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Abstract 
Democratic progress across Africa continues to develop alongside the expanding presence of digital 
technologies. These emerging technologies create new possibilities for political engagement and 
governance transparency yet expose democratic systems to substantial cybersecurity risks. Both state 
and non-state actors exploit weaknesses in Africa's digital infrastructure to conduct cyberattacks and 
misinformation campaigns which disrupt elections and enable digital surveillance across the continent. 
This study analyzes how cybersecurity concerns affect democratic governance in Africa by 
investigating their effects on political stability and the integrity of elections as well as public confidence 
in institutions. The study identifies key cybersecurity governance challenges through literature review 
which points to inadequate legal structures together with inconsistent regional cybersecurity policies 
and insufficient investment in cyber infrastructure. Through examining international frameworks such 
as the African Union’s Malabo Convention and the Budapest Convention along with national 
cybersecurity strategies the paper evaluates Africa’s cyber resilience. This analysis reveals how digital 
sovereignty influences cybersecurity policy formation and explores conflicts between state digital space 
control and global cooperation efforts. This research examines how artificial intelligence (AI), 
blockchain technology, and big data analytics can serve as effective instruments to enhance democratic 
systems while addressing cyber security threats. Africa has advanced in cybersecurity legislation and 
governance yet faces major shortfalls in policy execution along with cybersecurity education and 
regional collaboration. The paper proposes strategic pathways to improve cybersecurity governance and 
democratic resilience while promoting international collaboration for securing Africa’s digital future. 
 
Keywords: Cybersecurity, Democracy in Africa, Cyber threats, Cyber governance, Election 
security 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Cybersecurity is how we protect digital systems and networks from threats like hacking and 
espionage (Singer & Friedman, 2014). This protection includes things like encryption, 
firewalls, and ways to respond to attacks. Protecting these systems is now key to national 
security, economic stability, and good governance (Dunn-Cavelty, 2018). Democracy is a 
system where power belongs to the people, either directly or through elected representatives 
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(Dahl, 1989). It relies on fair elections, legal governance, citizen involvement, and protecting 
basic rights. Africa's move toward democracy has been driven by the fight against colonialism, 
leading to democratic changes in recent times (Hyden, 2013). Digital technologies are 
increasingly used in political participation and managing elections. Social media helps people 
get involved in politics, and the data generated is used to predict election results. Digital tools 
also manage voter registration and results in real-time. However, misinformation, election 
fraud, and cyberattacks threaten these systems, making cybersecurity essential for democratic 
stability (Nkongolo, 2023). 
 
Cybersecurity Adoption in Africa 
Africa started adopting cybersecurity later than other regions, alongside its growing use of 
digital tech. It joined the digital revolution later due to poor infrastructure. Mobile technology 
and better internet access in the early 2000s sped up digital transformation (World Bank, 
2019). Initial cybersecurity efforts focused on economic needs and national security; such as 
preventing financial related cybercrimes and protecting government networks and critical 
national infrastructure (Ifeanyi-Ajufo, 2023, Cybercrimes Act, 2015). The Arab Spring 
uprisings from 2010-2012 showed governments the political importance of cybersecurity 
(Howard & Hussain, 2013). Consequently, the African Union created the Malabo Convention 
in 2014 to fight cybercrime and improve data protection (African Union, 2014). However, 
many countries have been slow to adopt it (Tahiru, 2018). As the world transit traditional 
cybersecurity methodologies to AI-based methodologies, (Olaopa, Bada, Aladenusi, & 
Akinboade, 2023) argued that the adoption of AI for cybersecurity in Africa is promising but 
challenged by limited infrastructure, data availability, and policy alignment. With strategic 
investment, capacity building, and stakeholder collaboration, AI can significantly enhance 
cyber defense capabilities across the continent, ensuring resilience in an increasingly digital 
and interconnected African economy. 
 
The Evolution of Democracy in Africa 
Democracy in Africa has developed through stages, from traditional governance to colonial 
rule, independence movements, and political transitions. Traditional systems often involved 
community consensus (Wiredu, 1996). Colonial rule replaced these with authoritarian 
systems, which continued in many countries after independence (Ake, 2000). After 
independence, African nations experienced both democratic attempts and military 
dictatorships (Hyden, 2013). The late 20th century saw more multiparty elections and 
democratic reforms (Huntington, 1991). Some countries like Ghana and South Africa became 
democratic examples, while others faced issues like authoritarianism (Cheeseman, 2018). Civil 
society, international pressure, and digital engagement continue to drive Africa's democratic 
progress. 
 
Cybersecurity and Democratic Governance in Africa 
Cybersecurity is increasingly important in African democracies as digital tech expands in 
governance. It protects elections and digital political spaces from cyber threats (Buckland, 
Schreier & Winkler, 2015). Cybersecurity plays a key role in: 

▪ Cybersecurity in Elections: Election security is essential due to cyber interference. 
Kenya's 2017 elections faced hacking allegations (Hyiamang, 2022). Nigeria's also 
through the Ministry of Communication and Digital Economy reported over 12 
million cyberattacks on INEC severs during the 2023 presidential election (Sibe and 
Kaunert, 2023). 

▪ Misinformation and Disinformation: Cyber tools spread false information and 
manipulate public opinion (Nkongolo, 2023). AI-driven bots worsen this. 
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▪ Digital Repression and Internet Shutdowns: Some governments shut down the 
internet during elections (Africa Center for Strategic Studies, 2023), which restricts 
information access. 

▪ International and Regional Cybersecurity Frameworks: Regional structures are 
developing slowly. The Malabo Convention provides a legal base, but many countries 
haven't fully adopted it (Tahiru, 2018). International partnerships help develop 
cybersecurity (Solar, 2020). 

 
Previous researches studied cybersecurity in Africa (PT Security, 2023), however, few of the 
studies analyzed its role in strengthening democracy. This paper reviews cyber threats, 
analyzes cybersecurity governance, and identifies ways to improve Africa’s cyber resilience. 
It shows how cybersecurity affects elections and offers guidance to strengthen democracy on 
the continent.  The article achieved its objectives through a qualitative methodology by 
performing a systematic review of academic research as well as policy reports and 
cybersecurity frameworks concerning Africa. Consequently, the research reviewed: 

▪ The research examines peer-reviewed academic material including journal articles, 
books, and conference papers that discuss cybersecurity and democratic governance. 

▪ Policy reports consist of documents from the African Union and United Nations 
together with international organizations that include the Budapest Convention on 
Cybercrime and the Malabo Convention on Cybersecurity and Data Protection. 

▪ The case studies highlight actual cyber incidents that affected African elections 
including the cyberattacks on Kenya's 2017 elections and threats to Nigeria's electoral 
body INEC. 

 
To gained insights from the reviews carried out,  

i. The authors used thematic analysis to organize cybersecurity challenges and 
governance frameworks into main categories. 

ii. The cybersecurity threats faced by democratic institutions, which include hacking 
activities and the spread of misinformation along with digital repression tactics. 

iii. The evaluation of national and regional cybersecurity policy responses. 
iv. Investigation of the influence emerging technologies on governance security through 

blockchain applications and AI systems along with big data capabilities. Comparative 
analysis of Africa’s cybersecurity posture with respect to the democratic process with 
global best practices. 

 
CYBERSECURITY THREATS TO DEMOCRACY 
 
Cyber Threats to Democracy in Africa 
The rise of cyber threats through hacking activities alongside disinformation campaigns and 
electoral interference has become a significant threat to democratic systems. African electoral 
systems face escalating cyberattack threats according to Hyiamang's 2022 research. During 
the 2017 Kenyan elections accusations surfaced about voter database manipulation, whereas 
Nigeria's electoral commission encountered cyber threats during the same period (Omondi et 
al., 2024). Table1  organize various threats along with their respective impacts on democratic 
systems. 
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Table 1: Major Cyber Threats Affecting Democracy in Africa 
Cyber Threat Description Impact on Democracy Example 

Misinformation & 
Disinformation 

Spread of false narratives 
via social media to 
manipulate public opinion. 

Undermines trust in 
elections and democratic 
institutions. 

2017 Kenyan Elections – 
Fake news spread on social 
media to influence voters. 

Hacking & Cyber 
Attacks 

Unauthorized breaches of 
electoral databases and 
government systems. 

Election rigging, 
manipulation of voter 
records. 

2023 Nigerian Elections – 
Alleged cyberattacks on 
INEC election servers. 

Phishing & Identity 
Theft 

Fraudulent attempts to 
obtain sensitive voter 
information via digital 
attacks. 

Voter suppression, 
identity fraud, and 
election interference. 

2018 Zimbabwe Elections – 
Voter data leaked through 
phishing attacks. 

Election 
Infrastructure 
Attacks 

Targeting voting machines, 
databases, and electronic 
counting systems. 

Disrupts electoral 
processes, erodes 
confidence in election 
outcomes. 

2020 Ghana Elections – 
Concerns over hacking 
attempts on electronic 
voting systems. 

Sources: Domingo and Shiferaw (2022); Mkhwanazi, Shibambu, Nefale, and Mtsweni (2023); Maseko (2024); Calandro and 
Berglund (2019); Sibe and Kaunert, (2023). 

 
Table 1 presents a clear overview of the major cybersecurity threats disrupting democratic 
processes across Africa. It categorizes threats like hacking, disinformation campaigns, digital 
repression, and electoral interference, detailing how each undermines democratic institutions, 
erodes electoral integrity, and weakens public trust. Drawing from the works of (Domingo 
and Shiferaw (2022); Mkhwanazi, Shibambu, Nefale, and Mtsweni (2023); Maseko, (2024), and 
Calandro and Berglund (2019)), it offers a structured snapshot of the digital challenges 
confronting African contemporary democracies. 
 
Cybersecurity Governance and Policy Gaps 
The increasing risk environment for cybersecurity has not been matched by improvements in 
governance standards. The Malabo Convention lacks widespread ratification and national 
cybersecurity frameworks demonstrate inconsistent effectiveness (Tahiru, 2018). The absence 
of cybersecurity awareness programs in many African countries leaves their populations 
exposed to digital threats according to Eghweree & Igiebor (2023).  
 
Digital Sovereignty vs. International Cooperation 
The debate continues to focus on finding the right balance between digital sovereignty and 
international cooperation. The Africa Center for Strategic Studies (2023) reported that certain 
nations enforce national control over their cyber systems to restrict foreign participation in 
cybersecurity operations. Building cyber resilience requires essential international 
collaboration. 
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Figure 1: Tension Between Digital Sovereignty and International Cyber Cooperation 
Source: Africa Center for Strategic Studies (2023). 

 
Figure 1 above captures the delicate balance or inherent tension between a nation's pursuit of 
digital sovereignty and the need for international cybersecurity cooperation. It shows that 
while countries strive to safeguard their digital infrastructure and data to preserve autonomy, 
robust cybersecurity demands global collaboration to share threat intelligence, establish 
shared standards, and counter cross-border cyberattacks. Drawing from the Africa Center for 
Strategic Studies (2023), the figure highlights the intricate challenge of aligning national 
priorities with global security needs in the digital realm. 
 
 
The Role of Emerging Technologies 
Emerging technologies, namely: blockchain, AI, quantum technologies can potentially 
strengthen election security while addressing cyber threats. Blockchain technology applied to 
voting systems can enhance electoral transparency while AI-powered cybersecurity tools 
operate in real time to identify and eliminate cyber threats (Eghweree & Igiebor, 2023) on 
democratic digital infrastructure.  
 
Contemporary Cyber Threats Undermining Democracy in Africa 
As shown in Table 1, democracies in Africa face a growing array of cybersecurity threats that 
undermine electoral processes, public trust, and overall governance. Misinformation and 
disinformation campaigns, often amplified by social media, sow confusion and distrust 
(Nkongolo, 2023). Hacking and electoral interference directly target electoral systems, 
jeopardizing the integrity of elections (Hyiamang, 2022; Omondi et al., 2024). Digital 
repression, including internet shutdowns, stifles free expression and access to information, 
essential components of a healthy democracy (Africa Center for Strategic Studies, 2023). 
 
Comparative Analysis of Cybersecurity Policies Across Regions 
Table 2 presents a comparative analysis African regions’ cybersecurity readiness and policy 
implementation. 
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Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Cybersecurity Policy Gaps Across African Regions 
Region Legal Framework Institutional Capacity Awareness Programs International 

Cooperation 

East 
Africa 

Developing; uneven 
adoption of Malabo 
Convention 

Limited specialized 
agencies; skills gap 

Low public awareness Growing; 
partnerships with EU 
and UN 

West 
Africa 

Fragmented; weak 
enforcement 

Under-resourced 
CERTs; limited 
technical expertise 

Moderate; some 
national campaigns 

Regional 
collaborations 
(ECOWAS) 

Southern 
Africa 

Relatively advanced; 
South Africa as 
leader 

Stronger CERTs and 
regulatory bodies; 
better resourced 

High; comprehensive 
awareness initiatives 

Active participation in 
global cybersecurity 
forums 

North 
Africa 

Mixed; influenced by 
geopolitical factors 

Varying capacities; 
some countries 
prioritize surveillance 

Limited; focus on 
national security over 
awareness 

Selective; driven by 
strategic interests 

Sources: Tambo and Adama (2017); Hohmann, Pirang and Benner (2017); Verhelst (2020); Malatji, Marnewick and von 
Solms (2020); Hohmann, Pirang and Benner (2017) 
 

▪ East Africa: The Malabo Convention lays out a shared vision for cybersecurity, but 
putting it into practice is a mixed bag. Many countries struggle with weak institutions 
and a lack of public understanding about cyber threats, making progress uneven. 

▪ West Africa: Cybersecurity efforts here feel patchwork at best. Policies often don’t 
align, and enforcement is inconsistent. With underfunded CERTs and a shortage of 
skilled experts, the region finds it tough to build strong cyber defenses. 

▪ Southern Africa: This region is relatively advanced, with more developed 
cybersecurity policies. South Africa, in particular, stands out for its solid institutions 
and efforts to educate the public about staying safe online. 

▪ North Africa: Geopolitics heavily shape cybersecurity here. Some governments focus 
more on national security and monitoring than on teaching people about cyber risks, 
which skews priorities. 

 
Figure 2 presents a summary of data from global cybersecurity index (GCI) 5th edition (2024). 
The GCI measures the performance of countries with respect to cybersecurity under 5 main 
pillars of: legal, technical, organisational, capacity development and cooperation.  These 
pillars are further sub-divided into indicators which are broken down into questionnaire 
items. 

 
Figure 2: Tier Performance – Africa on the Global Cybersecurity Index (GCI, 2024) 

Source: (ITU, 2024) 
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The GCI 5th edition categorizes countries into tiers based on their performance on a score range 
of 0-100.  The categorization is as follows: Tier 1- role modelling (95-100); Tier 2 – advancing 
(85-95); Tier 3 – Establishing (55-85); Tier 4 – Evolving (20-55) and Tier 5 – Building (0-20). Tier 
1 is the highest achievable score and Tier 5 is the least score.  Forty-four African countries 
participated in the 5th iteration of the GCI, the Data presented in Figure 2 shows that 15 and 
16 African countries are on Tier 3 and 4 respectively.  This presents a weak level of 
cybersecurity readiness and can potentially negatively impact the Africa’s democratic process. 
These differences across regions show why Africa needs cybersecurity plans that fit each 
area’s unique needs and strengths. 
 
Emerging Technologies for Enhancing Democratic Resilience 
Technologies like blockchain, AI, and big data analytics are opening new doors for securing 
Africa’s democracies and elections. 

▪ Blockchain Technology: Blockchain could be a game-changer for elections. It creates 
a secure, unchangeable record of votes, cutting down on fraud and building trust 
among voters (Eghweree & Igiebor, 2023). Sierra Leone have tested blockchain voting 
systems, however, further evidence is needed to establish the integrity of the system 
for elections management. 

▪ Artificial Intelligence (AI): AI tools are like sharp-eyed sentinels, spotting and 
stopping cyber threats as they happen. They can sift through network data, catch 
suspicious patterns, and act fast to keep systems safe (Omondi et al., 2024). However, 
AI has shown tremendous capacity as a tool for disinformation campaigns, thus, it 
could be a double-edged sword. 

▪ Big Data Analytics: Big data is a powerful tool for tackling fake news. By scanning 
social media and news sites, it can spot misinformation trends and track its source 
(Nkongolo, 2023). Plus, it can help track elections and encourage more people to vote. 

 
However, the application of these technologies requires careful consideration of digital rights, 
privacy concerns, and the potential for misuse. 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
Africa’s democracies are up against some serious cybersecurity challenges that hit at the heart 
of elections, trust, and good governance. Fixing this means pulling together stronger laws, 
better institutions, more public know-how, and closer ties with other countries. New 
technologies offer real hope for tougher cybersecurity and stronger democracies, but they 
need to be applied carefully, with ethics and rights front and center. 
 
African democracies face significant cybersecurity challenges that threaten electoral 
processes, public trust, and good governance. Addressing these challenges requires an 
approach that pull together all the relevant stakeholders that lead to the strengthening of legal 
frameworks, building capacities for institutions, raising public awareness, and promoting 
international cooperation. Emerging technologies offer promising solutions for enhancing 
cybersecurity and democratic resilience, but their deployment must be guided by ethical 
principles and respect for fundamental rights. 
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