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Overcoming incumbency advantage: the importance of social
media on- and offline in Zambia’s 2021 elections
Gabrielle Lyncha,b and Elena Gadjanovaaa,b

aPolitics and International Studies, Social Sciences Building, University of Warwick, Coventry, UK;
bDepartment of Politics, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK

ABSTRACT
President Edgar Lungu and the Patriotic Front used a range of
incumbency advantages to tilt the playing field in their favour in
the run-up to Zambia’s 2021 elections and, as a result, were more
visible offline than the opposition United Party for National
Development (UPND) and its flagbearer, Hakainde Hichilema. In
this paper, we draw on an original survey of party officials and
activists and semi-structured interviews to consider the role of
social media in the UPND’s victory. We show how the two
dominant political parties invested heavily in social media, but
how the UPND’s online messaging proved more persuasive and
spread offline, and how social media facilitated the UPND’s
political mobilisation and vote protection efforts in the face of a
highly uneven playing field. Social media thus played an
important role in unseating the incumbent, but not because the
election was won online, or because social media provided a
uniquely “social” form of communication. Instead, social media
helped to facilitate the flow of information across a heavily
controlled media ecosystem in which face-to-face communication
remained key. In making this argument, we highlight the
significant impact of social media on users and non-users alike,
even in a context of relatively low internet penetration.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 12 July 2022
Accepted 26 June 2023

KEYWORDS
Social media; traditional
media; pavement media;
campaigns; elections;
incumbency advantage;
Zambia

Incumbent parties and presidential candidates have important electoral advantages –
from the institutional powers that they enjoy and resources that they control to the secur-
ity and development that they can claim, promise or withdraw.1 Social media has also
become a prominent part of electoral campaigns, as political parties and candidates glob-
ally invest in online advertising and social media “armies” to mobilise support and attack
opponents;2 as electoral commissions and civil society organisations educate voters;3 and
as citizens increasingly access, share and discuss political news through online plat-
forms.4 This reality has motivated a growing literature on social media and elections,
which – despite divergent conclusions as to social media’s effects – tends to share two
conclusions.5 First, that social media’s main power – for good or bad – is through its
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“social” nature and the online public discussions that it enables or public sphere that it
produces. Second, that the impact of social media is likely to be relatively insignificant in
countries with low social media user rates, with a clear digital divide emerging between
those who are and are not online.

Zambia’s 2021 election provides an excellent case study to engage with these debates.
A majority of Zambians are – unlike global averages – not online. According to the 2020
Afrobarometer survey, 56% of Zambians never access the internet. That number
increases to 63% for those aged 60 + and to 74% for rural respondents, and only falls
to 46% for 18–25 year olds and 35% for urban respondents.6 Even those who are
online often have limited access due to their reliance on someone else’s device, poor con-
nection, costs of power and data, and use of social media bundles that limit many to a
“walled garden” experience (or to a handful of social media platforms).7 Candidates
and political parties nevertheless invested much time and money in social media
ahead of Zambia’s 2021 elections as they developed online content and organised com-
munications teams to share their messages and attack their opponents. Given this
context, it is tempting to assume that social media’s reach is largely limited to young
and urban citizens, and that politicians’ countrywide investment was due to a fetishisa-
tion of technology. Certainly, this was an argument made by the Patriotic Front (PF),
Zambia’s ruling party from 2011 to 2021, as they sought to dismiss their main opponent,
the United Party for National Development (UPND), and its flagbearer, Hakainde Hichi-
lema, as online entities. This argument gained some credence from the fact that, while
President Edgar Lungu and the PF were visible across the country – through a sea of
green posters, billboards and party regalia, extensive coverage by traditional media,
and an ability to hold public meetings despite a COVID-19 ban on rallies – Hichilema
and the UPND were largely invisible in these everyday spaces.8

The UPND’s impressive electoral victory with 59% of the popular vote in the presiden-
tial election and a parliamentary majority thus raises an important question about the
role of social media, which we seek to answer. To do so, we focus on the two main
parties – the PF and UPND – and draw upon 21 interviews with party officials, activists,
journalists, civil society workers and academics conducted between July 2021 and March
2022 via WhatsApp; two rounds of the Afrobarometer surveys (2017 and 2020); and a
Qualtrics application phone survey of 318 party officials and activists that a research
team shared with participants via WhatsApp a month before the election. In this party
actor survey, we posed questions about the role and use of social media. The team
checked that participants were actively involved in the electoral campaigns before
sending them a personalised link; with participants sent 110 Kwacha (about GBP 4) of
phone credit on completion to thank them for their time. Interestingly, while ruling
party members seemed more suspicious of our research during interviews, and our
research team had better contacts with the UPND, significantly more PF activists
(204) completed the survey than UPND (98).9 The most likely explanation is that
UPND activists were more suspicious of a faceless survey than of a researcher in an inter-
view. Respondents were mixed in terms of whether they had a formal (124) or informal
(193) party position, the level at which they worked (national, constituency, ward, and
polling station), how long they had been actively involved in their party, and educational
status. In line with the underrepresentation of women in ‘political party leaderships and
structures’10 and Zambia’s youthful population, the survey was completed by more men
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(220) than women (98), and more youth – 116 respondents were aged 18–24, 121 were
25–30, 51 were 31–40, 21 were 41–50, and only nine were 51 plus. Due to the networks of
the research team, the survey was skewed towards respondents in Lusaka (154) with rela-
tively few respondents in Central (22), Copperbelt (53), Eastern (15), Luapula (9),
Muchinga (29), North-Western (2), Northern (19), Southern (8) and Western (7) pro-
vinces. Given these biases, all data is weighted in terms of political affiliation and infer-
ences are drawn through a triangulation with secondary literature and interviews.

We start the paper with an overview of the 2021 elections and key factors cited as
having contributed to the UPND’s success before turning to social media use by Zam-
bians, and the UPND and PF. The paper then examines how the rise of social media
facilitated the UPND’s victory. First, we outline how the UPND’s online messaging
tended to resonate more with social media users and helped Hichilema to appear as
an electorally viable alternative. Social media demographics no doubt proved relevant
as youth and urban voters, who are disproportionately active on social media, clearly
contributed to UPND gains.11

Second, we show how this messaging – and its popular discussion and reception –
spilled over into offline discussions due to social media’s embeddedness in a complex
media ecosystem, which also includes traditional and pavement media. The latter term
is inspired by Stephen Ellis’s idea of pavement radio, or the ‘popular and unofficial dis-
cussion of current affairs’ that takes place in marketplaces, places of worship, bars and the
like,12 which we have extended to include non-conversational and visual traditions of
gossip, rumour, and storytelling, such as sermons, posters, and street theatre.13 Finally,
we show how social media – and particularly closed WhatsApp groups – helped both
parties to discuss messaging and better organise their offline activities. This again
proved particularly important for the UPND in the face of a ban on campaign rallies
and a highly uneven playing field.

We argue that social media played a critical role in the UPND’s electoral success, but
not because social media helped even the playing field, or because it created a Haberma-
sian public sphere in which society is engaged in critical public debate, or because the
elections were won online. Lungu and the PF abused their position to try and control
online content. The Zambian election thus provides further evidence of how opposition
victories in competitive authoritarian regimes are, in large part, a question ‘of whether
the opposition… [is] ready to defeat them’14 and, we would add, voters are ready to
reject them – with large opposition victories difficult for incumbents to ignore in
countries such as Zambia with a large foreign debt, vocal civil society, well-organised
election observation missions, and historically non-interventionist military.15 The rise
of social media in Zambia also did not create a Habermasian public sphere: online pol-
itical discussions were heavily policed, featured ‘divisive rhetoric ranging from personal
insults to outright tribalism and hate speech’,16 were mired by harassment and cyber-bul-
lying of women,17 rarely involved substantive conversations about needs and policies,
and often focused on, or were dominated by, elites;18 a majority of Zambians were
also never online.

Instead, social media’s role in Zambia’s 2021 elections stemmed from the way that it
facilitated the spread of information about the political and socio-economic context and
the PF and UPND and their relative popularity to social media users and non-users alike
across a heavily controlled media ecosystem in which face-to-face communication

538 G. LYNCH AND E. GADJANOVA



remained key. In making this argument we recognise that the PF and UPND are not
homogenous entities and that there were important differences in organisational capa-
bilities enjoyed, and strategies adopted by, presidential campaign teams and lower-
level candidates across the country.19 However, given limited space we focus on broad
and common trends. The implication for incumbency advantage in hybrid regimes is
that social media is not inherently pro- or anti-incumbent, but that it can help with oppo-
sition communications and organisation. The contribution to social media studies more
broadly is that social media is not uniquely “social”, and that its power lies in its facili-
tation of information flow across, and organisation within, on- and offline spaces. An
important implication is that there is no inherent digital divide between social media
users and non-users, with social media’s reach dependent on both user rates and the
broader media ecosystem.

The rise of the UPND and fall of the PF

There are many similarities between Zambia’s 2021 elections in which Hichilema and the
UPND won a landslide victory, and the 2016 elections in which Lungu and the PF won by
a narrow and disputed margin. Both elections constituted a two-horse race that pitted
Lungu and the PF against Hichilema and the UPND. Both elections were characterised
by state control of much of the traditional media and a restricted political sphere, and by
ruling party intimidation and harassment of the opposition.20 In both elections, PF cam-
paigns focused on government achievements, targeted assistance, and Lungu’s religiosity,
and demonised Hichilema as a power-hungry, elitist, tribal Satanist.21 The UPND in turn
welcomed PF defectors and countered attacks on Hichilema by presenting him as peace-
ful, approachable and inclusive, and as a reliable pair of hands who – as an economist –
could “fix” Zambia. At the same time, the UPND placed the blame for economic decline,
poor governance, and violence on the PF.22 In both elections, state harassment, party
cadre violence and handouts led the UPND to adopt a “watermelon” strategy whereby
Zambians were encouraged to be green on the outside and wear the PF’s campaign
regalia and pocket PF handouts but to vote for the red party – the UPND.23

Yet, there were also important differences. By 2021, Zambia’s economic crisis had dee-
pened significantly, the government had become even more authoritarian, and tra-
ditional media coverage had become even more biased towards the PF. The latter was
facilitated by the closure of independent media outlets (including the country’s most
popular newspaper, The Post, in 2016 and Prime TV in 2020), which further concentrated
coverage in the hands of state-owned corporations, and by increased intimidation of
media houses and journalists.24 The consequences should not be underestimated.
During the last month of the campaigns, the most-watched TV channel, ZNBC TV1,
‘allocated 86% of its news coverage to the President, the PF and the government’,
while ‘the UPND received only 6% of news coverage and was featured negatively’.
Similar biases were evident in print and private traditional media.25

Moreover, while Lungu and Hichilema had criss-crossed Zambia to attend rallies in
2016,26 and then advertised the same on social media,27 their ability to physically
mobilise a crowd diverged in 2021. Citing the COVID-19 pandemic, the electoral com-
mission banned campaign rallies on 3 June and roadshows on 15 June. Strategies of ‘legal
autocratisation’28 – such as helicopter licences – were then used to further curtail UPND
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movements. In contrast, the PF was able to use “inspections” of development projects
and other government work to hold rally-like meetings. The UPND also placed fewer
posters and billboards across the country in the knowledge that activists would be har-
assed, and adverts would be pulled down or defaced. Thus, while the PF had at least
208 billboards in Lusaka in May 2021, the UPND had 24.29 As a result, while both
parties held mask-distribution exercises, which were then streamed live on Facebook,30

the UPND was far less visible in physical spaces than it had been in 2016 and the PF.
Ordinary Zambians were also much more cautious in who they discussed politics

with, as evidenced by the much larger number of respondents who ‘declined to
declare who they would vote for’ in pre-election surveys.31 The overall context was
thus one in which the PF enjoyed greater benefits of incumbency. So, what explains a
UPND landslide? Existing analyses point to four key factors.32

First, not only had the economy and social service delivery declined, and cost of living
increased, between 2016 and 2021, but there was growing frustration with the same and a
deepening sense that the government was to blame. There was also anxiety that the
economy would decline even further with fears surrounding debt repayments and likely
impact on social service delivery and possible foreign takeovers of state companies.33

Second, the UPND had become stronger and more strategic, while the PF had become
weaker and more divided. In addition to welcoming PF defectors and forging new alli-
ances, the UPND conducted a more concerted door-to-door campaign, sought to
expand its base beyond traditional strongholds, and invested more in vote protection.
These activities helped the UPND to appear as more viable and inclusive, and to
weaken PF arguments that it was a party of, and for, ethnic Tonga. The UPND also
improved its defence of Hichilema: distancing him from the tag of an aloof economist
or ‘calculator boy’ by cultivating the idea of him as “Bally” – a friendly father figure
who looks out for his family – and approachable ‘cattle boy’ made good,34 and by
making greater efforts to display his Christianity.35

At the same time, PF policies and messaging, and Lungu’s choice of an unpopular and
co-ethnic Bemba running mate and break with tribal balancing in government appoint-
ments,36 backfired. The PF increasingly came across as economically disastrous, author-
itarian, elitist, arrogant, ethnically biased, and violent, and as facing one principal
opponent, which, by implication, was the alternative. The PF’s focus on large infrastruc-
ture projects and economic empowerment programmes also did little to persuade voters
focused on jobs and the cost of living, who often saw government schemes as a handout
intended to buy, rather than help, them.37

This frustration with the PF and momentum around the UPND also encouraged
many to volunteer their time (either for free or for a small stipend) to campaign for,
and/or to protect, the UPND’s vote. It also encouraged more Zambians to come out
to vote with turnout rising from 57% in 2016 to 71% in 2021. Moreover, while
people had feared that a new electoral register was biased in the PF’s favour,38 it was
Hichilema and the UPND who seem to have benefited most from first-time voters. Cer-
tainly, while Lungu secured 9,903 more votes, leading his overall share of valid votes to
drop by 11.61%, Hichilema secured 1,092,001 more votes and increased his vote share
by 11.39%.39

Third, while growing authoritarianism and reduced donor funding had weakened civil
society, a vocal group of governance and religious leaders and popular musicians raised
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awareness of economic and governance issues and helped to guard against possible
abuses – for example, by ensuring, together with UPND agents and international obser-
vers, that the vote and count were closely monitored.40

Finally, peaceful electoral transfers of power in 1991 and 2011, together with the mili-
tary’s track-record of non-interference, encouraged a sense that the UPND could win,
which encouraged a high turnout and ensured that the UPND’s victory was sufficiently
large to be impossible for the PF to somehow ignore.41 Given these factors, the question is
whether social media’s rise merely correlated with or contributed in any way to the
UPND’s electoral success?

Social media use by citizens and parties

Most people who use social media do so through their mobile phones,42 and Zambians
are no different. However, while 77.5% of Zambians in 2020 owned a mobile phone, and
another 7.6% had someone in their household who owned one, only 36.8% had one with
internet access.43 Moreover, given connection problems, the costs of buying data and
charging phones, and fact that not everyone wants to spend time online, regular internet
usage was lower than smart phone ownership. 21% of Zambians in 2020 used the internet
every day, 12% a few times a week, 4.8 a few times a month, and 5.2 less than once a
month.44 The fact that overall internet usage – at 43% – was higher than smart phone
ownership (36.8%) can be explained by people borrowing a device from a family
member or friend45 and computer access.

Zambia’s internet penetration and user rates are relatively low. As of January 2021, the
global internet penetration rate was 59.5% and the average number of active social media
users was 45%;46 the latter rising to 78% in the UK and 99% in the UAE.47 Nevertheless,
they reflect a significant increase from 2.8% of Zambians enjoying access to mobile inter-
net in 2011 and 32.3% in 2016.48 Not only were more Zambians online and using social
media in 2021, but an increasing number were getting their news from these sources.
Indeed, while radio and TV were still the most important news sources, social media,
and the internet – the latter including both online versions of traditional media and
online-only newspapers and blogs – were not far behind (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. How often do you get your news from the following sources (Afrobarometer Round 7,
2017)?
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The fact that more Zambians were getting news from social media and the internet did
not lead to less engagement with other media. Indeed, the number of people getting news
every day from the radio, TV and newspaper increased slightly between 2017 and 2020
(Figures 1 and 2). Traditional media houses also invested in online platforms and social
media presence meaning that these spaces were complementary. An exception was news-
papers – with slightly more Zambians never reading one in 2020 (72.8%) than in 2017
(68%). However, this increase might be explained by a lack of clarity as to whether
reading a newspaper available in both printed and digital format online counted as
getting news from “a newspaper” and/or “the internet”. It might also be due to a
decline in critical commentary in legacy newspapers in the face of increased censorship
and state repression,49 and a move by several prominent journalists to online-only
outlets, such as the Zambian Watchdog.50

A rise in internet access and social media use encouraged increased investment
in these spaces by political parties. As Wendy Willems notes, ‘While political parties
did not extensively use social media in their formal campaign during the 2011
elections, they fully embraced Facebook during the 2016 elections’.51 This upward
trend continued in 2021, as parties created online-only content; uploaded coverage
of offline activities; employed communications officers; cultivated larger networks to
produce and share content that would promote their candidate(s) and/or undermine
their opponents; and used social media to strategize on, and organise, offline activities.

Both the PF and UPND recognised the importance of social media. Indeed, according
to our party actor survey, the PF saw social media as even more critical to winning the
elections than their UPND counterparts (Figure 3). However, this difference might say
more about perceptions of what the “other” party was doing to try and win than their
own party’s activities; with UPND respondents likely concerned with the PF’s largesse
and repression, and questionable independence of key state institutions.

When it comes to activity type, both parties used social media in largely similar
ways. This is clearly reflected in Figures 4 and 5, which show PF and UPND responses
to how often they used social media to (a) communicate with party members, (b) coor-
dinate campaign events, (c) discuss campaign strategy, (d) reach out to party’s loyal

Figure 2. How often do you get your news from the following sources (Afrobarometer Round 8,
2020)?
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voters, (e) persuade/convince new voters, and (f) defend your party from attacks –
with no significant differences found in PF and UPND responses to any of these
questions.

As in 2016, both parties also made much use of images of physical things52 – from road
shows and mask distribution exercises to photos of claimed development projects and
church attendance.53 Both parties tended to post things either in favour of their party or
against their main opponents, and to focus more on personalities than policies, and
avoided much in the way of interactive discussion with each other or the public. Citizens,
as in other contexts, largely ‘campaigned at, but not with’; with online efforts tending ‘to
avoid the full interactive affordances of digital media’.54 As a result, elite voices often domi-
nated discussion.55 The consequent absence of a new Habermasian-type public sphere was
further reinforced by state surveillance and repression, ethnically divisive language, andmis-
information. Indeed,while thePF’s online attacks onHichilema constituted themost blatant
forms of misinformation,56 campaigners from both parties expressed similar views on the
acceptability of sharing fake news (Figure 6). Interviewees also admitted to sharing fake

Figure 3. How important do you think social media will be to winning the 2021 election? (Party actor
survey).

Figure 4. Social media use as reported by PF respondents (Party actor survey).
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news; albeit in often very local ways, for example, to spreading rumours that a parliamentary
candidate was an outsider to a constituency.57 Both parties relied largely on Facebook and
WhatsApp – the most popular social media platforms in Zambia (Figure 7).

Despite these similarities, there were important differences. First, PF respondents were
more reliant on Facebook, and UPND on WhatsApp (Figure 7). It is clear from inter-
views that PF campaigners felt freer to discuss politics and to post propaganda for its can-
didates and against its opponents than their UPND counterparts who, in the face of a
series of arrests and harassment of citizens for social media posts58 and the 2021 Cyber-
crimes and Cybersecurity Act, were ‘very careful of what we post’.59 In this context it is

Figure 5. Social media use as reported by UPND respondents (Party actor survey).

Figure 6. When is it acceptable to share fake news? (Party actor survey).
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perhaps unsurprising that UPND activists relied more heavily on closed WhatsApp
groups, than the ruling party.

Second, while the UPND focused more on vote protection, the PF favoured official
adverts spending ‘almost five times more than the UPND on officially labelled ads on Face-
book’.60 These two differences link to another: namely in the powers and resources that the
parties enjoyed. The PF had the power of the state behind them and used these powers to
monitor and harass people online – with at least 18 people arrested for critical Facebook
posts between 2019 and 202161 – and temporarily shut down various social media platforms
on election day. The PF also used its budget to employ a larger communications team to troll
and attack UPND candidates, activists, and supporters. As a result, while online spaces con-
tinued to be safer than offline spaces for UPND activists,62 both were safer for the PF.63

Other important differences can be found in the content and divergent resonance of
the PF and UPND’s online messages and the ways in which social media helped to stra-
tegize on and organise offline activities. However, before moving on to these themes, it is
worth noting a cross-cutting factor that played to the UPND’s advantage both on- and
offline: a strong spirit of volunteerism. This spirit is reflected in the UPND’s ability to
deploy agents to almost all 12,152 polling stations.64 It is also evident from interviews,
in which UPND campaigners stressed the sacrifices that they had made – from the inti-
midation and harassment faced to their willingness to volunteer their time and resources.
As interviewees explained, there was a shared desire to fight ‘for a better Zambia’65 and ‘a
lot of passion, sacrifice, that a lot of us…went in [to the UPND campaign] with’.66 In
contrast, PF interviewees tended to speak with less passion, while some explicitly recog-
nised self-interest. One University student for example explained how she joined the PF
campaign ‘just to earn some money for school’.67

This is not to say that all PF activists were primarily motivated by economic opportu-
nities, or that this played no role for the UPND. Instead, it is to note that a sense of volun-
teering was stronger amongst UPND, than PF, activists. This is important as – together
with the political and economic context – it helped to ensure that social media’s role in
facilitating the discussion and spread of information and organisation of activities
worked to the UPND’s advantage.

Figure 7. In your work for the party, which social media platform do you use most often? (Party actor
survey).
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The resonance of online messaging

The PF was visible and vocal online and had a largely consistent message in the run-up to
the 2021 elections: it was the ruling party and enjoyed God’s grace and was likely to win.
It had overseen significant development; most notably, large infrastructure projects and
economic empowerment schemes. Its leaders were generous and accessible. It was pitted
against an inexperienced Hichilema who it was alleged was an elite, tribal Satanist who,
among other things, supported gay rights, privatised the mines, stole land, and failed to
look after his family.

However, this messaging failed to persuade a majority of voters. Discussions of devel-
opment placed heavy reliance on rather dry accounts of large infrastructure projects, as
exemplified by the PF’s four-hour long “virtual rallies” livestreamed on Facebook. The
PF’s online image of success also sat uncomfortably with people’s lived realities of
poor economic management – from inflation and underemployment to poor services
– while fake news (such as claimed road projects that were in other countries) and scan-
dals were revealed, and many citizens came to resent the arrogance displayed by PF
members and to fear their future under another PF administration.68 As one academic
explained:

… the content that [the] PF was posting on social media was horrendous… PF cadres would
have bunches of money in their hands and bragging about [it]… but these people who are
watching don’t have any money, they are struggling to put food on the table…what [the
PF]… didn’t realise is that [in saying that people are ok and living well] they were not dis-
puting UPND, they were disputing the people.69

This disconnect between the PF’s messaging and everyday lives extended from the state-
ments, videos and pictures posted to the songs commissioned. As a popular musician
noted:

… it was difficult to connect with these [PF] songs, even if they were brilliant songs… for
the UPND, I know there is a song that had become popular, where the artist was asking
civil servants…“Have you been paid?” And then the artist…would respond, “No, we’ve
not been paid”. 70

In this context, the on- and offline focus on Hichilema and harassment of him backfired:

… people just wanted to get rid of the PF… [and] because the PF was comfortable with
everybody else and not the UPND… that was a clear indication [to voters] to say, “If you
want a difference to this, you go to the opposite of it”.71

… it also didn’t help how they were arresting [Hichilema]… Zambians are very sympathetic
at such things.72

The UPND and Hichilema had also worked hard over a series of elections to establish
themselves as the electorally viable alternative. The UPND’s consequent prominence
helped them to draw attention to the state of the economy, poor governance, corruption,
PF cadre violence and harassment, and examples of tribalism in both how the PF was ‘cam-
paigning and… appointments… in their administration’.73 At the same time, the UPND’s
acceptance of PF and Movement for Multi-Party Democracy (MMD) defectors and pre-
election coalition with eight small parties, and Hichilema’s choice of a female Bemba poli-
tician as his running mate, helped to counter an image of the UPND as a Tonga party.74
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The UPND also better defended themselves against the personalised attacks on Hichi-
lema as they sought to cultivate a more accessible and likeable persona, in large part
through visual imagery, which is particularly important online.75 As a member of his
campaign team explained:

…we had to teach him to hold a baby…He had to demystify all this, “He’s a Satanist, he
privatised your mines.”…Maybe the first… [social media post] in the morning would have
bible verses… [and] whenever he’s in church, he had to close his eyes and photos had to be
taken a certain way and [they then] had to be circulated.76

Or as a journalist confirmed:

… over time, the fact that he… started going to church… and when he goes to church, they
take pictures… and he started…writing about… some religious scriptures… that helped
him lose that… anti-religion image.77

UPND campaigners also built upon the image of Hichilema as a successful businessman
who would “fix” Zambia to strengthen his appeal to different audiences:

He marketed his business acumen to the middle class as evidence of his ability to get the
economy back on track, while emphasizing to rural Zambians that he was just a simple
“cattle boy” who had grown up poor in the countryside and worked hard for his success.
With the urban poor – who had long been dependable PF voters – Hichilema traded tech-
nocratic jargon and business suits for more direct language and casual attire… To mobilize
the youth, he focused on unemployment and discussed sports and popular culture on social
media.78

At the same time, the UPND used social media to cultivate a new image of Hichilema as
Bally; the nickname itself starting on Facebook.79 Literally meaning “father”, Bally has
connotations of a friendly father or uncle figure who is there to help in times of need.
The implication: Hichilema would “fix” the economy, but also look out for, and assist,
Zambians.80

Given the spirit of volunteerism around the UPND campaign it was not just candi-
dates, party officials and communications teams who helped to spread these messages
and counter PF propaganda. As one UPND volunteer explained, when he heard fake
news about Hichilema online, he would ‘first find concrete evidence… [and then]
respond and post the right information to the group’.81 Not only did the UPND use
social media to discuss and strategize on messaging, but the fact that UPND activists
were more reliant on WhatsApp than the PF and less reliant on official adverts, also
helped to ensure that their messaging appeared as more personal in its content and deliv-
ery with messages sent to various groups, but also to individuals – with numbers col-
lected, for example, during door-to-door canvassing.82

The UPND also benefited from the work of vocal civil society leaders and musicians,
and more critical online newspapers, and their regular exposure of PF abuses and scan-
dals.83 More generally, social media provided a space in which ordinary citizens could
display their frustrations with the PF and support for the UPND in ways that helped to
foster a sense that Hichilema was an electorally viable alternative. These displays were ren-
dered particularly significant by the inability of the UPND to organise conventional per-
formances of support through large public rallies, and helped to overcome a perennial
collective action problem of whether it is rational to cast one’s individual vote.84

JOURNAL OF EASTERN AFRICAN STUDIES 547



Such online messaging and performances seem to have had an important impact. This
includes young and urban voters who are disproportionately online and whose vote con-
tributed to the UPND’s success.85 However, what is often not considered are the ways in
which online messages move across a broader media ecosystem, and how this movement
can inform those without direct social media access.

The spread of information across Zambia’s media ecosystem

Literature on social media tends to focus on active users and often assumes a clear digital
divide between those who are on- and offline.86 However, it is clear from interviews and
comparative work that information moves between social media and other media in
ways that blur such boundaries. Just as traditional media have online platforms and a
strong social media presence, online discussions also influence traditional media coverage,
as journalists get leads online and pick up on trending issues, or as online discussions
become a story in and of themselves.87 However, while the media is often equated with tra-
ditional or legacy media that was in existence before the digital age – such as radio, tele-
vision, newspapers, and magazines – and increasingly with social media platforms –
such as Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter – and online newspapers and blogs, this is a par-
ticularly Western lens. Indeed, if we understand media as a means of mass communication
then it is clear that a significant proportion of people gain their news ‘from conversations
with friends and acquaintances’,88 and from other forms of popular communication, such
as sermons, songs, and posters, and thus from pavement media.89

Just as the everyday discussions that constitute pavement media can move online pro-
ducing a new “digital pavement radio”,90 information also moves from social to pave-
ment media. Sometimes this movement goes via traditional media. As one civil society
activist explained:

So, what happens is, just about every issue starts off on social media. So, there’ll be a
comment on social media or a discussion… The very next day, all the top radio will be
talking about it… and then, of course, once it’s on radio it’s offline… [it] now goes on to
minibuses and people’s homes.91

However, while this quote presents a flow of information from social to traditional to
pavement media, it was evident from the rest of the conversation that information can
also move directly from social to pavement media. As the same interviewee explained,
‘in rural areas one [person] will have a phone…And that phone maybe has a WhatsApp
or whatever [and] they become almost like the media house’.92 The influence of such
voices further strengthened by the fact that local elites (teachers, religious leaders, etc)
and men (in a relatively patriarchal society) are disproportionately likely to be online
and thus ‘the media house’ in question.93

This idea that campaign messages moved, often rapidly and widely, from social to
pavement media was a consistent theme in interviews. As one UPND activist in
Lusaka explained:

Once we put something on social media… …we are reaching people on social media and
also people not on social media, because, you know, when you post something, somebody
will see it…When they see it, they are going obviously to share with the people that they are
with… in person, physically, yes.94
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Or as a UPND activist in Central summarised, it was:

… not only those that are using these platforms or that are online [who get the information
posted] but even those people that are not online because you find that people, maybe they
get the information… [that “Hichilema] was saying this today”. Then they go and tell their
parent, and then they’re going to tell their friends, their friends are going to tell their other
relatives, just like that.95

The activist went on to share an example of a woman who was not a direct social media
user but knew of things that he had posted because ‘Our children showed us how you are
working’.96 Or as a journalist noted:

I’ve seen something interesting, in sitting around, people [with a phone] start showing…
[those screenshots and images] around… So, information is going informally to other
people that are not even users of Facebook or Twitter.97

The speed and distances over which online messages can move is further increased by the
fact that offline sharing takes place – not only via traditional media and face-to-face inter-
actions – but through telephone conversations and messages. As Zambians use ‘text mes-
saging to circulate information from newspapers, social media, radio, or word of mouth
to those with more limited platform access’.98

This reality of an interconnected media ecosystem in which information can move
rapidly between on- and offline spaces, and in which face-to-face social communication
remains key, is important as it meant that PF and UPND online messaging – and popular
discussions and responses to the same – often moved far and wide. As, for example,
Hichilema’s new nickname of Bally, the pictures of new roads supposedly built by the
PF that ended up being in other countries, and potential voting patterns, were discussed
in public and private spaces across the country.99

Clearly, this movement of information would not, in and of itself, have played to the
UPND’s advantage. However, in a context of growing discontent with a deepening econ-
omic crisis and poor governance, offline discussions and receptions often mirrored those
online as many questioned PF claims, resented PF arrogance, and came to see the UPND
as an electorally viable alternative. In turn, this movement helps to explain how momen-
tum grew around the UPND even when the party was relatively invisible in physical
spaces, enjoyed far less coverage in the traditional media, and was publicly dismissed
by the PF as an online entity, and when a majority of citizens were never online. This
analysis highlights the ‘continued importance of physical space in political communi-
cation during elections alongside the digital’.100 This co-production also links to our
final point, which is that, while campaigners often recognised the advantages of speaking
with people directly and of other offline activities (such as vote protection), they also
stressed how social media helped to strategize on and organise the same.

Social media and organisation offline

When discussing on- and offline campaigning many UPND interviewees were keen to
emphasise the importance of the latter. As one UPND activist explained, it was ‘very
difficult’ to mobilise support ‘on social media… because, you know, people will throw
that back to you… and discourage others. So, it’s better you have a one-on-one chat
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with the person… in a small group.101 Or as a UPND volunteer confirmed, ‘face-to-face
is more effective… Because you sit down with somebody and convince them… But for
Facebook, once you post something, there will always be somebody to criticise and
mislead people’.102

The felt importance of having a captive audience – together with an inability to hold
big rallies due to COVID-19 restrictions and biased traditional media coverage – fed into
UPND strategy. Thus, while the PF invested heavily in billboards, posters, media adverts,
t-shirts and larger meetings, the UPND chose not to invest much in posters, t-shirts and
the like – lest the objects, or those distributing or wearing them, become the foci of PF
attacks – and turned their attention to a more intensive door-to-door campaign and
greater investment in vote protection.103 As one national-level UPND activist explained,

… if you were a party member or you’re in mobilisation or campaigning, you needed to
organise meetings, meetings of 30–50 people. Or you needed to have a strategy of literally
knocking on people’s doors, engaging… Your only way was to engage almost on a one-on-
one or with very small groups, and, and I think that may have actually been more effective
than, than we [had recognised].104

Where successfully rolled out, door-to-door campaigns were rendered possible by
enthusiastic supporters and social media. Many of those involved in such efforts had
regular access to social media and, if not, they were called by people who did. As one
UPND coordinator in Central Province explained, 83 of the 123 people he recruited
for door-to-door campaigns through a district volunteer network were on WhatsApp.
He went on to explain how:

[M]ost of the messages, updates, we are getting through WhatsApp and…when you com-
municate you maybe find that those people that I’m communicating [with via] WhatsApp,
this one is a friend to this one [who is not on WhatsApp], then they tell [them], ‘so there’s
this in WhatsApp, we’re supposed to do’.105

In this way, social media – and more specifically intra-party WhatsApp groups – were
used to organise local campaign efforts. These groups were also used to motivate those
involved and discuss party messaging. As interviewees involved explained, people
higher up in the party would share campaign materials via social media – such as the
party manifesto and examples of PF’s failings and Hichilema’s promise – and local acti-
vists could also use the same groups to share local grievances and “talking points” with
regional and national teams. Higher-level campaigners could also give directions to those
going door-to-door on some of the do’s and don’ts of the campaigns including directives
to remain peaceful and to avoid wearing party regalia. These groups were also used to
source and discuss responses to common queries and misinformation. As one intervie-
wee explained, he would ‘source information [via intra-party groups] to counter misin-
formation’, for example, regarding PF claims of Hichilema’s involvement in the
privatisation of the mines.106

Intra-party groups were also used to organise the UPND’s vote protection – from the
mobilising of volunteers to the dissemination of information on stations and duties –
with a separate online application used to gather and collate final results.107 Given the
level of PF repression, the UPND’s ability to place party agents in almost every polling
station was a particularly impressive feat and ‘made it very difficult for the government
to manipulate the vote’.108
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Again, online discussions ofmessaging and the organisation of one-to-one or small group
conversations and vote protection would not in and of itself have played to the UPND’s
advantage. The PF also discussed strategy, spoke to people in smaller groups and went
door-to-door and had polling station agents, and organised these activities, in large part,
via social media. In addition, while many UPND activists tried to reach voters directly, it
was often extremely difficult given state repression and the presence of PF party cadres
who often used violence against those visibly campaigning for, or supporting, the UPND.
Various strategies were adopted by the UPND to try and get around this violence – with
campaigners told by the central party, for example, to say that they were a member of a
well-known civil society organisation if confronted by PF supporters.109 However, the
levels of violence and fear in certain areas – together with the size of the country and
limited resources – ensured that door-to-door campaigns were often limited and sometimes
non-existent. As one UPND activist in a PF Northern Province stronghold explained:

We’re not free, even, to wear the UPND regalia… If you wear the regalia for UPND, they
can even kill you… Even the billboards, they’re just tearing them and burning them…we’re
not free even door-to-door campaigning.’110

Or as one civil society leader summarised, if UPND suggest ‘that they did… [door-to-
door campaigns throughout the country] then that would be very, very misleading…
for example a UPND person doing door-to-door in Lusaka would be very dangerous
for them and that they knew’.111

There was thus nothing inherently pro-opposition about the use of closed groups to
organise offline. Instead, such organisation proved particularly useful to the UPND
given the constraints on conventional campaign methods – such as rallies and posters
– and extremely biased traditional media coverage. Moreover, it ultimately contributed
to the UPND’s victory due to a broader context in which ordinary people were struggling
and many were increasingly frustrated with the government and looking for an alterna-
tive, and because of the way that these offline campaigns were paralleled by online cam-
paigns and less organised flows of information between on- and off-line spaces.

Conclusions

Zambia’s 2021 presidential election provides further evidence of the ambiguous and mixed
impact of social media on electoral politics, as incumbents proactively tried to use and
obstruct ‘social media as a tactic to maintain power and legitimacy’,112 and online plat-
forms opened new opportunities for opposition parties. Given this ambiguity, the fact
that most Zambians were never online, and the importance of face-to-face interactions
and offline activities, the UPND clearly did not win the election online. Instead, their
success came after years of hard work and a gradual expansion of support; was propelled
by a popular sense of frustration with the ruling PF and hope that the UPND and Hichi-
lema were an electorally viable alternative; and was helped by vocal civil society voices,
extensive election monitoring, and history of electoral turnovers. The UPND’s overwhelm-
ing victory in turn rendering it near-impossible for the PF to not hand over power.

Nevertheless, the UPND’s victory was facilitated by social media in at least three
important ways. First, an increasing number of Zambians are online and many check
their social media feeds every day, and the UPND’s online messaging resonated with
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more people than the PF’s. This included many urban and young voters who were dis-
proportionately online and who made an important contribution to the UPND’s overall
tally. Social media discussions also helped to cultivate a popular perception of the PF’s
diminishing, and UPND’s growing, popularity, which proved particularly important
given severe constraints on the UPND’s ability to conduct conventional rally-intensive
campaigns and biased traditional media coverage.

Second, this online messaging and popular debates spread offline as stories, memes
and videos were discussed via traditional media, face-to-face meetings, and mobile
phones. Third, social media helped with the organisation of messaging, campaigning
and vote protection by party officials, lower-level candidate campaign teams, and
vibrant volunteer networks in ways that helped to spread both the UPND’s message
and a sense of its electoral viability, and to protect its vote.

This reality of social media being used to mobilise online and to organise offline, as
well as the emergence of a complex media ecosystem that sees a constant movement
of information between social, traditional and pavement media, extends to other con-
texts. In Ghana, for example, the New Patriotic Party (NPP) and National Democratic
Congress (NDC) use social media to reach out directly to voters and to strategize on
and to organise their campaign efforts.113 The parties have also realised how online dis-
cussions can rapidly move offline.114 As one interviewee explained ahead of the country’s
2020 elections, ‘anytime you put something on social media… people will read, they will
share, if they don’t share on social media, they share on their community gathering, they
share at school, they share everywhere they go’.115 A similar picture is evident in Kenya
where, as one youth leader explained, if you send a WhatsApp message, it reaches those
in the groups, but it also spreads to others: ‘if I get the message, my mum and dad might
not be on social media, but I spread it to them’.116

Our analysis has two broad implications for understanding incumbency advantage
and the role of social media in and beyond Zambia. First, social media is neither inher-
ently good nor bad for ruling or opposition parties. Social media’s potential rests in its
informational role – including its ability to fill an informational vacuum left by con-
straints on physical campaigns and a biased traditional media. But social media’s
impact depends on the resonance and reach of the messages shared. When an opposition
party can effectively harness social media to organise and to circulate a resonant message
and to minimise the impact of online controls and counter controls on physical cam-
paigns and traditional media; ordinary people are frustrated with the incumbent govern-
ment; and there are some checks on the ruling party, for example, through vocal civil
society voices and non-interventionist military, elections in competitive authoritarian
regimes can create an opportunity for change.

Second, despite common assumptions, social media is neither uniquely “social” nor
separate from an increasingly interactive traditional media and highly social pavement
media. In contexts with a vibrant traditional and/or pavement media, online discussions
can move into offline discussions even in areas with relatively low internet penetration
and social media user rates. This reality ensures a distinction of direct and indirect
social media users, rather than of users and non-users. It also means that social media
can play an important role even in contexts with relatively low internet penetration
rates in which face-to-face communications remain the most effective persuader by pro-
viding informational resources and an organisational base for those interactions.
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