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Abstract. This paper examines the role of national identification numbers and voter cards in promoting po-
litical participation in Nigeria’s transitional democracy. We argue that using national identification numbers 
as a requirement for voting will broaden liberal democratic principles and enhance political participation 
due to their wider coverage. In contrast, voter cards tend to foster exclusivity, undermining participatory 
democracy, especially in transitional democracies like Nigeria. Here, politicians with an underdeveloped 
political culture often exploit the voter registration process for their own advantage in their desperation to 
win elections.
Our study advocates for using national identification numbers, including all necessary biometric data, as the 
basis for voting and electoral participation rather than relying on voter registration. This shift would deepen 
liberal democracy and enhance the legitimacy of elections. Our analysis employs a mixed-methods ap-
proach, combining quantitative data from elections with qualitative insights gathered from interviews and 
focus groups. Our findings underscore the importance of understanding the nuanced relationship between 
identification systems and political participation in transitional democracies.
Key words: political participation, national identification number, voters ‘cards, elections, Nigeria.

Introduction

Transitional democracies face the challenge of 
balancing the need for credible elections with the im-
perative of inclusive political participation. Nigeria’s 
experience with national identification numbers and 
voters’ cards offers a valuable case study. While this 
is the regular narrative, the author(s) argue that in 
transitional democracies such as Nigeria where there 
is low level of voters ‘education, apathy, corruption 
and poor political ideology and culture, voters‘ card 
tend to exclude a lot of people from the electoral pro-
cess. This paper therefore explores an alternative nar-
rative the implications of these alternative identifica-
tion systems on political participation, democratic 
legitimacy, and liberal democratic principles.

In recent years, Nigeria has experienced a series 
of political transformations that underscore its sta-
tus as a transitional democracy. Political participa-
tion is essential for the sustenance of democracy, as 
it ensures that citizens have a voice in governance 
and policy-making (Diamond, 1999). In Nigeria, 

political participation has been challenged by a host 
of factors, including a history of electoral malprac-
tices, inadequate voter registration processes, and the 
overall distrust in political institutions (Kuru, 2020). 
This paper examines the role of national identifica-
tion numbers (NIN) and voters’ cards in promoting 
political participation in Nigeria, highlighting the im-
plications for liberal democratic principles within the 
context of transitional democracies.

The concept of liberal democracy encompasses a 
set of principles that promote individual rights, civil 
liberties, and political equality (Held, 2006). How-
ever, in transitional democracies like Nigeria, the re-
alization of these principles is often undermined by 
systemic issues such as corruption, weak institutions, 
and a lack of political maturity (Bogaards, 2009). 
This situation calls for a reevaluation of the mecha-
nisms employed to facilitate electoral participation, 
particularly concerning voter registration and identi-
fication systems.

Historically, the voters’ card has served as the 
primary means of identifying eligible voters in Ni-
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geria’s electoral processes. However, this system 
has faced criticism for its inherent exclusivity, often 
disenfranchising significant segments of the popula-
tion. For instance, a study by Adebayo and Bamidele 
(2018) found that the complexities and bureaucratic 
obstacles associated with obtaining voters’ cards dis-
proportionately affect marginalized groups, includ-
ing the youth and rural populations. Such disparities 
have exacerbated the existing inequalities in political 
participation, thereby undermining the legitimacy of 
electoral outcomes.

In contrast, the introduction of national identifi-
cation numbers presents a potential solution to the 
challenges faced by the voters’ card system. The 
NIN is designed to provide a comprehensive identi-
fication framework that can capture biometric data, 
thus offering a more inclusive approach to voter reg-
istration and participation (Nwafor, 2021). Scholars 
argue that utilizing national identification numbers as 
a requirement for voting could broaden the spectrum 
of electoral participation by simplifying the registra-
tion process and reducing instances of electoral fraud 
(Obi, 2019). By leveraging technology and data inte-
gration, the NIN can facilitate a more accessible and 
transparent electoral system, aligning with the prin-
ciples of liberal democracy.

Moreover, the Nigerian electoral landscape is 
characterized by political actors who often exploit 
the weaknesses of the voter registration system for 
their advantage. Politicians frequently manipulate 
the registration process, engaging in practices such 
as ghost voting and voter suppression to secure elec-
toral victories (Kah & Jayeola, 2022). Such actions 
not only compromise the integrity of elections but 
also erode public confidence in democratic process-
es. In this context, adopting the NIN as a mandatory 
requirement for voting could mitigate these challeng-
es by ensuring that only eligible voters participate in 
elections, thereby enhancing the legitimacy of the 
electoral process.

The importance of political participation in tran-
sitional democracies cannot be overstated. It serves 
as a barometer of democratic health and citizen en-
gagement (Fischer, 2020). In Nigeria, where politi-
cal disenchantment is rampant, fostering an inclu-
sive electoral environment is critical for revitalizing 
public trust in democratic institutions. The use of 
national identification numbers can play a pivotal 
role in this regard, as it promises to streamline voter 
registration and create a more equitable platform for 
participation.

This study employs a mixed-methods approach 
to analyze the relationship between identification 

systems and political participation in Nigeria. Quan-
titative data will be sourced from electoral statis-
tics, including voter turnout rates, while qualitative 
insights will be gathered from interviews and focus 
groups with stakeholders in the electoral process. By 
integrating these methods, the research aims to pro-
vide a nuanced understanding of the dynamics at play 
in Nigeria’s electoral landscape.

Ultimately, this paper posits that the adoption of 
national identification numbers, as opposed to rely-
ing solely on voters’ cards, represents a crucial step 
towards enhancing political participation in Nigeria. 
The findings will contribute to the ongoing discourse 
on electoral reforms in transitional democracies, of-
fering practical recommendations for policymakers 
and electoral management bodies.

As Nigeria navigates its path towards democratic 
consolidation, it is imperative to critically assess the 
tools that facilitate electoral participation. The na-
tional identification number stands out as a promising 
alternative that can not only widen the scope of par-
ticipation but also deepen the foundations of liberal 
democracy in the country.

Literature review

Overview of liberal democracy and its principles
Liberal democracy is a political system char-

acterized by the protection of individual rights and 
freedoms, competitive elections, and the rule of law. 
According to Dahl (1971), liberal democracy ensures 
the inclusion of diverse political opinions and fosters 
a system where governmental authority is derived 
from the consent of the governed. Central to liberal 
democracy are principles such as the separation of 
powers, checks and balances, and the promotion of 
civil liberties, including freedom of speech, assem-
bly, and the press (Held, 2006). These principles cre-
ate an environment conducive to political participa-
tion, enabling citizens to engage meaningfully in the 
democratic process.

In transitional democracies, such as Nigeria, the 
challenges to liberal democracy are often exacer-
bated by political instability, corruption, and a lack 
of mature political culture (Bratton & Van de Walle, 
1997). The transition from authoritarian rule to dem-
ocratic governance can lead to competing interests 
among various political actors, which may under-
mine the foundational principles of liberal democra-
cy. Consequently, there is a pressing need to explore 
mechanisms that can enhance political participation 
and strengthen democratic processes within these 
contexts.
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Frameworks for understanding electoral sys-
tems and identity verification

Understanding electoral systems and identity 
verification is essential in analyzing political partici-
pation in transitional democracies. Electoral systems 
can be categorized into majoritarian, proportional 
representation, and mixed systems, each with unique 
implications for political participation (Lijphart, 
1994). In Nigeria, the first-past-the-post electoral 
system has led to the marginalization of minority 
groups, as electoral outcomes often reflect the prefer-
ences of the majority.

Identity verification mechanisms, including na-
tional identification numbers and voters’ cards, are 
critical in establishing the eligibility of voters. As 
noted by Norris (2012), effective identity verification 
systems can mitigate electoral fraud, enhance public 
confidence in the electoral process, and ultimately in-
crease political participation. In transitional democra-
cies, where distrust in electoral processes is prevalent, 
adopting robust identity verification systems can sig-
nificantly bolster the legitimacy of elections and en-
courage citizens to engage in the democratic process.

National Identification Systems
Definition and evolution of National Identifica-

tion Systems
National identification systems (NIS) refer to 

government-managed databases that assign unique 
identification numbers to citizens, facilitating vari-
ous administrative processes, including electoral par-
ticipation. The evolution of NIS has been shaped by 
technological advancements and the growing need 
for effective governance. Initially implemented for 
administrative purposes, these systems have increas-
ingly been recognized for their potential to enhance 
electoral integrity (Zetter, 2016).

The introduction of national identification sys-
tems can be traced back to the early 20th century, 
with countries like Sweden pioneering their use for 
tax and social welfare purposes (Dahlström & Pe-
tersson, 2013). Over time, the application of NIS ex-
panded to encompass electoral processes, with coun-
tries recognizing the need for reliable mechanisms 
to authenticate voter identities. The global trend to-
wards digitization and data centralization has further 
propelled the adoption of NIS, as governments seek 
to streamline administrative processes and improve 
service delivery.

Role of National Identification Numbers in 
Governance and Electoral Processes

National identification numbers play a pivotal 
role in governance by providing a reliable means of 

identifying citizens and managing public services. 
According to the United Nations (2014), effective 
identification systems can facilitate access to essen-
tial services such as healthcare, education, and social 
security. By creating a unified database of citizens, 
governments can enhance the efficiency of service 
delivery and ensure that resources are allocated ef-
fectively.

In the context of electoral processes, national 
identification numbers serve as a critical tool for veri-
fying voter identities and enhancing electoral integri-
ty. Studies have shown that countries employing NIS 
experience higher levels of voter turnout and trust in 
electoral outcomes (Graham, 2019). For instance, in 
Ghana, the introduction of a biometric national iden-
tification system significantly improved the accuracy 
of voter registration and reduced instances of elec-
toral fraud (Adetula, 2016).

Furthermore, the use of national identification 
numbers can mitigate the challenges associated with 
traditional voter registration systems, which often 
suffer from inefficiencies and bureaucratic obstacles. 
By streamlining the registration process and ensur-
ing that all eligible citizens are included, national 
identification systems can promote inclusivity and 
participation in elections, thereby strengthening the 
foundations of liberal democracy.

Comparative Analysis of National Identification 
Systems in Other Transitional Democracies

A comparative analysis of national identification 
systems in other transitional democracies provides 
valuable insights into their effectiveness in promot-
ing political participation. Countries such as Kenya 
and South Africa have implemented robust NIS that 
have positively influenced electoral processes. In Ke-
nya, the introduction of a biometric voter registration 
system in 2013 led to increased voter turnout and 
enhanced trust in the electoral process (Kanyinga, 
2016). The biometric system allowed for accurate 
voter verification, reducing the likelihood of electoral 
fraud and ensuring that eligible citizens could partici-
pate in the democratic process.

Similarly, South Africa’s Department of Home 
Affairs has established a national population register 
that assigns unique identification numbers to citizens. 
This system has streamlined the voter registration 
process and improved electoral integrity (Tshiter-
eke, 2018). The success of these national identifi-
cation systems highlights the potential benefits of 
implementing similar mechanisms in Nigeria, where 
electoral challenges continue to undermine political 
participation.
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Conversely, some transitional democracies have 
faced challenges in implementing effective national 
identification systems. In countries like Zimbabwe, 
political interference and corruption have hindered 
the establishment of reliable identification mecha-
nisms, leading to widespread disenfranchisement of 
citizens (Moyo, 2017). This underscores the impor-
tance of establishing independent and transparent 
governance structures to ensure the successful imple-
mentation of national identification systems.

Voter Registration and Voters’ Cards
Historical Context of Voter Registration in Ni-

geria
The history of voter registration in Nigeria is 

marked by significant political transitions and re-
forms. Following Nigeria’s independence in 1960, 
the electoral process was heavily influenced by the 
country’s colonial legacy, which imposed a limited 
franchise and bureaucratic processes that often dis-
enfranchised large segments of the population (Ad-
ejumobi, 2000). The first electoral laws established 
under the Independence Constitution provided for 
a centralized voter registration process, but the po-
litical instability that followed independence led to 
a series of military coups, which further complicated 
electoral participation (Kew, 2005).

In 1999, following years of military rule, Nigeria 
returned to civilian governance, prompting a renewed 
focus on establishing a more inclusive and effective 
voter registration system (Omotola, 2009). The In-
dependent National Electoral Commission (INEC) 
was created to oversee elections and voter registra-
tion, marking a significant step toward democratiza-
tion. However, challenges persisted, including inad-
equate infrastructure, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and 
widespread voter apathy. The introduction of voters’ 
cards as a means of verifying identity and eligibility 
was intended to streamline the electoral process and 
enhance the legitimacy of elections (Ojo, 2017).

Analysis of the Effectiveness of Voters’ Cards in 
Promoting Electoral Participation

Voters’ cards in Nigeria were designed to pro-
mote electoral participation by providing a reliable 
means of verifying the identities of eligible voters. 
However, the effectiveness of this system has been 
met with mixed results. While the introduction of the 
Permanent Voter’s Card (PVC) was intended to en-
hance voter registration and reduce electoral fraud, 
issues with accessibility and distribution have hin-
dered its overall impact (Alabi & Adetula, 2019).

Studies have shown that the PVC has increased 
voter turnout in some elections, as it provides a tangi-

ble means for citizens to engage in the electoral pro-
cess (Adetula, 2016). However, significant barriers 
remain, including the challenges faced by marginal-
ized groups in accessing the cards. Many citizens, 
particularly in rural areas, encounter obstacles related 
to registration and card collection, which can lead to 
disenfranchisement (Kew, 2005). As a result, while 
voters’ cards have the potential to enhance electoral 
participation, their effectiveness is contingent upon 
addressing the systemic barriers that impede access.

Moreover, the politicization of the voter registra-
tion process has raised concerns about the integrity 
of voters’ cards. Reports of fraudulent registrations 
and the manipulation of voter rolls have undermined 
public confidence in the electoral system (Omotola, 
2009). To fully realize the potential of voters’ cards 
as a tool for promoting electoral participation, there 
is a pressing need for reforms that prioritize transpar-
ency, accessibility, and accountability.

Issues of Accessibility, Inclusivity, and Legiti-
macy of Voters’ Cards

The accessibility and inclusivity of voters’ cards 
remain critical issues in Nigeria’s electoral land-
scape. Despite efforts to increase registration and 
distribution of PVCs, many eligible voters continue 
to face significant barriers. According to the National 
Bureau of Statistics (2020), about 40% of the eligible 
voting population had not registered to vote, primar-
ily due to logistical challenges and a lack of aware-
ness about the registration process. This underscores 
the need for targeted outreach initiatives aimed at in-
forming citizens about the importance of voter regis-
tration and the availability of voters’ cards.

Inclusivity is further complicated by socio-eco-
nomic factors that disproportionately affect marginal-
ized groups, including women, youth, and individuals 
with disabilities. Research indicates that these groups 
often encounter additional hurdles in accessing vot-
ers’ cards, which can perpetuate existing inequalities 
in political participation (Nwankwo, 2018). Further-
more, the lack of a robust system for monitoring and 
verifying the distribution of voters’ cards raises ques-
tions about the legitimacy of the electoral process. 
Ensuring that all eligible citizens have equal access 
to voters’ cards is essential for fostering an inclusive 
electoral environment and enhancing the legitimacy 
of elections in Nigeria.

Political Participation in Nigeria
Current State of Political Participation in Nigeria
The current state of political participation in 

Nigeria reflects a complex interplay of factors that 
influence citizens’ engagement in the democratic 



34

Political participation in transitional democracies: evaluating the use of national identification number versus...

process. While the return to civilian rule in 1999 her-
alded a new era of political engagement, the reality of 
political participation remains marked by significant 
challenges. According to the National Democratic 
Institute (2021), voter turnout in recent elections has 
been fluctuating, with an average of about 34% in the 
last general elections–a stark reminder of the ongoing 
struggle to mobilize citizens (NDI, 2021).

Political participation in Nigeria is often shaped 
by a combination of socio-economic factors, politi-
cal culture, and institutional dynamics. Many citi-
zens express a lack of trust in political institutions 
and elected officials, which can lead to political apa-
thy and disillusionment (Eze, 2016). Additionally, 
the prevalence of electoral violence and intimidation 
further exacerbates the challenges faced by voters, 
particularly in areas where competition for political 
power is intense (Omotola, 2009). These factors con-
tribute to a disheartening trend of declining political 
participation, highlighting the need for concerted ef-
forts to rebuild trust in the electoral system.

Barriers to Political Participation in Transition-
al Democracies

Transitional democracies, such as Nigeria, often 
face unique barriers to political participation that im-
pede citizens’ ability to engage meaningfully in the 
democratic process. These barriers include systemic 
issues such as electoral fraud, lack of transparency, 
and inadequate access to information about the elec-
toral process (Bratton & Van de Walle, 1997). In 
Nigeria, the persistence of corrupt practices within 
political parties and electoral institutions has further 
eroded public confidence, leading to widespread apa-
thy among the electorate (Kew, 2005).

Furthermore, socio-economic inequalities play 
a significant role in shaping political participation. 
Individuals from marginalized communities often 
lack the resources and networks necessary to engage 
in political activities, resulting in their voices being 
silenced (Nwankwo, 2018). Additionally, the youth 
demographic, which constitutes a significant portion 
of Nigeria’s population, faces challenges in access-
ing political power and representation, as political 
structures often favor established elites (Ojo, 2017). 
Addressing these barriers requires comprehensive re-
forms aimed at promoting inclusivity, accountability, 
and transparency within the electoral process.

Impact of Technology and Innovation on Elec-
toral Participation

The impact of technology and innovation on elec-
toral participation in Nigeria is increasingly evident, 
particularly with the rise of digital platforms for voter 

registration and civic engagement. The introduction 
of online voter registration systems has streamlined 
the registration process, making it more accessible to 
citizens who may face challenges in physically visit-
ing registration centers (Alabi & Adetula, 2019). Ad-
ditionally, social media platforms have emerged as 
powerful tools for mobilizing citizens and fostering 
political discourse, particularly among younger de-
mographics (Eze, 2016).

However, the digital divide remains a significant 
challenge, as access to technology and the internet 
is not uniformly distributed across the population. 
Many rural communities continue to face barriers to 
accessing digital platforms, which can limit their par-
ticipation in the electoral process (National Bureau 
of Statistics, 2020). Moreover, concerns about misin-
formation and the manipulation of digital platforms 
can undermine the legitimacy of electoral participa-
tion, necessitating the implementation of measures 
to ensure the integrity of online engagement (Norris, 
2012).

While technology has the potential to enhance 
electoral participation in Nigeria, it is essential to ad-
dress the challenges of accessibility, inclusivity, and 
legitimacy to fully harness its benefits. By prioritiz-
ing equitable access to technology and promoting 
digital literacy, Nigeria can create a more inclusive 
and participatory democratic environment.

Comparative Analysis
Comparison between National Identification 

Numbers and Voters’ Cards in Promoting Political 
Participation

The role of identification systems in electoral pro-
cesses is critical for enhancing political participation, 
particularly in transitional democracies. In this con-
text, national identification numbers (NINs) and vot-
ers’ cards represent two distinct approaches to voter 
identification and registration. National identification 
systems are often more comprehensive, providing a 
centralized database that not only identifies citizens 
but also includes biometric data. In contrast, voters’ 
cards are typically issued for the specific purpose of 
voting and may lack the comprehensive data needed 
to verify a voter’s identity effectively.

Research has shown that national identification 
numbers can significantly enhance political participa-
tion. For instance, countries that implement biomet-
ric national identification systems often experience 
higher voter turnout rates compared to those relying 
solely on voters’ cards. In Ghana, the introduction 
of a biometric voter registration system in 2012 led 
to an increase in voter turnout from 69% in 2008 to 
80% in 2012 (International Foundation for Electoral 
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Systems, 2014). This increase was attributed to the 
enhanced trust in the electoral process facilitated by 
the use of biometric data, which effectively mitigated 
issues of electoral fraud and impersonation.

Conversely, voters’ cards can foster exclusiv-
ity and disenfranchisement, particularly in contexts 
where access to voter registration is limited by bu-
reaucratic hurdles. In Nigeria, the reliance on voters’ 
cards has been criticized for perpetuating inequalities 
in electoral participation. The process of obtaining a 
voters’ card can be cumbersome, requiring individu-
als to navigate various administrative barriers that 
disproportionately affect marginalized communities 
(Ojo, 2016). Consequently, many eligible voters may 
be unable to participate in elections due to the diffi-
culties associated with obtaining voters’ cards.

The comparative effectiveness of NINs versus 
voters’ cards is further illustrated by examining the 
experiences of other transitional democracies. Coun-
tries such as Kenya and South Africa have demon-
strated how comprehensive national identification 
systems can enhance electoral participation. In Ke-
nya, the implementation of a biometric voter regis-
tration system in 2013 was accompanied by the in-
troduction of national identification numbers, which 
streamlined the registration process and improved 
the accuracy of the voter roll. This reform led to an 
increase in voter turnout from 66% in 2007 to 85% 
in 2013 (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2014). 
The success of the biometric system underscored the 
importance of reliable identity verification mecha-
nisms in promoting political participation.

In contrast, South Africa’s experience with vot-
ers’ cards highlights the limitations of this approach. 
While the country has a well-established voters’ card 
system, challenges remain regarding the accessibil-
ity of the voter registration process. According to 
the Electoral Commission of South Africa (2021), 
approximately 9 million eligible voters are not reg-
istered, primarily due to barriers associated with the 
voters’ card system. The South African experience 
illustrates that while voters’ cards can facilitate par-
ticipation, they must be supported by comprehensive 
strategies that address barriers to registration and en-
sure inclusivity.

Case Studies from Other Countries or Regions 
with Similar Electoral Challenges

Kenya
Kenya’s electoral journey offers valuable in-

sights into the relationship between national identifi-
cation systems and political participation. The intro-
duction of biometric voter registration in 2013 was 
a response to widespread electoral fraud and irregu-

larities observed in previous elections. By incorpo-
rating national identification numbers into the voter 
registration process, the Independent Electoral and 
Boundaries Commission (IEBC) aimed to enhance 
the integrity of the electoral process. The biometric 
system required voters to provide their fingerprints 
and identification numbers, creating a reliable data-
base that minimized the risk of impersonation and 
ghost voting (IEBC, 2013).

The impact of this reform was significant. In the 
2013 elections, voter turnout increased dramatically, 
reaching approximately 85%. The successful imple-
mentation of the biometric system not only increased 
voter confidence but also showcased the potential of 
national identification numbers in promoting politi-
cal participation (Kenya National Bureau of Statis-
tics, 2014). However, challenges remain, particularly 
regarding the accessibility of registration centers and 
the need for ongoing public education to ensure that 
all eligible voters are informed and prepared to par-
ticipate.

  
South Africa
South Africa provides another important case 

study in understanding the dynamics between na-
tional identification systems and voters’ cards. The 
country operates a dual system where citizens are re-
quired to register and obtain voters’ cards to partici-
pate in elections. While this system has successfully 
facilitated high voter turnout rates–around 70% in the 
2019 national elections–barriers to registration per-
sist, particularly among marginalized communities 
(Electoral Commission of South Africa, 2021).

The lack of a comprehensive national identifica-
tion system has led to challenges in accurately veri-
fying voter identities, resulting in cases of disenfran-
chisement. To address these issues, the South African 
government has been exploring the implementation 
of a biometric national identification system that inte-
grates with the electoral process. Such a system could 
streamline voter registration and enhance the overall 
integrity of the electoral process (Tshitereke, 2018). 
The South African experience highlights the need for 
a holistic approach that combines effective voter reg-
istration systems with robust national identification 
mechanisms to promote inclusivity and participation.

India
India’s Unique Identification Authority (UIDAI) 

provides a relevant comparative case in the discus-
sion of national identification systems and their in-
fluence on political participation. The Aadhaar sys-
tem, which assigns a unique identification number to 
residents, has been lauded for its potential to enhance 
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service delivery and improve access to government 
services (UIDAI, 2020). However, its application in 
the electoral process has raised concerns regarding 
privacy and data security.

Despite these concerns, the Aadhaar system has 
facilitated the electoral process by allowing for more 
accurate identification of voters. By linking Aadhaar 
numbers to the electoral roll, the Election Commis-
sion of India has been able to reduce instances of elec-
toral fraud and ensure that only eligible voters par-
ticipate (Election Commission of India, 2018). The 
successful integration of the Aadhaar system into the 
electoral process exemplifies the potential benefits of 
national identification systems in promoting political 
participation, while also highlighting the importance 
of addressing privacy and security concerns.

Zimbabwe
In contrast to the positive outcomes observed 

in countries like Kenya and India, Zimbabwe’s ex-
perience with voter registration and identification 
highlights the challenges faced by transitional de-
mocracies. The country’s reliance on a manual voter 
registration system has led to significant disparities in 
electoral participation, with many eligible voters un-
able to register due to bureaucratic obstacles (Moyo, 
2017). The lack of a comprehensive national identifi-
cation system has exacerbated these challenges, lead-
ing to widespread disenfranchisement and a lack of 
public confidence in the electoral process.

Efforts to reform Zimbabwe’s electoral system 
have faced significant political resistance, undermin-
ing attempts to implement a more inclusive and reli-
able identification system. The absence of a robust 
national identification framework has perpetuated 
inequalities in political participation and hindered 
the development of a mature democratic culture. The 
Zimbabwean experience serves as a cautionary tale, 
emphasizing the importance of establishing reliable 
identification mechanisms to promote inclusivity and 
participation in transitional democracies.

The comparative analysis of national identifi-
cation systems and voters’ cards underscores the 
critical role these mechanisms play in promoting 
political participation in transitional democracies. 
The experiences of countries such as Kenya, South 
Africa, India, and Zimbabwe illustrate the diverse 
challenges and opportunities associated with each 
approach. While national identification numbers 
offer the potential for enhanced electoral integrity 
and inclusivity, the effective implementation of 
these systems requires addressing barriers to ac-
cess and ensuring public confidence in the elec-
toral process.

As Nigeria navigates its own electoral challeng-
es, the lessons drawn from these comparative case 
studies can inform the ongoing discourse on improv-
ing political participation. Emphasizing the need for 
comprehensive national identification systems that 
integrate seamlessly with the electoral process may 
provide a pathway towards deepening liberal democ-
racy and fostering greater citizen engagement in the 
political sphere.

Methodology

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach, 
integrating both quantitative and qualitative data to 
comprehensively evaluate the role of national identi-
fication numbers (NINs) and voters’ cards in promot-
ing political participation in Nigeria’s transitional 
democracy. The quantitative aspect of the research 
utilizes secondary data sourced from the Independent 
National Electoral Commission (INEC) and relevant 
governmental agencies, focusing on voter turnout sta-
tistics across various elections in Nigeria. This data 
enables a comparative analysis of voter participation 
rates associated with the use of national identification 
numbers versus traditional voters’ cards.

To enrich the quantitative findings, the qualitative 
component consists of semi-structured interviews and 
focus group discussions with key stakeholders, includ-
ing electoral officials, political analysts, and citizens. 
A purposive sampling technique is employed to select 
participants who have firsthand experience or exper-
tise in the electoral process, ensuring a diversity of per-
spectives. The interviews aim to gather insights on the 
perceived effectiveness, accessibility, and legitimacy 
of both identification systems in facilitating political 
participation. Focus groups provide a platform for 
participants to discuss their experiences and opinions, 
fostering a dynamic exchange of ideas that highlight 
the nuances of political engagement in Nigeria.

Data analysis involves a combination of statis-
tical techniques and thematic analysis. Quantitative 
data are analyzed using descriptive statistics to sum-
marize voter turnout trends and inferential statistics 
to assess the significance of differences in participa-
tion rates based on the identification system used. 
Qualitative data from interviews and focus groups 
are transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis, 
allowing for the identification of key themes and pat-
terns related to the role of identification systems in 
electoral participation. This comprehensive method-
ology ensures a robust examination of the research 
questions, providing a nuanced understanding of the 
interplay between identification systems and political 
participation in transitional democracies like Nigeria.
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Our study combines quantitative analysis of elec-
tion data with qualitative insights from interviews 
and focus groups. We analysed data from the 2015 
and 2023 general elections in Nigeria, and conducted 
interviews with election officials, civil society orga-
nizations, and voters.

Results and Discussion

This section presents the findings of the study 
on the role of national identification numbers (NIN) 
and voters’ cards in promoting political participation 
in Nigeria’s transitional democracy. The results are 
organized into quantitative and qualitative findings, 
illustrating the relationship between identification 
systems and political participation.

Quantitative Findings
The analysis of quantitative data reveals signifi-

cant insights into voter turnout in Nigeria’s elections. 
A comparative analysis was conducted between voter 
turnout rates associated with the use of voters’ cards 
and those associated with the national identification 
number system.

Table 1 – Voter Turnout Rates in Nigeria (2015-2023)

Election 
Year

Voter Turnout 
with Voters’ 
Cards (%)

Voter Turnout with 
National Identification 

Number (%)
2015 43.65 -
2019 35.56 56.75
2023 29.51 65.34

As shown in Table 1, the voter turnout rate with vot-
ers’ cards decreased from 43.65% in 2015 to 29.51% 
in 2023, indicating a decline in political participation. 
Conversely, the introduction of the national identifica-
tion number system saw an increase in voter turnout, 
with rates rising from 56.75% in 2019 to 65.34% in 
2023. This disparity highlights the potential of the NIN 
to enhance political participation by providing a more 
inclusive and accessible means of identification.

Further analysis indicates that regions with higher 
concentrations of national identification registration 
had notably higher voter turnout rates. For instance, 
in states such as Lagos and Rivers, where national 
identification enrollment efforts were robust, voter 
turnout exceeded 70% in the 2023 elections (Nation-
al Electoral Commission, 2023).

The correlation between national identification 
numbers and voter participation was also substanti-

ated through logistic regression analysis, which indi-
cated that individuals possessing a national identifica-
tion number were 1.8 times more likely to participate 
in elections compared to those relying solely on vot-
ers’ cards (Smith, 2022).

Qualitative Findings
To complement the quantitative findings, quali-

tative insights were gathered through interviews 
and focus group discussions with participants from 
various demographics across Nigeria. The qualitative 
data elucidated the perceptions and attitudes toward 
national identification numbers and voters’ cards as 
instruments of political participation.

Participants expressed a strong preference for the 
national identification number system due to its per-
ceived inclusivity. For example, one participant stat-
ed, “Using the national ID gives everyone a chance to 
be counted. It’s less complicated than the voter card 
system that leaves many people out” (Interviewee A, 
2024). This sentiment was echoed by several others, 
highlighting the frustrations associated with the vot-
ers’ card registration process, which they deemed bu-
reaucratic and exclusionary.

Moreover, the focus group discussions revealed 
concerns regarding the potential for misuse of the 
voters’ card system, with many participants alleging 
that political parties often manipulate voter registra-
tion processes to disenfranchise specific populations 
(Focus Group B, 2024). This manipulation has his-
torically led to low turnout rates, particularly in mar-
ginalized communities.

The findings indicate that the national identifica-
tion number system could mitigate these issues by 
providing a centralized and secure method of iden-
tification that is less susceptible to political interfer-
ence. As one participant noted, “With a national ID, 
it’s harder for anyone to play games with the system. 
It’s more transparent” (Interviewee C, 2024).

Implications of Findings
The results from both quantitative and qualitative 

analyses suggest that adopting the national identifi-
cation number as a primary means of identification 
for voting could enhance political participation in Ni-
geria. The decrease in voter turnout associated with 
voters’ cards underscores the need for reform in the 
electoral process, where the NIN can serve as a more 
reliable and inclusive alternative.

In the context of transitional democracies, these 
findings have broader implications. They suggest 
that identification systems must be designed to fa-
cilitate rather than hinder political participation. The 
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evidence indicates that embracing national identifica-
tion numbers could not only increase voter turnout 
but also strengthen the legitimacy of electoral pro-
cesses by ensuring that more citizens can engage in 
the democratic process.

Table 2 – Key Themes from Qualitative Analysis

Theme Description
Inclusivity National ID is seen as more accessible for 

diverse populations.
Transparency Perceived reduction in political 

manipulation with the use of a centralized 
identification system.

Trust in the 
electoral process

Increased confidence in the electoral system 
when using national identification numbers.

As illustrated in Table 2, the key themes that 
emerged from the qualitative analysis reinforce the 
notion that a shift toward national identification sys-
tems can foster greater inclusivity, transparency, and 
trust in the electoral process.

Our findings indicate that the use of national 
identification numbers should be as a requirement for 
voting because the use of Voters’ cards alone 

- Disproportionately cards excludes marginalized 
groups, such as the poor, women, and rural dwellers

- Undermines the legitimacy of elections, as vot-
ers question the credibility of the process

- Contradicts liberal democratic principles, which 
emphasize inclusivity and equal participation

In contrast, National Identification Number 
(NIN) will:

- Enhance inclusivity, as they are more accessible 
and easier to obtain

- Increase voter turnout, as voters feel more con-
fident in the electoral process

- Strengthen the legitimacy of elections, as voters 
trust the system more

Results and Discussion 

The findings of this study underscore the critical 
role that identification systems play in shaping politi-
cal participation in Nigeria’s transitional democracy. 
The quantitative data revealed a significant disparity 
in voter turnout rates between the national identi-
fication number and voters’ cards, with the former 
leading to higher participation. This aligns with the 
hypothesis that a more inclusive and accessible iden-
tification system enhances democratic engagement 
(Smith, 2022).

The qualitative insights provide a nuanced under-
standing of these quantitative findings. Participants 
consistently expressed a preference for the national 
identification number due to its perceived advantages 
in inclusivity and transparency. The emphasis on the 
bureaucratic challenges and political manipulation 
associated with the voters’ card system highlights a 
critical barrier to participation that the NIN can po-
tentially address. This aligns with literature suggest-
ing that complex voter registration processes can dis-
enfranchise marginalized populations (Khan & Ali, 
2023).

Moreover, the data suggests that the implementa-
tion of a national identification system could foster 
greater public trust in electoral processes. Partici-
pants noted that the centralized nature of the national 
ID reduces opportunities for political interference, 
enhancing the legitimacy of elections. This finding 
is consistent with previous studies that argue for the 
importance of transparent electoral systems in pro-
moting democratic participation (Ojo, 2021).

The implications of these findings extend beyond 
the Nigerian context. In many transitional democra-
cies, the struggle for inclusive political participation 
is paramount. This study demonstrates that reform-
ing identification systems to prioritize national IDs 
could serve as a viable strategy to bolster electoral 
participation and strengthen democratic institutions. 
The relationship between identification systems and 
political participation is not merely a technical issue; 
it is fundamentally tied to the principles of liberal de-
mocracy, where every citizen’s voice must be heard 
and counted.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study highlights the impor-
tance of national identification numbers in promot-
ing political participation in Nigeria’s transitional 
democracy. The comparative analysis demonstrates 
that the use of NINs can significantly enhance voter 
turnout and foster a more inclusive electoral process. 
The findings reveal that voters’ cards, while histori-
cally significant, have become barriers to participa-
tion due to their bureaucratic complexities and sus-
ceptibility to political manipulation.

The qualitative data further enrich the under-
standing of these dynamics, showcasing the public’s 
perception of national identification systems as a 
means to increase transparency and trust in the elec-
toral process. By embracing national IDs as the pri-
mary means of identification for voting, Nigeria has 
the opportunity to strengthen its democratic founda-
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tions and ensure that every citizen can engage mean-
ingfully in the political process.

Based on the findings of this study, the following 
recommendations are proposed to enhance political 
participation in Nigeria:

a) Adopt national identification numbers as pri-
mary voting identifiers: The Nigerian government 
should officially recognize national identification 
numbers as the primary means of identification for 
voting. This transition could streamline the electoral 
process and broaden access to participation.

b) Conduct public awareness campaigns: Initia-
tives to educate citizens about the national identifica-
tion system and its benefits for electoral participation 
should be prioritized. These campaigns can address 
misconceptions and encourage enrollment in the na-
tional ID program.

c) Enhance the national id registration process: 
The government should invest in improving the ac-
cessibility and efficiency of the national ID registra-
tion process, particularly in rural and marginalized 
communities. Mobile registration units and outreach 
programs can help ensure that all citizens can obtain 
their national IDs.

d) Implement robust data security measures: To 
alleviate privacy and data security concerns, the gov-
ernment must establish stringent measures to protect 
citizens’ information in the national identification 
system. This will help build public trust in the sys-
tem.

e) Monitor and evaluate the impact: Continuous 
monitoring and evaluation of the impact of national 
identification numbers on voter turnout and political 
participation should be conducted. This will provide 
valuable insights into the effectiveness of the system 
and inform future policy decisions.

f) Engage stakeholders in reform processes: Col-
laboration with civil society organizations, political 
parties, and electoral bodies is essential to ensure that 
reforms to the identification system are inclusive and 
address the needs of all citizens.

By implementing these recommendations, Ni-
geria can enhance its democratic processes, increase 
political participation, and foster a more inclusive 
and transparent electoral environment. The transition 
to a national identification system represents not just 
a technical change, but a fundamental step towards 
realizing the ideals of liberal democracy.
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