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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly had a signifi-
cant adverse effect on world democracies, especially elections
scheduled in 2020. Per constitutional requirements, Ghana’s
presidential and parliamentary elections were held on 7
December 2020. Using longitudinal national election data,
we investigate the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown policy
on the number of registered voters, voter turnout and vote
shares of the incumbent and main opposition parties. We
took advantage of the partial lockdown that was imposed in
some parts of the country and employed the difference-in-
difference quasi-experimental method. The results show that
the COVID-19 lockdown had a positive effect on the number
of registered voters and a negative effect on voter turnout. In
addition, we did not find any incumbency advantage or dis-
advantage resulting from the COVID-19 lockdown but the
COVID-19 lockdown had a positive effect on the vote share of
the opposition party. These results suggest the need for other
voting methods such as early voting, increasing the number
of polling stations/voting centres, electronic voting and vote-
by-mail which involve lesser social interaction and hence may
encourage electoral participation during health pandemics.

1 INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly had a significant adverse effect on world democracies,
especially elections scheduled in 2020. To protect the general public from spreading the virus during
electioneering activities, there were calls for countries to either reschedule initially planned elections
or consider alternative voting processes and procedures. Although some countries did postpone their
elections, others, including Ghana, Tanzania, the USA and Malawi, went ahead with their elections.

Per constitutional requirements, Ghana’s general elections (presidential and parliamentary) were
held on 7 December 2020. Just like all other democracies, this is the first time in the twentieth century
that a general election was held in a pandemic situation. Ghana’s general election is usually preceded
by the registration of first-time voters and those who have lost their Voter ID Cards (VIC). However,
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Ghana’s Electoral Commission (EC) compiled an entirely new voter register for the 2020 elections,
and this exercise requires all citizens 18 years and above to register.

There were varied opinions among the citizenry as to whether the EC should cancel or postpone the
voter registration exercise, and subsequently the entire election, due to fear of exposing peopl to the
COVID-19 virus. This is because political party campaigns in most African countries including Ghana
are characterized by large rallies with person-to-person contacts and, thus, raising concerns about the
likelihood of COVID-19 cases increasing due to election-related activities (voters and election officials
are at high risk of exposure to COVID-19). Again, and more importantly, there were concerns that even
if the EC goes ahead with the voter registration and subsequently the elections, registration and voter
turnouts were going to be low because of the pandemic.

Ghana confirmed its first two cases of COVID-19 on 12 March 2022. To halt the spread of the
pandemic, the government banned all public gatherings, including churches, funerals, weddings and
other social events on 15 March 2020 when the number of confirmed cases of COVID-19 was six. In
addition, all schools, both public and private, as well as the country’s borders, were closed. Despite
these containment measures, the number of cases continued to increase; hence, on 30 March 2020, the
government imposed a partial lockdown and restrictions on the movements of persons in the Greater
Accra and Greater Kumasi metropolises of the country. These densely populated places experienced
lockdown because they were at the time the epicentres or areas with higher COVID-19 cases and
fatalities relative to other areas of the country. The imposition of the partial lockdown and the growing
number of COVID-19 cases led to the postponement of the compilation of the new voter register from
18 April 2020 to 30 June 2020.

Elections are central to multiparty democracy as it ensures that all citizens, regardless of their social
and economic resources, wield equal influence in the selection of their leaders (Cancela and Geys,
2016). An individual’s participation in an electoral process may be explained by the calculus of voting
model (Riker and Ordeshook, 1968; Downs, 1957). The model assumes that an individual considers
the net benefit of an electoral activity before deciding to participate in it or not. This net benefit is the
difference between the expected benefit of voting (satisfaction associated with the preferred candidate
times the probability of being the decisive vote plus the satisfaction of voting that is independent of
election outcomes) and the cost of voting which includes the costs associated with preparing to vote
and the action of voting (Mueller, 2003). The COVID-19 pandemic imposes an additional cost on
voters due to the high possibility of infection during voting and the cost associated with being infected
(Noury et al., 2021). This increase in the cost of voting resulting from the pandemic is likely to reduce
participation in electoral activities.

Earlier studies have found factors such as transportation cost, weather on the date of the election,
number of simultaneous ballots, day of the week, holiday period and available voting technology
and voting processes to have significant effects on electoral participation (Dubois and Lakhdar, 2007;
Fauvelle-Aymar et al., 2018; Fujiwara, 2015; Fujiwara et al., 2016; Mattila, 2003). A review of the
few studies on the COVID-19 pandemic and elections seems to suggest inconclusive results. Although
some studies show that the pandemic impacted negatively on voter turnout (Chirwa et al., 2022; Noury
et al., 2021), other studies indicated that the pandemic had a negative effect on the incumbent but a
positive effect on the opposition (Baccini et al., 2021).

In this current paper, we extend the literature on COVID-19 and electoral participation by examining
the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown policy on the number of registered voters, voter turnout and the
vote shares of the incumbent and main opposition parties in Ghana. Owing to the non-availability
of constituency-level data for COVID-19 case/death rates, we use a binary indicator of undergoing a
partial lockdown early in 2020 (months before the election) to proxy for higher COVID-19 incidence.
Thus, we use the imposition of the lockdown to measure the fear of contracting the virus instead of
the actual COVID-19 infections and deaths, because the imposition of the lockdown was based on the
number of confirmed COVID-19 cases. This is because the Greater Accra and the Greater Kumasi
Metropolitan Areas and contiguous districts of the country that experienced the lockdown had the
highest COVID-19 infections and fatality rates at that time. In fact, these two places continued to have
the highest COVID-19 infections and fatalities even after the lifting of the lockdown restriction.
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Generally, this paper is related to the literature on health shocks and electoral participation. Studies
in this area have focused on the effect of health pandemics such as Ebola (Campante et al., 2020) and
HIV (Mansour et al., 2020) and recently the COVID-19 pandemic. The emergence of the COVID-19
pandemic has led to growing literature on the pandemic and citizens’ participation in electioneering
activities. Most of these few studies are found in developed countries, particularly the United States
(Baccini et al., 2021; Hart, J., 2021; Morris and Miller, 2021; Scheller, 2021; Warshaw et al., 2020;
Yoder et al., 2020) and France (Adam-Troian et al., 2022; Giommoni and Loumeau, 2020). Morris
and Miller (2021) analysed the effect of polling station consolidation due to the COVID-19 pandemic
on voting behaviour in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. They found that the consolidation of polling stations
led to lower voter turnout with the largest effect occurring among the Black population.

Similarly, Yoder et al. (2020) studied the effect of absentee voting due to COVID-19 on Texas’s 14
July primary runoff, and their results show that though absentee voting increased it did not affect voter
turnout. Again, in the United States, Scheller (2021) finds that older voters living in counties with
higher rates of COVID-19 cases were more likely to not vote on Election Day compared to younger
voters and/or voters in counties with fewer cases of COVID-19. In France, Giommoni and Loumeau
(2020) and Noury et al. (2021) examined the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the country’s local
elections, whereas Giommoni and Loumeau (2020) found that lockdown measures led citizens to
rally around the local incumbent politicians; the results of Noury et al. (2021) showed that COVID-19
decreased participation in the French municipal elections.

Other studies have focused on the effect of the pandemic on the vote shares of incumbent candi-
dates. Hart, J. (2021) examined the effect of COVID-19 on Trump’s support in the 2020 election and
showed that the pandemic lowered Trump’s support among Democrats and marginally increased his
support among independent voters. Moreover, controlling for several other relevant factors, Clarke
et al. (2021) showed that US voters reacted very negatively to Trump’s handling of the pandemic, and
the reactions affected voting for Trump and exerted a significant impact on the election outcome. Sim-
ilarly, Warshaw et al. (2020) found that the pandemic had a substantial negative effect on Trump and
Republican candidates, as areas with higher levels of COVID-19 fatalities were less likely to support
President Trump and Republican candidates for House and Senate. Again, Shino and Smith (2021)
found that one’s COVID-19 health concerns depressed support for the sitting president in the United
States, even among Republicans. The authors report that individuals who were very concerned about
contracting COVID-19 and who were more concerned about the COVID-19 virus’s impact on public
health than the economy were less likely to support the re-election of Donald J. Trump.

However, other studies have shown evidence of support for the incumbent due to the pandemic
(Bol et al., 2021; de Vries et al., 2021). For the French local elections, Noury et al. (2021) found
that the incumbent’s vote was higher in localities with more stringent COVID-19 lockdown restric-
tions. In Brazil, Constantino et al. (2021) reported that a higher COVID-19 incidence near the time
of the election decreases voter turnout, whereas incidence farther from the election increases voter
turnout. In Africa, Famous Nwankwo (2021) found a negative association between the perceived risk
of COVID-19 and the probability of voting in Nigeria. A similar negative correlation between the
risk of contracting COVID-19 and the propensity to vote was found in Malawi (Chirwa et al., 2022;
Boniface et al., 2021).

This current study extends the growing literature on COVID-19 and elections in several ways. First,
this is the first study that uses actual national election data to assess the effect of the COVID-19
lockdown on electioneering activities in Africa. A Nigerian study by Famous Nwankwo (2021) and
a study in Malawi by Chirwa et al. (2022) are somewhat similar to the current paper. It is worth
noting, however, that both studies looked at the perceived risk of COVID-19 and the propensity to
vote (probability of voting) with pre-election survey data, whereas, in our current paper, we use actual
elections data.

In this paper, we estimate the impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on the number of registered voters,
voter turnout and the vote shares of the incumbent and main opposition political parties in Ghana using
actual election data. Second, this study is the first to assess the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on
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the number of registered voters, to the best of our knowledge. Voter registration is the first step toward
participation in voting. The effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on the number of registered voters
cannot be underestimated, especially in Africa when voter register compilation is done manually.
Most electoral disputes in the continent stem from the fact that people feel disenfranchised because
they could not register or are prevented from voting after registering. Similar to voting, people weigh
the benefits of voter registration against the cost; hence, the higher the cost, the lower the participation
rate (Ansolabehere and Konisky, 2006).

The rest of the paper is organised as follows: Section 2 looks at Ghana’s COVID-19 cases and
government measures to contain the spread of COVID-19, as well as the 2020 election calendar. In
Section 3, we present the methodology which looks at the data and estimation strategy. We then present
and discuss the results in Section 4. Section 5 concludes the study.

2 COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND NATIONAL ELECTION

2.1 COVID-19 and government measures to contain the spread

From the initial two confirmed cases of COVID-19, the number increased to six just 3 days after the
first reported cases. As of 21 September 2021, confirmed COVID-19 cases stood at 125,565, with
4296 active cases, and 120,145 recoveries, as well as 1125 deaths. As a first response, the government
imposed a ban on all public gatherings exceeding 25 people on 15 March 2020. Thus, public events
such as religious activities, funerals and weddings were banned. Moreover, all primary, secondary
and tertiary educational institutions were closed. The citizens were advised to strictly adhere to all
COVID-19 protocols such as wearing face masks and regular washing of hands. Furthermore, the
country closed all of its international borders on 22 March 2020 when the number of confirmed cases
rose to 23. However, the closure of borders did not affect the transportation of goods, supplies and
cargo (Asante and Mills, 2020).

Despite these measures, the number of cases continued to rise; hence, exactly a week after the
closure of the country’s borders, the government imposed a lockdown in some parts of the coun-
try. In particular, a 3-week partial lockdown was imposed on the Greater Accra and Greater Kumasi
Metropolitan Areas and contiguous districts of the country as these metropolises had become the ‘epi-
centres’ of the pandemic in Ghana. The 3-weeks lockdown began on 30 March 2020 and ended on 20
April 2020. During these periods, residents of the lockdown areas were required to stay at home and
were only allowed to go out for essential items such as food, drugs and water, as well as undertake
banking transactions.

In addition, all passenger travels between the restricted areas and other parts of the country were
prohibited. However, individuals involved in the production, distribution and marketing of essential
goods and services such as food, beverages, pharmaceuticals, medicine, paper and plastic packages,
were exempted from the partial lockdown. To ensure strict adherence to the lockdown restriction, per-
sonnel of the Ghana Police Service and Ghana Armed Forces were deployed to enforce the lockdown
(Asante and Mills, 2020). Although the partial lockdown was lifted on 20 April 2020, the closure
of all schools and the country’s borders, as well as the ban on all public gatherings, were extended
throughout the month of May.

The month of June 2020 saw the relaxation of some of the restrictive measures imposed earlier.
Public gatherings of a maximum of 100 persons were allowed with the mandatory wearing of face
masks and strict adherence to the COVID-19 safety protocols. In addition, all final year students in
secondary schools and universities were allowed to return to their schools so they could prepare for
their final examinations. The limit on the number of persons at public gatherings was lifted on 1 August
2020. Moreover, tourist sites were opened but beaches, pubs, cinemas and nightclubs remained closed.
The ban on international flights was lifted on 1 September 2020, though the country’s land and sea
borders were still closed at that time.
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2.2 Election calendar and COVID-19

Every citizen of Ghana of 18 years of age and above, and of sound mind, has the right to vote and is
entitled to be registered as a voter for the purposes of public elections and referenda (Ghana’s 1992
constitution, right to vote). Per Ghana’s 1992 Constitution, both presidential and parliament elections
are held every 4 years to elect a new president and members of the legislature. Hence, despite health
concerns about the COVID-19 pandemic, Ghana’s national election was held on 7 December 2020.

The EC of Ghana usually comes out with an election calendar for each election year. Per Article 45
(a) of Ghana’s 1992 Constitution, the EC is vested with the authority to compile a register of voters
and/or revise the register of voters for purposes of public elections (presidential, parliamentary, district
assembly). Each election year begins with the registration of new voters or existing voters who have
lost their VIC or the compilation of a new voters’ register. The voter registration process consists of
four stages: (1) the collection of biographic data of eligible persons; the name, age, sex and residential
address; (2) the compilation of data into a provisional register of voters; (3) the public display of
the provisional register for purposes of affording persons who successfully applied for registration
the opportunity to make sure that their names have been included and that their personal details are
correct and (4) the production of the final voters register as the official list of persons qualified to vote
in elections. At the end of registration, voters are issued VIC which must be produced by them on
Election Day.

The EC has since the beginning of multiparty democracy in 1992 used the Optical Mark Recog-
nition (OMR) process to register eligible voters. Before every election, the EC gives opportunities
to eligible voters who have not registered to do so. For the OMR process, the register of voters was
computerized, but the registration process did not include the collection of biometric details of the
prospective voter. An eligible voter was required to present him/herself at a registration centre where
the OMR scannable form was completed with personal information. The completed forms were used
to compile a computerized voters’ list for specific polling stations. These voter registers were plagued
by incidences of double registration, registration of unqualified voters (minors – under 18 years old
and non-citizens), and the retention of names of deceased voters.

As a way of finding a solution to these problems, the EC introduced the biometric voter registration
system in 2012. Thus, the EC organized a nationwide mass registration of eligible voters to compile a
new voters’ register using biometric technology, from 24 March to 5 May 2012, for the 2012 elections.
The 2012 voters’ register was updated and used for the 2016 election but in 2020, the Election Com-
mission compiled a new voters’ register. The election calendar for 2020 was adversely affected by the
pandemic. Compilation of the new voters’ register which was scheduled to begin on 18 April 2020
was postponed due to the partial lockdown that was imposed from 30 March 2020 to 20 April 2020.
The new voters’ register was compiled from 30 June to 6 August after the relaxation of some of the
COVID-19 restriction measures. The voters’ registration exercise was marked with little adherence to
physical distance and the wearing of face masks.

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, political campaigning for the 2020 election was very competitive
and intense. The campaign consisted of very few major rallies, many smaller outdoor events such as
‘health walks’, and more frequent door-to-door canvassing of votes (Agbele and Saibu, 2021). Ghana
experienced its first wave of the pandemic around late June to mid-July when the highest numbers
of cases were recorded, and it was around the time of the compilation of the new voter register, and
intensive political party campaigning started. Thus, the first wave of COVID-19 in Ghana may be
partly due to the compilation of the new voters’ register and the campaigning activities undertaken by
political aspirants.

Similar to previous elections, the polling day was 7 December 2020. Voting for a new president
and the 275 Members of Parliament occurred in 38,622 polling stations across the country. As part of
measures to halt the spread of COVID-19 during the voting process, the EC instituted some COVID-
19 safety protocol measures such as the washing of hands with soap and water, wearing of face masks,
hand sanitization and checking of voters’ temperatures; as well as the setting up of polling centres in
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TA B L E 1 Average constituency characteristics for lockdown and non-lockdown groups

Pre-COVID-19 era COVID-19 era (2020)

Non-lockdown Lockdown Diff Non-lockdown Lockdown Diff

Voter turnout 71.41 69.59 1.82 81.51 76.68 4.83**

Registered
voters

44,662 78,968 −34,306** 53,935 97,249 −43,314**

Share of voters4 107.42 111.28 −3.86 104.26 113.98 −9.72

Population
(18+)

44,600 79,335 −34,735** 54,264 96,525 −42,261**

Flashpoints 12 14 −2 31 51 −20**

Parliament
candidates

4 4 0 3 3 0

Incumbent vote
share

48.47 60.22 −11.75 48.48 58.96 −10.48**

Opposition vote
share

49.29 38.93 10.36** 50.15 43.62 6.53**

Note: All variables for the pre-COVID-19 era are for the year 2016 except the number of registered voters and share of registered voters which
are for the year 2012. Moreover, there are 275 constituencies in Ghana so the sample size for each period is 275 (constituencies). “**” means the
difference is statistically significant at 5%.
Source: Authors’ Calculation from Electoral Commission Data.

open spaces, and increasing the number of polling centres. According to a report from the Coalition
of Domestic Election Observer (CODEO, Ghana), these COVID-19 protocols were largely adhered
to1. Hence, the number of new cases of COVID-19 did not rise immediately after the election. Similar
to the rest of the world, the country experienced its second wave of COVID-19 around mid-February
and mid-March 2021.

3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Data

The data for this study come from the EC of Ghana. Specifically, we use data from the last three
elections in the country, namely 2012, 2016 and 2020. This dataset covers all 275 constituencies in
Ghana. It contains the number of registered voters per constituency, total votes cast, per constituency
voter turnouts and the number of election flashpoints/hotspots2 in each constituency. Other informa-
tion such as the estimated total voting population (persons aged 18 years and above) per constituency,
regional location of a constituency and so forth was sourced from the Ghana Statistical Service. Using
the lockdown restriction imposed in some parts of the country, the 275 constituencies were grouped
into lockdown and non-lockdown constituencies; and 51 and 224 constituencies fell into the former
and latter groups, respectively.

3.2 Descriptive statistics

According to the EC, the total numbers of registered voters in the last three elections in Ghana were
14,031,793; 15,712,505 and 17,027,941 for 2012, 2016 and 2020 election periods, respectively. The
upward trend in the number of registered voters in the last three elections is also observed among
lockdown and non-lockdown constituencies as indicated in Table 13. Overall, the average number
of registered voters in lockdown constituencies was statistically more than that of non-lockdown
constituencies in both pre-COVID-19 (2012) and COVID-19 (2020) periods. This is not surprising as
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lockdown areas are densely populated as shown by the voting population of the two groups in Table 1.
It is also evident in Table 1 that the number of registered voters in the pre-COVID-19 era (2012) was
lower than that of the COVID-19 era (2020) for both lockdown and non-lockdown areas.

Surprisingly, the average voter turnout rates in the lockdown constituencies are lower than that of
the non-lockdown constituencies in both pre-COVID-19 (2016) and COVID-19 (2020) periods. For
instance, although per constituency voter turnout in the COVID-19 election period (2020 election)
was 81.5% in the non-lockdown group, that of the lockdown group was 76.7% in the same period.
Similar to the number of registered voters, the voting population and the number of election flash-
points or hotspots for both lockdown and non-lockdown areas increased between the two periods.
However, lockdown constituencies have more flashpoints than non-lockdown constituencies for both
pre-COVID-19 and COVID-19 periods. Lastly, although the incumbent’s vote share in lockdown areas
reduced from 60.22% in 2016 to 58.96% in 2020, that of the main opposition party increased from
38.93% in 2016 to 43.62% in 2020.

3.3 Model specification and estimation technique

Theoretically, we based this study on the calculus of voting model and assume that voters are rational
individuals who consider the costs and benefits of any electoral activity before deciding whether to
participate in it or not. Moreover, we assume that a voter’s perception of the possibility of contracting
the COVID-19 virus while participating in an electoral activity is positively influenced by the lock-
down restriction. We use the geographical variation in the implementation of the COVID-19 lockdown
policy to group constituencies into lockdown (treated) and non-lockdown (control) constituencies and
hypothesized that constituencies that were affected by lockdown experienced a lower number of reg-
istered voters and turnouts in the 2020 election in comparison to constituencies that were not affected
by the lockdown.

We use the national election data to estimate the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on the number
of registered voters, voter turnout rate and the vote shares of the incumbent and opposition parties. As
indicated earlier, we use the imposition of the lockdown early in 2020 (months before the election) to
proxy for higher COVID-19 incidence throughout 2020. First, we estimate an ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression using the following equation:

Ei = 𝛿1 + 𝛿2Lockdowni + 𝛿3Di + 𝜀i (1)

where Ei is the outcome variable (number of registered voters and voter turnout rate) for constituency
i. Lockdowni is the treatment variable which is 1 if a constituency was affected by the lockdown and
0 if otherwise. Di is a vector of variables such as the voting population, number of flashpoints or
hotspots in a constituency and the number of parliamentary candidates.

Taking advantage of the panel structure of the election data, we estimate difference-in-difference
(DID) models with the following equations:

Eit = 𝛿1 + 𝛿2Timet + 𝛿3Lockdowni + 𝛿4Timet × Lockdowni + 𝛿5Dit + 𝜀it (2)

Eit = 𝛿1 + 𝛿2Timet + 𝛿3Lockdowni + 𝛿4Timet × Lockdowni + 𝛿5Dit + Cit + 𝜀it (3)

where Eit is the outcome variable (number of registered voters and voter turnout rate) for constituency
i at time t. Time is the trend dummy which is 1 for the year 2020 (COVID-19 period) and 0 for the
pre-COVID-19 period. Lockdowni is the treatment variable which is 1 if a constituency was affected
by the lockdown and 0 if otherwise. The coefficient (𝛿4) of the interaction term measures the effect
of the COVID-19 lockdown on the outcome variables. Dit is a vector of variables such as the voting
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population, number of flashpoints or hotspots in a constituency and the number of parliamentary candi-
dates. These factors are likely to affect electoral participation. Descriptive statistics on these variables
can be found in Table A1. In addition, we include constituency fixed effect Cit to control for unob-
served heterogeneity, and this gives us Equation (3). 𝜀it is the error term. Three outcome variables are
considered. These are the number of registered voters per constituency in the 20125 and 2020 election
periods; voter turnout rates per constituency in the 2016 and 2020 election periods and the vote shares
of political parties (incumbent and main opposition party) in 2016 and 2020. The number of registered
voters is given by the total number of persons aged 18 years and above who registered to vote in a
constituency, whereas voter turnout is the total number of votes cast divided by the total number of
registered voters.

Lastly, we investigate the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on vote shares of the incumbent party
(New Patriotic Party [NPP]) and the main opposition party (National Democratic Congress [NDC])
with the following equations:

Pjit = 𝛿1 + 𝛿2Timet + 𝛿3Lockdowni + 𝛿4Timet × Lockdowni + 𝛿5Dit + 𝜀it (4)

Pjit = 𝛿1 + 𝛿2Timet + 𝛿3Lockdowni + 𝛿4Timet × Lockdowni + 𝛿5Dit + Cit + 𝜀it (5)

where Pjit is the vote share of party j in constituency i at time t. The vote share of a party is measured
as the total number of valid votes obtained by the party in a constituency divided by the total number
of valid votes cast in that constituency multiple by 100. All other variables are as defined above. We,
first estimate Equations (1)–(4) with the OLS method with the 2020 data, and then we use the DID
method and, finally, we include constituency fixed effects in the latter estimation. In interpreting the
results, the parameter of interest is the coefficient of the interaction term, ‘LockTime (Interaction)’,
which measures the effects of the COVID-19 lockdown on the outcome variables (number of registered
voters, voter turnout and vote shares of the incumbent and the main opposition party).

We test the parallel trend assumption underlying the DID estimation method with pre-COVID-
19 election data (i.e. 2012 and 2016 election data), and the results could be found in Table A2. As
indicated in columns 2 and 3 of Table A2, we found a negative trend in voter turnout rate and a
positive trend in the number of registered voters between 2012 and 2016. However, the coefficient
of interaction term shows that there is no statistically significant difference in the pre-COVID-19
lockdown trends between constituencies that were affected by the lockdown and those that were not
affected. This evidence means that we could plausibly assume that the parallel trend assumption holds.

4 ESTIMATION RESULTS6

4.1 Number of registered voters

The results of the effect of COVID-19 lockdown on the number of registered voters are shown in
Table 2. Columns 1 and 3 show the results without control variables, whilst columns 2 and 4 show the
results when controls are included in the estimation (see Table A6 in the appendix for the full results).
Column 5 is similar to column 4 but it also includes constituency fixed effect. We also estimated
Equations (1)–(3) using the share of registered voters as our dependent variable, and the results are
similar to the ones found for the number of registered voters (see Table A3).

Contrary to our expectations, the result shows that the COVID-19 lockdown had a positive effect
on the number of registered voters for the 2020 election. Thus, the number of registered voters in con-
stituencies that were affected by the lockdown was statistically more than those in the non-lockdown
constituencies. The same positive effect is obtained even after controlling for confounding factors such
as voting population, number of flashpoints, number of parliamentary candidates and constituency
fixed effect. Focusing on the DID results, overall, the number of registered voters in lockdown
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TA B L E 2 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on number of registered voters (2012 and 2020)

OLS DID Fixed effect

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Lockdown 43,314*** 21,660*** 34,306*** 17,567***

(4964) (5188) (3626) (3635)

LockTime (interaction) 9008** 10,307** 9192**

(4146) (4132) (4144)

Time 9273*** 11,322*** 10,165***

(926.0) (1457) (1354)

Constant 53,936*** 24,496*** 51,025*** 43,757*** 42,655***

(1561) (3867) (531.7) (3376) (3514)

Observations 275 275 550 550 550

R2 0.304 0.547 0.300 0.314 0.324

Controls No Yes No No Yes

Constituency fixed effect No No No No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviations: OLS, ordinary least squares; DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.

constituencies was about 9000 more than that of non-lockdown constituencies. This increased to about
10,300 when we included control variables.

This result may be driven by the fact that the voter registration exercise served as a form of social
gathering for persons whose movements were restricted due to the imposition of the COVID-19
lockdown. Thus, with the removal of the lockdown restrictions, people in the lockdown areas were
naturally eager to go out and interact as they had been camped at homes for long periods. It was
observed that large crowds gathered at the various registration centres during the early days of the
voter registration exercise in the lockdown constituencies. Moreover, most Ghanaians use VIC as
forms of identification for banking, insurance and other transactions. This is because, until recently7

the country did not have a national ID card, and thus, passports, driving licenses and VIC were gen-
erally accepted forms of identification for these transactions nationwide. Because of the cumbersome
and/or bureaucratic processes involved in acquiring passports and driving licenses, most Ghanaians,
especially the uneducated and/or those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, opt for VIC which
are relatively easy and cheaper to acquire (free because there is no charges/money involved). Con-
sequently, there was a huge incentive to go out and register and have access to VIC. Hence, despite
the high risk of contracting the COVID-19 virus, most people participated in voter registration as the
benefits of using a Voter ID not just for voting but for other important transactions outweigh the costs
of being infected with COVID-19.

4.2 Voter turnout

Table 3 presents the results of the effect of COVID-19 lockdown on voter turnout in Ghana. Columns 1
and 2 show the OLS results without and with covariates respectively. For the Difference-in-Difference
results, columns 3 and 4 show the results without and with covariates; whilst column 5 shows this
result with both covariates and constituency fixed effect (see Table A6 in the appendix for the full
result).
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TA B L E 3 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on voter turnout (2016 and 2020)

OLS DID Fixed effect

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Lockdown −4.826*** −4.179** −1.822*** −1.28***

(1.203) (1.515) (0.425) (0.864)

LockTime (Interaction) −3.004** −3.60** −4.017**

(0.089) (0.160) (1.650)

Time 10.09*** 9.465*** 8.661***

(0.689) (0.189) (1.011)

Constant 81.51*** 82.13*** 71.08*** 72.94*** 60.12***

(0.472) (0.673) (0.182) (1.152) (1.320)

Observations 275 275 550 550 550

R2 0.034 0.044 0.479 0.482 0.482

Controls No Yes No Yes Yes

Constituency fixed
effect

No No No No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviations: OLS, ordinary least squares; DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.

Though the OLS estimates were bigger than the DID estimates, overall, we observed a significant
drop in voter turnout rates. Relative to the 2016 election, the voter turnout rate in the 2020 election
was 3 percentage points lower for constituencies that were affected by the COVID-19 lockdown. The
average drop in voter turnout increased to about 3.6 percentage points when we included control
variables in the estimations. The perceived risk of becoming infected while voting caused a reduction
in voter turnout. There was a gradual increase in COVID-19 cases around the time the voter registration
exercise went on, and when intensive political party campaigning started. Hence, coupled with the fact
that many people were just interested in acquiring voter IDs for reasons other than voting as explained
earlier, a reduction in voter turnout may be explained by the perceived risk of becoming infected while
voting because of the higher reported COVID-19 cases in the lockdown constituencies relative to the
non-lockdown constituencies. This result is in-line with our expectations and the calculus of voting
theory. Similar results have been found in France (Leromain and Vannoorenberghe, 2021; Noury et al.,
2021) and the USA (Morris and Miller, 2021).

4.3 Vote shares of the incumbent and the main opposition party

COVID-19 is likely to have different effects on the vote shares of different political parties, particularly
the incumbent. The incumbent may benefit from the pandemic if the ‘rally around the flag hypothesis’
holds (Giommoni and Loumeau, 2020). Thus, the imposition of the lockdown and other COVID-19
measures may increase voters’ trust in the incumbent because these measures improve their welfare.
On the other hand, the pandemic may cause a drop in the incumbent’s vote share if voters are not
in favour of the latter’s COVID-19 measures. Similarly, opposition parties may gain or lose votes
depending on how they respond to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 4 shows the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on the vote shares of the incumbent, the
NPP and the main opposition party, the NDC. We found no evidence of incumbency advantage or
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TA B L E 4 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on parties’ vote shares (2016 and 2020)

Incumbent Opposition

Variables DID Fixed effect DID Fixed Effect

Lockdown 11.74*** 9.511*** −10.36*** −10.55**

(0.0931) (0.667) (0.015) (0.241)

LockTime (interaction) −0.2641 −0.703 −1.276 3.825*** 3.497*** 3.315***

−0.9131 (0.851) −1.069 (0.0082) (1.251) (0.612)

Time 0.0092*** −0.903 −0.125 0.864*** 1.127 −0.409

(0.0004) (0.965) (1.051) (0.0108) (0.804) (1.005)

Constant 50.65*** 41.97*** 41.97*** 47.37*** 46.33*** 47.11***

(0.0751) (1.116) (8.717) (0.241) (3.197) (9.351)

Observations 550 550 550 550 550 550

R2 0.21 0.221 0.214 0.21 0.221 0.214

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Constituency fixed effect No No Yes No No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviation: DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.

disadvantage due to the COVID-19 lockdown8. However, the results show that the main opposition
party benefited from the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, the opposition party’s vote share increased
by about 3.8 percentagepoints due to the lockdown. This increase in the vote share of the opposition
party was reduced to 3.5 percentage points when we controlled for confounding factors that are likely
to affect its vote share (see Table A7 in the appendix for the full result). A plausible explanation for
this result could be the fact that the main opposition party constituted a COVID-19 technical team9,
who were seen providing various suggestions to the government on how to halt the spread of the
coronavirus in the country. Our results contradict findings in France when there was an increase in the
incumbent’s vote share (Giommoni and Loumeau, 2020) and in the USA where the pandemic led to a
drop in the incumbent’s vote share (Baccini et al., 2021).

4.4 Robustness of the results

To assess the robustness of these results, we conducted two main sensitivity analyses. First, we
excluded constituencies in the Accra Metropolitan Assembly (AMA) and Kumasi Metropolitan
Assembly (KMA) areas from our observations, and the estimation results are shown in Table A4.
The AMA and KMA constitute about 40% of the areas that were affected by the lockdown, hence,
to ensure that our results are not driven by these metropolises we excluded them. From Table A4,
the COVID-19 lockdown had a negative and a positive effects on voter turnout and the number of
registered voters in the 2020 election, respectively. The addition of covariates and constituency fixed
effects did not change these results.

Second, we use a propensity score matching combined with a DID method to evaluate the effect
of the COVID-19 lockdown on the number of registered voters and voter turnout. This technique
is done in two stages. The first stage involves using a propensity score matching method (specif-
ically, we used a biweight kernel propensity score matching) to find a subset of non-lockdown
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constituencies whose propensity scores are similar to those of the lockdown constituencies. In the
second stage, a DID estimation is performed on these ‘matched constituencies’ to determine the
impact of the COVID-19 lockdown. The imposition of the region of common support for the propen-
sity score matching reduced the sample size marginally. The results obtained from the matching
combined with DID are similar to the main results as indicated in Table A5. The COVID-19 lock-
down had a negative effect on voter turnout and a positive effect on the number of registered
voters.

5 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly had a significant adverse effect on world democracies,
especially elections scheduled in 2020. Per constitutional requirements, Ghana’s general elections
(presidential and parliamentary) were held on 7 December 2020. Just like all other democracies, this
was the first time in the twentieth century that a general election has been held in a pandemic situation.
We provide evidence of the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown policy on national elections using Ghana
as a case study. We took advantage of the partial lockdown policy that was implemented in the Greater
Accra and Greater Kumasi Metropolises of Ghana to divide the 275 constituencies in the country
into treated (lockdown) and control (non-lockdown) groups. We applied the DD estimation method to
estimate the effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on the number of registered voters, voter turnout and
the vote shares of the incumbent and the main opposition party.

Our results show that the COVID-19 lockdown policy had a positive effect on the number of reg-
istered voters. Thus, the number of registered voters in the lockdown constituencies was statistically
more than those in the non-lockdown areas. Similar to studies in the United States and France, we
find evidence of a drop in voter turnout due to the pandemic’s lockdown. Thus, the 2020 national
election witnessed a reduction in turnout rates of between 3 and 4 percentage points because of the
COVID-19 lockdown. In terms of the vote shares of political parties, the results show that the COVID-
19 lockdown had no effect on the incumbent’s vote share; but it increased the vote share of the main
opposition party by about 3 percentage points. Thus, our results suggest no incumbency advantage or
disadvantage in the election because of the COVID-19 lockdown.

These results have important implications for the management of national elections during pan-
demics. The results suggest that there is a need for the implementation of other voting methods that do
involve lesser social interactions. These voting methods include early voting, increasing the number
of polling stations/voting centres, electronic voting and vote-by-mail. These voting methods are very
important, especially in Africa where voting is mostly in person. For health pandemics like COVID-19
where social distancing and isolation are critical to contain their spread, the use of these methods will
reduce the fear of the possibility of being infected and, thus, encourage more people to vote. In addi-
tion, these results suggest that responses by political parties to health pandemics such as COVID-19
are very important not only for the economic welfare of the citizens but also for the electoral fortune
of these parties as the main opposition party’s vote share increased due to the COVID-19 lockdown.
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A P P E N D I X

TA B L E A 1 Descriptive statistics

2020 Obs. Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Voter turnout 275 79.89 7.57 28.50 92.00

Registered voters 275 61,969 30,609 17,573 173,619

Share of registered voters 275 106.06 36.40 41.43 286.93

Voting population 275 62,102 33,039 13,498 231,371

Flashpoints 275 35 29 0 161

Parliamentary candidates 275 3 1 2 6

2016 Obs. Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Voter turnout 275 71.08 6.56 29.63 85.96

Registered voters 275 57,327 25,926 13,753 141,698

Share of registered voters 275 109.93 53.87 26.66 821.15

Voting population 275 56,463 30,039 12,272 210,362

Flashpoints 275 12 23 0 81

Parliamentary candidates 275 4 1 2 7

2012 Obs. Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Voter turnout 275 80.35 4.86 64.1734 98.11

Registered voters 275 51,025 23,702 12,082 126,659

Share of registered voters 275 108.14 53.95 24.41 806.54

Flashpoints 275 10 13 0 5

Voting population 275 51,042 27,155 11,094 190,167

Parliamentary candidates 275 4.77 1.38 2 9
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Parallel trend assumption results

TA B L E A 2 Effect of COVID-19 on registered voters and voter turnout (2012 and 2016)

Voter Turnout Registration

(1) (2) (1) (2)

Lockdown 0.351 1.508* 0.0386 0.228***

(0.613) (0.817) (0.0715) (0.616)

LockTime (interaction) −2.173 −2.091 −0.00612 0.101

(1.368) (1.390) (0.101) (0.0863)

Time −8.933*** −8.800*** 0.0191 0.0980*

(0.403) (0.290) (0.0531) (0.0571)

Constant 80.35*** 81.96*** 1.074*** 1.043***

(0.121) (1.011) (0.0375) (0.101)

Observations 550 550 550 550

R2 0.393 0.404 0.341 0.578

Controls No Yes No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.

Using share of registered voters

TA B L E A 3 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on share of registered voters

OLS DID Fixed Effect

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Lockdown 0.0972*** 0.306*** 0.0386*** −0.00794

(0.0052) (0.0679) (0.0071) (0.0169)

LockTime (interaction) 0.0587*** 0.0851*** 0.062***

(0.0041) (0.0006) (0.0055)

Time 0.0316*** 0.0143*** −0.0316***

(0.0006) (0.0020 (0.0007)

Constant 1.043*** 1.287*** 1.074*** 0.883*** 1.081***

(0.0020) (0.0439) (0.0005) (0.0329) (0.0031)

Observations 275 275 550 550 550

R2 0.304 0.547 0.300 0.314 0.324

Controls No Yes No Yes Yes

Constituency fixed effect No No No No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviations: OLS, ordinary least squares; DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.
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Exclusion of Accra Metropolitan Assembly and Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly

TA B L E A 4 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on registered voters and voter turnout

Voter turnout Registered voters

DID FE DID FE

Lockdown −2.355*** −1.64*** 35,611*** 17,525

(0.0071) (0.028) (4.47e − 10) (3381)

LockTime (interaction) −3.157*** −3.944** −4.232** 12,534*** 8355*** 10,303***

(0.0031) (1.581) (1.877) (3158) (1465) (2546)

Time 10.09*** 9.159*** 8.602*** 9273*** 7141*** 7556***

(0.0996) (1.019) (1.369) (0.0001) (2140) (3071)

Constant 71.04*** 74.25*** 60.58*** 44,662*** 7443*** 28,885***

(0.313) (2.334) (6.909) (7.11e − 11) (2653) (19,310)

Observations 532 532 532 532 532 532

R2 0.474 0.478 0.478 0.344 0.606 0.348

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Constituency fixed effect No No Yes Nn No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviation: DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.
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Matching with difference-in-difference

TA B L E A 5 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on registered voters and voter turnout

Voter turnout Registered voters

DID FE DID FE

Lockdown −2.355*** −1.64*** 31,519*** 16,553***

−0.0071 −0.028 (4142) (3956)

LockTime (interaction) −3.16*** −3.944** −4.232** 11,859*** 9798*** 9926***

(0.0031) (1.581) (1.877) (6164) (5556) (4098)

Time 10.09*** 9.159*** 8.602*** 9273*** 7319*** 6292***

(0.0996) (1.019) (1.369) (1986) (1962) (2224)

Constant 71.04*** 74.25*** 60.58*** 44,662*** 3955 17,708

(0.313) (2.334) (6.909) (1227) (3374) (13,830)

Observations 530 530 530 526 526 526

R2 0.474 0.478 0.478 0.294 0.588 0.351

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Constituency fixed effect No No Yes No No Yes

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviation: DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.
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Full results

TA B L E A 6 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on registered voters and voter turnout

Number of registered voters Voter turnout

Variables OLS DID FE OLS DID FE

Lockdown 21,660*** 17,567*** −4.179** −1.28***

(5,188) (3,635) (1.515) (0.864)

LockTime (interaction) 10,307** 9192** −3.60** −4.017**

(4132) (4144) (0.160) (1.650)

Time 11,322*** 10,165*** 9.465*** 8.661***

(1457) (1354) (0.189) (1.011)

Voting population 0.40185 0.2665 0.0003 −4.16e − 05 0.000205

(0.1780) (0.3535) (0.0053) (2.23e − 05) (0.00019)

Flashpoints 254.5*** 243.9 64.24* 0.0235 0.0431* 0.0125

(71.57) (47.02) (5.128) (0.0177) (0.00409) (0.0124)

No. parliamentarians 254.5*** 5789* 1589** 0.077*** 0.107 −0.191

(71.57) (767.7) (50.42) (0.0038) (0.932) (0.490)

Constant 24,496*** 43,757*** 42,655*** 82.13*** 72.94*** 60.12***

(3867) (3376) (3514) (0.673) (1.152) (1.320)

Observations 275 550 550 275 550 550

R2 0.581 0.374 0.39 0.044 0.482 0.482

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviations: OLS, ordinary least squares; DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.
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TA B L E A 7 Effect of the COVID-19 lockdown on political parties’ vote share

Incumbent Opposition

Variables DID FE DID FE

Lockdown 9.511*** −10.55**

(0.667) (0.241)

LockTime (interaction) −0.703 −1.276 3.497*** 3.315***

(0.851) (1.069) (1.251) (0.612)

Time −0.903 −0.125 1.127 −0.409

(0.965) (1.051) (0.804) (1.005)

Voting population 7.04e − 05 0.0160 −4.92e − 05* 5.62e − 05

(1.62e − 05) (0.0333) (7.68e − 06) (0.000152)

Flashpoints −0.0443 −0.0330 0.0300 0.0168*

(0.0433) (0.0110) (0.0647) (0.00141)

No. parliamentarians −1.586** 0.0158 0.825 −0.749

(0.0515) (0.535) (0.533) (0.305)

Constant 41.97*** 41.97*** 46.33*** 47.11***

(1.116) (8.717) (3.197) (9.351)

Observations 550 550 550 550

R2 0.221 0.214 0.221 0.214

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the treatment level in parentheses. Covariates include the number of flashpoints within a constituency,
number of parliamentary candidates and voting population (number of persons aged 18 years and above).
Abbreviation: DID; difference-in-difference.
***p < 0.01.
**p < 0.05.
*p < 0.1.
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