poll. On both its
parliamentary and presidential vote questions the MDC-T/IRI had an 8 per
cent lead for ZANU-PF, compared with the 11 and 12 per cent gaps,
respectively, in the FH 2012 poll. The MDC-T/IRI established an 11 percentage
point gap between the two parties on a related question of closeness to the
two main political parties.

The 2012 FH survey simultaneously indicated that the two main parties
had edged the smaller parties out of the game, including the MDC split-offs.
ZAPU-Dabengwa and the MDC-M (Mutambara) which became the MDC-N
(Ncube) registered miniscule support. Given the 2.8 per cent margin of error
it remained possible that the small parties enjoyed stronger support than that
registered in the FH 2012 survey – with the MDC-N getting 3 per cent in
Bulawayo, 2 per cent in Matabeleland South, and virtually nothing in the
other provinces. In line with the FH survey, the MDC-T/IRI survey recorded
1 per cent overall support for the total of ‘other parties’.

Thus, in a major upset of the prior belief that the MDC-T would emerge
as the victorious party, Zimbabweans in the FH 2012 survey proclaimed that
not only had the MDC-T lost the edge over ZANU-PF, but that ZANU-PF
had surpassed it. Irrespective of the inter-poll differences, all three polls
pointed to the MDC-T’s decline.

Direct comparisons between preceding poll findings and election results
(Table 2) may be misleading, because both represent snapshots in time and



66

Susan Booysen

are thus subject to changing conditions. Election results may also be slanted
due to irregularities – and irregularities in 2013 were evident in the several
aspects of vote administration (see Solidarity Peace Trust 2013). In the 2008
parliamentary election result ZANU-PF got 47 and the MDC-T 48 per cent
of the national vote (EISA 2008: 66).5 Come Election 2013, the election results
confirmed – both on the presidential and House of Assembly votes – that
ZANU-PF had overtaken the MDC-T (Table 2). This was done by the margin
that the FH polls had anticipated.

Table 2: Comparative election trends 2008 and 2013: Main parties and
presidential contestants

Underlying factors to shifting party support and the fate of the
MDC-T
Further survey results help shed light on underlying factors to the MDC-T’s
decline. First, trust in the main political parties and in party-linked public
institutions such as the Office of the President (linked ZANU-PF’s President
Robert Mugabe) and the Office of the Prime Minister (with the MDC-T’s
Morgan Tsvangirai as occupant) is a sound indicator of party support and
credibility. Trust in parties and related institutions also obtained higher
response rates than vote questions and could thus help unpack the undeclared
portion of the vote. Second, Zimbabweans’ reasons for choosing a particular
party illuminate the bases of the party political fluidity. The exploration of

 
Presidential Parliamentary / 

House of Assembly 
2013 2008 2013 2008 

Party and presidential 
candidate 

% Votes % % seats % seats 
ZANU-PF & Robert 
Mugabe 

61.1 2.1m 43.2 76.7 46.9 

MDC-T & Morgan 
Tsvangirai 

34.9 1.2m 47.9 23.3 47.8 

MDC-N/M & Welshman 
Ncube 

2.7 92.6k  0 4.8 

Independent    8.3 0.5 0 
Notes: Changes in the electoral system prevent make more detailed comparisons of 
parliamentary election results in an abbreviated table. 
Sources: Booysen and Toulou, 2009; ZESN 2013b; Kubatana 2013. 
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issues such as indigenisation reveals the cross-party appeal of platforms
with partisan origins and point to some of the reasons for ZANU-PF’s
resurgence.

As backdrop and linked to the changing socio-economic base and
motivations to support a particular party, the FH survey detected that the
MDC-T’s support had dropped in both rural and urban areas (Table 3). This
trend had implications for the MDC-T’s standing in its former strongholds
of Harare and Bulawayo. The survey data indicated that the MDC-T had
shed more than half its urban support from 2010 to 2012, whereas ZANU-PF’s
trebled. The trend articulated with the demographic background of de-
industrialisation of the Zimbabwean economy, which impacted the urban
communities and in particular also diluted the MDC-T’s previously strong
urban trade union base.

Table 3: Party support differentiated by urban-rural, changes from 2010
to 2012

Stated reasons for choosing a political party
The survey results on the reasons for party choice showed that ZANU-PF
had crafted a notable support platform, comprising a selection of converging
themes. Existing and new supporters were attracted to ZANU-PF through
issues of land reform, indigenisation of business and industry, condemnation
of foreign interference in Zimbabwe and the ongoing association between
ZANU-PF and Zimbabwe’s liberation from colonialism (Table 4). These
ZANU-PF themes, which revolve around patriotic nationalism and

 
URBAN (%) RURAL (%) Party vote intention 2010 2012 2010 2012 

MDC-T 49 22 34 19 
ZANU-PF  6 19 22 38 
Other parties 5 3 3 1 
Vote is my secret 23 32 22 26 
Would not vote 10 10 7 11 
Refuse/Don’t Know/Not Sure 8 13 13 4 
FH question: ‘If parliamentary / presidential elections were held tomorrow, 
which party’s candidate would you vote for / which party would you vote 
for?’  
Percentages: The table reports vertical percentages; due to rounding, not all 
percentages add up to 100. 
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empowerment, found resonance across party boundaries and with the
undeclared survey respondents. The MDC-T largely relied on its emphasis
on change and civil liberties to create its own platform.

There was a high level of consensus between MDC-T and ZANU-PF
supporters that the way a party governs is an important factor in choosing
to support a party. Effective local level service delivery and pursuit of human
rights appealed to both parties’ supporters. On two specifically ZANU-PF
linked issues – land reform and indigenisation – the results showed that a
substantial proportion of the undeclared category converged with declared
ZANU-PF supporters. This was one of the survey-based indicators that
indicated a change in voting orientations.

Local level service delivery and the pursuit of human rights are pivotal
in Zimbabweans’ current choice of a political party – and here the MDC-T’s
outspoken commitment to human rights and the pursuit of associated
programmes had been cracking under the pressure and distraction of being
in the TIG. Many of the policies and plans it had been developing in the
ministries it controlled simply were not ready, were not being implemented,
and could therefore not infuse its election campaign.

Trust in the main parties as proxy indicator of support
A series of FH survey measures approximate indicators of party support.
With the difference of party and presidential vote support in the FH 2012
survey smaller than the bloc of undeclared voters, including those who
declared that their vote is their secret, the undeclared voters could swing the
party support findings. Proxy indicators were thus useful, and survey
respondents were more willing to declare whether they trust a particular
political party, or the state institutions linked to party leaders, than to declare
whom they might vote for. Besides being a valuable measure in own right the
trust items thus served as a check on party support findings.

The findings on trust of political parties (Table 5) corroborated the core
findings on party support. A total of 52 per cent of the respondents said that
they trust ZANU-PF or trust it a lot, while the corresponding percentage for
the MDC-T was only 39 per cent. The ZANU-PF trust question had a 95 per
cent response rate and the MDC-T trust question 94 per cent (compared with
the 53 per cent on the party vote question).
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Table 4: Issues that affect Zimbabweans choice of political – reports
by survey respondents

 
Zimbabweans … 

Support  
by  

Strongly 
agree and 

agree 

Strongly 
disagree 

and 
disagree 

Don’t 
know and 
uncertain 

Look for a political party 
that supports land reform to 
Zimbabwe 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

48 
85 
63 

41 
9 

22 

12 
6 

16 

Support a party that defends 
Zimbabwe against the 
interference of foreign 
countries 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

52 
83 
50 

31 
7 

20 

18 
10 
20 

Go with a political party 
that supports indigenisation 
in Zimbabwe 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

53 
82 
62 

40 
7 

17 

17 
11 
20 

Look at who it is that 
liberated Zimbabwe from 
the British 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

21 
74 
36 

68 
12 
39 

12 
15 
25 

Choose a party that shows it 
can deliver services, 
especially on the local level 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

96 
93 
90 

3 
3 
3 

0 
3 
7 

Support any political party 
that can bring change 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

95 
76 
83 

3 
13 
6 

3 
11 
12 

Choose a party that is not 
corrupt and spends public 
money accountably 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

93 
91 
89 

4 
4 
5 

3 
5 
6 

Choose a party that is 
committed to civil and 
political freedoms (freedom 
to speak openly, vote freely, 
protest) 

MDC-T 
ZANU-PF 
Undeclared 

95 
87 
88 

3 
4 
3 

3 
7 
9 

FH question: ‘When Zimbabweans choose a political party to support, what do you 
think is the most important issue that lets them make up their minds?’  
Percentages: The table reports row percentages. Due to rounding not all percentages 
(horizontally calculated) add up to 100. 
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The trust measure reflected the change in party political fates in Zimbabwe.
The MDC-T not only suffered an extraordinary drop in directly declared
support, but the trust that it enjoyed dropped from 32 per cent in 2010 to 20
per cent in 2012. In line with stated vote support, ZANU-PF in the same
period rose from 16 to 34 per cent of trust. The combination of the ‘trust a
lot’ and ‘trust somewhat’ categories gives the result of ‘trust in the MDC-
T’ falling from 66 to 39 per cent, whereas ZANU-PF on the same combined
measure rose from 36 to 52 per cent.

Table 5: Changing levels of trust in the two main political parties from
2010 to 2012

Trust in the offices of the President and Prime Minister of Zimbabwe
delivered further confirmation of the altered stature of the MDC-T. The
details (Table 6) show that the Office of the President (associated with
Mugabe) grew its popular trust from 2010 to 2012, up from 43 to 58 per cent,
on the combination of ‘trust a lot’ and ‘trust somewhat’. Inversely, the Office
of the Prime Minister (linked to Tsvangirai) dropped from 67 to 48 per cent.
The response rate for the question of trust in the Office of the Prime Minister
was 95 per cent, and for that of the Office of the President 96 per cent.

All of the public institutions that were gauged on level of trust, except
for the Office of the Prime Minister, showed increases from 2010 to 2012. This
was one of the most distinct indications that the MDC-T’s leadership
problems had negatively impacted its reputation in government. Even the
military and the police had gained in public esteem. Besides the office of the
Prime Minister, it was only the judiciary and the office of the Attorney
General that had public trust levels lower than 50 per cent (on a combination
of the ‘trust a lot’ and ‘trust somewhat’ categories).

 
MDC-T (%) ZANU-PF (%) Extent of trust 

2010 2012 2010 2012 
A lot 32 20 16 34 
Somewhat 34 19 20 18 
Just a little 11 23 19 16 
Not at all 9 25 34 24 
FH question: ‘In the current Zimbabwe, how much do you trust 
…?’ In 2012, 6 per cent and 3 per cent of the respondents stated 
that they do not know whether they trust the MDC-T and ZANU-
PF, respectively.  
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Table 6: Changing levels of trust in public institutions from 2010 to 2012

MDC-T and ZANU-PF supporters diverged in their levels of trust in the
military. A total of 86 per cent of ZANU-PF’s supporters trusted the military
a lot or somewhat, compared with only 32 per cent of the MDC-T’s supporters,
and 33 per cent of those who chose not to reveal their party support.

Political optimism-pessimism and party performance in government
A further step in dissecting the weakening position of the MDC-T was a
check on sentiments of optimism-pessimism in Zimbabweans’ views of
contemporary politics generally and the unfolding constitutional and electoral
processes in particular.

 
A lot  
(%) 

Somewhat 
(%) 

DK / 
HHE 
(%) 

Just a 
little (%) 

Not at all  
(%) Public 

institution 
‘10 ‘12 ‘10 ‘12 ‘10 ‘12 ‘10 ‘12 ‘10 ‘12 

Parliament 16 29 31 20 10 8 23 24 14 15 
Office of the 
President 

19 42 24 16 4 5 21 17 26 17 

Office of the 
Prime 
Minister 

30 26 37 22 11 9 9 23 8 15 

Local 
government 

11 28 37 25 10 4 22 22 14 18 

Traditional 
leaders 

26 35 34 23 7 7 16 15 14 16 

Judiciary - 27 - 21 - 10 - 21 - 15 
Attorney 
general’s 
office 

- 21 - 17 - 21 - 17 - 16 

Police 16 40 27 20 2 1 25 18 27 19 
Military 16 41 30 20 6 3 22 14 24 20 
FH question: ‘In the current Zimbabwe, how much do you trust each of the 
following institutions …?’ The political parties were listed amongst as series 
of public institutions. DK denotes ‘Don’t know’ and HHE to ‘have not heard 
enough to tell’.  
Percentages: The table reports year-specific horizontal percentages. Due to 
round not all rows add up to 100. 
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The FH survey revealed optimism, albeit with apprehensive undertones.
Respondents were optimistic on the direction in which Zimbabwe was
moving, albeit ZANU-PF supporters more so than those of the MDC-T. This
showed in their views on personal economic conditions and the economy
in general, and on the then-unfolding processes of constitution-making, the
referendum and elections. They expected these elections to be more free and
fair than the preceding ones and hoped that ‘this time around’ elections
would be free of violence. Optimism was nevertheless matched by strong
memories of violence and intimidation in politics and daily life.

Optimism remained consistent from 2010-12 (Table 7). There was notable
change, however, in the position of ZANU-PF supporters. Their belief that
the country was not moving in the right direction dropped from 26 to 19 per
cent. They migrated to the more optimistic category of a blend of right and
wrong directions. The MDC-T supporters in 2012 were more inclined to
believe there was ‘no movement’ in the politics of Zimbabwe’s transitional
period.

Table 7: Direction in which Zimbabwe is moving as judged by party
supporters – changes from 2010 to 2012

Political party (%) 
ZANU-PF MDC-T My vote is my 

secret 

 
Direction 

2010 2012 2010 2012 2010 2012 
Right direction 51 48 26 23 27 35 
Wrong 
direction 

26 19 40 38 15 25 

Bit of both 15 25 21 24 25 30 
Not moving at 
all 

1 6 7 14 15 7 

Don’t know / 
Refuse 

7 1 6 1 8 4 

FH question: ‘How do you feel about the general direction in which 
Zimbabwe is moving’?  
Percentages: The table reports vertical percentages. Due to rounding not all 
columns add up to 100. 
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The modestly improved state of the economy, with some spill-over into
personal economic conditions, was the main reason for Zimbabweans seeing
the ‘right’ in the 2012 country direction. The three most popular reasons for
the ‘right direction’ verdict in this open-ended question were that the
economy had improved (16 per cent of respondents), commodities were
available (6 per cent) and food was available (4 per cent). Next down the line
were political stability and peace, on 3 per cent each. The most prevalent
reasons for ‘Zimbabwe heading in the wrong direction’ were continuous
underperformance of the economy and the ongoing shortage of cash
incomes.

Constitution-making, referendum, election processes as sources of
optimism
Zimbabweans hoped that the unfolding transitional processes would take
their country to a better future. Around 50 per cent derived hope from the
then unfolding processes of the inclusive government, constitution-making
and the then pending referendum, with 34 per cent doubting or seriously
doubting, and the remainder of the sentiment split (Table 8). Zimbabweans’
hope associated with elections rose by about 10 percentage points compared
with 2010, with 62 per cent in 2012 believing that the next election would ring
in a brighter future. At the time of the fieldwork unofficial preliminary
constitutional drafts were filtering into public debates.

Table 8: Hope or doubt that unfolding processes will lead to a better
future in Zimbabwe

 
Four processes (%)  

Level of hope or 
doubt 

Inclusive 
government 

Constitution-
making 

Referendum Elections of  
2013 

Hope or strong hope 47 50 48 62 
Neither hope nor 
doubt 

8 10 11 12 

Doubt or serious 
doubt 

34 20 17 17 

Undecided 11 19 23 10 
FH question: ‘How much hope or doubt do you have that each of the next four 
processes will take Zimbabwe to a better future?’  
Percentages: The table reports vertical percentages. Due to rounding not all columns 
add up to 100. 
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The MDC-T in local government
The 2008 harmonised elections catapulted the MDC-T into multiple sites of
local government. On this front, however, the party was seen to have become
as corrupt in its governance as the preceding ZANU-PF local governments
(Civil society of Zimbabwe 2012a). These trends negatively impacted its
standing, both nationally and locally. Consultations with civil society
representatives in Harare and Bulawayo (2012a) confirmed regular media
reports (see Mukonza 2013, MDC 2010) of both deficiencies in the delivery
of local services and wide-ranging corruption. A total of 40 per cent in the
2012 FH survey reported distrust, versus the 53 per cent trust in local
government. In 2010 it was 36 per cent distrust and 48 per cent trust (Table
6). Both trust and distrust thus increased, on the back of contraction of the
undecided category.

The MDC-T’s problems with local service delivery were evident in about
50 per cent of the Harare respondents citing the lack of quality services as
the problem that this community needed to see addressed, to a far larger
extent than in Bulawayo, Midlands and Matabeleland North where it was
also noted as priority. It was in response to the question of ‘Which would
you say is the most serious problem that has to be addressed specifically in
the community where you live?’ The only other issues with this frequency
of mention across the provinces were unemployment and shortages of food.

Civil society of Zimbabwe (2012a) fleshed out the details of both the
inability of government to provide services, and of local level councillor
corruption. The deficits included electricity supply, billing systems, power
cuts, potholes, infrequent refuse removal, interrupted water supplies, water
rationing, and, above all, no credible plans to exit the quagmires (Civil
society of Zimbabwe 2012b). Civil society highlighted the danger for the
MDC-T in that it might lose seats to ZANU-PF and that its supporters could
abstain in future elections.

Collapse in estimations of the MDC-T’s contribution to the transition
Given the improvements that respondents noticed in the Zimbabwean
economy, along with the positive impacts on their daily lives and optimism
at the time of the survey that the Zimbabwean transition was going somewhere,
it follows that the party that is credited with these movements is also likely
to garner electoral support. Previously the MDC-T had been afforded this
credit by a wide margin (Table 9).
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Table 9: Changing party political share of credit for Inclusive Government
successes, 2010-12

In contrast, the MDC-T in 2012 obtained a dismal assessment. It collapsed
from 52 per cent in late 2010 to 15 per cent in mid-2012, and was now on par
with ZANU-PF whose contribution was set at 16 per cent. This illustrates
that the MDC-T after four years in the TIG had lost the substantial comparative
advantage that it had enjoyed at the 2010 point of one year into TIG. Along
with the series of trust measurements, this proportionate credit measure
confirmed that the TIG had first become the great equaliser between the two
main parties, and then elevated ZANU-PF over its rival.

Conclusion
This exploration of Zimbabwe’s MDC-T highlighted the party’s anti-climactic
and far-reaching decline, precisely at a time when it would have been
expected to peak and be ready to step into power via the 2013 elections.
Instead of elevating the MDC-T into power the period of power-sharing with
ZANU-PF in the TIG oversaw its degradation. The analysis used three
segments of Freedom House survey findings to explore this degeneration.

 
Relative party political contribution Year % Rating 

2010 24 Equally the contribution of the MDC-
T and ZANU-PF 2012 36 

2010 13 More the contribution of ZANU-PF 
2012 16 
2010 52 More the contribution of the MDC-T 
2012 15 
2010 2 More the contribution of other 

political parties 2012 2 
2010 0.4 Contribution of all parties equally 
2012 15 

FH question: ‘Do you believe the main political parties, ZANU-PF 
and MDC-T, were equally responsible for the good or very good 
performance/s that you just noted, was it more the contribution of 
one of the parties, or are other parties also to be credited?’  
Percentages: The respondents who felt that they did not have 
enough knowledge to respond to the question are not included in 
this table, hence the totals do not add up to 100. 
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First, the study showed the trends in party electoral support, and
compared the FH, Afrobarometer and MDC-T/IRI survey findings. All
confirmed that the MDC-T was far from being a popularly accepted successor
party. This was subsequently confirmed in the elections of July 2013. In
contrast with preceding opinion polls in which the MDC-T had superseded
ZANU-PF, it was now rivalled or surpassed, depending on the opinion poll.
The analysis demonstrates that the decline had been consistent across
urban and rural areas, and with ZANU-PF in a mirror image act of growing
its support across the urban-rural divide. It followed that the MDC-T
suffered severe support lapses in its traditional urban strongholds.

Second, the analysis used the measure of trust – in the political parties
and TIG institutions – to gain insights into the MDC-T’s emasculation. The
analysis confirmed the party’s likely electoral degeneration – on items that
had response rates of 95-96 per cent (in contrast with the vote question
which many respondents were reluctant to answer). The downward trend
was evident both in direct questions about the trust in parties, and in
institutions in the TIG that were directly linked to the main parties.

In the third place the analysis focused on reported levels of optimism,
both in terms of the direction in which Zimbabwe was seen to be moving, and
optimism that the transitional processes of the TIG, constitution-making,
referendum and elections would help make Zimbabwe a better place. These
hopes were high – and the next question was which of the two main parties
would be credited for the advances. In 2010 the MDC-T was still riding the
wave of ‘new in government’ and ‘set to make the difference’. In contrast,
the MDC-T collapsed in the credit stakes and in the 2012 poll was exceeded
by ZANU-PF.

The MDC-T’s time of power-sharing in the TIG extracted a heavy toll,
while ZANU-PF used improvements in the economy, continuous coercion
and its firm control over the levers of economic and security power (the
party’s fusion with state power which had been largely unaffected by the
TIG) to emerge as a popularly anchored predominant party political force.
The decline did not necessarily spell the end of the MDC-T, but certainly the
end of an era of belief in the MDC-T’s inevitable ascent into power. After
having been effectively beaten in the 2008 elections, ZANU-PF repositioned
itself, put empowerment policies in place, worked to show some results in
government, distracted the opposition in the constitutional deliberations
and then jumped to subjugate the prey come Zimbabwe’s Election 2013.
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Notes
1. The Freedom House survey data base is used with the consent of Freedom

House. I thank both the two reviewers and Prof David Moore for valuable
comments and suggestions.

2. ‘Harmonised elections’ denotes concurrent elections for national, provincial and
local government. The first harmonised elections were held in 2008.

3. The repercussions of this weakening of the MDC-T are spelt out by Moore
(2013b) in his analysis of the multiplicity of cross-cutting deals within and
between the main parties.

4. Updated economic trends since the 2012 polls indicate that whereas the
Zimbabwean economy continues to improve off the previous small base, the 7.7
per cent growth rate of 2010 had declined to 4.4 per cent in 2012 (Business Times
June 9, 2013).

5. Election results are mediated by voter registration and motivation to vote. The
FH data showed no systematic difference in the registration statuses of the
supporters of the two main parties. The two blocs of supporters were also
largely similar in their motivation to vote in the next election.
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