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 This paper explores the political economy of inconclusive elections in 

Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, focusing on the causes, consequences, and 

institutional challenges that contribute to the persistence of such 

electoral outcomes. Inconclusive elections, where no candidate secures 

a clear majority or results are postponed due to logistical or legal issues, 

have become a recurring feature in Nigeria’s electoral landscape. 

Through a multidisciplinary lens, this paper examines how these 

inconclusive results reflect deeper issues in Nigeria’s electoral system, 

such as inadequate election management, weak political institutions, and 

systemic corruption. 

This study argues that the frequent occurrence of inconclusive elections 

is not just a technical problem but also a manifestation of the underlying 

power struggles between political elites, the manipulation of electoral 

processes, and the role of the state in mediating political conflicts. This 

paper highlights how political actors exploit legal and procedural 

loopholes to contest election results, delay electoral disputes, and 

undermine the credibility of the democratic process. The role of the 

Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) and the judiciary in 

managing election disputes is critically assessed, demonstrating how 

institutional weaknesses and external pressures contribute to delays and 

inconclusiveness. 

Additionally, this paper explores the broader political economy of 

inconclusive elections, emphasizing how electoral uncertainties affect 

governance, economic stability, and social trust. This paper argues that 

the political elite’s focus on securing power at all costs leads to 

heightened tensions, further entrenching patronage politics and affecting 

development outcomes. The paper concludes by suggesting reforms 

aimed at strengthening Nigeria’s electoral system, enhancing 

transparency, and promoting political accountability to mitigate the 

frequency and impact of inconclusive elections. 

This analysis contributes to understanding the intersection of political 

instability, electoral integrity, and economic governance in Nigeria, 

offering insights into the challenges of consolidating democracy in a 

complex, diverse, and highly competitive political environment. 
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Introduction 

Nigeria has experienced a tumultuous electoral journey since its return to democratic governance in 1999. One of 

the most pressing issues during this period has been the occurrence of inconclusive elections, which have 

significant implications for both the integrity of the electoral process and the political economy of the country. 

Inconclusive elections undermine public confidence in the political system, disrupt governance, and contribute to 

instability. This study examines the history of inconclusive elections in Nigeria from 1999 to 2023 and explores 

their causes, impacts, and implications for the broader political landscape. 

The Fourth Republic became operational on May 29, 1999, marking the end of nearly three (3) decades of military 

rule. The transition to democracy was characterized by renewed hope for political stability, economic progress, 

and improved governance. However, the elections held in 1999 were marred by widespread allegations of 

electoral fraud, voter intimidation, and violence. Despite these shortcomings, the elections paved the way for 

subsequent electoral processes and established the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) as the 

main body responsible for overseeing elections (Umar, 2021). 

In the inaugural elections of the Fourth Republic in 1999, Olusegun Obasanjo was elected as president. However, 

several state elections were contested because of allegations of vote rigging and insufficient voter turnout in 

specific areas. In 2003, general elections were even more contested, with various gubernatorial elections declared 

inconclusive due to violence, logistical failures, and a lack of compliance with electoral procedures. The 

credibility of the INEC was called into question, as political actors manipulated the electoral process to secure 

power (Dibua, 2014). 

The 2007 elections resulted in a significant increase in allegations of inconclusiveness, particularly at the 

gubernatorial level. Many elections were marred by violence and irregularities, especially in northern Nigeria. 

The elections were widely criticized both locally and internationally, leading to calls for electoral reform. After 

the elections, the INEC faced widespread condemnation, and the legitimacy of the government led by Umaru 

Musa Yar’Adua was challenged, as many viewed it as born out of an illegitimate electoral process (Ezeani, 2020). 

In 2011, Nigeria conducted another general election, which was hailed as an improvement over previous election. 

However, several gubernatorial elections still face challenges. States like Kogi and Ogun had elections with 

disputed results, leading to some races being declared inconclusive. For instance, the election in Kogi State saw 

widespread violence, resulting in INEC’s decision to postpone the elections in certain localities, affecting the 

overall legitimacy of the results (INEC, 2021). 

The 2015 elections were pivotal, marking the first time an incumbent president was defeated in the ballot box. 

Muhammadu Buhari of the All-Progressives Congress (APC) defeated Goodluck Jonathan of the People's 

Democratic Party (PDP). However, inconclusive gubernatorial elections, particularly in states like Taraba and 

Kogi, have marred the process. In Taraba, violence and logistical failures led to postponement of elections further 

complicating the electoral process and creating an environment rife with allegations of manipulation and fraud 

(Ojo, 2021). 

The 2019 general elections presented another test of Nigeria’s democratic resilience. While the presidential 

elections proceeded, several gubernatorial elections faced postponements and inconclusiveness. Key states like 

Kano and Adamawa had elections marred by violence, leading to the INEC declaring inconclusive results due to 

its inability to provide adequate justice and security during the voting process. In Kano, a significant level of 

violence and intimidation was reported, which subsequently caused widespread disenfranchisement (Umar, 

2021). 
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The aftermath of these inconclusive elections led to violent protests, allegations of rigging, and a crisis of 

legitimacy for elected officials. The pervasive issue of electoral malpractise further eroded public trust in the 

democratic process and fueled societal divisions along ethnic and religious lines (Bereketeab, 2018). 

As one of the most anticipated elections in Nigeria’s history approached, expectations surged for an improvement 

in electoral integrity. However, reports of inconclusive elections emerged again, particularly at the state level. 

Major governorship contests in states such as Adamawa and Kebbi faced disruptions, leading to inconclusive 

results being declared by the INEC. Many observers noted that pre-existing factors such as insecurity, electoral 

violence, and allegations of rigging played a significant role in these inconclusive outcomes (Ojo, 2021). The 

impact of money politics was also notable, as candidates resorted to financial inducements to sway voters in an 

atmosphere of electoral uncertainty. 

Factors Contributing to Inconclusive Elections are many, some of which are the persistent problem of 

inconclusive elections reflecting the broader institutional weaknesses plaguing Nigeria’s electoral system. The 

INEC, entrusted with ensuring credible elections, often grapples with insufficient resources, inadequate capacity, 

and political interference. The lack of technological innovations in electoral processes further intensified logistical 

issues during elections, which contributed to electoral disputes and inconclusiveness throughout the years (INEC, 

2021). 

Corruption remains a pervasive challenge in Nigeria’s political landscape, significantly impacting the electoral 

process. The manifestations of corruption, including vote buying, manipulation of results, and the financial 

influence of wealthy individuals and political elites, contribute to the occurrence of inconclusive elections. When 

the integrity of the electoral process is compromised, it intensifies public disillusionment and cynicism toward 

governance (Blais & Massicotte, 2002). 

Electoral violence has become a recurring feature of the electoral process in Nigeria, often leading to the loss of 

life and the destruction of property Political actors exploit ethnic and religious divisions, leading to clashes that 

target opposition parties and their supporters. Such violence not only disrupts polling activities but also creates 

an atmosphere of fear and insecurity, which undermines citizens’ ability to exercise their democratic rights 

(Dibua, 2014).  

A significant factor contributing to inconclusive elections is voter apathy, which has grown over the years due to 

disillusionment with the political process. Many citizens express the belief that their votes do not matter or that 

elections are predetermined outcomes based on power dynamics. This apathy often results in low voter turnout, 

undermining the clarity of electoral outcomes and contributing to inconclusiveness (Umar, 2021). 

The impact of Inconclusive Elections on Electoral Integrity is legion but not limited to the following: Inconclusive 

elections erode public confidence in the electoral process and democratic institutions. As citizens witness repeated 

electoral failures, including disputes over results and perceived misconduct, they become increasingly 

disconnected from political participation. This crisis of faith undermines the legitimacy of elected officials, 

creating a gap between the government and the citizens it serves (Ezeani, 2020). 

The unresolved nature of inconclusive elections can instigate political instability and violence. Protests and public 

outcry often follow inconclusive elections because citizens demand accountability and transparency. Such 

instability creates a cycle of unrest that can disrupt economic activities and hinder national development (Umar, 

2021). Additionally, the responses of security forces to these protests can lead to further escalations and 

allegations of human rights violations. 

The impact of inconclusive elections extends to the realm of governance. When elections are not concluded 

decisively, uncertainty arises regarding political authority. This uncertainty can lead to delays in policy 

implementation, a lack of accountability and ineffective governance. Consequently, public services often suffer, 
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and the political landscape becomes susceptible to the influence of non-state actors and interest groups, 

undermining democratic processes (Blais & Massicotte, 2002). 

The occurrence of inconclusive elections has long-term implications for Nigeria’s economic development. 

Political instability arising from disputed elections can deter foreign investment and stunt economic growth. 

Investors seek security and predictability, and in an environment plagued by electoral disputes, they may direct 

their capital elsewhere (Dibua, 2014). Furthermore, electoral uncertainty diverts public resources away from 

development initiatives, perpetuating poverty and socioeconomic disparities. 

The phenomenon of money politics intersects significantly with inconclusive elections. Candidates, who observe 

the effectiveness of financial inducements, often resort to vote-buying tactics, perpetuating a cycle of corruption 

that undermines democratic values (Ojo, 2021). As political elites use financial resources to manipulate outcomes, 

their incentive to engage in genuine public engagement diminishes, leading to further degradation of the 

democratic fabric. 

The electorate failures contribute to broader challenges to democratic consolidation in Nigeria. Inconclusive 

elections undermine the establishment of norms of accountability, transparency, and rule of law. As citizens 

disengage from the political process, the likelihood of authoritarian tendency re-emerging increases, jeopardizing 

Nigeria’s democratic future (Bereketeab, 2018). 

The history of inconclusive elections in Nigeria from 1999 to 2023 illustrates a significant and persistent challenge 

for the country’s democratic trajectory. Contributing factors such as institutional weaknesses, corruption, 

violence, and voter apathy have all played roles in fostering situations in which elections result in 

inconclusiveness. The implications for electoral integrity and the political economy are profound, as these 

elections erode public trust, contribute to political instability, and hamper economic development. 

To navigate the electoral landscape effectively, concerted efforts must focus on strengthening electoral 

institutions, combating corruption, and promoting civic engagement. Furthermore, it is essential to harness public 

trust by ensuring that elections are conducted transparently and that they are perceived as fair and credible. 

As Nigeria approaches future elections, addressing the root causes of inconclusiveness will be critical for 

enhancing the integrity of the electoral process. The journey toward democratic stability requires a relentless 

commitment to upholding democratic values and prioritizing the interests of citizens. Ultimately, Nigeria’s ability 

to foster a robust electoral system will significantly impact its political economy and the quality of governance in 

the future. 

Literature Review 

Inconclusive elections in Nigeria, particularly since the return to civilian rule in 1999, have become a recurring 

feature of the country’s political landscape. These elections, in which results cannot be immediately declared or 

annulled due to logistical failures, violence, or electoral fraud, have serious implications for Nigeria's democratic 

integrity and political economy. The impact of inconclusive elections is particularly pronounced in Nigeria’s 

Fourth Republic, where political instability, economic disruption, and weakened governance stem from flawed 

electoral processes. This literature review explores the political economy of inconclusive elections, focusing on 

the underlying causes, the consequences for Nigeria’s political and economic environment, and the role of 

electoral institutions in managing these challenges. 

Electoral integrity refers to the extent to which elections meet democratic standards, including fairness, 

transparency, and accountability. According to Norris (2014), electoral integrity involves the absence of fraud, 

coercion, and manipulation, and it ensures that the political will of the people is reflected in the outcome. In 

Nigeria, the growing number of inconclusive elections points to significant lapses in electoral integrity, where 

problems such as violence, fraud, and logistical failure undermine the electoral process. 
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Inconclusive elections, defined as elections in which results cannot be immediately declared due to irregularities 

(such as violence, missing ballots, or discrepancies in voter registration), have become common in Nigeria’s 

Fourth Republic. These elections often occur in gubernatorial and legislative contests rather than presidential 

elections, highlighting particular vulnerabilities in local and state-level elections (Omotola, 2014). 

Several factors have contributed to the rise of inconclusive elections in Nigeria, including political, logistical, and 

institutional challenges. Electoral violence is one of the main drivers of inconclusive elections in Nigeria. 

Violence, including ballot box snatching, voter intimidation, and armed confrontations, disrupts the electoral 

process, especially in regions with tightly contested races (Afolabi, 2015). In many cases, political actors 

orchestrate violence to influence outcomes, preventing the smooth conduct of elections and leading to the 

cancelation of votes in affected areas. For example, the 2015 gubernatorial elections in Kogi and Rivers states 

saw widespread violence, forcing INEC to declare results inconclusive in some areas (Afolabi, 2015). Political 

manipulation, including voter rigging and result falsification, also contributes to the cancelation of elections, 

especially in states where political elites dominate (Omotola, 2014). When these manipulations are discovered or 

suspected, INEC often declares elections inconclusive to prevent the legitimacy of the outcome from being 

questioned. 

The INEC ability to effectively manage elections has frequently been called into question, particularly regarding 

logistical failures. Delays in the arrival of election materials, failure to distribute ballots to all polling stations, 

and malfunctioning electronic voting systems have contributed to numerous inconclusive elections. During the 

2019 elections, for instance, problems such as the late arrival of materials and the failure of the Biometric Voter 

Accreditation System (BVAS) caused serious disruptions, leading to the postponement of elections and the 

declaration of inconclusive results in several states (Oluwaseun, 2019). 

The INEC administrative shortcomings, including inadequate training of election officials, insufficient 

monitoring of polling units, and lack of transparency, further exacerbate the situation (Afolabi, 2015). These 

failures erode public confidence in the electoral process and undermine the legitimacy of elected officials. 

Electoral fraud, including ballot stuffing, multiple voting, and over-voting, remains a major contributor to 

inconclusive elections in Nigeria. In regions with intense political competition, politicians often resort to 

fraudulent practices to secure victory. This manipulation not only results in inconclusive outcomes but also 

triggers legal challenges and petitions from aggrieved parties. For example, in the 2019 elections, allegations of 

electoral fraud affected numerous gubernatorial races, prompting INEC to declare those elections inconclusive 

(Oluwaseun, 2023). 

Electoral fraud in Nigeria is often facilitated by weak institutional safeguards and the influence of political elites 

on the electoral commission. Omotola (2014) argued that political elites exploit the weaknesses of the INEC and 

other election monitoring bodies to engage in manipulation, further complicating the declaration of conclusive 

results. 

The political economy of inconclusive elections in Nigeria is deeply intertwined with the country’s broader 

governance challenges. These elections not only hinder the credibility of the electoral system but also have lasting 

consequences for political stability and economic development. 

Inconclusive elections significantly contribute to political instability in Nigeria. When results are inconclusive, 

especially at the state and local levels, governance is delayed because interim or caretaker governments are often 

appointed. This uncertainty disrupts the normal functioning of state institutions, undermines policy continuity, 

and creates confusion over who holds political authority (Afolabi, 2015). This instability can persist for months, 

particularly if election reruns are required, leading to further delays in the implementation of key government 

programs. 
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Political instability also fuels public disillusionment with the democratic process. As electoral outcomes become 

increasingly unpredictable, voter confidence in the political system diminishes, leading to voter apathy and 

disengagement (Agbaje, 2011). The legitimacy of elected officials is also questioned when elections are disrupted 

by fraud, violence, or logistical failures. 

The economic consequences of inconclusive elections in Nigeria are both direct and indirect. The cost of 

organizing elections in Nigeria is high, and the need for reruns and rescheduled voting extends these costs. 

Omotola (2014) argued that the financial burden of conducting inconclusive elections diverts public resources 

that could otherwise be allocated to infrastructure, social services, or development projects. 

Moreover, political uncertainty following inconclusive elections discourages domestic and foreign investment. 

Investors who require a stable political environment to make long-term commitments are often reluctant to invest 

in areas where electoral outcomes are challenged or delayed. This undermines economic growth prospects, 

particularly in states that experience recurrent election-related violence or delays (Afolabi, 2015). 

The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) is central to ensuring the credibility of elections in 

Nigeria. However, INEC has faced persistent institutional challenges, ranging from inadequate funding and 

resources to political interference. Scholars such as Agbaje (2011) and Omotola (2014) have argued that INEC’s 

lack of autonomy and transparency hampers its ability to effectively manage elections. 

The INEC’s dependence on government funding and the political influence exerted by ruling parties undermine 

its independence and the trustworthiness of election results. Additionally, the lack of sufficient training for 

election officials and logistical inefficiencies contribute to the increasing number of inconclusive elections 

(Afolabi, 2015). Therefore, strengthening INEC’s capacity and ensuring its independence are critical for 

improving the electoral process and reducing the incidence of inconclusive elections. 

The political economy of inconclusive elections in Nigeria is a complex issue influenced by a range of political, 

institutional, and economic factors. Electoral violence, logistical failures, and electoral fraud contribute to the 

growing number of inconclusive elections, undermining the integrity of the electoral process. The consequences 

of these elections are far-reaching and affect political stability, governance, and economic development. For 

Nigeria to move toward democratic consolidation, addressing the root causes of inconclusive elections, improving 

INEC capacity and independence and ensuring greater electoral transparency are critical steps. Only by restoring 

trust in the electoral process can Nigeria hope to secure political stability and promote economic growth in the 

years to come. 

Theoretical Framework 

In the context of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic (1999–2023), the phenomenon of inconclusive elections has become 

a significant feature of the country’s electoral landscape. These elections, which cannot be concluded or whose 

results are often contested due to factors like violence, fraud, and logistical failures, raise critical questions about 

the health of Nigeria’s democracy. To understand the political economy of inconclusive elections, it is essential 

to employ the theoretical framework of democratic consolidation. Democratic consolidation refers to the process 

through which a new democratic regime is firmly established and gains widespread acceptance among political 

elites and the general population. In this review, we examine how the concept of democratic consolidation can 

help explain the causes, consequences, and impact of inconclusive elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. 

The concept of democratic consolidation emerged from the works of scholars like Linz and Stepan (1996), who 

emphasized that the mere establishment of democratic institutions is not enough for a democracy to endure. 

Instead, democracy must be entrenched in society and characterized by a set of political, institutional, and social 

conditions that make a democratic regime the only viable form of government. 

According to Linz and Stepan (1996), the key elements of democratic consolidation are as follows: 
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• Stable democratic institutions: Political institutions must be capable of managing political competition, 

resolving conflicts peacefully, and ensuring effective governance. 

• Acceptance of democratic norms: There must be widespread acceptance of democracy as the preferred 

system of governance by both political elites and the general population. 

• Accountability: Public officials must be held accountable through competitive elections, the rule of law, 

and institutional checks and balances. 

• Social integration: The political system should accommodate diverse social groups, ensuring that no group 

feels excluded or alienated from the political process. 

In the case of Nigeria, while democracy has been formally restored since 1999, the persistence of inconclusive 

elections suggests a significant gap in the consolidation of democratic norms, electoral integrity, and institutional 

capacity. 

Inconclusive elections in Nigeria have economic and political implications that affect the broader political system 

and the country's democratic consolidation. The political economy of inconclusive elections in Nigeria can be 

analyzed through the lens of democratic consolidation, which provides a framework to assess how electoral 

processes impact the quality of governance, stability, and economic performance. 

A core component of democratic consolidation is the establishment of effective and impartial electoral 

institutions. In Nigeria, the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) plays a pivotal role in organizing 

elections and ensuring the integrity of the electoral process. However, despite reforms, the INEC’s credibility has 

been challenged by the recurrence of inconclusive elections. This reflects a failure in consolidating democratic 

institutions, as elections are central to ensuring that citizens have a legitimate means of choosing their leaders 

(Omotola, 2014). 

Afolabi (2015) argued that the administrative failures and systemic problems of INEC—ranging from logistical 

difficulties to electoral fraud—are significant obstacles to democratic consolidation. Electoral violence, fraud, 

and manipulation undermine the ability of elections to reflect voters’ will, leading to disputed outcomes and the 

need for reruns. In this sense, inconclusive elections can be seen as an indicator of the weak institutionalization 

of Nigeria’s democracy, where electoral integrity is not yet firmly entrenched. 

Moreover, the lack of transparency and independence within the INEC, intensified by political interference, 

challenges the democratic principle of accountability. Political elites often seek to manipulate the electoral process 

for their advantage, thus undermining the democratic value of fair competition (Agbaje, 2011). As the democratic 

consolidation theory suggests, when electoral institutions fail to produce legitimate outcomes, it jeopardizes 

public trust and hinders the deepening democracy. 

Political Stability is another aspect of democratic consolidation, namely government legitimacy. Inconclusive 

elections undermine the legitimacy of elected officials and, by extension, the government itself. This occurs 

because when elections are inconclusive or annulled, citizens may perceive the electoral process as flawed or 

manipulated, diminishing the authority of elected representatives (Afolabi, 2015). Political stability is essential 

for democratic consolidation. Inconclusive elections particularly in contested states, often lead to political 

instability, with different political actors disputing the legitimacy of electoral outcomes. This instability impedes 

governance, delays the formation of legitimate governments, and disrupts the implementation of policies. 

Omotola (2014) noted that political instability following inconclusive elections is particularly damaging to 

governance because it undermines effective policy making and the provision of public services. This instability 

is a major barrier to the consolidation of democracy because it prevents the state from functioning effectively and 

addressing the needs of the population. 
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In addition, inconclusive elections often lead to political gridlock, as party elites engage in legal battles and 

petitions. Such disputes, particularly when prolonged, create a perception of weak or illegitimate government and 

undermine the authority of democratic institutions. This lack of confidence in the political system has eroded the 

social legitimacy required for democratic consolidation. 

The economic implications of inconclusive elections in Nigeria are closely linked to the political economy of 

democratic consolidation. The cost of holding reruns and the administrative burden of organizing elections 

multiple times are financial drains on the state, diverting public resources from other crucial developmental needs. 

According to Omotola (2014), the financial burden of repeated elections is particularly burdensome for a country 

like Nigeria, where resources are scarce, and there is an urgent need for investments in infrastructure, education, 

and healthcare. 

Moreover, political instability caused by inconclusive elections has adverse effects on Nigeria’s economy. 

Investors are less likely to commit to long-term investments in countries where electoral uncertainty and political 

instability are prevalent. In the 2019 and 2023 gubernatorial elections, for example, regions that witnessed 

prolonged electoral disputes or violent conflicts saw a downturn in local economic activities, particularly in states 

like Imo, Rivers, and Kogi (Afolabi, 2015). The erosion of investor confidence further delays Nigeria's economic 

growth and hampers the development of critical sectors. 

Economic stability is crucial in the context of democratic consolidation. Inconclusive elections contribute to 

economic uncertainty, reducing the state's capacity to attract foreign investment and promote sustainable 

development. As democratic consolidation theory suggests, when an electoral process is compromised, it impedes 

political and economic development. 

The democratic consolidation also requires the inclusion of diverse social groups and the peaceful resolution of 

political disputes. Inconclusive elections often expose divisions within society, as ethnic, religious, and regional 

groups may perceive the electoral process as unfair or exclusionary. This divisiveness hampers the process of 

nation-building and deepens social cleavages (Linz & Stepan, 1996). 

In states with recurring inconclusive elections, such as Kogi, Imo, and Bauchi, the political system has become 

highly polarized, with various groups seeking to assert their political dominance through violent or fraudulent 

means. These divisions not only undermine the legitimacy of the electoral process but also increase social conflict 

risks. To achieve democratic consolidation, Nigeria must ensure that all groups feel represented and have an 

equitable stake in the political system (Agbaje, 2011). Therefore, inconclusive elections intensify social fractures 

and hinder the development of a unified national identity. 

The political economy of inconclusive elections in Nigeria can be understood through the theoretical lens of 

democratic consolidation. Inconclusive elections undermine the integrity of the electoral process, erode political 

stability, and have significant economic consequences. The failure of electoral institutions like INEC to 

effectively manage elections, compounded by electoral violence and fraud, reveals the lack of deep democratic 

consolidation in Nigeria. Strengthening democratic institutions, ensuring electoral transparency, and promoting 

political inclusivity are essential for advancing Nigeria’s democratic consolidation and mitigating the impacts of 

inconclusive elections. 

Research Methodology 

In Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, inconclusive elections have become an increasingly prominent feature, reflecting 

deeper political, economic, and institutional challenges within the country’s electoral system. To understand the 

political economy behind inconclusive elections, this research adopts a qualitative methodology, relying on 

document analysis as the primary data collection method. By analyzing key documents, this study examines the 



International Journal of Political Science and International Relations (IJPSIR) Vol. 15 (12) 
 

pg. 9 

political, economic, and institutional factors influencing inconclusive elections in Nigeria and their implications 

for the country’s democracy. 

A qualitative research methodology is well-suited to studying the political economy of inconclusive elections 

because it allows for a comprehensive exploration of the underlying social, political, and institutional dynamics 

that cannot be easily quantified. Rather than focusing on numerical data, qualitative research emphasizes 

understanding the experiences, perceptions, and structures that shape electoral outcomes. This approach is 

particularly valuable for exploring complex issues such as electoral manipulation, political elites’ role, and 

economic factors influencing electoral processes in Nigeria. 

Document analysis will be the primary data collection method in this research. This method involves 

systematically reviewing and interpreting various textual sources to extract meaningful patterns, themes, and 

insights. In this study, the key documents to be analyzed are as follows: 

Electoral Commission Reports: Reports from the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), 

particularly those that detail the results and challenges faced in recent elections, will be pivotal. These reports 

often provide insights into the reasons behind inconclusive elections, such as logistical challenges, legal disputes, 

and irregularities that prevent the declaration of a winner. INEC. (2023).  

Legal and Institutional Frameworks: This analysis will examine documents related to the legal frameworks 

governing elections in Nigeria, such as the Electoral Act, constitutional provisions, and court rulings that have 

shaped the handling of inconclusive elections. For example, the 2010 amendment to the Electoral Act, which 

altered the procedures for determining election outcomes, will be critically assessed. Electoral Act 2010 (As 

amended). 

Political Party Documents: Political party manifestos, campaign materials, and public statements by party leaders 

will be analyzed to understand the political context surrounding inconclusive elections. These documents can 

reveal how parties perceive the electoral process, particularly in terms of strategies to contest or manipulate 

results. Alemika, E. E. O., and Chukwuma, I. C. (2013).  

Media and News Articles: News reports, editorials, and opinion pieces from reputable Nigerian newspapers and 

media outlets will provide valuable secondary data on the public discourse surrounding inconclusive elections. 

Media coverage often reflects public perceptions, political biases, and framing of election-related issues, which 

can influence voters’ behavior and electoral outcomes. Ojo, E. O. (2015).  

Academic Literature: Peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and research papers that analyze Nigeria’s electoral 

system, political economy, and democratic consolidation will be reviewed. This literature provides theoretical 

insights and comparative perspectives, which help situate Nigeria’s electoral issues within broader academic 

debates. Ibid., Alemika, E. E. O., & Chukwuma, I. C. (2013). 

The analysis is guided by the political economy approach, which emphasizes the interaction between politics, 

economics, and institutions. The following three main themes are explored: 

⚫ Institutional Failures and Electoral Manipulation: This study investigates how the inefficiency and partiality 

of institutions like INEC contribute to inconclusive elections. Legal loopholes, institutional weaknesses, and 

political interference will be examined to understand how they allow for ambiguity and contested results. 

⚫ Political and Economics Interests: The role of elite manipulation and the influence of economic power in 

shaping election outcomes are explored. This includes examining how political actors may deliberately foster 

electoral uncertainty to influence subsequent decisions or outcomes in their favor. 

⚫ Impact on Democratic Governance: This study will consider how inconclusive elections undermine Nigeria’s 

democratic consolidation. This includes exploring the public’s trust in electoral processes, the role of political 

violence and the implications of delayed electoral outcomes for governance and national stability. 
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This research uses document analysis to explore the political economy of inconclusive elections in Nigeria, 

providing a nuanced understanding of the factors that contribute to these outcomes and their implications for 

democracy. By focusing on legal, institutional, political, and economic factors, this study offers insights into the 

challenges and opportunities for electoral reform in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. 

The Politics of Inconclusive Elections 

The occurrence of inconclusive elections in Nigeria is deeply political, as it often reflects intense competition and 

rivalry between political parties. The politics surrounding these elections is complex, involving the interests of 

various stakeholders, including political parties, candidates, the INEC, security agencies, and the judiciary. The 

INEC, the body responsible for conducting elections, has often faced accusations of partizanship, which has fueled 

distrust in the electoral process. Although the commission has tried to improve elections transparency it remains 

vulnerable to political pressure from ruling parties, especially when elections are declared inconclusive. This 

political interference has been a factor in some contentious elections in Nigeria, where opposition parties have 

accused the INEC of acting in favor of the incumbent government. 

The politicization of INEC also plays a significant role in the rise of inconclusive elections. When the public 

perceives that election results are manipulated or that the process is skewed to favor certain political elites, it 

weakens the legitimacy of the election and fuels opposition parties’ demands for a rerun. One of the most 

significant aspects of Nigeria’s electoral process is the role of the judiciary in resolving electoral disputes. In cases 

of inconclusive elections, political parties and candidates often resort to courts to challenge the results or conduct 

of the elections. The judiciary has played a key role in addressing electoral litigations, but has also faced criticism 

for delays and alleged political interference. For instance, in the case of the 2019 presidential election, Atiku 

Abubakar, the main opposition candidate, filed a petition challenging the election result, alleging widespread 

fraud. Although the Supreme Court upheld the election results, the case highlighted deepening political and legal 

divisions in the country. The increasing reliance on the judiciary to resolve electoral disputes has led to concerns 

about the politicization of courts and the impact of legal battles on the stability of the political system (Ibrahim, 

2020). 

Inconclusive elections have a direct impact on governance because they often delay the formation of governments, 

especially at the state level. When elections are declared inconclusive, affected states experience leadership 

vacuums that hamper the provision of public services. This is particularly problematic in a country like Nigeria, 

where the delivery of basic services, such as healthcare, education, and infrastructure, is already under strain. 

Delays in the formation of state governments following inconclusive elections can disrupt policy implementation 

and hinder development. Furthermore, the uncertainty surrounding the election process may undermine investors' 

confidence in the political environment, which can have economic repercussions. 

Inconclusive elections have become a recurring feature of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, reflecting the challenges 

the country faces in its quest to build a stable and credible electoral system. These elections are often driven by 

electoral malpractices, violence, logistical failures, and narrow margins of victory. The political dynamics 

surrounding inconclusive elections are complex and involve the interests of various political actors and 

institutions, including the INEC, political parties, security agencies, and the judiciary. 

To address the politics of inconclusive elections, Nigeria must strengthen its electoral institutions, improve 

transparency, and ensure credible election results Additionally, reforms to reduce electoral malpractices, improve 

logistical capacity, and address political violence are necessary to ensure that elections are free, fair, and 

conclusive. Only through these measures can Nigeria achieve a more stable and functional democratic system. 

Electoral Litigations: Aftermath of Inconclusive Elections 

Inconclusive elections often result in electoral litigations, where political parties or candidates who feel aggrieved 

by the election process take legal action. These litigations are a direct response to the perceived failure of the 

electoral system to produce credible and conclusive results. Electoral litigation in Nigeria has become an integral 
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part of the country’s political process. A notable example is the 2019 presidential election, which witnessed 

intense legal battles following the declaration of Muhammadu Buhari as winner over Atiku Abubakar, his main 

challenger. Atiku, along with his party, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), went to court and challenge the 

outcome. Although the Supreme Court eventually upheld Buhari’s victory, the case reflected the deepening 

political and legal crisis surrounding elections in Nigeria. 

The process of electoral litigation in Nigeria has both positive and negative consequences. On the positive side, 

it helps strengthen democracy by providing an avenue for dispute resolution. The judiciary, particularly the Court 

of Appeal and the Supreme Court, has played a crucial role in determining the legitimacy of election results. 

High-profile cases such as the 2007 presidential election dispute, in which the Supreme Court ruled in favor of 

Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, despite widespread allegations of electoral fraud, demonstrate the importance of judicial 

intervention in ensuring electoral fairness. However, electoral litigation also has negative consequences. First, it 

undermines the legitimacy of the electoral process and creates political instability. When elections are contested 

for years, as in the case of some gubernatorial races, a leadership vacuum can emerge and disrupt state governance. 

For instance, the protracted legal battles over the 2019 elections in some states like Bauchi, Adamawa, and 

Plateau, delayed the formation of state governments and stalled essential state programs. 

In addition, the cost of electoral litigation is significant. The legal fees and resources expended in post-election 

legal battles divert funds from development programs. Political parties and candidates spend millions of naira on 

litigation, which could otherwise be used for productive purposes. This is especially problematic in a country like 

Nigeria, where state and federal governments face severe budgetary constraints. 

The Nigerian judiciary plays a pivotal role in resolving electoral disputes. Given the prevalence of inconclusive 

elections, courts have become the ultimate arbiter in determining the legitimacy of election results. However, the 

judiciary in Nigeria faces its own challenges. In some cases, corruption, judicial delays, and political interference 

are issues that undermine the judiciary's credibility in some cases. As a result, public confidence in the judicial 

system is often low, particularly when high-profile elections are being held. Despite these challenges, the judiciary 

has also been commended for its independence in handling sensitive electoral matters. One of the most serious 

consequences of inconclusive elections and subsequent electoral litigation is political instability. Reruns and legal 

battles can persist for months, and during this period, the country may experience uncertainty in governance. In 

states in which elections have been declared inconclusive, the delay in electing leaders can lead to a leadership 

vacuum, hindering governance and impeding development. 

The frequent occurrence of inconclusive elections and the prolonged legal battles that follow erode public trust 

in the electoral process. Citizens may begin to question the electoral integrity, which can lead to voter apathy and 

disengagement. If people believe that their votes will not count or that election outcomes are decided in courts 

rather than at the ballot box, they are less likely to participate in future elections. Inconclusive elections also have 

economic implications. The cost of holding reruns and financing prolonged electoral litigation can strain public 

resources. In addition, the uncertainty created by unresolved elections can deter investment in both domestic and 

foreign. Investors prefer stable political environments in which governance is clear and predictable, and a 

protracted election dispute creates a climate of uncertainty that discourages investment. 

Inconclusive elections and the associated electoral litigation have become recurring challenges in Nigeria’s Fourth 

Republic. The causes of these issues, including electoral fraud, logistical failures, and violence, are deeply 

entrenched in the country’s political culture. Although electoral litigation provides an avenue for dispute 

resolution, it also deepens political instability and undermines public confidence in the electoral system. To 

address these challenges, there is a need for comprehensive electoral reforms that focus on improving 

transparency, ensuring the independence of the electoral commission, and strengthening the capacity of the 
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judiciary to handle election disputes promptly. Ultimately, a fairer, more reliable electoral process is essential for 

the consolidation of democracy and the achievement of political stability in Nigeria. 

The Socio-Economic Dimensions of Inconclusive Elections 

Since Nigeria’s inception Fourth Republic in 1999, the nation has faced numerous challenges in its electoral 

processes, notably the frequent occurrence of inconclusive elections. These inconclusive outcomes have 

significant repercussions, contributing to the already dangerous state of Nigeria’s economy and intensifying the 

socioeconomic conditions of its citizens. As elections are characterized by violence, malpractise, and political 

maneuvering rather than a fair representation of voters’ will, the ripple effects extend to governance, social 

stability, and economic development. This paper investigated the high costs associated with inconclusive 

elections, their impact on Nigeria’s economy and social conditions, and recommendations for addressing these 

pressing issues. 

Inconclusive elections entail exorbitant costs that deplete public funds and resources. According to the 

Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), the cost of conducting elections in Nigeria is staggering. 

For instance, the 2019 elections had an estimated budget of 242 billion naira (approximately $667 million), which 

did not account for additional costs stemming from inconclusive elections that necessitate supplementary polls 

(INEC, 2021). When elections result in inconclusiveness, it often leads to re-runs and additional security 

measures, incurring extra costs. In the wake of the 2019 elections, notable gubernatorial elections in states such 

as Adamawa and Kano required re-runs due to alleged irregularities, causing additional financial strain on INEC 

and taxpayers (Abubakar, 2020). 

The impact of inconclusive elections extends beyond the immediate financial cost. They create an environment 

rife with political instability, which hampers governance and policy implementation. The prolonged disputes that 

follow inconclusive elections can lead to public unrest, protests, and violent clashes. For instance, after the 

inconclusive gubernatorial elections in Kogi State in 2019, significant violence and unrest were reported 

supporters of competing parties (Ojo, 2019).  

Instability undermines government effectiveness, resulting in delays in policy implementation and developmental 

projects that are crucial for addressing pressing socioeconomic issues. In scenarios in which elected officials are 

not conclusively in power, or in which interim governance structures are weak, the continuity of programs aimed 

at mitigating poverty and enhancing public welfare suffers (Imoize, 2018). 

Political instability precipitated by inconclusive elections directly affects Nigeria’s economic environment. 

Investors typically seek stability and predictability; hence, the environment created by electoral disputes can deter 

foreign direct investment (FDI). The World Bank noted that political uncertainty in Nigeria has been a significant 

deterrent to investment (World Bank, 2021). A decline in investment leads to reduced job creation and economic 

stagnation, further intensifying the challenges faced by citizens. 

Moreover, bureaucratic delays arising from disputed elections can slow down critical development initiatives. For 

example, the implementation of the national budget is often hindered by the limbo that follows inconclusive 

elections, leading to diminished resources for social services, health, and education (Umar, 2019). 

Inconclusive elections have aggravated Nigeria’s already grievous poverty levels, which, according to the 

National Bureau of Statistics, have affected over 40% of the population as of 2020. The high costs associated 

with electoral disputes divert necessary funds from essential services and poverty alleviation programs (NBS, 

2020). Following inconclusive elections, confusion and instability can further disenfranchiseze the most 

vulnerable population segments, leaving them without access to basic needs and opportunities for economic 

advancement (Dibua, 2019). 
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The health and education sectors, critical for improving the living standards of Nigerians, are adversely affected 

by the consequences of inconclusive elections. Delays in policy formation following electoral disputes only 

intensify already overstretched public services. According to UNICEF, Nigeria has one of the highest maternal 

and infant mortality rates, a statistic that reflects a failing health system compounded by political instability and 

economic challenges (UNICEF, 2020). Educationally, the lack of stable governance can stall critical reforms 

needed to improve Nigeria’s educational systems, affecting millions of students and contributing to a poorly 

educated workforce (Ojo, 2019). 

To reduce the prevalence of inconclusive elections, strengthening the capacity and independence of INEC is 

paramount. As observed in successful global democracies, a well-resourced and autonomous electoral body can 

effectively manage complex electoral environments, ensuring free, fair, and credible elections. This may involve 

structural reforms that enhance transparency and accountability within the INEC and a reassessment of resource 

allocation toward the electoral process (INEC, 2021). 

The integration of technology into the electoral process presents significant potential for reducing disputes and 

improving efficiency. Nigeria should deploy electronic voting systems and biometric verification to streamline 

voting and tallying processes. As evidenced by successful implementations in countries like India, technology 

can enhance electoral system credibility and reduce the potential for fraud and manipulation (European Union, 

2020). 

In addition to institutional enhancement, broad electoral reforms are necessary in Nigeria’s political landscape. 

This includes comprehensive legislation aimed at regulating campaign financing, establishing clear guidelines for 

political conduct, and detailing the processes for dispute resolution during elections. Reforming these areas can 

help mitigate the influence of money politics, which often exacerbates electoral disputes and creates conditions 

of inconclusiveness (Bereketeab, 2018). 

Increasing the role of civil society organizations in the electoral process can foster more robust democratic 

practices. Civil society can engage in election monitoring, voter education, and advocacy for transparency and 

accountability. By empowering citizens and providing oversight, civil society organizations can help promote a 

culture of integrity in the electoral process (Imoize, 2018). 

Investing in human capital—through education, health, and social services—is essential for alleviating the 

socioeconomic conditions intensified by inconclusive elections. The government must prioritize effective policy 

frameworks that bolster investment in public health and education sectors to improve living standards and enhance 

citizen engagement in the political process (Umar, 2019). Establishing platforms for dialog and conflict resolution 

among political parties before, during, and after elections can mitigate the violence arising from electoral disputes. 

Implementing mediation mechanisms can help in settling disputes amicably and avoiding situations that can 

escalate into violence and social unrest (Dibua, 2019). 

The high costs associated with inconclusive elections in Nigeria extend beyond mere financial implications; they 

threaten political stability and intensify the socioeconomic challenges faced by millions of citizens. The 

interconnectedness of electoral integrity, governance, and social conditions must be recognized. By implementing 

effective measures to strengthen electoral institutions, leveraging technology, reforming electoral laws, and 

investing in socioeconomic development, Nigeria can begin to address the persistent challenges of 

inconclusiveness and foster a more stable, equitable, and prosperous society. 

Addressing the factors surrounding inconclusive elections is an imperative step toward enhancing Nigeria’s 

political economy. The commitment of political leaders, civil society, and citizens will be paramount in 

transitioning the electoral process into a more credible and reliable system that benefits all Nigerians. 

Inconclusive Elections, Democratic Consolidation, Political Stability, and Economic Development 

Inconclusive elections pose a significant threat to democratic consolidation, political stability, and economic 

development, particularly in emerging democracies. The phenomenon of inconclusiveness arises when election 
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results fail to produce a clear winner or when results are disputed, often leading to a crisis of legitimacy and public 

confidence in the political process. This paper explores the intricate relationships among inconclusive elections, 

democratic consolidation, political stability, and economic development. By analyzing these interconnections, we 

understand how electoral processes’ quality influences overall governance and societal welfare. 

Inconclusive elections refer to situations in which the results of an electoral process cannot determine a clear 

winner due to various factors, including voter turnout issues, logistical failures, violence, and allegations of 

malpractice. These outcomes can result in the need for reruns, supplementary elections, or significant delays in 

the declaration of results, fostering an environment of uncertainty and instability. 

The prevalence of inconclusive elections is particularly notable in postcolonial states and newly-established 

democracies. According to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), 

approximately one in four elections conducted recently in developing countries have ended in inconclusiveness 

(IDEA, 2020). Countries like Nigeria, Kenya, and Zimbabwe have witnessed repeated instances of inconclusive 

elections, each resulting in political turmoil and socioeconomic implications (Kimenyi & Mbaku, 2019). 

Democratic consolidation involves processes through which democratic norms and practices become entrenched 

and accepted in a political system. Inconclusive elections can severely undermine this process for the following 

reasons: 

When elections are inconclusive, questions arise about the legitimacy of not only the electoral bodies but also the 

government formed as a result. Citizens may feel disenfranchised, disillusioned, and less likely to participate in 

future elections. This decline in participation negatively influences the overall health of a democracy. Studies 

have shown that perceived electoral fraud can lead to a significant drop in voter turnout in subsequent elections 

(Birch, 2009). 

Inconclusive elections often reflect deep-seated divisions within society, whether based on ethnic, religious, or 

ideological lines. These divisions can intensify political fragmentation, increasing the difficulty of forming stable 

coalitions or governments. In countries like Nigeria, the legacy of inconclusive elections has led to increased 

ethnic tensions and a lack of consensus, which hinders the development of a robust democratic culture (Umar, 

2019). 

Repeated inconclusive elections can weaken democratic institutions, particularly the electoral commission and 

the judiciary. When electoral disputes arise, they often lead to calls for reforms and oversight, which, if not 

handled properly, can lead to politicization and erosion of the independence of these bodies. For example, in 

Kenya, interventions by political elites have frequently undermined the Electoral Commission’s autonomy, 

leading to a cycle of electoral malpractice and instability (Kimenyi & Mbaku, 2019). 

Political stability is crucial for effective governance and social well-being. When elections fail to produce 

conclusive results, implications for political stability can be profound: Historical data indicate that inconclusive 

elections often spur political violence as competing factions vie for power. For example, the 2007 general 

elections in Kenya resulted in widespread violence, leading to over 1,000 deaths and displacement of 

approximately 600,000 people (International Crisis Group, 2008). Such conflicts not only drain resources but also 

create a legacy of mistrust among political actors and society at large. 

As public disillusionment grows, citizens may resort to protests and civil disobedience to express their 

dissatisfaction. These actions can destabilize governments and lead to security forces cracking down, creating a 

vicious cycle of unrest. The Arab Spring, while ignited by various socioeconomic grievances, also encompassed 

protests against perceived electoral injustices, emphasizing the link between discontent and the legitimacy of 

electoral processes (Hoffman, 2011). 
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Governments born out of inconclusive elections often struggle to implement policies effectively. The absence of 

a clear mandate complicates decision-making because political actors are preoccupied with maintaining power 

rather than addressing national concerns. This leads to governance vacuums in which essential public services are 

neglected, thereby erode public trust (Umar, 2019). 

The relationship between political stability and economic development is well documented. However, when 

electoral processes fail, economic progress is hampered by a range of factors. Political stability is vital for 

attracting foreign direct investment (FDI). Inconclusive elections create an environment of uncertainty that deters 

investors. According to a report by the World Bank, political instability significantly impacts investment decisions 

because investors prefer stable environments conducive to profit-making (World Bank, 2020). For instance, in 

the aftermath of the 2007 Kenyan elections, foreign investment declined steeply due to political turmoil, which 

took years to recover (Kimenyi & Mbaku, 2019). 

Inconclusive elections often lead to inefficiencies in public resource allocation. Economic crises can emerge 

rapidly from delayed governance and uncertainty regarding funding for essential services. In Nigeria, poor 

governance stemming from disputed elections has often meant that resources intended for development projects 

languish, perpetuating poverty and socioeconomic inequality (Umar, 2019). 

In stable democracies, governments can develop and implement long-term economic strategies for development. 

Conversely, the instability induced by inconclusive election results in a piecemeal policy making. The focus has 

shifted toward short-term survival strategies rather than sustainable development goals (Chauvet & Collier, 2004). 

For example, Nigeria’s economic diversification has been hampered by political instabilities stemming from 

inconclusive electoral outcomes. 

Given the profound interconnections among inconclusive elections, democratic consolidation, political stability, 

and economic development, several strategies can be employed to foster improvements. Countries plagued by 

inconclusive elections must undertake comprehensive electoral reforms that ensure transparency, inclusivity, and 

accountability. This can include reforms to address systemic issues such as vote buying, electoral fraud, and 

intimidation. For example, reforms in Nigeria aimed at enhancing the credibility of the electoral process have 

included the use of technology for voter registration and result transmission, reducing opportunities for 

malfeasance (INEC, 2021). 

Robust democratic institutions are necessary to ensure electoral integrity. This includes ensuring the 

independence of electoral commissions and the judiciary. Establishing clear electoral process guidelines can 

mitigate potential disputes. For instance, Kenya’s efforts to strengthen its electoral commission following the 

crisis surrounding its elections serve as a valuable lesson. By embedding constitutional safeguards, the potential 

for electoral manipulation can be reduced (Kimenyi & Mbaku, 2019). 

Implementing conflict resolution mechanisms at both political and societal levels can help mitigate the violence 

associated with inconclusive elections. Establishing platforms for dialog among political actors can provide 

avenues for addressing grievances and fostering collaboration. International organizations often provide 

mediation services that can facilitate negotiations and mitigate tensions (International Crisis Group, 2008). 

Empowering citizens through education about their electoral rights and responsibilities can promote a more 

informed electorate that demands accountability. Civil society organizations play a crucial role in education, 

monitoring elections, and holding political actors accountable. Promoting civic engagement can enhance the 

quality of democracy and encourage participation in the electoral process (Umar, 2019). 

Governments must prioritize long-term policy planning to navigate uncertainties created by inconclusive 

elections. The establishment of frameworks for economic stability and development should be a priority, even in 

the face of political challenges. This approach has been evident in nations that have successfully navigated 
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transitions, ensuring that economic strategies remain firmly in place despite political turmoil (Chauvet & Collier, 

2004). 

The phenomenon of inconclusive elections presents multifaceted challenges to democratic consolidation, political 

stability, and economic development. The interconnections between these aspects reveal the profound 

implications of electoral legitimacy for governance and social well-being. By understanding and addressing the 

factors leading to inconclusiveness, countries can take meaningful steps toward strengthening their democratic 

systems. Comprehensive reforms in electoral processes, the establishment of robust institutions, conflict 

resolution mechanisms, and enhanced civic engagement are essential to creating a political environment 

conducive to stability and economic progress. As nations continue to grapple with the complexities of democracy 

and governance, recognizing the importance of credible electoral processes will be vital for fostering a more 

prosperous and equitable future. 

High Cost of Inconclusive Elections, High Debt Burden, and Ubiquitous Poverty 

Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country and one of its largest economies, faces significant challenges that hinder 

its growth and stability. The most pressing issues are the high cost of inconclusive elections, the unsustainable 

debt burden, and widespread poverty. These challenges not only obstruct Nigeria’s political and economic 

progress but also worsen social inequalities and undermine the nation’s development goals. In this essay, we will 

examine the implications of these challenges on Nigeria’s future using available data and academic references to 

illustrate the scale of the problems and their interconnectedness. 

Nigeria’s electoral process, despite its recent progress, has been plagued by the issue of inconclusive elections. 

The term “inconclusive election” refers to a situation in which the results of an election are not clear-cut due to 

factors like violence, voter suppression, or electoral malpractice, prompting the need for a rerun. The country has 

witnessed a growing number of inconclusive elections, especially in governorship and legislative races. These 

repeated elections are often costly and undermine public trust in the democratic process. 

In the 2019 general elections, the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) declared several 

governorship elections to be inconclusive. For instance, in the gubernatorial race in Bauchi, the margin between 

leading candidates was too narrow, triggering a rerun. Similar situations were seen in other states like Adamawa 

and Plateau, where elections had to be repeated due to issues such as voter irregularities and the failure to meet 

constitutional requirements. 

The cost of inconclusive elections is multi-faceted. First, logistical expenses associated with organizing a repeat 

election are significant. According to the INEC, a gubernatorial election in Nigeria can cost between ₦3 billion 

and ₦5 billion (approximately $8 million to $13 million), a staggering sum in a country where a large portion of 

the population lives below the poverty line. The recurrent nature of inconclusive elections raises the question of 

the financial sustainability of Nigeria’s electoral process. Not only does it drain public resources, it also places 

additional financial strain on the government’s budget, which is already stretched thin due to other pressing needs. 

Furthermore, the legitimacy of the electoral process is called into question when elections are inconclusive 

because political actors may interpret such results as evidence of electoral fraud or mismanagement. The 

subsequent political instability can affect the nation’s international reputation and deter foreign investment, 

ultimately contributing to Nigeria’s economic stagnation. 

Nigeria’s debt burden has also emerged as a significant concern. As of 2023, Nigeria’s total external debt stood 

at approximately $40 billion, with a domestic debt of approximately ₦25 trillion (about $65 billion), amounting 

to nearly 40% of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (World Bank, 2023). While borrowing is not 

inherently negative, Nigeria’s debt profile raises alarms because of its dependence on oil exports, which are 
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volatile and infinite resources. The risk of debt distress is high, as much of the debt is in foreign currencies, 

making Nigeria vulnerable to fluctuations in exchange rates and global oil prices. 

the Nigerian government has increasingly relied on borrowing to finance its annual budget, with oil revenues 

accounting for over 60% of federal revenues. However, volatility in oil prices, as seen in recent years, poses 

challenges. For instance, a drop in global oil prices from $120 per barrel in 2014 to as low as $30 per barrel in 

2020 severely affected government revenues, compelling Nigeria to increase its borrowing to make up for the 

shortfall (Central Bank of Nigeria, 2020). 

The cost of servicing this debt is another pressing issue. In 2023, Nigeria allocated over ₦5 trillion (about $13 

billion) to debt servicing, representing a significant portion of the national budget. This leaves limited funds for 

investment in critical sectors such as education, healthcare, and infrastructure, all essential for long-term 

economic growth. Instead, Nigeria is caught in a vicious cycle of borrowing to pay off previous loans, which 

worsens the country’s fiscal constraints. 

In addition to financial costs, the growing debt burden has wider socioeconomic implications. The government’s 

inability to generate sufficient revenue from domestic sources, such as taxes, means that public services are 

underfunded. As a result, millions of Nigerians continue to have inadequate access to basic services such as 

healthcare and education. The debt crisis also limited the government’s ability to respond to emergencies, such 

as the COVID-19 pandemic, which highlighted the fragility of Nigeria’s health system. 

Poverty remains one of the most pressing issues in Nigeria. Despite being one of the largest economies in Africa, 

Nigeria has one of the highest rates of extreme poverty in the world. According to the World Bank (2022), over 

40% of Nigerians live below the poverty line, and an estimated 87 million Nigerians are classified as living in 

extreme poverty—meaning they survive on less than $1.90 per day. This staggering figure reflects not just the 

high levels of inequality in the country but also the systemic challenges that have perpetuated poverty. 

One key factor contributing to this poverty is the high unemployment rate. Nigeria’s unemployment rate has risen 

steadily in recent years, reaching over 33% in 2023 (National Bureau of Statistics, 2023). With young and rapidly 

growing population, the labor market has been unable to absorb new entrants, leading to widespread joblessness. 

This situation is compounded by the underdeveloped state of Nigeria’s industrial base, which hampers economic 

diversification and reduces the number of available jobs in the manufacturing and service sectors. 

Agriculture, which employs a large portion of Nigeria’s workforce, has also faced significant challenges, 

including poor infrastructure, climate change, and insufficient government support. Despite having vast arable 

land, Nigeria remains a net food importer, and millions of Nigerians face food insecurity. Rural poverty is 

especially severe, and access to basic services, such as healthcare, education, and clean drinking water, is limited 

in many parts of the country. 

The cyclical nature of poverty in Nigeria is evident in the intergenerational transmission of disadvantage. Children 

from poor households often face limited educational opportunities, which affect their future prospects and 

perpetuate the cycle of poverty. Additionally, the lack of basic health care means that many Nigerians die of 

preventable diseases, further deepening the country’s poverty crisis. 

The high cost of inconclusive elections, mounting debt burden, and pervasive poverty in Nigeria are not isolated 

issues; they are interconnected. For instance, political instability resulting from inconclusive elections can hamper 

efforts to address the country’s economic challenges. Political leaders may focus more on securing power than 

on implementing policies that address the structural causes of poverty. Similarly, the diversion of public funds to 

pay for repeated elections or to service debt leaves little room for investments in poverty alleviation programs. 

Furthermore, the debt burden limits the government’s capacity to provide essential public goods and services that 

are crucial for economic development and poverty reduction. If Nigeria is to address these challenges, it must 
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adopt a more sustainable approach to fiscal management, focusing on increasing non-oil revenue, reducing 

corruption, and improving public service delivery. 

For the electoral process, the INEC and the government must prioritize the reduction of electoral fraud and invest 

in more robust systems to ensure that elections are free, fair, and conclusive. Strengthening electoral integrity will 

reduce the financial burden on the state while improving political stability and public confidence in democratic 

processes. Therefore, Nigeria’s high cost of inconclusive elections, its growing debt burden, and the persistence 

of grinding poverty form a complex web of challenges that hinder its development. Addressing these issues 

requires comprehensive reforms that focus on improving electoral integrity, achieving fiscal sustainability, and 

tackling poverty through inclusive economic policies. Only through sustained and strategic efforts can Nigeria 

overcome these challenges and achieve long-term political and economic stability. 

Conclusion 

Inconclusive elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic represent a significant challenge to the country’s democratic 

integrity and stability. They undermine public confidence in the electoral process, create political uncertainty, and 

foster an environment in which disputes and electoral violence can thrive. While such situations often arise from 

factors like logistical issues, voter turnout problems, violence, or irregularities in the voting process, their 

recurrence suggests deeper systemic flaws that require urgent attention. 

The consequences of inconclusive elections are far-reaching. Not only do they delay the formation of 

governments, but they also dampen the enthusiasm of the electorate and diminish the legitimacy of elected 

officials. In cases in which elections are repeatedly declared inconclusive, this can lead to disenchantment among 

voters, particularly when people perceive the process as inefficient or manipulative. This erodes trust in institution 

meant to safeguard democracy, including the electoral commission, the judiciary, and the political parties 

themselves. 

To address these challenges, Nigeria must undertake a comprehensive reform of its electoral system. First, there 

is a need for a clear, well-defined set of guidelines and criteria to declare an election inconclusive. The electoral 

body, the INEC, must strengthen its capacity to deliver credible, timely, and conclusive results. This includes 

addressing logistical shortcomings that lead to disenfranchisement, such as late arrival of materials and 

insufficient staffing in polling stations. A streamlined electoral process bolstered by the use of technology for 

real-time vote transmission can, minimize the occurrence of inconclusive results and reduce opportunities for 

manipulation. 

Moreover, ensuring a more robust and inclusive electoral framework that incorporates better voter education and 

awareness is crucial. Nigerians must be adequately informed about their roles and responsibilities in the electoral 

process to avoid mistakes that contribute to inconclusive elections. Civil society groups, in partnership with the 

INEC, must intensify efforts to educate voters, particularly in rural areas, on proper voting procedures and the 

importance of full participation. 

Political accountability is another key aspect in curbing inconclusive elections. Political parties, candidates, and 

other stakeholders must adhere to the rules of democratic engagement. Disruptive practices, such as election 

violence, intimidation, and manipulation of results, must be condemned and penalized. When political actors 

demonstrate a commitment to a peaceful, transparent, and lawful election process, the chances of inconclusive 

results diminish significantly. 

Lastly, Nigeria’s judiciary must play a vital role in ensuring timely and fair resolution of election disputes. Delays 

in adjudicating cases related to elections only contribute to political uncertainty and prolonging the inconclusive 

status. Election tribunals should be empowered to resolve issues swiftly and decisively, ensuring that election 

results reflect the will of the people in a timely manner. 
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Hence, the recurrence of inconclusive elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic underscores the need for systemic 

reform and greater attention to electoral integrity. While challenges remain, a concerted effort to improve voter 

education, streamline logistics, enforce political accountability, and ensure timely dispute resolution can pave the 

way for more credible and conclusive elections. Ultimately, these measures will strengthen Nigeria’s democracy, 

restore public trust in the electoral process, and contribute to the overall stability of the nation. 

Recommendations 

Inconclusive elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic present significant challenges to the integrity of the 

democratic process, often leading to political instability, confusion, and distrust in the electoral system. The 

phenomenon of inconclusive elections, where no candidate wins the required majority or no clear result is 

achieved, has become a recurring issue. To address this, several key recommendations can be made to enhance 

the transparency, efficiency, and credibility of Nigeria’s electoral system. 

One of the foremost recommendations is to refine the legal and regulatory frameworks that govern elections. The 

Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) requires more robust guidelines on when and how to declare 

an election inconclusive. Clear-cut criteria, including the percentage of votes to be deemed valid and specific 

thresholds for the number of canceled votes, should be established. These guidelines must be transparent, easily 

understood by the public, and consistently applied to prevent confusion and manipulation. Moreover, judicial 

review processes must be streamlined to ensure prompt resolution of disputes, enabling the swift declaration of 

results without unnecessary delays. 

The credibility of election results is often questionable when elections are declared inconclusive. One way to 

address this issue is by improving the transparency of the electoral process, particularly in the transmission and 

collation of results. Implementing technology such as biometric voter verification, electronic voting, and real-

time result transmission from polling units to INEC’s central database can significantly reduce human error, fraud, 

and manipulation. The use of these technologies will ensure that the actual vote count reflects the will of the 

people, making inconclusive elections less likely. Furthermore, public access to all election data will help build 

trust in the system. 

Many inconclusive elections stem from low voter turnout, incorrect voting practices, or widespread voter apathy. 

Strengthening voter education campaigns is essential to improving electoral outcomes. INEC, in collaboration 

with civil society organizations and the media, should continue to engage in aggressive voter awareness 

campaigns that explain voting procedures, the importance of each vote, and the significance of active participation 

in the democratic process. Such campaigns should target marginalized groups, particularly women, youth, and 

rural populations, to ensure that all eligible voters understand their role and responsibilities in the election process. 

Election logistics often lead to inconclusive elections. Issues such as late arrival of election materials, inadequate 

staff, or the failure to conduct elections in certain areas can lead to annulment or declared inconclusive results A 

comprehensive pre-election audit, which includes a thorough assessment of electoral logistics, staffing, and 

preparedness, is crucial. INEC should focus on enhancing its operational efficiency by ensuring timely 

distribution of materials, training of election officers, and resolving transportation challenges in remote areas. 

Such preparation can prevent scenarios in which large sections of voters are disenfranchisezed or elections are 

disrupted. 

Political actors, including party leaders, candidates, and elected officials, must be held accountable for their 

electoral roles. Campaigns for peaceful elections should be prioritized, and the use of inflammatory rhetoric, hate 

speech, and violence should be rigorously discouraged. When elections are inconclusive due to disruptions or 

violence, those found guilty of inciting or participating in such actions have clear consequences. Political parties 

should be encouraged to focus on issues rather than engage in tactics that undermine election credibility. 
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Election disputes often prolong the process and contribute to uncertainty. Establishing specialized elections 

tribunals with the mandate to adjudicate disputes swiftly and without bias will contribute to timely resolution of 

issues. Courts should work in tandem with the INEC to ensure that rulings do not unnecessarily delay the 

declaration of results, which could otherwise fuel further disillusionment among voters. 

In conclusion, addressing inconclusive elections in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic requires a multi-pronged approach 

that improves the electoral framework, enhances transparency, educates the electorate, improves logistics, ensures 

political accountability, and resolves disputes efficiently. By adopting these recommendations, Nigeria can move 

toward more conclusive, credible, and peaceful elections, ultimately strengthening its democracy. 
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