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ABSTRACT 

The conduct of credible elections remains a cornerstone of democratic consolidation, particularly in 
transitional democracies like Nigeria. This study critically analyzes the role and impact of foreign 
election observers in Nigeria’s 2023 presidential elections. The presence of international observers 
from the European Union (EU), African Union (AU), Commonwealth, and other multilateral 
organisations has historically served as a mechanism to enhance transparency, foster electoral 
integrity, and provide independent assessments of the electoral process. However, the 2023 
presidential elections, marred by allegations of irregularities, logistical failures, and controversies 
surrounding the transmission of results, raised critical questions about the effectiveness and influence 
of these foreign observers. Drawing on secondary data sources including observer mission reports, 
electoral commission statements, media coverage, and scholarly analyses, this research evaluates the 
extent to which foreign observers influenced both domestic and international perceptions of the 
election’s legitimacy. The study also interrogates the limitations of foreign observer missions in the 
face of systemic electoral challenges such as voter suppression, security threats, technological failures, 
and political interference. The findings reveal that while observer groups highlighted significant 
procedural shortcomings and offered recommendations for electoral reforms, their presence had a 
limited immediate effect on deterring malpractices or altering the election outcome. The study argues 
that the recurring pattern of unheeded observer recommendations points to deeper institutional 
weaknesses within Nigeria’s electoral system, underscoring the need for internal democratic 
strengthening rather than overreliance on external actors. This research contributes to the broader 
discourse on electoral governance and democratic accountability in Africa, advocating for a 
recalibrated approach where foreign observation complements, rather than substitutes, robust 
domestic electoral reform efforts. Ultimately, the study concludes that while foreign observers play an 
important symbolic and technical role, their impact is contingent on the political will of local actors 
and the institutional readiness of electoral bodies to implement substantive reforms. 

Keywords: Democracy, Election, Election Observers, International Election Observers, 2023 
Presidential Election 

INTRODUCTION 

In many developed democracies, elections are not merely procedural events but fundamental 
expressions of democratic values, serving as a peaceful means for leadership transition and public 
accountability. According to Anderson (2016), countries such as the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Germany, Canada, France, Japan, and Australia have institutionalized electoral systems that 
are widely perceived as transparent, credible, and inclusive. These systems are often backed by well-
functioning legal frameworks, independent electoral commissions, and mechanisms for redress, 
which help to uphold the integrity of electoral outcomes (Johnson, 2017). In the United States, the 
decentralized electoral system allows state-level control under broad federal guidelines, with the 
Federal Election Commission overseeing campaign finance (Williams, 2018). Similarly, the United 
Kingdom’s Electoral Commission supervises electoral finance and campaign conduct, ensuring fairness 
and accountability (Brown, 2019). Germany has established a Federal Returning Officer who 
coordinates election logistics with remarkable efficiency (Müller, 2020), while Canada’s Elections 
Canada prioritizes voter access and integrity through innovations such as pre-election registration and 
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mail-in voting (Thompson, 2021). In France, election oversight is conducted by the Constitutional 
Council, ensuring compliance with constitutional standards (Lemoine, 2022), and in Japan, elections 
are supervised by the Central Election Management Council with high public trust (Suzuki, 2023). 
Australia’s electoral system, under the Australian Electoral Commission, is notable for its use of 
preferential voting and high voter participation (Harris, 2023). 

In these countries, foreign election observers are welcomed as part of broader transparency 
measures. They not only assess compliance with international electoral standards but also strengthen 
voter confidence and deter fraud. For example, during the 2020 U.S. presidential elections, the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) deployed observers who noted the 
election was well-administered despite political tension and the COVID-19 pandemic (Davis, 2021). 
Similarly, the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association observed the UK's 2019 general election and 
praised its transparency and organization (Clark, 2020). In contrast, many African countries are still in 
the process of consolidating their democratic systems, and elections often reflect a mix of progress 
and persistent challenges. In Ghana, the 2020 elections were deemed largely free and fair, with 
international observers, including ECOWAS and the AU, commending the electoral process (Mensah, 
2021). South Africa’s Independent Electoral Commission has a long-standing reputation for credibility, 
evident in its administration of the 2019 national elections (Nkosi, 2020). However, electoral processes 
in Kenya (2017), Nigeria (2019), Ethiopia (2021), and Uganda (2021) have faced significant scrutiny 
due to violence, voter suppression, and lack of transparency (Ochieng, 2018; Adeoye, 2019; Tadesse, 
2022; Kagwa, 2021). Ethiopia’s elections in 2021, held amid civil unrest, raised concerns about 
inclusivity and voter safety (Tadesse, 2022), while Zimbabwe’s 2018 elections, although relatively 
peaceful, were marred by post-election violence and allegations of vote manipulation (Chikwanha, 
2019). Senegal (2019) and Namibia (2019) fared better, with international observers praising their 
peaceful conduct but calling for improvements in transparency and opposition participation (Diop, 
2020; Amadhila, 2020). 

Nigeria represents one of Africa’s most complex electoral landscapes. Despite being the 
continent’s largest democracy, elections have been characterized by logistical lapses, violence, vote-
buying, and judicial disputes (Ibeanu, 2017). The 2023 presidential election was particularly significant, 
with high voter anticipation and increased scrutiny from both domestic and international actors. 
According to the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC, 2023), over 146,000 domestic and 
international observers were accredited for the 2023 elections. Foreign observer missions included 
the European Union Election Observation Mission (EU EOM), the Commonwealth Observer Group, 
ECOWAS, and the joint National Democratic Institute/International Republican Institute (NDI/IRI) 
delegation (EU EOM, 2023; Commonwealth, 2023; ECOWAS, 2023; NDI/IRI, 2023). These observers 
were deployed across all 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory, including key battlegrounds like 
Lagos, Kano, Rivers, Kaduna, and Anambra. Reports from these missions noted both commendable 
efforts and concerning challenges. For instance, the EU EOM acknowledged the peaceful atmosphere 
in many polling units but also pointed out serious logistical delays and cases of voter intimidation (EU 
EOM, 2023). The Commonwealth mission highlighted the resilience of Nigerian voters but also noted 
shortcomings in the deployment of election materials and personnel (Commonwealth, 2023). 
ECOWAS and the NDI/IRI also praised the democratic enthusiasm of Nigerians while calling for 
electoral reforms to address operational inefficiencies and enhance the credibility of future elections 
(ECOWAS, 2023; NDI/IRI, 2023). In states like Lagos and Kano, foreign observers reported large 
turnouts and generally orderly voting, although late arrival of materials delayed the start in some areas 
(Observer Reports, 2023). Conversely, in Rivers, Imo, and Bayelsa states, incidents of ballot box 
snatching and intimidation of voters were widely reported (Obi, 2023). The presence of foreign 
observers in these areas served as a deterrent to some irregularities but also exposed systemic 
weaknesses in Nigeria’s electoral architecture. 

 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guide the study: 
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i. How do foreign election observers assess the credibility and transparency of the 2023 
presidential elections in Nigeria? 

ii. To what extent did foreign observers' reports influence domestic and international 
perceptions of Nigeria’s electoral process? 

iii. What challenges did foreign election observers encounter during the 2023 presidential 
elections in Nigeria? 

 
Objectives of the Study 
The general objective of this study is to examine foreign election observers and the 2023 
presidential elections in Nigeria. The specific objectives are to: 

i. critically evaluate the assessment and judgment of foreign election observers on the 
credibility and transparency of the 2023 presidential elections in Nigeria. 

ii. analyze the influence of foreign observers’ reports on both local and global perceptions of 
Nigeria’s democratic process. 

iii. identify and discuss the major challenges faced by foreign election observers in the 2023 
presidential elections in Nigeria. 
 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Theoretical Framework  
Liberal Internationalism is a political and international relations theory that emerged 

prominently in the aftermath of World War I, strongly associated with the ideas of U.S. President 
Woodrow Wilson. Wilson articulated this worldview in 1918 through his Fourteen Points speech, 
which laid the groundwork for what would become the League of Nations. The theory posits that 
liberal democracies should not only uphold democratic values internally but also promote them 
internationally through cooperation, institutions, diplomacy, and collective security arrangements 
(Wilson, 1918; Ikenberry, 2009). The foundational assumption of liberal internationalism is that a 
world order grounded in democratic governance, human rights, the rule of law, and multilateral 
cooperation is more likely to ensure peace and stability than one characterized by authoritarianism, 
unilateralism, or power politics. 

Liberal internationalism emerged in response to the failures of realism and imperialist 
diplomacy, emphasizing that democracy and international institutions are not only desirable but 
necessary for sustainable global peace. It contends that states have both a moral responsibility and a 
strategic interest in promoting liberal values beyond their borders. Central to this theory is the belief 
in the transformative power of liberal democracy and the importance of international legal norms and 
organizations in fostering collective progress (Ikenberry & Slaughter, 2020). One of the contemporary 
architects of liberal internationalism is G. John Ikenberry, who has extensively theorized the concept, 
particularly in the context of the post-World War II liberal order. Ikenberry (2001, 2011) argued that 
the liberal international order is anchored in institutions such as the United Nations, the World Bank, 
and the International Monetary Fund, all of which were created to manage global interdependence 
and prevent the re-emergence of totalitarian aggression. According to him, the durability of this order 
lies in its openness, rules-based architecture, and capacity for adaptation. The theory assumes that 
international institutions can constrain state behaviour, reduce the incidence of war, and promote 
economic and political cooperation among liberal democracies. 

In recent years, liberal internationalism has been re-evaluated due to challenges posed by 
rising authoritarianism, populism, and geopolitical tensions. Despite these critiques, scholars continue 
to defend its relevance in promoting democracy, especially in fragile states and transitional 
democracies. For instance, Keane and Sutch (2022) argue that the liberal internationalist framework 
still offers a normative and practical guide for international engagement in regions plagued by 
democratic deficits. They assert that while liberal internationalism may face setbacks, its ideals remain 
central to multilateral efforts aimed at conflict resolution, electoral integrity, and democratic 
consolidation. 



101 
Ijsrjournal.com 

Liberal internationalism also posits that the internal character of states affects their external 
behaviour, liberal democracies are less likely to go to war with one another, a view aligned with the 
Democratic Peace Theory (Doyle, 1986; Owen, 1994). However, it differs by emphasizing the 
institutional and cooperative framework necessary to sustain such peace. Moreover, the theory 
maintains that liberal democracies have a vested interest in promoting human rights and free 
elections worldwide, as these values ultimately contribute to a stable and just international system 
(Ruggie, 2021). The theory assumes that liberal states have a normative commitment to intervene, 
diplomatically or through observer missions, in societies where democracy is either emerging or 
threatened. Such interventions are not merely altruistic but are seen as preserving the liberal 
international order. This normative dimension is what justifies the global presence of election 
observers, democracy promoters, and humanitarian missions, often supported by liberal democracies 
and international organizations such as the United Nations and the European Union (Adebajo, 2023). 

Critics have argued that liberal internationalism may sometimes mask neo-imperial interests 
or ignore the principle of non-intervention, but defenders maintain that the long-term goal of 
strengthening democratic institutions and reducing global conflict validates its implementation. In 
recent literature, Okechukwu and Mensah (2022) note that despite its contested nature, liberal 
internationalism remains influential in shaping foreign policy and multilateral diplomacy, especially 
among Western democracies. They stress that the theory continues to inspire global efforts to uphold 
democratic norms, combat authoritarianism, and support civil society across the globe. 

In their preliminary and final reports, foreign observers highlighted both progressive aspects 
of the election, such as the introduction of the Bimodal Voter Accreditation System (BVAS), and areas 
of concern, including electoral violence, voter suppression, and logistical shortcomings (EU EOM, 
2023). Liberal internationalism regards this dual reporting as essential for strengthening democratic 
practice by encouraging transparency, accountability, and future reform (Adebajo, 2023). The theory 
supports the idea that external pressure from the international community can compel domestic elites 
to conform to democratic norms. For instance, statements from international observers calling for the 
Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) to improve transparency and logistical efficiency 
illustrate how liberal internationalism envisions normative leverage as a tool for democratic 
consolidation (Ikenberry & Slaughter, 2020). 

In Nigeria, although the 2023 elections witnessed considerable challenges, the presence of 
foreign observers helped in documenting the electoral process, encouraging citizen engagement, and 
deterring blatant electoral fraud. This affirms the liberal claim that international engagement in 
domestic democratic processes can have a stabilizing and legitimizing effect, especially in fragile 
democracies like Nigeria (Mensah, 2022). However, the theory’s assumption of universal democratic 
standards was met with resistance from some local actors and commentators who viewed foreign 
observation as neo-colonial oversight. This critique, while valid, does not negate the liberal 
internationalist position but rather underscores the need for culturally sensitive and collaborative 
approaches in international election observation missions (Okechukwu, 2023). Thus, the 2023 
Nigerian presidential elections, when viewed through the lens of liberal internationalism, reveal a 
complex interplay between international democratic norms and domestic political realities. Foreign 
observers functioned not merely as watchdogs but as agents of democratic reinforcement, consistent 
with liberal ideals of peace through democracy and multilateral engagement. 

 
RESEARCH METHOD 

This study adopts a historical research design to examine the 2023 Nigerian presidential 
elections and the role of foreign observers, drawing on secondary data from reports, documents, and 
media analyses. The secondary method of data collection is employed due to its suitability for 
analyzing past events through credible and documented sources such as EU, AU, and ECOWAS 
observer reports. This approach enhances validity, depth, and comprehensiveness while avoiding the 
limitations of fieldwork. For the method of data analysis, the study uses qualitative content analysis, 
which systematically interprets textual data to identify themes and patterns. This method allows for 
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critical evaluation, contextual understanding, and comparative interpretation of how foreign 
observers influenced electoral credibility and Nigeria’s democratic process. 

RESULTS AND DISSCUSSION 
 

RESEARCH QUESTION1: How do foreign election observers assess the credibility and transparency 
of the 2023 presidential elections in Nigeria? 

Foreign election observers play a pivotal role in assessing the credibility and transparency of 
elections in emerging democracies, and Nigeria's 2023 presidential elections were no exception. Their 
assessments are particularly important in reinforcing or challenging public confidence in electoral 
outcomes. In the case of the 2023 Nigerian presidential elections, foreign observer missions such as 
those from the European Union (EU), the Commonwealth, the African Union (AU), and the 
International Republican Institute/National Democratic Institute (IRI/NDI) deployed observers across 
the country to evaluate the election’s conduct. These missions provided comprehensive assessments 
that examined various dimensions of electoral integrity, including voter accreditation, voting 
procedures, the role of technology, the independence of INEC, and post-election dispute resolution 
mechanisms. The European Union Election Observation Mission (EU EOM) raised significant concerns 
in its preliminary report about operational shortcomings, transparency issues, and communication 
gaps within the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), particularly regarding the 
transmission of results through the Bimodal Voter Accreditation System (BVAS) and the INEC Results 
Viewing Portal (IReV). While acknowledging the peaceful nature of the voting process in many polling 
units, the EU observers highlighted delays in poll openings, instances of voter intimidation, and the 
inconsistent application of electoral procedures across states. According to the EU EOM (2023), the 
failure of INEC to promptly upload results and provide real-time data undermined trust in the electoral 
process and created suspicions of potential manipulation. 

Similarly, the IRI/NDI joint election observation mission emphasized that the elections fell 
short of citizens’ expectations and that the poor communication by INEC, coupled with logistical 
challenges, adversely affected the transparency of the process. Their report noted that while the pre-
election environment witnessed improved participation from youth and civil society, the election day 
experience did not meet the standards set by Nigeria's Electoral Act 2022. As articulated by IRI/NDI 
(2023), the breakdown in the use of technology, including the late activation or failure of BVAS devices 
in certain regions, contributed to public skepticism about the credibility of the election results. Foreign 
observers also evaluated the transparency of vote collation and announcement. The Commonwealth 
Observer Group expressed disappointment with the collation process, describing it as lacking 
transparency in many instances. Their statement drew attention to the disparity between the 
expectations created by INEC’s public assurances and the actual technical failures observed during and 
after the election. As noted by the Commonwealth Secretariat (2023), such inconsistencies created 
doubts regarding the impartiality and efficiency of the electoral commission. 

In a more regionally focused observation, the African Union Election Observation Mission 
recognized the legal and institutional frameworks in place for the elections but also pointed out that 
the inconsistent enforcement of electoral laws and the limited access to polling units by some 
observers hindered their ability to offer comprehensive evaluations. Moreover, some AU observers 
reported that electoral irregularities, such as vote buying and acts of violence in certain areas, 
diminished the perceived integrity of the elections. Academics and analysts have also weighed in on 
the assessments by foreign observers. Adebayo (2023) argues that the observer missions, while crucial 
in identifying flaws, often operate within diplomatic limitations that prevent them from outrightly 
condemning flawed elections. However, their reports carry substantial weight in shaping narratives 
around the legitimacy of electoral processes. Similarly, Nwachukwu and Bello (2023) emphasize that 
international observer assessments provide a critical counterbalance to domestic narratives, 
particularly in politically polarized environments such as Nigeria, where different factions may claim 
victory or allege fraud depending on their political affiliations. 
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Many observer missions acknowledged the constitutional and legal frameworks guiding 
Nigeria’s electoral process, particularly the Electoral Act 2022, as a positive step towards improving 
electoral transparency. However, the practical implementation of these reforms during the 2023 
elections revealed significant gaps. Observers noted that while the Bimodal Voter Accreditation 
System (BVAS) was designed to enhance voter authentication and curb electoral fraud, its inconsistent 
functionality in several polling units led to voter disenfranchisement and created room for doubts 
about the authenticity of the results (IRI/NDI, 2023). The inability of INEC to fulfill its promise of real-
time result uploads via the INEC Result Viewing (IReV) portal was particularly damaging to the 
perception of electoral transparency. According to the EU EOM (2023), these technological setbacks 
were not merely technical glitches but symptomatic of broader issues related to INEC’s logistical 
preparedness and communication failures. Their report emphasized that the lack of transparency 
surrounding the delay in uploading the IReV result and INEC's unwillingness to address concerns in a 
timely and transparent manner diminished public confidence and led to allegations of vote 
manipulation in some quarters. Moreover, the presence of election-related violence and voter 
suppression in certain areas, particularly in Lagos, Rivers, and parts of the South-East, was noted as a 
significant credibility issue. The Commonwealth Observer Group (2023) reported incidents where 
political thugs disrupted the voting process, intimidated voters, and even attacked INEC officials. 
These incidents were seen as clear violations of the principle of free and fair elections and were 
deemed to have compromised the democratic space in affected areas. 

The African Union Observer Mission (2023) similarly expressed concern that the prevailing 
insecurity in some regions deterred both voters and election officials, thereby affecting voter turnout 
and the legitimacy of the process. According to the AU’s post-election report, although Nigeria has 
institutionalized some important electoral mechanisms, the electoral environment remained fragile 
due to violence, weak enforcement of electoral laws, and a lack of political will to hold perpetrators 
accountable. The assessments by foreign observers highlighted a disconnect between Nigeria’s legal 
electoral standards and their enforcement. As Udo and Adeyemi (2023) argue, the 2023 elections were 
a test case for the operationalization of the 2022 Electoral Act, but the shortcomings observed by 
foreign missions revealed that legislative reform alone is insufficient without corresponding 
administrative efficiency and political accountability. They further noted that international observers 
interpreted INEC’s inability to manage the election effectively as indicative of systemic institutional 
weaknesses rather than isolated administrative failures. Beyond the technical and procedural aspects, 
foreign observers also evaluated the overall electoral environment in terms of inclusiveness and 
democratic culture. They observed that while youth and women’s participation was relatively high in 
the pre-election phase, there was significant voter apathy on election day, partly due to fears of 
violence and lack of trust in the process. According to Okonkwo and Musa (2023), this environment of 
fear and distrust undermined the perceived legitimacy of the process and was a major concern in 
many observer reports. 

Despite these challenges, some foreign missions also recognized positive developments. For 
instance, the presence of civil society groups and citizen observers was seen as a strengthening factor 
in the democratic process. These groups helped bridge the transparency gap where institutional 
mechanisms failed. Foreign observers noted the courage of voters who still turned out to vote despite 
adverse conditions, interpreting it as a sign of resilience in Nigeria’s democratic aspirations. The 
influence of foreign election observers also extends beyond the election period. Their final reports 
and recommendations are critical in shaping post-election reforms and setting international 
benchmarks. As observed by Campbell (2023), these observer assessments serve as diplomatic 
instruments that indirectly pressure governments to improve their democratic credentials, 
particularly in countries like Nigeria where international legitimacy is closely tied to democratic 
performance. 
 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2: To what extent did foreign observers' reports influence domestic 
and international perceptions of Nigeria’s electoral process? 
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Foreign election observers have historically played a pivotal role in shaping both domestic and 
international perceptions of electoral integrity, particularly in transitional democracies such as 
Nigeria. In the 2023 presidential elections, the assessments and reports issued by various international 
observer missions—such as those from the European Union (EU), African Union (AU), the 
Commonwealth, and the joint IRI/NDI—had a significant impact on how Nigeria’s democratic process 
was viewed globally and locally. Their evaluations influenced media narratives, diplomatic responses, 
civil society activism, and the general public's trust in the electoral process. 

Domestically, the credibility of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) 
suffered considerable scrutiny in the aftermath of foreign observers' preliminary and final reports. 
One of the central themes across these reports was the failure of INEC to fulfill its promise of 
transparency, particularly regarding the real-time transmission of election results via the INEC Result 
Viewing Portal (IReV). According to the IRI/NDI (2023) mission, the inability to upload polling unit-level 
results promptly undermined public confidence and led to widespread allegations of manipulation. 
Their findings were widely reported in Nigerian media outlets, sparking protests from opposition 
parties and critical editorials from civil society groups and journalists. 

The European Union Election Observation Mission (EU EOM, 2023) echoed these concerns, 
describing the election as marred by "operational shortcomings and lack of transparency in key 
stages." This characterization was not only disseminated through formal reports but also amplified by 
Nigerian digital and broadcast media, influencing citizens’ perceptions of the election as being far from 
free and fair. Eze and Ogunbiyi (2023) note that this triggered a wave of electoral skepticism across 
the country, especially among first-time voters and youth who had shown enthusiasm during voter 
registration but felt betrayed by the actual conduct of the polls. Moreover, the influence of these 
observer reports was evident in legal and political responses. Several presidential candidates, most 
notably Peter Obi of the Labour Party and Atiku Abubakar of the PDP, cited foreign observer 
statements as part of their evidence while challenging the election results in court. Their legal teams 
frequently referenced the irregularities documented by these observers to argue that the electoral 
process was substantially flawed. As observed by Adegoke and Olatunji (2023), this reliance on 
international assessments in domestic judicial processes indicates a deep-seated trust in foreign 
objectivity and reflects the growing perception that domestic institutions alone cannot ensure 
electoral credibility. 

On the international front, the reports influenced diplomatic engagement and donor 
relationships. While most countries recognized the eventual outcome of the elections, many, including 
the United States, the United Kingdom, and the European Union, expressed concerns aligned with 
those in the observer reports. The U.S. Department of State, for example, publicly supported calls for 
a transparent and inclusive post-election review, citing observer concerns. According to Nwafor 
(2023), this tempered diplomatic tone marked a subtle shift from full endorsement to cautious 
acknowledgment, reflecting a desire to maintain international relations while encouraging democratic 
reform. 

The media amplification of observer reports also played a critical role. Both local and 
international media outlets such as Al Jazeera, BBC, Premium Times, and Channels Television gave 
extensive coverage to the preliminary reports. This visibility helped shape broader narratives about 
Nigeria’s democratic health. As Aliyu and Peterside (2023) argue, the framing of the 2023 elections by 
global media through the lens of foreign observer criticism contributed to what they term “a 
reputational erosion” of Nigeria’s electoral system, especially in comparison to the democratic gains 
made in previous cycles like the 2011 or 2015 elections. Additionally, the observer reports empowered 
civil society organizations and electoral advocacy groups to intensify their calls for reform. Groups 
such as YIAGA Africa, Centre for Democracy and Development (CDD), and Enough Is Enough Nigeria 
referenced these reports to validate their findings and demand greater accountability from INEC. In 
many states, particularly in the Southeast and North-Central, these organizations organized town halls 
and stakeholder engagements to discuss the content of the reports, fostering public discourse on 
electoral reforms and democratic resilience. However, the influence of foreign observer reports was 
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not universally accepted. Some segments of the Nigerian political elite criticized the observers as 
biased or uninformed about the country’s complexities. Chukwuemeka and Ayoade (2023) document 
reactions from members of the ruling APC who dismissed international criticisms as “interference” or 
“unfounded,” arguing that INEC had acted within its constitutional mandate. This defensive posture 
illustrates the contested nature of foreign influence in domestic electoral matters, particularly when 
such influence challenges entrenched political interests. 

Despite such resistance, the reports did prompt discussions at policy levels. The National 
Assembly Electoral Committees, along with key electoral reform advocates, referenced these observer 
recommendations in post-election hearings, especially on issues of electoral logistics, the 
independence of INEC, and the enforcement of electoral laws. According to Ogunlana (2023), this is 
an indication that while foreign observers may not have enforcement power, their moral and 
diplomatic weight compels attention to structural issues within Nigeria’s electoral system. 
 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3: What challenges did foreign election observers encounter during 
the 2023 presidential elections in Nigeria?  

The presence of foreign election observers in Nigeria's 2023 presidential elections was 
instrumental in enhancing transparency and promoting democratic standards. However, these 
observers faced a range of significant challenges that affected the depth, scope, and efficacy of their 
operations. These challenges included security threats, restricted access to critical election processes, 
logistical obstacles, political resistance, technological opacity, and systemic irregularities, all of which 
hindered their capacity to perform effective oversight and deliver accurate assessments. One of the 
most pressing challenges encountered by foreign observers was insecurity and threats of political 
violence in several states, particularly in the North-East, North-Central, and South-East regions. 
According to the European Union Election Observation Mission (EU EOM, 2023), many observation 
teams had to limit their movement or completely withdraw from volatile regions such as Borno, 
Zamfara, Imo, and parts of Kaduna due to concerns over attacks by insurgents, separatist groups, or 
politically sponsored thugs. The fear of abduction, physical assault, or being caught in violent protests 
meant that some observer teams could not fully access polling units in these regions, resulting in 
geographically limited assessments. Uchenna and Adesoji (2023) affirm that insecurity remains a 
major structural impediment to full-spectrum electoral observation in Nigeria, as it compromises 
coverage and the integrity of data gathered. 

Foreign observers faced restrictions in accessing sensitive electoral procedures, including 
collation centers and certain INEC offices. Although INEC had accredited major international missions 
such as the African Union (AU), the Commonwealth Observer Group, and the International Republican 
Institute/National Democratic Institute (IRI/NDI), their field personnel sometimes encountered 
bureaucratic resistance from local INEC officials, security agents, or party representatives. In some 
cases, observers were denied entry into collation centers or were asked to leave without explanation, 
particularly in tense areas where allegations of result manipulation were rife. This lack of access 
limited their ability to verify the transparency of collation and result declaration processes (IRI/NDI, 
2023). Aliyu and Mensah (2023) argue that such institutional bottlenecks hinder the legitimacy of 
international assessments and raise questions about electoral accountability. 

Logistical challenges also featured prominently. Nigeria’s vast geography, coupled with poor 
road networks, fuel scarcity, and limited infrastructure in remote areas, constrained the mobility of 
observer teams. In several rural communities in Adamawa, Bayelsa, and Cross River, foreign observers 
found it difficult to reach polling units on time due to unpaved roads and the absence of security 
escorts. Obasi and Kargbo (2023) observe that many international observers had to rely on local 
intermediaries or civil society organizations to access certain locations, which sometimes affected the 
independence and timing of their observations. Moreover, weather conditions and last-minute INEC 
changes to polling arrangements further compounded these difficulties. 

Another critical challenge was the opacity of Nigeria's electoral technology systems, especially 
the Bi-modal Voter Accreditation System (BVAS) and the INEC Result Viewing (IReV) portal. Although 
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these innovations were intended to enhance electoral credibility, foreign observers noted widespread 
malfunctioning of the BVAS, delays in uploading results to IReV, and poor digital literacy among 
electoral officials. In their final report, the EU EOM (2023) emphasized that the technical shortcomings 
created confusion, led to public distrust, and made it difficult for observers to independently verify 
whether results were consistent with polling unit data. Bello and Owolabi (2023) contend that the lack 
of technical transparency and real-time access to digital electoral data curtailed observers' ability to 
confirm INEC's compliance with electoral standards, especially in hotly contested regions like Lagos, 
Kano, and Rivers. 

Political hostility also posed a serious challenge. In some cases, local political actors and party 
loyalists viewed foreign observers with suspicion or outright hostility, perceiving them as tools of 
Western interference. This sentiment was especially visible in areas where opposition parties felt 
marginalized or where the ruling party had strong support. Chinedu and Ogundele (2023) report that 
in parts of Ogun and Delta States, foreign observers were intimidated by party agents or asked to leave 
polling environments. The political sensitivity surrounding the elections, particularly in a context of 
ethno-religious division and electoral mistrust, made the work of foreign observers increasingly 
delicate and exposed them to reputational risks. The absence of a standardized national framework 
for international observation created coordination challenges among foreign observer missions. While 
each group had its mandate, the lack of a centralized liaison system within INEC led to inconsistent 
communication, duplicative efforts, and fragmented reporting. Adebayo and Touré (2023) emphasize 
that collaboration between foreign missions and domestic observers could have been more effective 
if INEC had established a joint operations center for coordination, data sharing, and logistics 
management. 
 
Findings and Observations 
The following findings were observed: 

i. The study found that foreign election observers assessed the 2023 presidential elections as 
lacking full credibility and transparency, citing widespread logistical challenges, delays in the 
deployment of election materials, malfunctioning of technological tools like the BVAS and 
IReV, and irregularities in result collation. These shortcomings significantly undermined public 
trust in the electoral process. 

ii. The study found that reports by foreign observers significantly shaped both local and 
international perceptions of Nigeria’s electoral integrity, influencing media narratives, 
diplomatic engagements, and responses by opposition parties and civil society organizations. 
These reports were widely cited in debates on the legitimacy of the election outcome. 

iii. The study found that foreign observers encountered substantial challenges, including 
insecurity in parts of the North and South-East, restricted access to certain polling units and 
collation centers, inadequate logistical support, and, in some instances, hostility from political 
actors or community members suspicious of foreign interference. 

iv. The study found that the collaboration between INEC and foreign observers was limited in 
effectiveness, as many of the observers’ pre-election and post-election recommendations 
were either ignored or poorly implemented. While INEC provided accreditation and engaged 
in consultations, the lack of institutional responsiveness and transparency weakened the 
overall impact of observer contributions to electoral integrity. 
 

CONCLUSION 
This study has critically examined the involvement and impact of foreign election observers in 

Nigeria’s 2023 presidential elections, situating their role within the broader framework of electoral 
integrity, democratic consolidation, and institutional credibility. The findings reveal that while the 
presence of foreign observers contributed meaningfully to enhancing electoral transparency and 
international accountability, their overall effectiveness was significantly constrained by systemic 
electoral deficiencies, institutional lapses, and sociopolitical complexities inherent in Nigeria’s 
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democratic landscape. The study showed that despite the improvements introduced by the 2022 
Electoral Act, including the legal backing for technological innovations like the Bimodal Voter 
Accreditation System (BVAS) and the INEC Result Viewing (IReV) portal, the practical implementation 
of these reforms during the 2023 elections fell short of expectations. Foreign observer missions, such 
as those from the European Union, the Cmmonwealth, the African Union, the International Republican 
Institute, and others, acknowledged some progress, particularly in voter awareness and turnout. 
However, they also reported several critical failures—ranging from the late opening of polling units, 
technical malfunctions, voter intimidation, and manipulation of results during the collation phase. 
These shortcomings ultimately undermined the credibility of the elections and weakened public 
confidence in INEC and the democratic process. 

Moreover, while foreign observers played important roles in monitoring and documenting the 
conduct of the elections, issuing timely reports, and offering recommendations for reforms, their 
capacity to influence real-time electoral outcomes or enforce compliance with democratic norms was 
limited. Their function remains largely advisory and symbolic, with limited power to compel Nigerian 
institutions to act on their findings. Although many observer groups engaged constructively with INEC 
and other stakeholders, the study found that these collaborations were often superficial, with many 
critical recommendations not fully implemented or taken seriously. It also became clear that the 
influence of foreign observers extended beyond the immediate conduct of the election. Their post-
election reports significantly shaped both domestic and international discourse on the legitimacy of 
the 2023 polls. Local civil society groups, political parties, and the media relied heavily on foreign 
observer reports to articulate concerns, call for judicial redress, and demand institutional reforms. 
Similarly, the international community, including governments and multilateral organizations, based 
their diplomatic responses and policy positions on the credibility of these reports. Nonetheless, this 
influence is not without controversy, as some critics question the neutrality and cultural sensitivity of 
foreign observers, arguing that their assessments may not always reflect local realities. 

In light of these findings, the study concludes that while foreign election observers are 
essential actors in promoting democratic standards, their role in Nigeria must be complemented by 
genuine domestic reforms, institutional strengthening, and political commitment to credible 
elections. Electoral integrity cannot be achieved solely through international scrutiny; it requires 
robust and independent institutions, transparent processes, effective enforcement of electoral laws, 
and an informed and engaged citizenry. For Nigeria to deepen its democracy, stakeholders must go 
beyond the symbolism of observer participation and focus on implementing long-term structural 
reforms, ensuring that future elections reflect the true will of the people and adhere to both national 
and international democratic standards. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Based on the findings and conclusion drawn, the following findings were made: 

i. INEC should institutionalize observer recommendations into electoral reform frameworks by 
developing a structured post-election review process that includes both foreign and local 
observers. These recommendations should not merely be acknowledged but thoroughly 
evaluated, prioritized, and implemented through policy and legislative changes to improve 
future elections. 

ii. Foreign and domestic observer missions should establish more robust partnerships and real-
time information-sharing mechanisms. A more coordinated approach between observer 
groups can help identify emerging problems faster, deploy resources more efficiently, and 
provide a united front in promoting electoral accountability. 

iii. Observer access must be guaranteed and expanded at all stages of the electoral process, 
including during collation and announcement of results. Observer missions reported 
restricted access to collation centers in some areas, which limited their ability to verify result 
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transparency. INEC should establish a clear framework for unrestricted observer access in line 
with international best practices. 

iv. International observer groups should maintain continuous engagement with Nigerian 
electoral stakeholders between election cycles. Instead of short-term monitoring during 
election periods, long-term missions and democratic support programs can offer sustained 
pressure for reform and capacity-building support. 

v. The media and civil society should amplify observer reports to drive electoral reform 
conversations. Greater public engagement with the content of these reports can increase 
pressure on policymakers to implement reforms and strengthen citizen oversight of electoral 
institutions. 
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