Taiwan Journal of Democracy, Volume 13, No. 1: 77-99

Political Culture and Participation in South Africa
The Role of Socio-Economic Factors
Marisa von Fintel and George Ott

Abstract
Public dissatisfaction with the ability of South Africa’s democracy to
adequately deliver socio-economic goods has been regarded as a significant
cause of increased unconventional political action. This phenomenon has
raised questions pertaining to possible changes in the underlying political
culture in the country and their implications for democracy. This essay seeks
to investigate the relationship between a range of socio-economic factors and
consequent political participation among South Africans. Employing wardlevel and individual-level survey data, this study identifies the roles played
by inadequacies in service delivery, traditional economic variables, and
perceptions of relative welfare in the types of political behavior in which
South Africans are most likely to engage. The results indicate that unfulfilled
expectations, relative deprivation, and disappointment regarding the quality
of service delivery exert a stronger influence on political behavior than
actual access to services and other more conventional economic factors.
Furthermore, there is evidence that voting and protest behavior are
complementary expressions of public political attitudes, while dissatisfaction
does not necessarily result in less electoral support for the governing African
National Congress party.
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The inheritance of a legacy of structurally and racially entrenched socioeconomic disparities characterized South Africa’s transition to democracy as
not merely a case of democratization but also as a restructuring of society
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as a whole.1 The inception of democracy in 1994 significantly raised the
expectations of the majority of South Africans and brought about widespread
optimism with regard to the country’s future trajectory. However, more than
two decades into South Africa’s democratization, optimism appears to have
dissipated as the inertia of socio-economic development clouds the initial
euphoria that accompanied the shift to democracy. Some have argued that
this mismatch between expectations and reality is reflected in the sustained
increase in direct political action since 2004,2 which has taken various forms
including, most notably, protests regarding service delivery and increased
levels of militancy associated with public demonstrations.3
Such developments have raised questions pertaining to the evaluations
of democracy in the public consciousness as well as concerns about the
sustainability and consolidation of the county’s democratic regime. In this
regard, it is important to consider the significance of socio-economic factors
in shaping public attitudes toward democracy. Given the prominence of socioeconomic concerns among South Africans and the perceived inadequacy of
their democracy to adequately deliver goods, it is pertinent to understand the
roles played by these factors in the formation of the value judgments the public
attaches to democracy, which reflects the political culture of the country.
The aim of this study is to consider the role of socio-economic factors
in influencing political culture through political participation manifested
in voting behavior and more direct political action such as participation in
strikes and protests. As has been argued by Cindy Steenekamp, participation in
elections as well as in unconventional political behavior such as strike action
can be viewed as an expression of political culture, which in the South African
context seems to be inextricably connected to views concerning the adequacy
of the government’s ability to correct the lingering socio-economic disparities
in the country.4
The study is conducted as an empirical analysis of two sets of data which
aims at uncovering the complexity of the relationship between various socioeconomic factors and political participation. First, we consider the relationship
descriptively, using census and voting data aggregated at the ward level.
Thereafter, we confirm the results using individual-level data from the World
Values Survey (WVS).
Our results confirm the relationship between socio-economic variables and
political participation, however, not in the way in which this relationship often
Raymond Suttner, “Democratic Transition and Consolidation in South Africa: The Advice of the
Experts,” Current Sociology 52, no. 5 (2004): 760.
2 Peter Alexander, “Rebellion of the Poor: South Africa’s Service Delivery Protests-A Preliminary
Analysis,” Review of African Political Economy 37, no. 123 (2010): 25-40.
3 Ndodana Nleya, “Linking Service Delivery and Protest in South Africa: An Exploration of
Evidence from Khayelitsha,” Africanus 50, no. 1 (2011): 3-13.
4 See in this volume, Cindy Steenekamp, “Democratic Political Community in South Africa:
Elusive or Not?”
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has been portrayed. First, we observe that access to basic service infrastructure
(sanitation, electricity, and water) has a limited influence on voting behavior
and, if anything, seems to indicate that individuals with low access levels
to these services are more likely to vote for the dominant party. Similarly,
we find that it is not the poorest of the poor who engage in unconventional
political behavior, but rather those at the middle of the income distribution
who have access to at least some basic services. In addition, we find that it
is subjective expectations and perceptions about the quality of the services
that have a significant influence on both voting behavior and unconventional
political action. These findings speak to the discontent and disillusionment
with the institution of democracy which exist in South Africa, and contribute
to the current debate by casting some light on the nuances in the relationship
between socio-economic factors and political culture, and the expression
thereof, through expectations of what is required to address the high levels of
poverty and inequality which remain part of the South African landscape.
The next section presents the theoretical framework of democratic
consolidation, political culture, and the role of socio-economic factors within
the South African context, before consideration of the current literature
connecting socio-economic circumstances with political behavior in the
country. Thereafter, there is discussion of the data used in the analysis and the
main results and conclusions to be drawn from them.

Democratic Consolidation, Political Culture, and the Role of SocioEconomic Factors
The literature on democratic consolidation provides a rich account of the
determinants considered essential to the sustainability of a democratic
regime.5 While there are many factors that may hamper or facilitate the process
of consolidation, the literature appears to be unanimous with regard to the
importance of the roles played by the levels of socio-economic development
and the political culture that is dominant in a given country.6 Invariably, a
democratic political culture is a necessary condition for the maintenance
of a democratic regime, as it reconciles the value structures of society with
democracy’s political disposition. In this regard, Gabriel Abraham Almond
and Sidney Verba define political culture as “the attitudes towards the political
system and its various parts and the attitudes towards the role of the self in
the system.”7 This definition is insightful as it highlights the importance of
See, for example, Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and
Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America, and Post-Communist Europe (Baltimore, MD:
John Hopkins University Press, 1996).
6 Robert Mattes, “South Africa: A Democracy without the People?” Journal of Democracy 13, no.
1 (2002): 22-36.
7 Gabriel Abraham Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1963), 13.
5
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subjective valuations as the underlying foundation of the political culture of a
given country. Moreover, this subjective character is historically conditioned
and shaped by the idiosyncrasies of the development of a given country
and influences the congruency of a political culture with a political regime.
Therefore, the longevity of any political regime is contingent on the extent to
which it is reconcilable with the prevailing political culture. More concretely,
individual political attitudes are shaped based on evaluations of personal and
national circumstances which serve as reference points to assess the suitability
of a prevailing political regime.8
Given that individual political attitudes are shaped by immediate and
national circumstances, it is necessary to evaluate the effect of prevalent social
and economic factors on the valuations of democracy. In this vein, historical
evidence points toward the significant role played by the levels of socioeconomic development in sustaining a democracy. Adam Przeworski et al.,
note that affluence, economic performance, and income inequality generate the
conditions either conducive or detrimental to the sustainability of a democratic
regime.9 These findings suggest a positive relationship between economic
prosperity and public approval of democracy. However, these factors also can
be the drivers of dissatisfaction and initiate discontinuities between a political
culture and a democratic regime.
Democratic South Africa presents an interesting case for the investigation
of the dynamics behind the determinants of democratic sustainability. More
than two decades after the inception of democracy, South African society
continues to be plagued by the social ills generated and entrenched by its
apartheid legacy. Socio-economic disparities remain largely divided along
racial lines10 and resemble a potential threat not only to the country’s young
democracy but also to social stability.
As shown by Murray Leibbrandt, Arden Finn, and Ingrid Woolard, income
inequality in South Africa has increased in the post-apartheid era.11 Although
poverty levels have decreased since the end of apartheid, poverty continues to
disproportionately affect those most vulnerable in society.12
Michael Bratton, Robert Mattes, and E. Gyimah-Boadi, Public Opinion, Democracy, and Market
Reform in Africa (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 88.
9 Adam Przeworski, Michael Alvarez, José Antonio Cheibub, and Fernando Limongi, “What
Makes Democracies Endure,” Journal of Democracy 7, no. 1 (1996): 39-55.
10 Murray Leibbrandt, Ingrid Woolard, Arden Finn, and Jonathan Argent, “Trends in South African
Income Distribution and Poverty since the Fall of Apartheid,” OECD Social, Employment
and Migration Working Papers, no. 101 (Paris: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2010), 1-93.
11 Murray Leibbrandt, Arden Finn, and Ingrid Woolard, “Describing and Decomposing PostApartheid Income Inequality in South Africa,” Development Southern Africa 29, no. 1 (2012):
26.
12 Marisa von Fintel, Asmus Zoch, and Servaas van der Berg, “The Dynamics of Child Poverty in
South Africa between 2008 and 2012,” Child Indicators Research (forthcoming), doi:10.1007/
s12187-016-9393-z.
8

80 | Taiwan Journal of Democracy, Volume 13, No. 1

The African National Congress (ANC) inherited the mammoth task
of redressing South Africa’s historical legacy and has enjoyed widespread
support since winning the country’s first democratic election in 1994. The
ANC derives its support and political legitimacy from its role as a liberation
movement, which created deep psychological attachments among the public
because the ANC was the driver of societal change. However, the tasks of
restructuring South African society and delivering socio-economic goods
have been extremely challenging. Consequently, the perceived inadequacy of
democracy to live up to its initial promise has resulted in rising discontent
among South Africans and raised concerns about the changing character of the
country’s political culture.
The change in political culture should be seen within the framework of
how individuals understand and value democracy. Robert Mattes notes that
“political culture does not develop in a vacuum, it develops against a backdrop
of economic and political trends.”13 This observation is perhaps nowhere
more significant than in South Africa, where democracy inherited particularly
troublesome political and economic legacies. Under apartheid, the majority
of South Africans were excluded from participation in the formal economy,
disparities were racially divided, and the delivery of political and economic
goods disproportionally favored white South Africans. This created a
racialized development gap and served to entrenched poverty, unemployment,
and inferior education among previously excluded groups.
The above context characterized the environment and perceptions of most
South Africans, so that the eventual shift to democracy was perceived as a
ticket to a better life for many. As a consequence, South Africans valued and
defined democracy primarily in terms of what economic goods it could deliver,
and the ANC was seen as the facilitator of this process. Given the prevalence of
this disposition in the South African collective consciousness, citizens harbor
an instrumental view of democracy-that is, they understand democracy to
mean the delivery of socio-economic goods, the alleviation of poverty, and the
improvement of living standards.14

The Nature of Political Participation and Socio-Economic Circumstances
in South Africa
It is from a utilitarian understanding of democracy that political culture is
expressed in South Africa through political participation, both in the form of
direct political action, such as strikes, and in more conventional participation
through elections.
As the socio-economic reality of contemporary South Africa continues
13
14

Mattes, “South Africa: A Democracy without the People?”
Michael Bratton and Robert Mattes, “Support for Democracy in Africa: Intrinsic or
Instrumental?” British Journal of Political Science 31, no. 3 (2001): 448.
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to catch up with the expectations for democracy to improve the lives of the
majority of South Africans, public discontent has manifested itself in the
increase of direct political action, especially over the last decade. Protests
regarding service delivery are center stage and public demonstrations have
an increasingly militant character. Biniam Bedasso and Nonso Obikili have
examined the intensity of protests from 1979 until 2012 and shown how the
level of protests decreased around the time of the democratic transition, but
have risen steadily since 2004. 15
Even though unconventional political behavior is on the rise, electoral
support for the ANC has remained robust in all elections since 1994.16
Susan Booysen refers to this phenomenon as the “dual-action repertoire” of
political behavior, in that South Africans have viewed voting in elections and
protests against the dominant ANC as complementary actions ensuring that the
ANC retains control of government, while encouraging it to implement socioeconomic change, specifically with regard to the delivery of basic services.17
Existence of the “dual-action repertoire” phenomenon finds further support
in the study by Daniel de Kadt and Evan S. Lieberman.18 They consider the
change in service delivery measures and changes in voting percentages for the
incumbent party at both the aggregate level (using census and polling data) and
individual level (using Afrobarometer data) to test electoral accountability in
South Africa. De Kadt and Lieberman find no signs of electoral accountability;
instead, they observe that improvements in service delivery are negatively
correlated with votes for the incumbent party.19 They hypothesize that this
relationship could be owed to subjective factors such as relative deprivation
(e.g., “missing out” on economic improvements in comparison to others, such
as neighbors) and disappointment with the quality of provided services. This
type of disappointment (specifically, with regard to the poor maintenance of
provided services) is also highlighted by Peter Alexander.20
Although some previous studies on the relationship between socioeconomic factors and political participation exist, their focus always has been
exclusively on a single type of political participation-be it participation in
elections or in more direct forms, such as strikes and protests. Given the
15

16
17
18

19
20

Biniam E. Bedasso and Nonso Obikili, “A Dream Deferred: The Microfoundations of Direct
Political Action in Pre- and Post-Democratisation South Africa,” Journal of Development
Studies 52, no. 1 (2016): 134.
There are indications that this trend might not persist after the 2016 local government elections,
a suggested topic for future research, as discussed in the conclusion.
Susan Booysen, “With the Ballot and the Brick: The Politics of Attaining Service Delivery,”
Progress in Development Studies 7, no. 1 (2007): 21-32.
Daniel de Kadt and Evan S. Lieberman, “Do Citizens Reward Good Service? Voters Responses
to Basic Service Provision in South Africa,” MIT Political Science Department Research Paper
No. 2015-25 (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2015), 23.
Ibid.
Alexander, “Rebellion of the Poor,” 29.
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phenomenon of dual political behavior present in South Africa, in this study,
we treat these types of political behavior as complementary rather than as
mutually exclusive. This research therefore contributes to the literature in
the field by examining the effects of socio-economic factors on both types
of political behavior. In addition, in conducting the empirical analysis, we
consider both traditional economic variables that reflect the economic wellbeing of individuals and variables that represent unfulfilled expectations or
disappointments highlighted by previous studies as important correlates to
political action. Finally, as there is a paucity of robust empirical evidence that
links dissatisfaction with service delivery to protest action,21 in the rest of the
essay, we attempt to fill this gap.

Data
In this study, we make use of both aggregated and individual-level data to
examine the main hypotheses of the study. The aggregated data are used to
provide a preliminary descriptive analysis of the associations between the
variables of interest, whereas the individual-level data are used to explore
these associations in a more robust way.
To create the aggregate dataset, we combine various data sources. First,
we make use of the 2011 South African census data, which is available at the
electoral-ward level. Wards are geographical subdivisions of municipalities
used for electoral purposes in South Africa.22 The census data contain
aggregated socio-economic data that specifically include information on
access to services, such as sanitation, water, and electricity.
Second, we match the official voting data from the local municipal elections
held on May 18, 2011.23 From these data, we construct a voter-turnout variable
per electoral ward as well as a measure to capture the proportion of the vote that
was cast in favor of the ANC. Local government elections take place between
national elections, which occur in five-year cycles (the last national election
took place in 2014, and the most recent local government elections were in
2016). Local government elections are administered as a mixed system, with
voters electing representative councilors and parties to sit in local municipal
councils, which are charged with ensuring the delivery of basic services, such
as sanitation, water, refuse removal, and electricity.
Third, we make use of the Institute for Security Studies’ dataset on protest
behavior, which captures the details of the type of protest action (defined to
21
22

23

Nleya, “Linking Service Delivery and Protest in South Africa.”
There are nine provinces, subdivided into 52 districts, which, again, are subdivided into 234
municipalities at the time of writing. Municipalities are subdivided into wards, of which there
currently are 4,277.
The voting data are publicly available on the website of the South African Independent Electoral
Commission, http://www.elections.org.za (accessed January 8, 2016).
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include both violent and peaceful protest action and gatherings)24 as well
as the geographic locations (GIS coordinates) of the protests.25 These data
are available only for the period January 2013 to December 2014, which
unfortunately does not overlap precisely with the voting and census data.
However, as socio-economic circumstances at ward level are unlikely to
change within a two-year period, and there are no reliable sources of protest
behavior during 2011, we make use of these data for descriptive purposes.
The individual data come from the sixth wave of the World Values Survey,
which were collected in South Africa during August and September 2013. The
WVS questionnaire was administered to individuals aged sixteen years and
older, and the sampling was conducted to be representative of the entire adult
population (aged sixteen and older) in South Africa.26

Descriptive Analysis at the Ward Level
As a first step, we examine the relationship among the three main variables
of interest used in the study, namely voter behavior, protest action, and socioeconomic circumstances, using the aggregated data described in the previous
section.
Figures 1-3 present the geographic distribution of the variables within
South Africa. Figure 1 maps the voter turnout per ward (calculated as the
proportion of registered voters who voted) during the 2011 local municipal
elections, with the boundaries of the electoral wards indicated on the map.
The areas with the lowest voter turnout are shaded in light gray (0 percent43.1 percent), while those in darker gray signal wards with the highest voter
turnout (67.1 percent-95.8 percent). The geographic location of each protest
from the ISS data is indicated with a black dot overlaid onto the voting data.
Clearly, most of the protest action took place in and around the main cities
The reasons for these gatherings and protests include crime, economic reasons (service delivery
failures, labor- related strikes and marches, and educational issues), corruption, and xenophobic
incidents. See Lizette Lancaster, “At the Heart of Discontent: Measuring Public Violence in
South Africa,” Institute for Security Studies (ISS) paper 292 (2016), https://www.issafrica.
org/publications/papers/at-the-heart-of-discontent-measuring-public-violence-in-south-africa
(accessed September 8, 2016).
25 Data are collected from Internet news articles. The data have been discussed in more detail
in Lancaster, “At the Heart of Discontent.” The data themselves are publicly available from
the Code for South Africa data portal, https://data.code4sa.org/Government/Protest-Data-withCensus-Data/i7j9-h2db (accessed March 3, 2016).
26 World Values Survey, 2010, Methodological Questionnaire-South Africa, http://www.
worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp (accessed September 12, 2016).
Multistaged sampling was conducted. In the first stage, stratification was conducted along
geographic lines and enumeration areas were selected in line with the demarcation of the 2001
South African population census. In the second stage, the primary sampling unit, namely the
household, was selected. Last, an individual aged sixteen or older was selected within each
household in the sample.
24
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Figure 1. Voter Turnout per Ward during 2011 Local Municipal Elections and
Geographic Locations of Protest Behavior during 2013-2014

Figure 2. ANC Vote Share per Ward during 2011 Local Municipal Elections
and Geographic Locations of Protest Behavior during 2013 and 2014
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Figure 3. Proportion of Individuals in Wards with Access
to Flush Toilet in 2011 and Locations of Protest Action in 2013 and 2014

(Johannesburg, Pretoria, and Cape Town), however, some protest action also
occurred in the former homeland areas, which were reserved for occupation
by black Africans during the apartheid regime. They are indicated on the map
with thicker boundaries.
In figure 2, the locations of protests (again, indicated with black dots) are
overlaid onto the share of the votes per ward that were in favor of the dominant
party, the ANC.27 Wards with the lowest ANC vote share have been shaded
the lightest gray (0 percent-20 percent) and wards with the highest ANC vote
share have been shaded dark gray (80 percent-98.3 percent).
There appears to be no obvious correlation between voting behavior and
protest action from the two maps, which seems to provide some corroborating
evidence for Booysen’s “dual-action repertoire” interpretation of political
behavior in South Africa (i.e., citizens make use of both protest behavior and
voting as ways to express their political needs, while simultaneously continuing
their support for the ANC).28
In figure 3, we use the proportion of individuals within each ward who have
access to flush toilets as a proxy to measure the level of household access to
27
28

Although the ANC was not the dominant party in all the wards, we take it as a proxy of
dominance, given the history of the party’s rule in South Africa.
Booysen, “With the Ballot and the Brick.”
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basic services. Flush toilets are arguably a very good proxy for access to basic
services at the ward level, especially so during the 2011 municipal elections.
At the time of these elections, access to flush toilets became highly politicized,
as images of unenclosed, substandard flush toilets were circulated in the
media and came to symbolize both the persistence of inequalities entrenched
by the apartheid regime as well as the government’s inability to rectify these
inequalities.29 These pictures were used as a political tool (primarily against
the main opposition party, the Democratic Alliance, that ruled in the Western
Cape province, where photos of unenclosed toilets in urban slums were first
circulated) to such an extent that the 2011 local government elections came to
be known as the “Toilet Elections.”30
In figure 3, wards where access to flush toilets is very low (0 percent-20
percent) are shaded in dark gray, and wards where access to flush toilets is
highest (80 percent-100 percent) are shaded in light gray. As on the previous
two maps, the geographic locations of protest action are indicated by black
dots. As in figures 1 and 2, most of the protest action is located around the large
cities, however, there are some protests in the former homelands areas, situated
in the east and northeast of the country. As with voting behavior, there does not
seem to be a clear association between the location of protest action and the
quality of service delivery. This is explored in more detail in the next section,
where the relationships among the variables of interest are addressed by way
of multivariable regression analysis.

Regression Analysis Using WVS 2013 Data
To explore the relationship between socio-economic circumstances and
political behavior in more detail, we next make use of the WVS 2013 data,
which provide an indication of the relationship between socio-economic
variables and political behavior from an individual, instead of a ward, level.
For this purpose, we make use of multivariable regression analysis to illustrate
the relationships among a selection of socio-economic variables and the
following three variables, which have been chosen as proxies of the types of
political behavior:
1. Participation in local elections;
2. Voting for the dominant political party, the ANC; and,
3.	Unconventional political behavior, which we construct
as an index from the following forms of political action
listed in the WVS:
•
Signing a petition,
29
30

Steven Robins, “The 2011 Toilet Wars in South Africa: Justice and Transition between the
Exceptional and the Everyday after Apartheid,” Development and Change 45, no. 3 (2014): 499.
Ibid., 498.
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•
Attending a community meeting,
•
Joining in boycotts,
•
Attending a peaceful/lawful demonstration,
•	Refusing to pay for services such as water,
electricity, or property rates,
•
Joining strikes,
•
Occupying buildings or factories,
•
Refusing to pay a tax or fee to the government,
•	Using force or violence for a political cause, or any
other form of protest.
We use factor analysis, after recoding the components to equal one if the
respondent previously participated in such behavior, and to equal zero if the
respondent indicated that he or she “might do,” “would never do,” or did “not
know.”31
To verify the accuracy of the index, we set out in table 1 the mean
unconventional political behavior index score for individuals who engaged
in strike action and for those who did not, as well as for individuals who
participated in a lawful demonstration and for those who did not. We chose
these two variables as the main indicators of political action, in line with
Bedasso and Obikili.32
By employing multivariable ordinary least squares (OLS) regression
analysis, we attempt to measure what factors influence South Africans to
engage in various political activities, measured as the propensity/probability
Table 1. Correlation between Unconventional Political Behavior Index
and Individual Categories of Behavior
Mean (standard deviation) of
Unconventional Political Behavior
Index Value

Sample Size

Did not engage in strike action

-0.152 (0.611)

3,246

Did not participate in lawful
demonstration

-0.164 (0.614)

3,176

Sample Description
Engaged in strike action

Participated in lawful demonstration

1.927 (1.445)

1.667 (1.401)

285
355

Source: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013). Weighted data.
31

32

We make use of principal factoring and orthogonal rotation. The eigenvalue of the first factor
is 2.79, with no other factor with an eigenvalue larger than one. We therefore retain only the
first factor, which accounts for 113 percent of the variance (with subsequent factors having a
negative weight). In addition, the uniqueness of the variance is above 64 percent for each of the
variables. We conduct a robustness check by retaining only the first two factors as well as all
factors-and this does not change the results in any substantial way.
Bedasso and Obikili, “A Dream Deferred,”130-146.
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of engaging in one of the three activities listed above. Outcome variables 1 and
2 represent conventional political action (voting behavior), whereas outcome
variable 3, as discussed, captures various forms of unconventional political
action. Collectively, they represent a range of ways in which individuals might
engage in political participation. All variables, as well as their descriptive
statistics, are described in the table in the appendix at the end of the essay.
In the regression models, the aim is to capture the essence of socioeconomic circumstances. They include both traditional measures of socioeconomic circumstances (such as income, education, and geographic area
in which the household resides), as well as variables that attempt to test two
hypotheses which emanate from the literature discussed above.
First, we hypothesize that access to basic services should have a negative
relationship on the propensity of an individual to participate in unconventional
political behavior; in other words, if an individual has access to sufficient basic
services, he or she is less likely to participate in strike action. However, based
on the findings in De Kadt and Lieberman, we hypothesize that there is no such
negative relationship between access to services and voting behavior.33
Second, we explore two additional pathways through which socioeconomic factors can influence voting behavior and unconventional political
behavior. Exploring the first pathway, we hypothesize that it is unfulfilled
expectations, rather than traditionally measured economic circumstances (such
as access to basic services, income, and so on), that influence the propensity
to vote and participate in unconventional political behavior. This finding is in
line with the findings of Bedasso and Obikili, and points toward the growing
disillusionment and disappointment with South Africa’s democratization.34
For this purpose, an index variable is created which captures the unfulfilled
expectations of individuals, in the sense that their actual income is either higher
than their expected income, conditional on their education and employment
status (“over-shooting the mark,” reflected in a positive index value), or less
than their expected income (“unfulfilled expectations,” reflected in a negative
index value). This is done by running a regression of household income
on education and employment, and then predicting the expected income,
conditional on education and employment. The difference between actual and
expected income is then calculated.
We also explore the pathway of relative deprivation and disappointment
with the quality of service delivery first suggested (but not tested) by De Kadt
and Lieberman, and hypothesize that these factors have a greater influence
on voting behavior and participation in unconventional political action than
the other variables in question.35 Again, this finding confirms the nature of
33
34
35

De Kadt and Lieberman, “Do Citizens Reward Good Service?”
Bedasso and Obikili, “A Dream Deferred.”
De Kadt and Lieberman, “Do Citizens Reward Good Service?” 27.
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political culture in South Africa, which is strongly influenced by the perception
that the ANC has failed to deliver on its promise of better socio-economic
circumstances for all. To test this hypothesis, we create a variable which we call
“self-reported deprivation of essentials,” which equals one if the respondent
reported that his or her household “often” had to go without water or electricity
over the prior twelve months, and zero if “sometimes,” “rarely,” or “never.”
We include only these two items since there is no question about sanitation in
this specific module. The idea behind this variable is that it captures something
distinct from the service delivery variable, which is based on the Living
Standards Measures (LSM) questions in which respondents were asked to
report merely on the presence of various services in their households. Whether
households were deprived of services is a more subjective question, which
we argue takes into account relative deprivation as well as quality of services.
Previous results using the Afrobarometer survey illustrate how individuals
who reported fewer incidences of disruption of water supply to their homes
were more likely to be positive about the quality of the government’s service
delivery.36
The regression results are provided in tables 1, 2, and 3. Population
weights were used with all regressions to ensure representativeness of the
results. Standard errors were clustered at the suburb level. For each dependent
variable, we specify six different models (reported in each of the columns).
In the first column, we simply correlate the level of service delivery with
the outcome variable. In column 2, we add demographic characteristics such as
employment status, race, education, age, sex, and geographic location. In the
third column, we add the income variable, and in the fourth column, the “selfreported deprivation of essentials variable.” Finally, in the fifth column, we add
the unfulfilled expectations variable; however, we exclude the employment,
education, and race variables, since these are possible pathways through which
the unfulfilled expectations variable might operate. As a check on robustness,
however, we include the race and education variables again in the last column.
There are various conclusions to be drawn from the regression output.
First, service delivery does not seem to have an influence on voting behavior
in local government elections. In voting for the ANC, the coefficient is
sometimes insignificant, and sometimes positive and significant. This is in
line with our first hypothesis discussed above.37 However, service delivery is
correlated negatively with unconventional political behavior, and is statistically
significant in most specifications. This is counterintuitive, and we therefore
explore this result further in subsequent regressions (not reported here). When
we split the service delivery variable into four categories, 0, 1, 2, 3 (depending

36
37

Ibid.
And in line with what was found in De Kadt and Lieberman, “Do Citizens Reward Good
Service?”
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Table 2. Ordinary Least Squares Regression Output-Voting in Local Elections
Dependent
variable:
Vote in local
elections
Service
delivery

(1)
0.0652*
(0.0362)

Employed
Black African
White
Colored
Matric or
higher
Age
Age squared
Female
Tribal area
Urban formal
Urban informal
HH income>
median national
income
Self-reported
deprivation of
essentials
Unfulfilled
expectations
Constant
Number of
observations
Number of
clusters
R-squared

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

0.0686
0.0523
0.0511
0.0464
0.0405
(0.0426)
(0.0432)
(0.0430)
(0.0423)
(0.0428)
0.0255
0.0366
0.0359
(0.0306)
(0.0312)
(0.0311)
0.0224
0.0012
-0.00193
-0.0467
(0.0777)
(0.0772)
(0.0775)
(0.0753)
-0.180
-0.180*
-0.180
-0.175*
(0.110)
(0.109)
(0.109)
(0.101)
-0.0716
-0.0949
-0.0970
-0.136
(0.0944)
(0.0935)
(0.0937)
(0.0904)
0.0419
0.0604*
0.0604*
-0.0104
0.0040
(0.0315)
(0.0331)
(0.0330)
(0.0363)
(0.0370)
0.0157*** 0.0153*** 0.0154*** 0.0146*** 0.0152***
(0.0049)
(0.0049)
(0.0049)
(0.0045)
(0.0046)
-0.000
-0.000
-0.000
-0.000
-0.000
(0.000)
(0.000)
(0.000)
(0.000)
(0.000)
-0.0375* -0.0382* -0.0380* -0.0372*
-0.0371*
(0.0224)
(0.0224)
(0.0225)
(0.0222)
(0.0223)
-0.0254
-0.0247
0.0061
-0.00788
-0.0281
(0.0941)
(0.0952)
(0.0962)
(0.0913)
(0.0931)
-0.0147
-0.0126 -0.0180
-0.00628
-0.0131
(0.0949)
(0.0960)
(0.0968)
(0.0921)
(0.0928)
0.0233
0.0203
0.0213
0.0393
0.0284
(0.103)
(0.104)
(0.106)
(0.101)
(0.103)
-0.0652*
(0.0349)

-0.0625*
(0.0345)

0.0751
(0.0490)

0.0703
(0.0501)

0.0337
(0.0359)
-0.113*** -0.0991***
(0.0275)
(0.0270)
0.0350
0.0797
(0.121)
(0.147)

0.513***
(0.0260)

0.0343
(0.150)

0.0887
(0.155)

0.0810
(0.155)

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

497

497

497

497

497

497

0.004

0.098

0.101

0.101

0.105

0.112

Source: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013).
Note: Results from Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. Coefficients and
standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors clustered at the suburb level. Reference
categories for categorical variables are Indian and Rural formal area.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 3. Ordinary Least Squares Regression Output-Voting for the ANC
Dependent
variable: Vote
for the ANC
Service
delivery

(1)
0.268***
(0.0335)

Employed
Black African
White
Colored
Matric or
higher
Age
Age squared
Female
Tribal area
Urban formal
Urban informal
HH income>
median national
income
Self-reported
deprivation of
essentials
Unfulfilled
expectations
Constant
Number of
observations
Number of
clusters
R-squared

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

0.0432
0.0554*
0.0553* 0.0921**
(0.0310)
(0.0316)
(0.0317)
(0.0361)
0.0312
0.0229
0.0228
(0.0253)
(0.0256)
(0.0256)
0.551*** 0.567*** 0.567***
(0.0760)
(0.0767)
(0.0768)
-0.202*** -0.202*** -0.202***
(0.0774)
(0.0776)
(0.0776)
0.0629
0.0804
0.0803
(0.0886)
(0.0896)
(0.0896)
0.0024
-0.0115
-0.0115 -0.115***
(0.0238)
(0.0246)
(0.0246)
(0.0356)
0.0008
0.0011
0.0011
-0.0016
(0.0041)
(0.0041)
(0.0041)
(0.0049)
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
(0.000)
(0.000)
(0.000)
(0.000)
-0.0038
-0.0033
-0.0033
-0.0099
(0.0198)
(0.0199)
(0.0199)
(0.0210)
0.0869
0.0849
0.0849
0.166**
(0.0751)
(0.0748)
(0.0748)
(0.0839)
0.0481
0.0493
0.0495
-0.0436
(0.0758)
(0.0757)
(0.0757)
(0.0877)
0.00323
0.0055
0.0055
0.0710
(0.0874)
(0.0874)
(0.0874)
(0.0982)
0.0489*
(0.0282)

0.0490*
(0.0283)

(6)
0.0545*
(0.0321)
0.568***
(0.0776)
-0.199**
(0.0776)
0.0826
(0.0902)
-0.0117
(0.0284)
0.0023
(0.0040)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.0066
(0.0190)
0.0846
(0.0748)
0.0507
(0.0760)
0.0072
(0.0878)

0.0918**
(0.0458)

0.0588
(0.0365)

-0.0045
(0.0201)
0.0241
(0.142)

0.0021
(0.0286)

0.524***
(0.0285)

0.0843
(0.139)

0.0435
(0.141)

0.0431
(0.142)

-0.110***
(0.0264)
0.609***
(0.128)

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

497

497

497

497

497

497

0.075

0.346

0.348

0.348

0.126

0.347

Source: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013).
Note: Results from Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. Coefficients and
standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors clustered at the suburb level. Reference
categories for categorical variables are Indian and Rural formal area.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 4. Ordinary Least Squares Regression OutputUnconventional Political Behavior Index
Dependent
variable:
(1)
Unconventional
Political
Behavior Index
Service
-0.0764
delivery
(0.0566)
Employed
Black African
White
Colored
Matric or
higher
Age
Age squared
Female
Tribal area
Urban formal
Urban informal
HH income>
median income
Self-reported
deprivation of
essentials
Unfulfilled
expectations
Constant
Number of
observations
Number of
clusters
R-squared

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

-0.216**
(0.101)
0.0929
(0.0595)
0.480***
(0.0647)
0.0723
(0.0546)
0.289***
(0.0999)
0.0697
(0.0567)
-0.0009
(0.0084)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.0742
(0.0542)
0.176
(0.130)
0.0828
(0.140)
0.273*
(0.149)

-0.174*
(0.0989)
0.0643
(0.0577)
0.534***
(0.0647)
0.0741
(0.0546)
0.349***
(0.101)
0.0222
(0.0635)
0.000
(0.0083)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.0723
(0.0540)
0.170
(0.126)
0.0871
(0.136)
0.280*
(0.144)
0.167***
(0.0633)

-0.191**
(0.0947)
0.0553
(0.0575)
0.495***
(0.0581)
0.0761
(0.0532)
0.321***
(0.101)
0.0213
(0.0612)
0.0014
(0.0083)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.0696
(0.0528)
0.178
(0.125)
0.115
(0.130)
0.293**
(0.141)
0.202***
(0.0623)

-0.166
(0.101)

-0.184*
(0.0995)

-0.0828
(0.0690)
-0.0004
(0.0078)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.0792
(0.0505)
0.216*
(0.127)
0.0354
(0.136)
0.317**
(0.144)
0.300***
(0.0892)

0.501***
(0.0651)
0.0821
(0.0551)
0.322***
(0.104)
-0.0194
(0.0690)
0.0020
(0.0077)
-0.000
(0.000)
-0.0770
(0.0502)
0.182
(0.127)
0.0954
(0.135)
0.289**
(0.143)
0.282***
(0.0866)

-0.143***
(0.0424)
-0.611*** -0.0215
(0.224)
(0.216)

-0.0797*
(0.0417)
-0.550**
(0.221)

0.438***
(0.0956)

0.0753*
(0.0386)

-0.372
(0.242)

-0.511**
(0.226)

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

1,953

497

497

497

497

497

497

0.002

0.041

0.046

0.078

0.029

Source: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013).
Note: Results from Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. Coefficients and
standard errors in parentheses. Standard errors clustered at the suburb level. Reference
categories for categorical variables are Indian and Rural formal area.
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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on the number of services to which the respondent did not have access), it
seems that for those reporting 0 and 1, the coefficient is positive, and for those
reporting 2 and 3, it is negative. This appears to indicate that it is not the
poorest of the poor who engage in unconventional political behavior, but rather
it is the middle class.
The above interpretation is confirmed by the household income variable.
In terms of household income, being above the median income in the sample is
positively correlated with a higher unconventional political behavior score. In
figures 4 and 5, we illustrate this using the weighted data. Figure 4 illustrates
how unconventional political behavior seems to have a concave relationship
with income. We also illustrate this using only data related to strike action and
lawful demonstrations, two indicators which form part of the unconventional
political behavior index. In other words, at very low levels of household
income, it appears that participation in unconventional political behavior is
low, especially participation in lawful demonstrations. Participation levels
rise with household income, however, then taper off at very high levels of
household income.
Third, the unfulfilled expectations variable appears to confirm our
hypothesis that unfulfilled expectations about anticipated income versus
actual income have an influence on both voting behavior and unconventional
political behavior.38 Regarding the voting behavior regressions, it appears that
persons with unfulfilled expectations are more likely to vote, and also more
likely to vote for the ANC. However, they also are more likely to participate
in unconventional political behavior. These findings seem to be broadly in
line with what one would expect. From the results in columns 5 and 6, it is
clear that race is a significant factor in determining the size of the coefficient
on the unfulfilled expectations variable. The omission of the race variables in
column 5 increases the size of the unfulfilled expectations coefficients
substantially in all three tables. Unfulfilled expectations are correlated with race
because of the large differences in unfulfilled expectations among the various
race groups. Evidence of this is borne out by the unconditional unfulfilled
expectations score calculated for the regression sample, which for black
African individuals has a mean of -0.243 (standard deviation 0.802), while
for the white subsample the mean is 0.814 (standard deviation 0.755), clearly
showing how in the black African subsample there are many more unfulfilled
expectations (indicated by a negative score) than for the white subsample.
Next, the self-reported deprivation of essentials variable is not statistically
significant and therefore does not seem to affect voting behavior, yet it appears
to be a strong predictor for engagement in unconventional political behavior
(a report of a higher level of deprivation is correlated with a higher score in
38

It should be borne in mind that the variable is coded so that it is negative for those with a large
number of unfulfilled expectations, and positive for those who are over-shooting the mark.
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Figure 4. Mean Unconventional Political Behavior Score by Household
Income Category

Source: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013). Weighted data.

Figure 5. Proportion of Individuals Indicating Strike Action
or Lawful Demonstration by Household Income Category

Source: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013). Weighted data.
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unconventional political behavior). This confirms our hypothesis that it is
the perception of service delivery (regarding both relative deprivation and
the quality of service delivery) that matters more than objective measures of
service delivery.

Conclusion
In this study, we consider the relationship between various socio-economic
variables and political participation in South Africa during the 2011 local
government elections. We specifically address two types of political
participation: voting behavior and participation in unconventional
political behavior. We are interested specifically in political participation
as a manifestation of the change in political culture, which in South Africa
increasingly has been influenced by disappointments with the ability of the
ANC to redress the economic injustices of the past.39 For the purpose of
analysis, we make use of both aggregated data at the electoral-ward level as
well as individual-level data from the sixth wave of the WVS, conducted in
South Africa during 2013.
We find that access to basic services does not have the expected positive
relationship with voting behavior and participation in unconventional political
behavior. However, on further exploration, it appears that this result is driven
mainly by the fact that it is not the poorest individuals who participate in
unconventional political behavior, but rather those who are in the middle of
the income distribution.
In addition, we find indications that, in line with previous research,
unfulfilled expectations are correlated with both voting behavior and
unconventional political behavior in an expected way. Individuals who have
a high predicted unfulfilled expectation score are more likely than others
to participate in unconventional political action, less likely to vote in local
government elections, and less likely to vote for the dominant ANC. Also,
we find some support for the hypothesis that perceptions about the quality of
service delivery and relative deprivation matter when it comes to participation
in unconventional political behavior, however, they do not influence voting
behavior.
The findings of the study, collectively, seem to paint a picture of a country
in which disappointments with the pace of economic progress have given rise
to a political culture in which democracy is viewed as the system through which
economic change can take place. The danger of this view is that necessary
economic change most likely will take a long time. As indicated by Steven
Robins, the most pertinent socio-economic concerns in South Africa, which
pertain inter alia to the lack of access to services, high levels of unemployment,
poverty, and inequality, are not problems of transitional justice but rather
39
40

Steenekamp, “Democratic Political Community in South Africa.”
Robins, “The 2011 Toilet Wars in South Africa,” 481.
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structural in nature.40 Such problems require complex solutions, which often
take many years before justice is achieved. Consequently, political culture in
South Africa, now driven by disappointment with the ANC regarding delivery
on its promise of socio-economic improvements for the poor, will most likely
be slow to change.
However, at the time of writing, the 2016 local government election results
had just been released and seemed to show some signs that the findings of this
study might be reversed regarding voting behavior, as the opposition party,
the Democratic Alliance, had made large inroads into areas that traditionally
had supported the ANC. Unfortunately, no individual-level data for this period
were yet available. An area for future research would be to explore whether
the 2016 local government elections were a break in the trend which has been
observed so far and whether the conclusions presented above, specifically with
respect to voting behavior, remain valid.
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Appendix. Variable Description and Descriptive Statistics for Sample Used in
Regression Analysis (weighted data)
Variable name

Vote in local
elections

Vote for ANC

Unconventional
political
behavior index

Service delivery

Employed

Black African

Description
Binary variable = 1 if respondent indicated
that she or he “always” voted in local
elections, and = 0 if respondent indicated
that he or she “usually” or “never” voted in
local elections.
Binary variable = 1 if respondent indicated
that she or he would vote for the ANC if there
were a national election tomorrow, and = 0 if
would vote for another party or did not know.
An index constructed from all the forms of
political action listed in the WVS categorized
as “unconventional,” using factor analysis
after recoding the components to be = 1 if the
respondent had participated in such behavior
previously, and = 0 if not.
A binary variable = 1 if the household
reported not having access to running water,
a flush toilet, or electricity, and = 0 if the
household reported having access to all three
services. The items are from the LSM section
in the WVS, except electricity, which we
created using “electric stove” as a proxy for
access to electricity. As a robustness check,
electricity was omitted from the service
delivery variable, which did not affect our
main results.
A binary variable = 1 if the respondent
indicated that he or she was employed at the
time of the survey, and = 0 if the respondent
indicated that he or she was not employed
(because of the nature of the question, it is not
possible to distinguish between a respondent
who was strictly unemployed, discouraged,
or not economically active).
= 1 if the race of the respondent is black
African.

Colored

= 1 if the race of the respondent is colored.

Indian

= 1 if the race of the respondent is Indian.

White

= -1 if the race of the respondent is white.

Matric or higher

Binary variable = 1 if the respondent has at
least finished grade 12 (matric) or a higher
qualification.

Age

The age of the respondent in years.
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Sample
mean
(standard
deviation)

Min.
(Max.)

0.540
(0.498)

0
(1)

0.635
(0.482)

0
(1)

0.044
(0.929)

-0.399
(5.674)

0.415
(0.493)

0
(1)

0.381
(0.486)

0
(1)

0.768
(0.422)
0.078
(0.268)
0.020
(0.138)
0.135
(0.342)

0
(1)
0
(1)
0
(1)
0
(1)

0.443
(0.497)

0
(1)

39.34
(15.89)

16
(85)

Appendix. Variable Description and Descriptive Statistics for Sample Used in
Regression Analysis (weighted data)
Variable name

Description

Female

= 1 if respondent is female.

Rural formal

= 1 if the respondent resides in a rural formal
area.

Tribal area

= 1 if the respondent resides in a tribal area.

Urban formal

= 1 if the respondent resides in an urban
formal area.

Urban informal
HH income>
median national
income

Self-reported
deprivation of
essentials

Unfulfilled
expectations

= 1 if the respondent resides in an urban
informal area.

HH income>median income = 1 if household
income is above the average or median
household income of the entire sample,
and = 0 if equal or below median. (Median
household income falls into R4000-R5000
per month bracket.)

Self-reported deprivation of essentials = 1
if the respondent reported that household
“often” had to go without water or
electricity over the prior 12 months, and
= 0 if “sometimes,” “rarely,” or “never.”
Only these two items are included because
there is no question about sanitation in this
specific module. The aim is to establish a
self-reported measure of service delivery
that reveals perceptions of quality of service
delivery/relative deprivation, as discussed in
De Kadt and Lieberman (2015).*

Index created following Bedasso and
Obikili.** It is created by running a
regression of household income on education
and employment, and then predicting the
expected income, conditional on education
and employment. The difference between
actual and expected income is then
determined. This provides an index which is
negative for individuals who are described
as having “unfulfilled expectations,” and
positive for those whose expectations are
fulfilled (where there is an “over-shooting”
of their income, conditional on whether
they are employed and how many years of
education they have attained).

Sample
mean
(standard
deviation)

Min.
(Max.)

0.057
(0.233)

0
(1)

0.525
(0.499)

0.330
(0.470)

0.530
(0.499)

0
(1)

0
(1)

0
(1)

0.083
(0.276)

0
(1)

0.504
(0.500)

0
(1)

0.181
(0.385)

0
(1)

-0.073
(0.882)

-2.81
(2.52)

Sources: World Values Survey data from South Africa Wave 6 (2013).
* De Kadt and Lieberman, “Do Citizens Reward Good Service?”
** Bedasso and Obikili, “A Dream Deferred,” 130-146.
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