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ELECTORAL ARRANGEMENTS AND TURNOUT 
VARIANCE AT THE SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL: 

COMPARATIVE INSIGHTS FROM THREE 
CONSTITUENCIES IN GHANA 

Fortune Agbelea

Abstract: Using micro-level data from three constituencies in Ghana, which 
are cases of high, average and low turnout respectively, I assess whether 
voters’ perceptions of the cost of voting (resource and time) can explain such 
variation in voter turnout. Results suggest that in Ghana, such individual 
perceptions of the cost associated with voting do not help in explaining 
variance in voter turnout at the constituency level: Across the different levels 
of turnout, there is little to no variance in voters’ perceptions. I find that the 
high positive perceptions of the electoral processes across high, average, and 
low turnout constituencies are not only due to the activities of the electoral 
management body but among others, the adjustments by citizens to the 
process based on their experiences from past elections. 
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Introduction
Elections are an integral part of democracy. As a core institution for 
democratic representation, voters’ participation in elections is paramount 
in making the benefits of elections meaningful to citizens, especially those 
encountering such processes for the first time (Lindberg 2006; Lijphart 2008; 
Bratton 2013). Globally, voter turnout has been on the decline since the 1990s, 
and while the average turnout on the African continent has largely been below 
the global average that of Ghana has been above the global average (Figure 1). 
As a relatively well-established liberal democracy on the African continent, 
Ghana has had its share of issues as it moved towards a sustained democratic 
transition. After independence, the country’s democratic experience was 
stymied by successions of military regimes, interspersed with short-lived 
civilian rule. The return to multiparty democracy in 1992, however, ushered in 
a significant interest by the citizenry to participate in the electoral processes. 
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To date, there have been seven successive elections, with political power 
alternating three times between two dominant political parties: the National 
Democratic Congress (NDC) and the New Patriotic Party (NPP). These 
alternations of political power have occurred through elections that have 
been generally considered to be free and fair (Frempong 2008: 189–210). 
At the same time, the elections have seen high voter participation. The 
average voter turnout1 recorded across the seven general elections held so 
far has been about 71%. Except for the founding elections of the Fourth 
Republic in 1992, which recorded the lowest turnout of 50.16%, turnout in 
subsequent elections have been high with the 2004 elections recording the 
highest rate (85.12%) (Figure 2). These national averages, however, do not 
reflect equally across the various constituencies in the country. While it is not 
surprising that turnout would vary across constituencies, it is intriguing to 
find constituencies exhibiting certain systematic patterns of turnout across 
different electoral years. In the case of the constituencies discussed in this 
article, turnout patterns in two of them, that is Nanton and Ellembelle, have 
consistently been higher and lower respectively than the national average. In 
the third constituency, Assin North, however, turnout has hovered around 
the national average. The question that arises is what could be accounting for 
these observed differences in turnout and, as is the focus of this article, could 
these be due to the differences in voters’ perception of the cost of voting? 
In other words, can one infer from the existing literature on the impact of 
electoral arrangements on turnout to explain why turnout would vary? 

This article seeks to explore voters’ perception of the cost of voting, costs 
that are fuelled by people’s perceptions of how easy or difficult it is – as 
well as the time it takes – to go through the electoral process (Blais et al. 
2019: 145–157). The focus on these perceptions of cost across the three 
constituencies helps ascertain whether the perceptions of these arrangements 
could help understand why turnout would vary across these constituencies. 
This assessment is limited to the people’s experiences during the 2016 election 
only, to help avoid the occurrence of recall bias, i.e., a situation in which the 

1	 Voter turnout in this article is defined in terms of the percentage of voters who cast a vote 
during an election, including invalid votes, as against the number of registered voters. The above 
definition differs from the Voting Age Population (VAP) where turnout is an estimate of the 
total votes cast as a proportion of a country’s population that is of voting age. Though the use 
of either definition has its own strength and weakness, subsequently, the closer both turnout 
statistics are, the more reliable either data is. In the case of Ghana, turnout per registered voter 
and VAP shows little variance.
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respondent is unable to remember experiences correctly. The limitation to the 
2016 election also means that a narrower definition of voters is adopted where 
a voter within the context of this study is anyone who voted during the 2016 
elections, while a non-voter is an eligible voter who did not participate in the 
2016 election. The rest of this article is structured into four parts. The first 
being a review of existing discourses on the link with electoral arrangements 
and voter participation. This is followed by the second, which highlights 
the methods employed to collect data. The analysis of the data provided in 
the third section shows that across all the dimensions of the cost of voting, 
people’s perceptions are generally positive, as well as lacking any variations 
across the three constituencies. The article concludes with a discussion of 
some implications.

Figure 1: A Comparison of Global, African and Ghana Turnout 
Average from 1992 to 2016

Source: Compiled by the author with data from the International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA)
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Figure 2: Turnout during Presidential Elections, 1996-2012 compared 
across the three Constituencies and Nation Averages

Source: Compiled by the author using electoral data from the Electoral Commission of 
Ghana, and media houses in Ghana: Peace FM and Star FM

Electoral Arrangements and Turnout
The discourse on the cost of voting has been explored in literature, with much 
of the discussions focusing on how the electoral rules and processes place 
a demand on the voter in terms of time and effort required to participate 
in an election. Largely argued from the rational choice perspective, the 
time and effort it takes to go through the electoral process are deemed to 
affect the voter’s perception of the cost of voting (Downs 1957), as well as 
the opportunity cost of voting (Goerres and Rabuza 2014). The need to 
register to vote has been argued to increase the cost of voting (Wolfinger 
and Rosenstone 1980). Even for online voting, registration requirement has 
been found to affect turnout (Goodman and Stokes 2018: 1–13). The cost 
of registering is said to also affect voters disproportionally, with the poor 
and less educated being the most affected (Thompson, 2002: 28). With the 
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closing date for registrations likely to negatively influence turnout (Gronke 
et al. 2007: 639–645), relaxing registration requirement to allow for voting 
day registration has been found to increase participation rates (Fenster 
1994), as well as improve representation among groups (Braconnier et al. 
2017: 584–604). Similarly, reforms to allow preregistration has been touted to 
increase turnout among young voters (Holbein and Hillygus 2016: 364–382).

Arguably, the level of difficulty to register is very minimal if not next to 
zero within an automated voter registration system with a likely effect of 
increasing voter turnout (Geys 2006: 637–663). Equally, due to advanced 
technological and administrative competence in developed countries, 
minimal voter registration difficulties could be encountered in even a 
voluntary registration system. Unlike Western and advanced democracies, 
the voter registration system in less developed countries is built on no pre-
existing administrative and technical structures and systems. In the case of 
Ghana, for instance, the lack of a pre-existing national identification system 
that automatically captures the identity of all its nationals either at birth or 
later has been identified as one explanation for problems in the country’s voter 
registration processes (Ayee 2001). The absence of such a system, therefore, 
means voter registration is done from scratch. Experiences from electoral 
practices thus far also show that even after registering, prospective voters 
are required to constantly verify their personal information in the lead to 
any general elections. Thus, participation in the registration process within 
the Ghanaian context is expected to place a demand on the voter’s scarce 
resources, particularly on time (Kelley et al. 1967: 359–379). In applying 
the above perception of the cost of voting to the three constituencies being 
examined in the present article, variations in people’s perception of the cost 
would vary across the three areas. Specifically, it is expected that, if the effort of 
going through the electoral process is a disincentive for prospective voters, then 
voters in Assin North (average-turnout area) and Ellembelle (the low-turnout 
area) are expected to perceive the electoral process to be more complicated than 
in Nanton (the high turnout area).

Another dimension to the cost of voting is the demands on the voting day, 
reflected in the time it takes to travel to the polling station as well as the 
waiting time to vote, as these being argued to influence the decision to turn 
out or not (Gimpel and Schuknecht 2003; Dyck and Gimpel 2005: 531–548; 
de Kadt 2019). Though nonlinear, the relation between distance to the polling 
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station and turnout has been argued to be negative as the cost of travelling to 
the voting site could result in nonvoting (Dyck and Gimpel 2005: 531–548). 
What this means is that longer distances between household and assigned 
polling station can substantially impact the propensity to vote (Bhatti 
2012: 141–158). The burden posed on the voter by less accessible polling 
locations has however been found to be heaviest in suburban than in rural 
areas (Gimpel and Schuknecht 2003). Similarly, increases in the distance to 
polling stations have been contended to lower the turnout probability among 
voters who are obese and in poor health (Kudrnáč 2019: 1–12). Studies have 
also found transportation and searching costs due to changes in the location 
of polling stations to influence voter turnout (Brady and John E. McNulty 
2011: 115–135). Again, in applying the above to the cases of this article, the 
following observable implication is in place: If the time spent is a disincentive 
for prospective voters, then voters in Assin North (average-turnout area) and 
Ellembelle (the low-turnout area) are expected to perceive the travelling time to 
the polling station to be more compared to the travel time perceived in Nanton 
(the high turnout area).

Aside from the time it takes to get to the polling station, the amount of 
time spent waiting in queue to vote does also matter for turnout. This cost 
is particularly grave for electorates in areas that experience long queues and 
waiting times. Though long queues at the polling station could be a sign of 
citizens’ enthusiasm to exercise their franchise, especially in a young and 
emerging democracy, it could also discourage voter participation. In Ghana, 
election days invariably have been characterised by long queues and waiting 
hours (CODEO 2005; Commonwealth Observer Group 2012, 2016). For 
this reason, voters have over the years adopted certain coping strategies, key 
among them being the use of a quasi-queueing system mostly on the eve of 
the election day, where objects such as stones and stools are used to create 
“queues,” with others sleeping outside the polling station. Some also get to the 
polling station at dawn. As noted for instance, in the 2016 Commonwealth 
observers’ mission report, voters in the Ashanti region started queuing as 
early as two o’clock in the morning (Commonwealth Observer Group; 2016). 
Equally, some voters are fond of registering in their hometowns – usually 
the rural areas – since these areas have been thought to have less waiting 
time. The application of the above, however, to the three cases used in this 
article leads to the following observable implication: If the time spent in the 
queue to vote is perceived as a cost and as such a disincentive to vote, then we 
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expect that voters in Assin North (average-turnout area) and Ellembelle (the 
low-turnout area) would perceive the time spent in a queue waiting to vote to be 
more compared to the waiting time perceived in Nanton (the high turnout area).

Finally, the use of the adaptation strategies by voters as pointed out in the 
preceding paragraph is aimed at reducing the time spent to the polling station, 
particularly so because election days in Ghana are not designated holidays. 
Since the beginning of the Fourth Republic, elections have been held on 
December 7, irrespective of whether that is a working day or a weekend. With 
no legislative instrument designating election days as holidays, prospective 
voters always have to combine the voting activity with their economic life, 
which results in high opportunity costs of voting. The opportunity cost of 
voting is the cost incurred due to the alternative activity forgone in order 
to vote. This cost, as has been argued by some (Gibson et al. 2013; Goerres 
and Rabuza 2014), does substantially influence an individual’s decision to 
turn out. The dilemma posed by the opportunity cost of voting is grave 
when this cost is economic in nature, that is, when the alternative activity 
forgone is work-related. An economic opportunity cost of voting unlike the 
social opportunity cost (that is when the activity that has been forgone is 
social) is incurred particularly when the election takes place on a working 
day, as well as when the individual is employed in the informal sector. 
Taking into perspective that about 86% of all working adults in Ghana are 
employed within the informal sector (Ghana Statistical Service 2012: 268), 
the economic opportunity cost is expected to be high. Here too, it is expected 
that the perceived opportunity cost of voting would be more among respondents, 
particularly in Ellembelle and Assin North compared to those in Nanton.

Method
The present article employs a mixed-method approach combining both 
survey and interview data (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998; Creswell 2003). 
While the survey explores voters’ experiences with the electoral process, 
focusing on the 2016 elections, the interview data was aimed at exploring 
contextual level information. The reliance on voters’ perception of the 
electoral process is to help gain insights into the meanings that voters make 
from their experiences with the electoral process (Munhall 2008: 606–607), 
and as such how these perceptions might have influenced their behaviour 
(Fiorello 1975: 72–75). In combining both data types, the article is not only 
able to assess voters’ perception, but also to gain an understanding into the 
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implementation of the electoral arrangements in the three constituencies 
and how these could result in variance in turnout. The assessment focuses 
on the electoral process, i.e., registration and voting itself and whether these 
differ across the three constituencies.

Participants were asked to assess their experiences of both the registration 
and voting processes, as well as the time it takes to go through them. It is 
being assumed that voters’ perception of the cost of voting will be reflective 
of how easy or difficult they think it was for them to go through the electoral 
process. In other words, the cost of voting would be low if the voter perceives 
the voting process to be easy, and they did not spend much time to go 
through it. Also, the voter’s perception of the cost of voting is expected to 
be influenced by the opportunity cost of voting. If the voter feels they had 
to forgo something important, especially an economic opportunity, to vote 
then the cost of voting would be high. Consequently, this will result in 
lower turnout levels. Taking into perspective the varying turnout patterns 
in the three constituencies considered in the present paper, it is anticipated 
that the cost perception of electoral arrangements will be lower in Nanton, 
which is the high turnout area, and the reverse is expected in Assin North 
and Ellembelle (which are the average and low turnout areas). 

As earlier indicated, the selection of the three constituencies considered in 
this article was systematically made. The process began with the compilation 
of electoral data from five election years sourced from several sources, 
which includes the Electoral Commission of Ghana (EC),2 media houses 
in Ghana (Peace FM3 and Star FM4), among others (Ephson 2003, 2008). 
Though Ghana’s Fourth Republic commenced with the 1992 election, this 
was excluded from the election years used. As a founding election in the 
Fourth Republic, the conduct of the 1992 election was thought to have been 
conducted in a questionable manner (Bratton 1998). The events surrounding 
the conduct of the presidential election, for instance, prompted a boycott of 
the parliamentary election by the main opposition parties (Daddieh and Bob-

2	 Data from the EC was received in hard copies. In order to avoid typo errors, the data sheets were 
scanned and converted into Excel or Word documents using online resources. In the cases of 
the online pages of the radio stations and even in the case of the year 2000 turnout data gotten 
from the EC’s homepage, the results were copied and pasted.

3	 Peace FM is one of the popular radio stations in Ghana, which transmits in the Akan local 
language (Peace FM Online 2016).

4	 Star FM is also one of the new but emerging popular radio stations in Ghana with transmissions 
in the English language (Star FM 2016).
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Milliar 2016: 13–34). This subsequently resulted in a sharp drop in turnout 
during the parliamentary election (28.7%) compared to the presidential 
election (50.16%). It is against the above background that the 1992 turnout 
data were excluded. 

The complied data, therefore, started with the 1996 to 2012 election years. 
The limitation of the data to 2012 is because the selection was made prior to 
the 2016 election. The data included the number of registered voters, votes 
cast, valid votes cast and official turnout rates, all disaggregated according 
to the various constituencies. Subsequently, several constituencies emerged 
as possible cases for high, low and average turnout areas, i.e., constituencies, 
which have persistently deviated from - or conform to - the national turnout 
average (see Table 1 in Appendix). The deviating cases are those that have 
consistently fallen above and below the national average over the years. To 
determine this, turnouts across the five elections years (1996–2012) were 
plotted in Stata against the national averages for each of the election years. 
Selected are those within the upper and lower ranges of the fifth percentile 
for each election years. With each turnout category having more than one 
cases, other selection criteria had to be used to help identify the three cases. 
These included geographical locations, that is, selected constituencies are 
neither purely urban nor rural areas.5 The link between the urban-rural 
divide and turnout has, to some extent, been contested. On the one hand, 
while turnout is found to increase in urban areas (Filer et al. 1993: 63–87), 
others have also argued a lower turnout in urban centres (Gimpel 1999; 
Fornos et al. 2004). Hence, in applying this geographical criterion to the 
selection, it was to ensure that selected constituencies are characterised by 
both urban and rural localities. The other selection criterion used was that 
the constituencies selected are not party “stronghold,” but rather “swing 
constituencies.” Party “stronghold” are those constituencies with a strong 
support base for one particular party. This implies that elections in such 
constituencies are consistently won by one particular party. Party strongholds, 
however, contrast swing constituencies, where no one party dominates, hence 
elections are won by more than one party (Mayer 2008). A comparison of 

5	 The study adopts the definitions of urban and rural as used by the Ghana Statistical Service 
(GSS). The GSS is the institution in Ghana which is responsible for the collecting analysing, 
and publishing official statistics. The GSS classifies “urban” and “rural” is based on population 
size. Per their definition, localities with 5,000 persons or more are classified as urban. On the 
other hand, localities with less than 5,000 persons are classified as rural.
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the voting pattern in the constituencies selected shows no strong allegiance 
to any political party, as the two major political parties have won. 

Based on the above-defined criteria Nanton, Ellembelle and Assin North 
were selected as the best-fit cases for a high turnout, low turnout, and 
average turnout cases respectively. As shown in Figure 2, turnout in the 
Nanton constituency has consistently exceeded the average turnout for 
each election year considered in this study. Similarly, turnout in Ellembelle 
has also been consistently lower than the national average turnout, with 
the third constituency, Assin North hovering around the national average. 
Furthermore, elections in the three constituencies have been won by more 
than one party. Though the similar voting pattern is seen in constituencies like 
Okaikwei North and Gomoa East, due to them being an urban constituency 
or close proximity to Accra, the capital city, they could not be selected. Others 
such as Jomoro and Saboba were also not selected because they are also 
border constituencies serving as major transit points for goods and people 
between Ghana and its neighbours, i.e., Ivory Coast and Togo, respectively. 
This thus leaves Nanton, Assin North and Ellembelle as best fit for having 
more than one political party winning elections as well as their mix of urban 
and rural localities. 

Since constituencies are big geographical areas, the selection of respondents 
was preceded by identifying electoral areas within the constituencies. 
Electoral areas are demarcated electoral boundaries under local government 
areas for the purpose of election. This selection of the electoral areas was also 
guided by the principle of representativeness of the constituencies in terms of 
turnout and rural-urban divide. Electoral data at the polling station level was 
compiled (i.e., the number of registered voters at each polling station within 
the constituency, and the valid votes cast for each candidate). The turnout 
for each polling station was then calculated, followed by an aggregation of 
polling station data to show the turnout for each electoral area. Electoral 
area level turnouts were then compared to turnouts at the constituency level. 
With turnout in several of the electoral areas being close to the constituency 
turnout, the criteria of how rural or urban the electoral area is, was used to 
arrive at the electoral areas to visit. For the Nanton constituency, these are 
Kpunduli (rural) and Nayilifong (urban) electoral areas; In Assin North, 
Breku/Besiako (urban) and Wawase (rural) electoral areas; and then in 
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Ellembelle, Esiama (urban) and Aiynase South (urban), Asenda (rural) and 
Ngalekye (rural) were selected.

The selection of respondents started with a definition of what constitutes a 
voter and non-voter. Though the standard definition of a voter is anyone who 
votes in an election or is eligible to do so, within the context of this study, 
a much narrower definition was used, as the use of the term was limited to 
the 2016 elections. The limitation to the 2016 election was to help avoid the 
occurrence of recall bias, i.e., a situation in which the respondent is unable 
to remember experiences correctly. Hence a voter is anyone who was eligible 
to vote as well as who voted during the 2016 elections, while a non-voter is 
an eligible voter who did not participate in the 2016 election. 

A stratified random sampling approach was used to select respondents to 
ensure that the demographic characteristics of the larger voter population 
are represented in the sample (Kalsbeek 2008). Hard copies of the voter’s 
register for each of the electoral areas identified above were obtained and 
typed. The use of the register was informed by the fact that it is the only easily 
available database of eligible voters and as such this is to make the sampling 
process easier and less expensive (Fowler 2014). Using the RAND function 
in Excel, 600 respondents were randomly selected, with an additional 5%, 
i.e., 30, to make up for errors in the sample. The study’s analysis plan was 
used to determine the sample size and sample error (Fowler 2014: 39). As 
argued by Fowler, using a study’s design, the smallest group within a study’s 
population should be identified, estimate a minimal adequate sample size 
should be determined for this group and then decide on the total sample 
size for a survey. Since the Nanton constituency has the smallest voter 
population, a minimum estimated sample size of 120 samples was identified. 
Using a proportional approach, a sample size of 600 was estimated, plus a 5% 
sampling error (Fowler 2014: 39). The sample population is disaggregated 
by the constituencies as follows: 125 for Nanton; 202 for Assin North, and 
273 for Ellembelle. For each constituency, the sample size was proportional 
to the voter population and stratified by age, as well as gender (see Table 2 
in Appendix).

With the help of the Assemblymen for the various electoral areas, coupled 
with the use of the voter register, which bears the photos of voters, the 
selected respondents were identified. In cases the selected respondents were 
not available, they were replaced by a supplementary list which was compiled 
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using the same RAND function in Excel. A second round of data collection 
was done, where people who did not participate in the 2016 elections were 
selected. This was done by using the name reference list obtained from the 
district offices of the electoral commission. This is a list showing all registered 
voters for each of the polling stations, with the names of those who showed up 
on election day to vote being ticked. In all this helped to identify those who 
did not vote but this was only possible for Nanton and Assin North since this 
list could not be accessed in Ellembelle due to an existing contestation of the 
election result. Thus, for the Ellembelle district, a snowballing approach was 
used with the help of the Assemblyman to determine those who did not vote. 

The second round of data collection produced an additional sample of 95 
respondents, resulting in a total of 729 respondents (see Table 3 in Appendix 
for an overview of the result from the first round, and Table 4 in Appendix 
for the result from the second round). Nonetheless, as is likely with surveys, 
the dataset had to be clean due to non-response of which about 152 of 
observations had to be taken out. About half of these were from Ellembelle 
(77), due to the fact that the constituency lies along the coast hence some 
of the questions were skipped when during the interview a “big catch” was 
made at sea. In spite of the number of observations that had to be taken out, 
the analysis was not much affected since the remaining observation (577) 
was not so much below the initial estimated sample size of 600. As has been 
noted by some (Keeter et al. 2006; Kohut et al. 2012; Fowler 2014), results 
from databases with relatively low response rate can also produce results 
similar to high response rate exercises.

Analysis 

Voter’s Registration Process
Survey data as displayed in Table 5 (in Appendix) shows that voters’ 
perception of the registration process is generally positive, with no variance 
across both the voter and non-voter divide, as well as across the three 
constituencies. On an aggregated level, about 94% of respondents indicated 
some level of easiness going through the registration process. This level of 
satisfaction with the process is observed among voters (94%) and non-voters 
(94.2%). Across the constituencies also, minimal variation exists, as the 
proportion of people who indicated some level of easiness in Nanton (94.9%), 
Assin North (95.4%) and Ellembelle (94%) are almost the same. This high 
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approval rating of their experiences with the registration process could stem 
from the flexible nature of the arrangements by the Electoral Commission 
of Ghana, which seems to facilitate an easy registration process. In Nanton, 
for instance, interview data does suggest that though registration centres 
were not set-up at all voting centres at once, a system of alternation existed 
to ensure all the polling stations were served (Local Leader, 20 December 
2018, Nanton). Also, one is allowed to register at any of the centres within 
the constituency irrespective of where one would like to cast their vote. The 
only condition, however, is that one would have to indicate at the time of 
registration their preferred voting centre, for their names to be placed in 
that centre’s register. Due to these arrangements, prospective registrants did 
not feel limited to any particular registration centres and could also visit the 
registration centres when the centres are less crowded. 

The above reflexibility of the registration process seems to be reflected in 
the time it takes to go through the process. Generally, about 94% of all 
respondents indicated some level of satisfaction with the time spent. This 
positive perception of registration time seems to again cut across the voter 
(94.3%) and non-voter (91.9%) divide as well as the three study localities that 
are Nanton (93.5%), Assin North (96.4%) and Ellembelle (91.9%) (Tale 1), 
and across the various electoral areas (Table 6 in Appendix). Furthermore, 
data shows that it takes almost the same amount of time to register in all three 
study areas. As shown in Table 5 in the Appendix, most respondents reported 
spending up to 20 minutes to register. This also seems to be consistent with 
voters’ satisfaction of the time it took them to register, a link that is confirmed 
with results from a cross-tabulation of respondents’ view on the time spent 
and the estimated time spent were consistent (Table 7 in Appendix). With a 
significant level of 0.00, the data suggest that responses on these two questions 
are associated with each other.

Voting Day
Akin to the registration process, the voters’ perception of the voting process, 
both in terms of the easiness of the procedure and the time it takes to go 
through it, is positive. As illustrated in Table 8 in the Appendix, most of the 
people interviewed (89.4%) specified some level of easiness with the process. 
This, when further disaggregated across the three constituencies, that is, 
Nanton (90.9%), Assin North (90.4%), and Ellembelle (87%) shows no major 
variations. Ultimately, what this implies is that just a minute proportion of 



74

Modern Africa: Politics, History and Society | 2020 | Volume 8, Issue 2

the respondents across the three constituencies felt the voting process was 
complicated. The result further shows voters’ satisfaction with the time it takes 
to travel to the polling station, as well as the time spent in the queue waiting 
for one’s turn to vote. In terms of the travel time, a little over three percent 
felt it took them too much time than they had anticipated, which suggest 
that for the vast majority of respondents (96.6%) the time it takes to get to 
the polling station is satisfactory. As is indicated in Table 8 in the Appendix, 
this does not also vary across the three constituencies. Respondents were 
further asked to give an estimate of the time it took them to get to the polling 
station. With the average time falling between 10–20 minutes, this signals 
that most of the polling stations were close to voters’ residents. To check the 
relation between the voters’ perception of the time spent and the estimates 
given by respondents, the two variables were cross-tabbed. The result shows 
that almost 80% of people who were satisfied reported a waiting time of not 
more than 30 minutes (Table 1).

Table 1: Cross-tabulation of Views on Time Spent and Waiting Time
Estimates of Waiting time

10 - 30 
minutes

31 - 60 
minutes

Above 60 
minutes Total

Perception of 
the Time Spent 

Satisfied with 
Time 335 59 27 421

Too much 
time 7 8 9 24

Total 342 67 36 445
Source: Author’s compilation using SPSS. A chi-square test produces a p-value of p < 0.00.

As indicated above, election days in Ghana had, in most part been 
characterised by long queues and waiting time; hence the survey explored 
voters’ assessment of the waiting time at the polling station. Results from 
this part of the survey suggest that across the three study localities not only 
did most of the respondents expressed satisfaction with the time spent but 
also reported shorter waiting times. On aggregated level, 93.8% of them 
indicated they were satisfied with the time spent, with similar satisfaction 
levels recorded across the three constituencies (Table 8 in Appendix). In 
Nanton, about 89% of the respondents were either satisfied or very satisfied. 
In terms of the estimated time spent, about 70% stated they spent 30 minutes 
or less, while 16% reported waiting for between 31 and 60 minutes, with 
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the remaining 14% spending more than an hour. Interview data from the 
constituency suggests a rural-urban effect, where voters in rural parts of the 
constituency do experience shorter waiting times while the reverse is the 
case in urban areas. According to the interviewee, the urban areas within 
the constituency do have high voter population sizes, which translates to 
long waiting hours. Nevertheless, the inverse is true in the rural areas since 
they have lower voter population sizes. This implies that the phenomenon of 
long queues and waiting hours does not cut across the entire constituency. 
It was however added that the long waiting time in the urban areas is due to 
the number of voters who converge at the polling station at the same time. 
In the words of the interviewee,

when you go in the morning, you will keep long there because many 
people want to vote early and go do their normal daily activities, 
because of that the number is high between seven o’clock in the 
morning up till noon, but after that, the number will trickle down 
massively. (Local Leader, 20 December 2018, Nanton) 

Hence, some of the voters in such areas time their visits in order to ensure 
that they show up when the polling station is less busy. In Assin North, most 
respondents (97.7%) just like in Nanton expressed satisfaction with the time 
they spent at the polling station (Table 8 in Appendix). As high as 85.7% of 
the participants in that constituency gave an estimated waiting time of not 
more than 30 minutes, with just about six per cent waiting for more than 
an hour. As was the case in Nanton, interview data from Assin North also 
shows that voters were timing their visit to the polling station. As hinted by 
the informant, “when the election falls on a working day, some people go to 
their workplace and then return later to vote while others too do not bother 
to return to vote” (Community Leader, 14 February 2019, Assin North). The 
above does suggest that although the practice of timing when to go to the 
polling station allows for some flexibility and facilitates a shorter waiting time 
at the polling station, it can also result in some people not voting. 

The situation in Ellembelle is not any different, as more than 90% of the 
respondents expressed satisfaction with the time spent waiting to vote. 
With almost 73% of the respondents estimating they spent 30 minutes or 
less, this does suggest very little difference exists between the time it takes 
to vote in the Ellembelle with a low turnout area and Nanton with a high 
turnout area. Alike, the observation in Nanton and Assin North, information 
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gathered via interviews in Ellembelle suggest voters in that constituency also 
time their visit to the polling station. As noted by an informant from that 
locality, the reportedly less time spent at the polling station is a case where 
“too many people do not go and vote at a time” (Local Leader, 28 January 
2019, Ellembelle). What the about phenomenon does suggest is that the long 
queues are cases of “early-hour” and “after-work” surge, an observation which 
is consistent with those by Smith during the 2000 elections. According to 
Smith, the long queues seen at the various polling stations in some parts of 
the country were seen just before the polls opened at seven in the morning, 
but by noon, these long queues had tapered off (Smith 2002). 

Weekend/Holiday Voting and the Opportunity Cost of Voting
The survey result on the opportunity cost of voting suggests that just a simple 
majority of the respondents felt they had to forgo something important to 
vote, with some level of variance across the three study areas. In the first 
place, about 57% of them indicated they had to forgo something important 
to vote. A breakdown according to the constituencies showed that while 
almost 70% and 63% in Nanton and Assin North respectively indicated that 
they had to forgo something important, just about 44% in Ellembelle stated 
the same. This is interesting and contrary to the initial expectation as a lower 
opportunity cost is expected to be observed in a higher turnout area. Beyond 
that, high among the activities forgone were economic in nature, with about 
75% of them linked to the sources of livelihood (Table 8 in Appendix). This 
is followed by household chores (14.4%), while the third categories include 
a range of activities such as school, religion-related events, funeral and 
travelling. In all, this gives support to one of the assumptions in this article 
that the opportunity cost of voting is expected to be economical in nature.

Taking into consideration the fact that election days are not designated 
holidays, this survey concluded with a hypothetical question on whether 
people would personally prefer election days to be designated a holiday. 
The result shows a general preference for election days to be designated as 
holidays, accounting for 78% (Table 8 in Appendix). A breakdown according 
to the constituencies shows more preference for holiday voting in Nanton and 
Assin North than in Ellembelle. In Nanton and Assin North, as much as 83% 
and 87.1% of respondents stated they would personally prefer election days 
to be designated as holidays, while 67% said the same in Ellembelle. Though 
the general preference for elections on holidays is not surprising, it becomes 
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interesting when the result is compared to the major economic activity in the 
various areas. As can be deduced from Table 2, the major economic activity in 
Nanton and Assin North is farming, which in a way implies flexible working 
hours. Thus, intuitively not much support would have been expected from 
voters in Nanton and Assin North since designating voting days as holidays 
would not make much difference. However, interview data from Nanton 
seems to provide an understanding of this seemingly conflicting observation. 
As noted by the interviewee, although most people are working within the 
informal sector, they do have economic engagements with clients in Tamale6

Some of them are doing part-time work like security [while] some too 
are shea nut processors, processing shea-butter and the rest. They do 
supply food items, shea nut, and shea butter to workers [in the formal 
sector], so they are supposed to go and supply them with food items 
too. When it is a holiday, those clients will not be demanding their 
services. (Local Leader, 20 December 2018, Nanton) 

However, the interviewee was quick to add that, “If the election were to fall 
on Friday it would cause an eruption” (ibid.) since the majority of the people 
in the constituency are Muslims, they would prefer going to the mosque, 
particularly between 11 am and 1 pm. The above does suggest a potential 
mediating effect of religious factors on how electoral arrangements would 
affect voter turnout. This effect, however, is not explored in the present article 
but a possible area for future research.

Table 2: Main Occupation across the three Constituencies

Indicators
Savulugu-

Nanton 
District

Assin 
North 

Municipal

Ellembelle
District National

Main 
Occupation

Skilled agricultural 74.1% 59.4% 35.2% 41.7%
Service and Sales 5.7% 13.9% 22.5% 21.0%
Craft and related 

trades 6.4% 11.8% 18% 15.2%

Others 13.8% 14.9% 24.3% 22.1%
Source: Author’s compilation with data from the Summary report of the final result from 
the 2010 Population and Housing Census as well as the District Analytical report of the 
2010 Population and Housing Census for the Savulugu-Nanton district, Assin North 
Municipal and Ellembelle districts. 

6	 Tamale is the regional capital, which is about 23km from the constituency.
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As can be deduced from the data from Ellembelle, about 31.4% of respondents 
do not prefer elections on holidays. This seems intriguing; nonetheless, a 
reflection on the major economic activities in the constituencies seems to 
provide some explanation to the above observation. Most of the respondents 
within the constituency are either traders or skilled artisans, compared to the 
high and average turnout areas, where close to half of the voter population 
are farmers (Table 2). The nature and demands of being a trader or an 
artisan do not give much leeway compared to farming where its demands 
are mostly seasonal. It is therefore not surprising that a higher proportion 
of respondents in Ellembelle (31.4%) would not prefer election days to be 
designated as holidays, as some would like to still go to work than having 
the day declared as a holiday, which affect their work-base. However, the 
above is not a conclusive statement to the effect that the type of occupation 
could influence one’s preference for elections on holidays or an impact of 
occupation on the decision to turn out; nonetheless, it points to a probable 
relation, which needs be explored.

Conclusion
Sections of the literature on electoral participation cite electoral arrangements 
as important elements in explaining voter turnout. Most of these are country-
level studies, with little focus on sub-national level units. The question, 
however, is whether one can infer from the existing literature about the 
impact of electoral arrangements on the turnout in order to explain why 
turnout would vary at the sub-national level. This has been the focus of the 
present article. Findings from the data considered in this article show that 
electoral arrangements are not relevant in explaining variations in turnout at 
the sub-national during national-level elections in Ghana. This is buttressed 
by survey results from across the three constituencies showing an equal level 
of satisfaction with both the registration and the voting processes, as well as 
the time it takes to go through them. 

As is evident from the interview data, the easiness of the registration process 
and the corresponding satisfaction with the time it takes is explained by 
the nature of the arrangements, which ensure flexibility and facilitate easy 
registration. Also, country-level information suggests that these positive 
perceptions of the registration process are influenced by the fact that in 
Ghana the voter ID card is used as an all-purpose identification card, thus 
creating an added motivation to register. Ghana, like many developing 
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countries, lacks an already established national identification system. The 
failure of the National Identification Authority to successfully implement a 
National ID Card has resulted in the Voter’s ID card becoming the most viable 
identification card for the ordinary Ghanaian. Aside from the purposes of 
voting, the Voter’s ID is used in performing official transactions with either 
state or non-state agency.7 Although a passport or a driver’s license is an 
alternative, the processes of acquiring these other identification cards are 
complicated and involve costs. This, therefore, makes the Voter’s ID card the 
most preferred since it is virtually free of charge. Therefore; it is not surprising 
that most people in Ghana attach much importance to acquiring a Voter’s 
ID card, hence creating an added motivation to vote, which reduces the cost 
of going through the process.

Regarding the voting process itself, findings suggest that voters are learning 
from the country’s democratic process. This has come through the recognition 
of the long queues on voting day as an “early-hour” and “after-work” surge. 
Knowing the patterns of the flow of voters to the polling station, voters are 
learning to navigate the problem of long waiting periods at the polling station 
by timing when they show up at the polling station. They have been able to 
determine when the polling station will be less busy, and when is the best time 
to go and vote. Beyond the individual level adoption strategies, an analysis of 
the election management processes shows no case of systematic bias in the 
way the Electoral Commission of Ghana manages the allocation of polling 
stations. Data on the distribution of polling centres show, for instance, that 
the number of polling stations is proportionally based on the voter population 
in each of the constituencies. This implies that constituencies with large voter 
population, such as Ellembelle, are allocated the number of polling stations 
to cater to its numbers (Table 3). Additionally, the number of polling stations 
are increased in each election year in order to accommodate the increases in 
the voter population. During the 2016 election, for instance, the number of 
the polling stations was increased from 26,000 to almost 29,000 (BBC News 
2012). In all, this speaks to the efficacy of the administrative arrangements 
by the Electoral Commission, which affords the individual a fair chance to 
participate in the electoral process irrespective of their location. 

7	 Additionally, I had a personal experience when trying to cross from Ghana to a village in 
Togo, having forgotten to bring my passport along, I experienced a very hard time with the 
immigration officers whom I showed my driver’s licence to. According to them, the only forms 
of identification they recognised is either the passport or the Ghanaian Voter’s ID.
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Table 3: A Comparison of Voters’ Population and the Number of 
Polling Station across the three Constituencies 

Constituency No. of Registered 
Voters No. of Polling Station No. of Polling station 

per 1000 voters
Nanton 25,639 60 0.43
Assin North 35,937 73 0.49
Ellembelle 46,197 113 0.41
National 15,712,499 29,000 0.54

Source: Author’s compilation with data from Election Commission of Ghana
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Appendix
Table 1: Overview of Constituencies as Potential High, Average and 
Low Turnout Cases with their corresponding turnout from 1996 to 
2012
Cases Constituencies 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012

National Average Turnout 78.21 61.90 85.12 69.79 79.43

Possible High Turnout 
Cases

Nanton 83.40 72.60 95.00 80.67 80.67

Saboba 80.10 71.90 91.00 80.60 88.27

Bekwai 67.80 93.59 79.79 87.70 82.10

Possible Average 
Turnout Areas

Ada 80.20 55.00 86.20 67.83 80.20

Assin North 77.80 65.80 86.82 69.00 79.50

Ayawaso East 79.30 57.30 85.30 67.80 79.20

Biakoye 82.10 62.10 86.39 68.65 73.00

Builsa South 78.40 64.30 85.00 73.79 79.17

Dade Kotopon 80.60 62.20 85.30 71.80 76.34

North Tongu 80.20 65.20 88.05 71.31 77.50

Okaikwei North 77.50 62.20 86.80 67.50 79.47

Okaikwei South 79.40 58.90 85.20 67.56 79.20

Tema West 81.50 64.10 83.70 68.48 78.20

Wa Central 82.50 58.70 75.00 72.00 81.01

Possible Low Turnout 
Cases

Ellembelle 64.00 56.74 80.26 62.72 79.10

Jomoro 53.30 40.58 68.00 61.30 67.00

South Dayi 64.00 48.50 86.82 62.81 75.00

Gomoa East 72.30 54.90 81.09 73.43 75.10

Gomoa West 71.20 54.30 82.08 63.96 75.30

Jirapa 70.40 56.70 78.00 61.00 76.76

Ketu South 76.80 52.10 88.01 62.52 71.30
Source: Author’s Compilation
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