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Abstract 

 

Studies have established that giving incentives for votes is 

extremely widespread in many democracies; however, only little 

is known about the new dimension of vote-buying in Nigeria's 

2023 elections. The study utilized qualitative tools to select four 

states, 32 interviewees, and 12 discussants. The study revealed 

that vote-buying increased the voters' turnout and became 

institutionalized and rampant with ruling parties and general 

elections rather than off-cycle elections. Voters were enticed with 

branded materials, financial incentives in kangaroo inducement 

activities (funeral/birthday/idol ceremonies, cooperative/artisan 

societies), and temporary social incentives (camouflage 

community, aged/less privileged assistance, age-grade social 

competitions). Other dimensions were the payment of salaries to 

parties' executives and fake committees, the use of community 

leaders in pretentious social care, and the welfare of their 

subjects mainly for the exchange of their votes. There is a need 

for electoral acts to capture these new dimensions and improve 

the activities of law enforcement agents. 
 

Keywords: Dimension, Vote-Buying, Voters’ Turnout, 2023  
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Introduction 

In a representative government, a high turnout of voters in the periodical elections significantly 

gives more beauty to democratic processes because the system relies very much on the 

participation of the majority. Liberal democracy is increasingly becoming an institutionalized 

system across sub-Saharan African countries (Nkwede, 2019; Osimen & Iloh, 2022), and voting 

behavior, especially voters' turnout, now plays a vital role. However, scholars (Vicente, 2014; 
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Gadjanova, 2017) have noticed that voters' turnout is steadily declining in most established 

democracies in the world, especially in sub-Saharan African countries (Aluaigba, 2016; 

Chukwurah et al., 2019; Vasudevan, 2019). Thus, scholars like Balogun and Olapegba (2017) 

have examined the various aspects of re-democratization and how political parties have designed 

more ways to entice the citizens to participate in the voting exercises in Nigeria. Once the people 

become the source of authority and the majority participates in voting, the political parties will 

do everything possible to appeal to prospective voters during the election periods (Keefer 

&Vlaicu, 2017; Ugwuala et al., 2020). In Nigeria's electoral processes, different types of 

incentives have been used to influence voters (Aiyede & Aregbeyen, 2012), and vote-buying is 

one of them. Vote-buying has become a new political culture where the voters exchange their 

votes for short-term and long-term monetary and non-monetary items. Similar to clientelism, 

which involves a relationship of exchange between a patron and a client (Weghorst & Linberg, 

2013), the new dimension of vote-buying involves proffering material items and financial 

packages to voters before during or after the election in exchange for votes.  

The National Bureau of Statistics (2023) reported widespread allegations of vote-buying in the 

off-cycle governorship elections in Edo and Ondo States in 2016 and Anambra State in the 2017 

gubernatorial election. They recorded the same for Ekiti and Osun States in 2018 and Bayelsa, 

Imo, and Kogi States in 2023. Osimen and Iloh (2022) argued that the door-to-door campaigns 

and mobilization of voters were a guise for the distribution of cash to all the registered voters in a 

specific polling booth. They noted that these campaigns were also a decoy for online transactions 

of votes between the political leaders and prospective voters. They described the empowerment 

programs as suspicious because they expected that the electorate who received cash would surely 

reciprocate by voting for their party's candidates. The slogan on Election Day becomes 'diboki o 

se obe,' meaning 'vote for us and cook soup.' According to Yakubu (2020), the range of payment 

for vote-buying is between N2,000 and N5,000. The records of the Transition Monitoring Group 

(2023) and Transparency International (2023) indicated that during the internal primary elections 

within some political parties between 2015 and 2023, over 8,000 delegates who participated in 

the selection of party candidates allegedly received US$5,000 from the candidates. Babatunde et 

al. (2019) condemned the brazen incidences of vote-buying and commercialization of votes for a 

price range of N3000 to N4000. These happened in several polling units, depending on the 
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voting locations. The voters even commented on the presence of security officers during these 

vote trades, yet no arrest was made. 

A great deal of research has examined the impact of vote-buying on voters' choices (Nkwede, 

2019; Muhtadi, 2019), on rural and urban areas (Onuoha & Ojo, 2018), and on low- and high-

income earners (Aiyede & Aregbeyen, 2012; Keefer & Vlaicu, 2017). Though past studies have 

clearly shown voters’ reaction to vote-buying (Weitz-Shapiro, 2012; Vasudevan, 2019), only a 

few studies examined different novel dimensions of vote-buying and their effects on voters' 

turnout in Nigeria's elections. Despite this gap, some scholars are more worried about the steady 

decline in voters' turnout and the negative consequences of vote-buying (Magaji & Musa, 2022). 

Empirical research on vote-buying has revealed new insights about when, where, how, and from 

whom candidates attempt to purchase votes (Hicken et al., 2018). To fill these gaps in 

knowledge, our study investigated the new dimensions of vote-buying in Nigeria’s 2023 

elections, examined how vote-buying increases voters’ turnout in Nigeria‘s elections and 

determined how the institutionalization of vote-buying helped political parties to win elections in 

Nigeria’s 2023 elections. This study, therefore, complemented other studies on democratic 

processes and re-examined the various aspects of the re-democratization process in Nigeria's 

elections. 

Statement of the Problem 

In Nigeria, apathy towards democratic processes led to low voters’ turnouts during the general 

elections between 1999 and 2003, and this has been a matter of concern to both the political 

parties and the democrats (Yakubu, 2020). Although the concept of financial incentives during 

campaigns, electoral, and voting processes is not new, its enticing dimension in the 2023 election 

has received scant scholarly attention. In Nigeria, various electoral acts have been enacted 

against vote-buying, and previous studies have established that the cultures and customs of many 

ethnicities are against vote-buying (Vicente, 2014; Federal Republic of Nigeria Official Gazette, 

2022). Despite these norms, rules, and Article 130 of the Electoral Act 2010 (as amended), many 

political leaders strategically persuaded voters with financial and material incentives in exchange 

for their votes (Electoral Act, 2022). Muhtadi (2019) established two types of vote-buying: cash-

for-vote, which involves giving or promising the prospective voter some agreed amount of 
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money before they cast their vote, and vote-for-cash, which involves an agent rewarding a voter 

with an agreed amount of money or material compensation after the voter has shown evidence 

that they voted for the agent's party. Aliyu et al. (2020) elaborated that the voter shrewdly 

displays the ballot paper (already thumb-printed in favor of a particular party) to the respective 

party agent, who is strategically standing nearby to confirm. 

A large volume of research has clearly shown voters' reactions to vote-buying in an election 

(Weitz-Shapiro, 2012; Vasudevan, 2019). However, there is limited empirical evidence on vote-

buying in nationwide general elections and off-cycle elections in Nigeria. Also, different novel 

dimensions of vote-buying and their effects on voters' turnout in Nigeria's elections have not 

received enough scholarly attention. 

Vote-buying and social exchange theory in Nigeria’s 2023 elections  

Empirical studies have shown that political parties bought votes from people who gave them the 

highest level of political support, irrespective of their areas, locations, or classes (Mares & 

Young, 2016; Oladapo et al., 2020). Parties gave more incentives to their factions for support in 

internal primaries (Yakubu, 2020). Ugwual et al. (2020) argued that in urban areas in Nigeria, 

vote-buying was targeted at low-income earners and slum dwellers, while rural dwellers received 

the highest incentives because of the peculiarities of rural areas. In Nigeria, where the majority 

of people live below the per capita income standard, voters' turnout is determined by the pattern 

and level of incentives offered by political parties (Aiyede & Aregbeyen, 2012). Like in most 

sub-Saharan African countries with a poor standard of living, Chasukwa and Banik (2019) 

advanced that the political parties' leaders investigate the voters' immediate needs and induce 

them with incentives in exchange for their votes. Mueller (2011) observed that swing voters and 

those with low incomes were more likely to be targeted for mobilization in Kenya. The same 

opinion is shared in almost all African countries, where people who live below the poverty level 

are easy targets for political parties during elections. However, in developed democratic 

countries, the receipt of bribes does not affect voters' support because of the voters' political 

maturity, knowledge and education, and the solid and advanced economy (Gonzalez et al., 

2014). Lyon and Scott (2012) further argued that Chicago residents who received party services 

were no more likely to vote for the Democratic Party than those who did not receive government 

favor. Szwarcberg (2012) mentioned that the Argentinean party workers were given ten tiny bags 
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of food, with which they bought 40 voters in their neighborhoods. On this premise, Ozoemena 

and Evangeline (2019) analyzed that the standard of living in a particular area always determined 

whether the vote-buying would be higher or whether the vote-buying would influence the voters' 

turnout or the election outcomes. A large volume of research (Aiyede & Aregbeyen, 2012; 

Onuoha & Ojo, 2018) has established that services for votes affected voters' turnout and voting 

behavior between the 1999 and 2023 elections in Nigeria. 

Transparency International (2023) examined the impact of vote-buying, voters' turnout, and 

voters' choice in Rivers State during the general elections. They compared the incidence of vote-

buying to that of Bayelsa State, where off-cycle elections were conducted, and discovered that 

the latter was more prone to selling votes. This occurred because electoral malpractice increases 

the level of vote-buying. Magaji and Musa (2022) argued that vote-buying is a contract, or 

perhaps an auction, in which voters sell their votes to the highest bidder – this occurs more in 

off-cycle elections than in general elections. Past scholars (Nwankwo, 2018; Oduntan, 2022) 

have established that buying takes place at multiple stages of the electoral cycle, ranging from 

voter registration, the nomination period, and campaigning to Election Day. There is a close 

relationship between poverty and vote-buying because the poor standard of living has driven the 

majority of the people to sell their votes for any amount. Ozoemena and Evangeline (2019) 

argued that the level of education and awareness, the condition of the living areas, low political 

attachment, and the nature and types of elections (general and off-cycle elections) determine the 

magnitude of vote-buying. 

The premise of the exchange paradigm reveals that all social life consists of actors who exchange 

rewards and resources (Cropanzano et al., 2017), and social change and stability are a process of 

negotiated exchange between parties (Methot et al., 2016). The interactions between human 

beings are established within the norm of reciprocity, whether positive or negative (Chernyak-

Hai & Rapenu, 2018). Social exchange theory posits that all human relationships are formed 

using subjective cost-benefit analysis and comparing alternatives. Nkwede and Abah (2019) 

attributed voters' action of exchanging their votes for financial incentives to the loss of faith in 

the operation of democratic principles or fair sharing of democratic dividends. Scholars like 

Cooper-Thomas and Morrison (2019) have identified poor standards of living, lack of basic 
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amenities, and voting illiteracy as other causes of vote-buying; they claim that voters maximize 

the voting opportunity for their benefit. Cooper-Thomas and Morrison (2019) submitted that this 

exchange theory provides a clear conception of the material and resource bases of social action. 

In the social exchange process, a return is expected; the voters may decide to vote because of 

material rewards from the political leaders or because of a great expectation of improved living 

conditions. On the one hand, candidates provide voters with material inducements to increase 

their chances of winning an election, especially when there is competition between political 

parties or political actors. 

On the other hand, prospective voters may agree to sell their votes and support to a particular 

candidate because they value their immediate needs and gains more than their preferred 

democratic dividends. Social exchange theory proposes that social behavior results from an 

exchange process to enjoy rewards, avoid punishments, maximize profits, and minimize costs 

during election times (Mitchell et al., 2012; Cropanzano et al., 2017). Since the purpose of this 

exchange is to maximize benefits and minimize costs, people weigh the potential benefits and 

risks of social relationships before deciding. The theory neglects the political and cultural 

contexts of democracy culture, and sticks with the give and take system. Thus, drawing from past 

scholars (Magaji & Musa, 2022), the study concludes that people value their immediate needs 

and gains more than their preferred future democratic dividends. 

Materials and Methods 

The study i) investigated new dimensions of vote-buying in Nigeria's 2023 elections, ii) 

examined how vote-buying increases voters’ turnout in Nigeria's elections in general, and iii) 

determined how the institutionalization of vote-buying helped political parties to win elections in 

Nigeria’s 2023 elections. We adopted mixed sampling techniques (purposive, simple random, 

and convenience) and qualitative tools (in-depth interviews and focus group discussion) for data 

collection. These multiple approaches were utilized to eliminate possible elements of bias and 

overcome the limitations inherent in each technique. 

Because of the wide geographical spread – Nigeria has 36 states and a Federal Capital Territory 

(Constitution of Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999), we relied on the National Bureau of 

Statistics (2023) records to purposively select the states where the general gubernatorial elections 

and off-cycle elections were conducted. This was done because of the homogeneity of behaviors 
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towards electoral and political processes of states in the two types of elections (general 

gubernatorial and off-cycle elections) in Nigeria's democratic processes. Through purposive 

sampling selection and simple random sampling, we selected a total of four states (Akwa-Ibom 

et al.) for this study. Akwa-Ibom and Taraba States were purposively selected out of the three 

states that were ruled by a single party from 1999 to 2023, and their gubernatorial elections 

followed the general elections. Also, Bayelsa and Kogi States were selected through simple 

random sampling out of the 5 states with off-cycle elections, that is, the states whose elections 

were not conducted at the same time as the general elections.  

First, we conducted in-depth interviews. The interviewees were selected through a convenience 

sampling technique, but we strictly ensured that only participants who met up with the following 

criteria participated. These criteria were followed in order to make sure that we targeted the 

active members of selected political parties in the selected states: i) they must be permanent 

residents with at least one means of identification; ii) they must be registered voters who are 

actively involved in the political activities of their areas with any means of identification, iii) 

they must be a minimum of 26 years and must have met up with the legal voting age of 18 years 

in the two previous general elections in Nigeria and iv) only the participants who were present in 

the offices of the two dominant political parties in selected states were selected. A total of 32 

interviewees were selected from each state, as well as the ruling and opposition parties. This 

included 4 party leaders, 2 women leaders, 2 youth leaders, 14 party loyalists, 5 political office 

holders, and 5 party executive members. 

Secondly, this method was complemented by focus group discussions (FGD). The participants 

were 4 key community leaders, 4 law enforcement officials, and 4 civil servants, totaling 12 

discussants. We utilized convenience sampling in the recruitment of the discussants and 

administered a well-structured 10-minute baseline questionnaire to differentiate the required 

characteristics from the variables. Only key discussants who met up with the following criteria 

were selected to participate in the FGDs ― i) they must be permanent residents in the selected 

areas; ii) they must be the head or most senior officers; and iii) they must be a minimum of 26 

years, in order to have witnessed at least two general elections in their areas. Only participants 

who met these preliminary conditions were selected. This was done to overcome the inherent 
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lapses of generalization that emanate from this sampling technique. The study used secondary 

sources of data collection, such as records, archival documents, journals, and newspapers. 

In order to achieve the main objective of the study, we adopted a three-compound question ― 

what were the new dimensions of vote-buying in the general and off-cycle elections in 2023 in 

Nigeria? ii) How did the vote-buying increase voters' turnout in the general elections and off 

cycle-elections? and iii) How does the institutionalization of vote-buying help the party to win an 

election? We examined all forms of incentives that were earlier established by Gonzalez et al. 

(2014) and drew the relationship between them and the ones used in the 2023 elections in 

Nigeria. Also, many sub-variables, as enunciated by Hicken et al. (2018), were examined in 

relation to the peculiar dimensions of vote-buying. These variables were investigated based on 

how the political parties used them before, during, and after electoral processes in order to 

increase the turnout of voters in their favor in both the general and off-cycle elections. Data 

collected from the qualitative methods were transcribed using content analysis and ethnographic 

summaries. 

New Dimensions of vote-buying and voters’ turnout in Nigeria’s 2023 Elections 

Nigeria’s 2023 elections 

      General elections       Turnout                       Off-cycle elections 

● Presidential                                                              ● Governor 

● Governor 

●National Assembly 

● State Assembly 

A new dimension of vote-buying 

●kangaroo inducement activities 

●camouflage social incentive 

●strategies incentive to party executives 

●Pretentious social supports 

winning elections 

Figure 1. Dimensions of Nigeria’s 2023 Elections 

Source: Authors’ Conceptualization 

 

Results and Discussions 

This section presents data on the new dimensions of vote-buying in Nigeria’s 2023 general and 

off-cycle elections. We relied on various principal components and sub-variables that were 

established by previous studies (Gonzalez et al., 2014; Hicken et al., 2018) as major incentives 
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for participating in the elections. Then, we linked these to voters’ turnout. Figure 1 presents a 

summary of the findings, showing the interaction among the new dimensions of vote-buying and 

how some government institutions were used as tools within the social exchange theory. Its full 

explanation is developed under succeeding themes. 

Dimensions of vote-buying, institutionalization, and voters' turnout in Nigeria's 2023 

elections 

Based on this exchange theory paradigm, the study examined forty-two (42) incentives within 

political sociology and management studies, as earlier established by previous studies (Gonzalez 

et al., 2014; Hicken et al., 2018). Then we devised a means to find out the following: i) how 

many of these incentives really follow the reciprocal advantages of voters’ turnout, ii) how did 

these incentives meet up with the new dimensions of vote-buying in the 2023 elections. A large 

number of research studies have established that when transactions in relationships are not 

reciprocal, there is a tendency for discontinuity (Methot et al., 2016; Cooper-Thomas & 

Morrison, 2019). Social exchange theory investigates the reciprocal advantages (mainly 

materialistic) that individuals enjoy in their exchanges and transactions. Lyon and Scott (2012) 

argued that a person may continue to be in a relationship without being adequately satisfied 

because there is no alternative relationship available; however, when there are many alternatives 

available to an individual, they are less dependent on such a relationship and vice versa. The 

qualitative data shows that the new dimensions of vote-buying were proposed to specific 

individuals or categories of people in the general and off-cycle elections. These propositions 

were made before, during, and after the 2023 elections. From various sub-variables, we selected 

four principal dimensions of vote-buying because the participants chose these variables many 

times. The variables were kangaroo inducement activities, temporary social incentives, strategic 

incentives to parties’ executives, and traditional pretentious assignments.  

Kangaroo inducement activities  

Prior to the 2023 elections in Nigeria, a large volume of research had established different types 

of incentives for voting, such as financial and material inducements and see and buy style 

(Aiyede & Aregbeyen, 2012; Ferree et al., 2019). However, we discovered that short-term and 

long-term dimensions of vote-buying were introduced by different political parties before, 

during, and after the 2023 elections. The qualitative data revealed that the entire political and 
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electoral process was characterized by kangaroo inducement activities ranging from fake 

funerals, birthday celebrations, and artisans' cooperative societies to unscheduled and untimely 

idol celebrations. The data collected in both the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews 

revealed that these new dimensions of vote-buying increased voters' turnout in the off-cycle and 

general elections in 2023. The interviewees agreed that there were long-term kangaroo 

inducement activities in the general elections. They noted that these happened especially where 

the ruling party had stayed in power for more than 2 terms of 4 years. Thus, some channels of 

vote-buying had become institutionalized.  

The discussants revealed that political parties organized a remembrance ceremony for one of 

their party leaders who had died about 10 years ago in order to woo voters during the election 

period. They revealed that prospective voters were won over during these remembrance 

ceremonies, which were held before the elections. A discussant, who is a community leader, said 

that during the recruitment of voters, he noticed that all the registered voters in various polling 

booths assembled at the ceremony and were grouped on the basis of their polling booths. They 

were given some material items such as kerosene, branded clothes, and other customized gifts 

and items. Similarly, one of the interviewees, a political leader, said that these actions were 

designed to beat the imagination of law enforcement officials who may try to prosecute them for 

vote-buying.  

The qualitative data showed that there were many small cooperative and thrift societies that were 

established for different artisans, professional groups, and age-group societies, and different 

wards' party leaders were selected to be the chairpersons. These different cooperative societies 

were not government-registered but were under the management of some governmental 

institutions prior to the general elections. These different cooperative societies were formed for 

the purpose of providing welfare for their members and financially assisting them to expand their 

business or attend to their urgent needs. A party leader in the same ward or polling booth 

oversaw this assignment. The participants, who were observers, agreed that these episodes of 

cooperative assistance were freely given with the purpose of inducing the voters to turn up for 

the election. Towards the commencement of the off-cycle elections, huge amounts of money 

were released to these fake cooperative and thrift societies by different political parties and 

leaders with no intention of recouping either the loan or its accrued interests. The executives of 

political parties were nominated as the principal officers of these cooperative societies. There 
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was also a unit that distributed the loan and canvassed for votes in the cooperative society 

meetings. An interviewee, a women leader, said that branded and packaged goods were 

distributed in anticipation of receiving votes, and financial incentives were given to prospective 

voters in an organized kangaroo cooperative society prior to Election Day.  

A discussant, a community leader, revealed that some political parties threw birthday parties for 

their followers in order to entice them. Similarly, established party leaders fixed unscheduled 

birthday ceremonies to attract prospective voters to their houses. Another interviewee, a youth 

leader, buttressed this finding by saying that, in most communities where a political party had 

fewer supporters during the off-cycle elections, in order to weaken the opposition party that had 

more supporters, the minority party would throw a big birthday party for their followers about a 

day to the Election Day in order to win more votes for their party. Different materials and money 

were distributed to the people during the birthday, mainly to entice them.  

Furthermore, the study discovered that many traditional idol festivals were fixed, and 

arrangements were based on the types of deities. Some participants noticed that only two types of 

ceremonies were organized – where a party had few followers and where the residents were 

immigrants; they organized a type of festival that restricted strangers' movement, especially 

during the general elections. This happened less during the off-cycle elections. Also, where the 

ruling party used the government institutions and had many supporters, they threw a party to 

share the incentives freely with their followers.  

Temporary and camouflage social incentives  

Like Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) that carry out their set objectives towards socio-

cultural, socio-economic, and socio-political transformation in all facets of society (Mair & 

Marti, 2006; Awogbenle, 2010), the qualitative data revealed that various political parties that 

participated in the 2023 general and off-cycle elections were pretentious in their participation in 

the processes. They functioned like non-profit enterprises in delivering social services for the 

uplift and well-being of society. They did this through temporary and camouflaged social 

incentives to the citizens. The discussants agreed that the idea behind this was to effect desired 

changes in their voting pattern by increasing voters' turnout and enticing them to effectively 

support their parties during the election processes. The discussants highlighted a number of 
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prominent social incentives – skill acquisition, economic empowerment, adult literacy scheme, 

capacity building, charity, and age-group charitable incentives. 

The FGD data showed that during the electoral processes, such as election campaigns, voters' 

registration exercises, and internal parties' primaries, political parties sponsored some age-group 

associations and social groups. These were formed and named after some political leaders, and 

various social competitions in the form of games were organized for these different groups. Most 

interviewees agreed that it was a new dimension of vote-buying and was more rampant in the 

off-cycle elections than in the general elections because of its short-term incentive pattern. Some 

of the organized games included football, draught, ludo, idol worship, and other local games, and 

attractive prizes, gifts, and money were distributed at these games prior to Election Day. These 

events were directly sponsored by some party leaders. 

It was revealed by most discussants that the political leaders and candidates established social 

projects in some communities in order to induce the beneficiaries to vote for their political 

parties during the 2023 elections. Some of these projects were the erection of basic infrastructure 

and the provision of social amenities. A discussant, who is a community leader, said that their 

community benefitted from the sudden attention when a party candidate built 3 classrooms and 

employed 3 temporary teachers for their primary schools through government monitoring 

agencies. The discussants corroborated this finding and said that most less privileged and aged 

people in many communities were on their payroll, and these political parties provided some aid 

before Election Day.   

The qualitative data showed that party leaders distributed airtime vouchers of various 

telecommunication networks to the people's phone lines a week before Election Day. Most of the 

interviewees corroborated this finding and said that names and numbers were collected from the 

aged and less-privileged people in various areas according to their polling booths and centers, 

and airtime vouchers were sent to them during the campaign process and on the day of the 

election; phones were also distributed freely to them. This finding tallies with Nwankwo (2018) 

that the only language the voters understand, because of the high cost of living and poverty level, 

is financial incentives. They speak this language before getting involved in any electoral or 

political process. 

Strategic incentives to parties’ executives  
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Several studies have suggested what should be the remuneration packages for political office 

holders in Nigeria (Eme, 2009; Nkwede, 2019); however, the qualitative data revealed that the 

idea of monthly salaries for party executives at the ward, local government, state, and federal 

zones is new in Nigeria's party politics prior to 2023 elections. All the executives of the party 

elected within several political parties received allowances and salaries on a monthly basis; the 

discussants revealed that the executives of the political parties, from the ward to the federal 

levels, expanded the number of authorized members by recruiting prospective voters through the 

various committees and political canvassers. They then placed them on monthly salaries prior to 

the Election Day. These expanding committees were recruited based on their registration in 

every polling booth, and material incentives were distributed to them every week before Election 

Day. These new salary packages increased the voters' turnout because most of the executives 

came out in the form of mobilization teams and did a door-to-door campaign. The interviewees 

agreed that this strategy was employed more during the general elections than the off-cycle 

elections because the ruling parties, in most cases, had institutionalized this salary being paid by 

the local and state government accounts. This finding corroborates the opinion of Muhtadi 

(2019) that most political parties and political leaders in the local communities pay cash to 

individuals of voting age during voter registration exercises in order to get them to vote for their 

party in future elections. 

One of the interviewees, a youth leader, corroborated this finding and said that some political 

parties constituted 10 different committees per polling booth, and each committee had 30 

prospective voters. Also, party recruitment was carried out because the candidates could present 

their voter cards and phone numbers. The recruitment took place a year before Election Day, and 

each member was paid a salary every month directly from the purse of the political party leaders. 

Paradoxically, Oladapo et al. (2020) argued that vote-buying has become a dominant factor at 

the center of democratic processes in Nigeria and Africa’s elections. 

The FGD data revealed that about a week before Election Day, the political leaders invited 

members of the rural communities and various heads of artisan groups and professional 

organizations to their houses, and they distributed financial and material incentives to them for 

the purpose of logistics. One of the interviewees, an observer, noted that in most cases, the 
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ward's political leaders sent private invitations to all the eligible and prospective voters, inviting 

them to their houses for impromptu meetings, during which they shared incentives for onward 

distribution. This is contrary to the past evidence that the political parties and their agents 

distributed around the polling booths on the day of the election (Kramon, 2018). The data from 

the in-depth interviews (IDIs) showed that vote-buying took many dimensions, such as giving 

out liquor, food, clothes, milk, and refreshments, all in different branded forms – these mobilized 

and enticed people to vote. One of the interviewees, a youth leader, buttressed this finding by 

saying that the branded and packaged goods were collected throughout the campaign and that 

some political agents and the parties' executives moved from one household to another, 

distributing these branded materials till the day of the election. 

Another interviewee, a party leader, claimed that his party assigned him to cover three wards, 

and he had to employ the services of party members in distributing this money a day before the 

election. Some prospective voters even registered their names and submitted their accounts to 

party leaders a month before the general election on the promise that they would vote for their 

political party. Immediately after they voted, the party agents transferred the money into their 

accounts after ascertaining that they actually voted for their party in the election. The discussants 

noticed that there were many prospective voters who were neither members of any political party 

nor active participants in political meetings and campaigns, yet some party agents collected their 

accounts and enticed them with financial incentives on the day of the election. 

Pretentious social and traditional supports 

Clark and Monin's (2006) study revealed that communal relationships in rural areas mean that 

people's primary concern is being responsive to the other person's needs. The qualitative data 

revealed that the political parties identified various age-group heads, community leaders, and 

traditional rulers and fused their responsibility of care, welfare, and headship as a means to induce 

prospective voters in their areas. The discussants lamented that the citizens perceived their leaders 

as representatives of their ancestors who also put their relatives' welfare above their own and 

spent years providing emotional and tangible support. Leaders are unconditionally responsive to 

the other person; thus, they bear more responsibility. In order to buttress this assertion, one of the 

discussants, a community leader, claimed that different political parties recruited community, 

traditional, youth, and religious leaders in order to care for their people's needs and get their votes 
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during the election. The discussants agreed that community leaders have a general obligation to 

be concerned about other people's welfare, especially in times of need, without expecting any 

benefit in return. However, these political leaders intend to gain the people's support and votes in 

exchange for their care. They further claimed that this instrument of vote-buying was more 

common during the general elections than during the off-cycle elections in the 2023 elections. 

They also noted that it was done more by the ruling party. 

The qualitative data showed that the political parties honored the traditional and community 

leaders who held various social statuses and played some political roles in their community, and 

they channeled their activities towards them. These leaders suddenly became their intermediaries 

and compiled the names of their followers in order to have incentives transferred through them to 

their followers. In most cases, the community leaders indirectly tendered the needs of their 

subjects to these political leaders for assistance and mandated the needy to vote for a political 

party during an election. The participants who were observers said that the traditional rulers 

compelled their subjects to vote for their party during the elections. This was especially the case 

for those followers who benefitted in one way or the other from these political leaders. One of the 

interviewees, who was a community leader, said that the elderly and young less-privileged in their 

community often rushed to the leaders to seek their consent on who to vote for, indicating that the 

party leaders served as instruments for this dimension of vote-buying in the 2023 general 

elections.  

One of the youth leaders corroborated this finding by saying that the traditional institutions chose 

to have a traditional worship day for one of their deities one day before the election. As a result, 

each family head had to compile and forward the names of party loyalists within their families to 

the community heads, and on this basis, the party leaders distributed money and goods.  

Discussion 

Scholars have established the importance of voters in a democratic system of government 

(Keefer &Vlaicu, 2017; Corstange, 2018). Also, Aiyede and Ayegbeyan (2012), Weghorst and 

Lindberg (2013), and Gadjanova (2017) have highlighted the negative effect of vote-buying in 

electoral processes. Despite the different enacted laws and Acts against vote-buying in the 

election process, political parties have adopted different strategies to sensitize or entice voters in 
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order to win in elections. Kramon (2018) lamented that if this trend continues, the beauty of the 

liberal democratic political system may be eroded totally. The records of the International 

Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (2022) showed various allegations of vote-

buying and incentive distribution in the recent elections in sub-Saharan African countries. Thus, 

it was pertinent to examine how new dimensions to vote-buying have undermined the 2023 

elections in Nigeria. 

Previous studies have established different types of incentives in various elections (Gonzalez et 

al., 2014; Hicken et al., 2018); however, they failed to consider the new dimensions of vote-

buying in relation to the general elections and off-cycle elections in Nigeria. Despite the 

emergence of different electoral acts that forbid vote-buying and incentives on the day of the 

election, we discovered a new dimension of vote-buying in Nigeria's 2023 elections. We dug 

deeper and linked these new dimensions of vote-buying to an increase in voters' turnout in both 

the general and off-cycle elections.  

With qualitative tools of data collection, we selected 4 states. Akwa-Ibom and Taraba States 

were purposively selected from the states that were only ruled by a single party from 1999 to 

2023 democratic process. Bayelsa and Kogi States were selected out of the five states with off-

cycle elections, that is, the states whose governorship elections were not conducted at the same 

time as the general elections of the other parts of the country. In these four states, we purposively 

considered only the two major political parties, that is, the ruling party and the major opposition 

party. These were the Peoples' Democratic Party and the All Progressive Party. Because of the 

wide geographical spread and homogeneous characteristics of voters in sub-Saharan African 

countries, as earlier established by Aapengnue (2010) and Ikuenobe (2015), we used the 

convenience sampling technique with specific and strict criteria to select the participants. The 

study focused on the general elections and off-cycled elections in 2023 elections and was limited 

to only the use of qualitative methods to consider the new dimensions of vote-buying in Nigeria. 

Future studies can expand this study by examining vote-buying and other forms of incentives 

during the local and national elections and how the electoral institutions and agencies collaborate 

with political parties to rig elections through vote-buying. 

New dimensions to vote-buying and voters’ turnout 
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Exchange theory, as modified by Cropanzano et al. (2017) and Corstange (2018), holds the 

fundamental premise that all social life is treated as an exchange of rewards or resources between 

actors and that social change and stability are a process of negotiated exchange between parties 

(Cooper-Thomas & Morrison, 2019). With the basic assumption of the theory and the basic 

objectives of the study, we used qualitative tools to establish dimensions of vote-buying in 

Nigeria’s 2023 elections. The first dimension of vote-buying was the kangaroo inducement 

activities, which involved giving material incentives and financial assistance to attendees and 

prospective voters in the rural areas, organizing fake funerals and birthday ceremonies prior to 

the election day, forming free cooperative and thrift societies for artisans, and strategically 

setting up worship of idols. These new dimensions of vote-buying have been institutionalized by 

some states and political parties in order to monitor and coordinate. In the long run, these types 

of incentives increased voters' turnout more in the general elections than in the off-cycle 

elections.  

Secondly, the political parties embraced the social incentives to the less-privileged and aged 

people's groups. They also provided social assistance and delivered temporary social services for 

the uplift and well-being of community members prior to Election Day. The beneficiaries came 

out to vote for such parties and a high level of voters' turnout was recorded. The study revealed 

that this was more prominent in the general elections than in the off-cycle elections 2023. 

Thirdly, political parties introduced strategic incentives to parties' executives by paying them 

monthly salaries and allowances at the ward, local government, states and federal zones. The 

political parties conducted a camouflaged recruitment exercise into more than 10 committees, 

whose members were also placed on salaries. These committees could be found in every polling 

booth and membership was based on submission of voter’s card. They tagged these committees 

mobilization and canvass squad. These mobilization and canvass teams gave incentives from 

door-to-door. The study showed that these types of incentives were prominent among the ruling 

party and that it was more common in the general elections than in the off-cycle elections. The 

fourth dimension of vote-buying is pretentious social support from the community leaders. The 

political parties identified the various age-group heads, the community leaders, and the 

traditional rulers and merged their responsibility of care, welfare and headship with inducing 

prospective voters in their areas. These leaders suddenly became intermediaries between the 
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political parties and their subjects, and the leaders compiled and gave the names of their needy 

subjects to the party leaders, who channeled the benefits towards them. With these benefits, the 

leaders mandated their subjects to vote these parties during the general elections, however, they 

did this more during the general elections than the off-cycle elections because the ruling parties 

control the traditional institutions and other community leaders. The study further revealed that 

these community leaders ordered their subjects to go out to cast their votes on election day, thus 

explaining the increase in the turnout of voters. These findings corroborate the analysis of 

Krueger and Stone (2014) that the traditional system and citizens' perception of cultural values 

influence voters' turnout in most electoral and political processes.  

Conclusion 

Vote-buying has enveloped most of the elections in sub-Saharan African countries and has 

gradually eroded the beauty of democracy. The 2023 elections in Nigeria witnessed new 

dimensions to vote-buying. The study showed the different dimensions of vote-buying in both 

short-term and long-term. Also, the study showed that vote-buying, which increased the voters' 

turnout, was more rampant in the general elections than in the off-cycle elections. The ruling 

party institutionalized vote-buying in the respective states, and the study identified the following 

as the vote-buying strategies: distribution of financial incentives and material goods in organized 

kangaroo cooperative and thrift organizations, age-grade social competitions, untimely schedule 

of traditional idol worshiping, and remembrance parties where branded goods were distributed 

by political parties and party leaders. Traditional rulers and community leaders were coyly 

assigned stalemate political roles in order to create easier channels for vote-buying. Specifically, 

the names of the needy, less privileged, and aged persons were collected, and prospective voters 

among them were identified and targeted for care by the community leaders. Political parties 

provided pretentious social incentives, assistance, and delivery of temporary social services for 

the uplift and well-being of prospective voters prior to Election Day. The political parties 

introduced strategic incentives to parties' executives and different camouflage committees by 

paying monthly salaries and allowances. The government needs to legislate against these various 

vote-buying strategies by the political parties in order to eradicate vote-buying in Nigeria’s 

elections. There is also a need to rapidly improve on the activities of law enforcement to reduce 

this trend in Nigeria’s elections. 
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