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ABSTRACT 

The judiciary impartiality and transparency are central to fostering confidence in the electoral 
process particularly during the contested elections. The incidence that characterized adjudication 
in election disputes between 2019 to 2023 has necessitated the need for judicial independence in 
election dispute in Nigeria. The study adopted a mixed methods approach which combines 
qualitative analysis of court cases related to 2019 and 2023 general elections with quantitative 
surveys of public perception regarding the judicial handling of election disputes. Case studies of 
key election petitions were analyzed to ascertain the Judiciary’s role in upholding democratic 
principles. Theoretical framework of Institutional Integrity theory and procedural justice underpin 
the study focusing on the relationship between legal outcomes and public trust in the judiciary. The 
findings reveal that while the judiciary has largely maintained professionalism, challenges such as 
political interference, delayed judgements and inconsistence rulings have undermined public 
confidence. In conclusion, the judiciary’s ability to adjudicate election disputes impartially is 
crucial for the sustenance of democracy in Nigeria. The study recommends enhancing judicial 
independence, expediting electoral dispute resolutions and fostering greater public awareness of 
judicial process to strengthen public trust in electoral outcomes. 
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Introduction 

The Nigerian judiciary have played an important, yet controversial role in Nigeria electoral politics. 
When the Kenyan Supreme Court ruled against the incumbent president to nullify the country’s 
2017 presidential election, it made headlines across the world. More typically, however, Judiciary 
in Nigeria have played a much less activist role in electoral politics. In Nigeria, Judicial rulings in 
election matters have been in   favor of incumbent regimes. In the eyes of the opposition, such 
rulings have often been seen as further evidence of institutional corruption and a sign of the courts’ 
de facto lack of independence vis á vis the executive. Elections are a fundamental component of 
democratic governance, serving as a means through which citizens express their political will 
(Dahl, 1989).  Election petitions tribunal, however, are only the tip of the iceberg. Judiciary in 
Nigeria democracy settles numerous electoral disputes in relation to matters such as the conduct of 
campaigns, voter registration, and campaign financing. They also rule on disputes in relation to 
local and parliamentary elections. Each ruling sends an important signal about the courts’ 
professionalism, autonomy, and possible political biases. Rulings also send signals about the quality 
of elections and whether the institutional system has the capacity to offer effective remedies when 
elections fail to live up to standards of freeness and fairness.  In Nigeria, electoral disputes have 
become a recurrent challenge, often testing the credibility of the judiciary in adjudicating election-
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related conflicts. The role of the judiciary in resolving election disputes is crucial for ensuring 
electoral integrity, yet public trust in judicial outcomes remains contentious. According to 
Nwabueze (2011), the judiciary is expected to act as an impartial arbiter in electoral disputes, but 
allegations of judicial bias, corruption, and executive interference often erode public confidence. 
Between 2019 and 2023, Nigeria witnessed several high-profile election disputes, including the 
legal contestations following the 2019 and 2023 general elections. The judgments delivered in these 
cases have sparked public debates regarding the independence of the judiciary and its effectiveness 
in upholding electoral justice. Scholars such as Omotola (2013) and Ogundiya (2019) argue that 
judicial pronouncements on election disputes significantly influence public perception of electoral 
credibility. Despite constitutional provisions guaranteeing judicial independence in election dispute 
resolution, concerns about judicial credibility persist in Nigeria. The electoral process in Nigeria is 
often marred by allegations of malpractice, and judicial interventions are sought to determine 
electoral legitimacy. However, the increasing perception of judicial bias, delays in adjudication, 
and contradictory rulings have led to growing public distrust. As Ojo (2020) notes, while the 
judiciary has occasionally played a pivotal role in electoral reforms, there are concerns that political 
influence undermines judicial decisions. The 2019 and 2023 election disputes highlighted these 
issues, as various political actors and civil society organizations raised concerns about 
inconsistencies in judicial verdicts. This study, therefore, seeks to explore the extent to which the 
judiciary has contributed to fostering or undermining public trust in Nigeria’s electoral system, 
particularly from 2019 to 2023. It is on this introduction that we ask this research question. How 
has the judiciary influenced public trust in the resolution of election disputes in Nigeria between 
2019 and 2023? 

Literature Review 

Judiciary and Influence on Public Trust in resolution of Election Disputes in Nigeria 

Public trust in the judiciary is critical for sustaining democracy. A study by Olaniyan (2018) 
suggests that judicial independence and impartiality are primary determinants of public confidence 
in election dispute resolution. However, Adebanjo and Ojo (2020) argue that allegations of judicial 
corruption, undue political influence, and inconsistent rulings have eroded public trust in Nigeria’s 
judiciary. Empirical findings by Ihonvbere (2019) further indicate that while some high-profile 
judicial decisions have strengthened democratic consolidation, others have fueled public 
skepticism. According to Omenma (2015), cases of post-election litigations constitute events that 
characterise the aftermath of elections in developing countries, most especially countries in the 
African continent. Omenma further attributes this situation to the prevalence of weak democratic 
institutions. On the other hand, Omenma et al, (2017) noted that it is a display of a characteristic 
political culture of not conceding defeat after the declaration of the election result in developing 
countries. In the circumstance, judicial intervention becomes constitutionally pivotal in the hearing 
of, and subsequent determination of all post-election related matters. Hence, Nwabueze (2007) 
observed that the judiciary remains the only institution that is empowered by law to resolve post-
election issues and make binding decisions on lingering litigations. The need to maximize the gains 
that are realizable from post-election litigations lies predominantly on the competence, professional 
dignity and moral rectitude of the judiciary. To this end, Gazibo (2006) posits that the aspiration to 
achieve credibility in post-election petitions depends on the extent to which Judges who preside 
over post-election cases are prepared to give judgments without recourse to sentiments that are 
predicated on prejudice and low morals. According to Gazibo, the absence of the above key 
professional values has often led to a miscarriage of justice in post-election related matters. Gazibo 
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further stressed that such a situation often leads to the legalization of election results that do not 
reflect majority choice. 

In the Nigerian context, scholars like Enweremadu (2011) and Omenma (2015) have separately 
observed that most judicial decisions on post-election petitions in Nigeria have variously betrayed 
the affirmation of the credible choice of the majority of the electorate. By implication, these 
scholars suggest that the Nigerian judiciary has over time, been complicit in endorsing the 
occupation of political offices by unpopular election candidates. Specifically, Asogwa (2019) 
pointed out that the Nigerian Judiciary, since the inception of the Fourth republic cannot boast of 
recording up to 40% success in dispensing objectively credible post-election litigations. According 
to him, the inability of the Nigerian judiciary to deliver post-election judgments that are devoid of 
obvious pitfalls and calculated miscarriages can be blamed on the absence of full autonomy that 
supposedly should be granted the judicial arm of government to dispense justice. Asogwa’s position 
was corroborated by Udenwa (2020), who posits that the Nigerian political class has over time, 
sustained the culture of interfering in the activities of the judiciary. Again, Udenwa indicated that 
degenerate morals on the part of the members of the Nigerian Judiciary which subject them to 
indulgence in corrupt practices form part of the reasons for the inability of the Judiciary in Nigeria 
to exhibit a display of a high sense of integrity in the credible determination of post-election 
petitions. In his opinion, Enweremadu (2011) posits that undue political interferences in the 
constitutional functions of the Nigerian judiciary have been responsible for incapacitating that 
organ of government concerning optimal performance. In a different view, Asogwa (2019) argues 
that the culture of inducement by politicians in the form of financially wooing members of the 
Judiciary tends to encroach on the capacity of the Nigerian judiciary to dispense justice 
dispassionately and with fairness. Furthermore, the issue of either inherent or acquired moral 
bankruptcy on the part of legal practitioners in Nigeria is supposedly one of the factors that is 
responsible for the growing incidences of the crisis of integrity in the Nigerian judiciary. In addition 
to the above-spotlighted factors, the Nigerian 1999 constitution as amended in 4,5,6, did not 
distinctly capture the designation of a full autonomy status for the Judiciary, especially as it relates 
to finance (Udenwa, 2020). Although Adebanjo and Ojo (2020) discuss how judicial corruption and 
inconsistencies have eroded public trust, there is limited research on how citizens perceive the 
judiciary’s role in shaping electoral outcomes. This is the gap this paper wants to fill. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored on Institutional Integrity Theory. The fundamental idea of this theory 
presupposes the existence of core values, ethics, standards and principles on which an institution is 
established. Invariably, these established norms are expected to be the mantra on which the actions, 
functions, intra and inter-relational patterns of an institution are predicated (Brown & Head, 2005). 
Spigelman (2004, p.730) views Institutional Integrity Theory as an ideological framework that 
primarily supports the existence of a body of moral creed which binds on the structural existence, 
as well as the human resource component of an institution. He further informs that the theory 
embodies a holistic objective that aims at translating the ideals of institutional integrity into 
functional instruments that would guarantee a maximum expulsion of the tendencies of corruption 
and other aspects of morally degenerate attributes from all the branches and institutions of 
government. In corroboration, Elster (2000), observed that the practicability of the institutional 
integrity theory in the business of public governance by public servants would ensure a maximum 
realization of the objectives, inherent in the public service.  



Journal of Public Administration, Policy and Governance Research (JPAPGR), Vol. 4, No. 1, 2026. 
Available online at https://jpapgr.com/index.php/research. P-ISSN:2787-0464 E-ISSN: 1595-6776. Covered 
in google scholar, Europub, etc. 
                                                  Elumelu, Chiazor Simeon & Gbenda, Jeremiah Akaha, 2026, 4(1):29-37 
 

32 
 

Accordingly, Pope (2000) identified three dimensions of the theory of institutional integrity, and 
they include:  

a) The Institutions of Integrity: This denotes institutionalized norms and codes of behaviour or 
conduct that is expected to bind and regulate individual behaviour. It also anticipates shaping the 
context of integrity, defining and determining the moral limits of individuals as they co-relate in 
institutions or agencies of government. The test of the workability of institutions of integrity is 
mostly domiciled in governmental agencies like the Police and the Judiciary.  

b) Individual Integrity: This refers to the conventional assumption of integrity as honesty or 
decent behavioral traits that make people behave in a generally acceptable way. Such individuals 
exhibit such tendencies in the public institutions they are employed.  

c) Societal-Influenced Integrity: This aspect presupposes the consequence of the forces of social 
interactions. Normally, individuals tend to be socially impacted by persons with a positive, but the 
ideal sense of integrity when they come in contact. However, the reverse becomes the case when 
individuals come in contact with persons with negative behavioral tendencies  

Collier & Esteben (2000), posited that the height to which practicable institutional integrity guides 
official conducts in government’s agencies and institutions determines the degree of public trust in 
the public service. Brown & Head (2005) also asserted that an active system of institutional 
integrity in public institutions instils a high sense of moral discipline in public servants as they 
carry out their official functions. This was why Spigelman (2004) added that the judicial organ of 
government, being the constitutionally recognized watchdog for the observance and conscious 
practice of integrity in the public service should be a model for emulation.  

This study adopted the Institutional Integrity Theory on account of its striking relevance to the core 
objective of this research work. Hence, the central objective of this work is pitched around the 
assessment of the extent to which judicial integrity has impacted the adjudication election Disputes 

Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative research design, relying on both primary and secondary sources of 
data. Data will be collected through questionnaire to elicit response from respondents. Additionally, 
documentary analysis of court rulings, electoral laws, newspaper reports, and scholarly articles will 
be conducted to examine trends in judicial decisions and their public reception. A thematic analysis 
approach will be employed to identify recurring patterns related to judicial independence, public 
perception, and electoral legitimacy. The study will also utilize content analysis to assess media 
and scholarly discourses on judicial pronouncements in election disputes between 2019 and 2023. 
By integrating multiple data sources, this research aims to provide a comprehensive evaluation of 
the judiciary's role in shaping public trust in Nigeria’s electoral processes. 

Erosion of Public Trust in the Nigerian Judiciary Due to 2019 Election Dispute Judgments 

The handling of election petitions from Nigeria's 2019 general elections significantly impacted 
public perception of the judiciary. While the courts played their constitutional role in resolving 
electoral disputes, several judgments led to increased skepticism about judicial independence, 
fairness, and transparency. Below are key ways in which these rulings contributed to the erosion of 
public trust: 
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1. Allegations of Judicial Bias and Political Influence 

Many Nigerians perceived some of the court rulings, particularly in high-profile cases like the 
presidential election dispute (Atiku Abubakar vs. Muhammadu Buhari), as influenced by political 
pressure. The refusal of the tribunal to allow electronic evidence from INEC’s servers, despite 
claims that the results differed from the official announcement, reinforced suspicions that the 
judiciary was protecting the incumbent. The Supreme Court’s final verdict upholding Buhari’s 
victory was met with widespread criticism, with many viewings it as predetermined rather than 
based on objective legal reasoning. 

2. Inconsistencies in Judicial Rulings 

The judiciary’s credibility was further damaged by contradictions in election tribunal judgments. 
For example, in the Osun State Governorship Election (Adeleke vs. Oyetola), the lower tribunal 
initially ruled in favor of Adeleke, citing substantial non-compliance with electoral laws. However, 
the Court of Appeal and Supreme Court later overturned the ruling on technical grounds, despite 
acknowledging irregularities. This inconsistency made it appear that legal technicalities were being 
used to favor certain political interests over the will of the electorate. 

Similarly, in some senatorial and House of Representatives cases, different courts ruled on similar 
issues in contradictory ways. This raised concerns that judicial decisions were not based on 
consistent legal principles but on external pressures or personal interests. 

3. Judicial Delays and Selective Enforcement 

Many Nigerians lost trust in the judiciary due to the slow pace of election cases and selective 
prioritization of certain disputes. While some cases, particularly those involving the ruling party, 
were expedited and concluded before the expiration of political terms, others dragged on until they 
became irrelevant. For instance, in some House of Assembly and National Assembly disputes, 
rulings were delivered so late that the affected candidates could not benefit from the outcome even 
if they won their cases. 

4. Perceived Commercialization of Justice 

Allegations of judicial corruption further eroded confidence in the courts. Reports suggested that 
some politicians were able to "purchase" favorable judgments, reinforcing the belief that election 
disputes were won not on merit but based on financial and political connections. The lack of 
transparency in judicial appointments and case allocations further deepened suspicions. 

5. Growing Public Cynicism Toward the Judiciary 

The overall effect of these issues was an increase in public cynicism about the judiciary's role in 
upholding democracy. Many Nigerians believe that courts have become an extension of political 
power rather than independent arbiters of justice. The phrase "Judiciary is the last hope of the 
common man" has increasingly been replaced with "Judiciary is the last hope of the highest bidder." 

How Court Rulings on the 2023 General Election Disputes Eroded Public Trust in the 
Nigerian Judiciary 

The judiciary plays a crucial role in resolving election disputes, but the handling of cases from 
Nigeria’s 2023 general elections has significantly deepened public distrust. Allegations of judicial 
bias, inconsistency, delays, and external political influence have fueled skepticism about whether 
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the courts serve as impartial arbiters of electoral justice. Below are key ways in which court rulings 
eroded public confidence in the judiciary: 

1. Perceived Judicial Bias in Presidential Election Petitions 

The Presidential Election Petition Tribunal (PEPT) and the Supreme Court dismissed challenges 
by Atiku Abubakar (PDP) and Peter Obi (Labour Party) against Bola Tinubu’s (APC) victory. 
Petitioners alleged: 

 Electoral malpractices and result manipulation. 
 Non-compliance with electoral laws, especially INEC’s failure to electronically transmit 

results. 
 Questions over Tinubu’s academic qualifications. 

Despite these claims, the courts ruled that evidence presented was insufficient. Many Nigerians 
saw this as a dismissal of legitimate concerns, reinforcing the belief that the judiciary protects the 
ruling party rather than delivering impartial justice. 

 Public Reaction: 

 The ruling was widely criticized on social media, with many Nigerians expressing 
disappointment. 

 Protesters and opposition supporters alleged that the judiciary was complicit in "electoral 
fraud." 

2. Inconsistencies and Conflicting Judgments in Governorship Cases 

Several state governorship election rulings further fueled doubts about the judiciary’s credibility. 
Kano State: Abba Yusuf (NNPP) vs. Nasir Gawuna (APC) 

 INEC declared Abba Kabir Yusuf (NNPP) the winner. 
 The Election Tribunal and Court of Appeal nullified Yusuf’s victory, citing electoral 

irregularities. 
 However, the Supreme Court later overturned the decision and reinstated Yusuf as 

governor. 
 

Public Reaction 

 The conflicting judgments created confusion, leading to accusations that judgments were 
being influenced by political deals rather than legal merit. 

 The earlier ruling favoring APC was seen as an attempt to manipulate power in Kano, a 
key opposition stronghold. 
 

3. The Adamawa Governorship Controversy and Judicial Complicity 

 The Adamawa Resident Electoral Commissioner (REC) illegally declared Aishatu Binani 
(APC) the winner before results were fully collated. 

 INEC quickly reversed the declaration and affirmed Ahmadu Fintiri (PDP) as the rightful 
winner. 

 Legal challenges followed, and while the courts upheld Fintiri’s victory, the judiciary’s 
slow response to the illegal declaration weakened trust in the electoral process. 

Public Reaction: 

 The judiciary was criticized for failing to act swiftly when electoral laws were blatantly 
violated. 
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 The delayed legal response allowed political tension to escalate, further damaging 
confidence in democratic institutions. 

4. Allegations of Judicial Corruption and Political Influence 

Several controversial rulings led to widespread speculation that court judgments were bought by 
the highest bidder. Reports surfaced that: 

 Some judges allegedly received financial inducements to favor particular parties. 
 Politicians strategically delayed cases until the window for legal redress had closed. 

 
Public Perception: 

 The judiciary was no longer seen as the "last hope of the common man" but rather the 
"last hope of the highest bidder." 

 The phrase "cash-and-carry justice" became popular in political discussions, suggesting 
that judicial rulings were for sale. 
 

5. Judicial Delays and the Selective Prioritization of Cases 

The courts prioritized some cases over others, with: 
 Presidential election petitions fast-tracked while other disputes dragged on. 
 Some state assembly and senatorial rulings coming long after winners had been sworn in, 

rendering judgments ineffective. 
 

Public Reaction: 

 The slow resolution of cases led to a loss of faith in judicial efficiency. 
 Many Nigerians began to doubt the purpose of seeking legal redress, believing that time 

delays served political interests. 
 

Judicial Trust and Election Dispute Resolution Analysis 

This document contains the transcribed data from survey responses on judicial trust and election 
dispute resolution, followed by a thematic analysis of the responses. 

Table 1: Showing Respondents response to Questions on Judicial Independence and Public Trust 

Timestamp Profession Years of 
Experience 

Judicial 
Independence 

Interference 
Type 

Trust 
Level 

Corruption 
Perception 

Public 
Trust 
Impact 

Electoral 
Legitimacy 
Impact 

Election 
Dispute 
Example 

Frequency Impact on 
Election 
Outcomes 

Suggested 
Reform 

Broader 
Recommendations 

2/8/2025 
11:06:01 

Political 
Analyst 

6 – 10 years Somewhat 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

Low 
trust 

Financial 
inducement 
from 
politicians 
who offer the 
highest bid 

Undermined 
public trust 

Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

State Election 
Petition 
Disputes 

Very 
frequently 

No impact Better 
renumeration 
and security 
of judges 

Judicial 
appointments 
should be handled 
by the Judicial 
Service 
Commission 

2/8/2025 
11:27:59 

Political 
Analyst 

Over 15 
years 

Not 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

No 
trust 

Corruption Undermined 
public trust 

Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

Judgement on 
election 

Very 
frequently 

Yes, 
positively 

Independence 
of judiciary 
and better 
remuneration 

Judicial 
independence 

2/8/2025 
11:45:52 

Legal 
Practitioner 

Over 15 
years 

Not 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

No 
trust 

Corruption No 
significant 
impact 

Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

Few cases Very 
frequently 

No impact Judicial 
independence 

Judicial 
independence 

2/9/2025 
10:55:51 

Political 
Analyst 

6 – 10 years Moderately 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

Low 
trust 

Corruption 
and political 
meddling 

Undermined 
public trust 

Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

Kogi 2023 
Gubernatorial 
Election 

Very 
frequently 

Yes, 
negatively 

Judicial 
separation 
from political 
influence 

Clear guidelines on 
electoral evidence 

2/10/2025 
20:58:40 

Political 
Analyst 

Over 15 
years 

Not 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

No 
trust 

Judiciary not 
to be trusted 

Unsure Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

2023 election 
judgement 

Very 
frequently 

No impact Transparency Credibility 

2/11/2025 
2:22:00 

Others 6 – 10 years Not 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

No 
trust 

Failure to 
ensure 
fairness 

No 
significant 
impact 

Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

Conflicting 
judgements in 
similar cases 

Occasionally No impact Judicial 
reforms 

Conflict of interest 
checks for judges 

2/11/2025 
15:58:31 

Political 
Analyst 

11 – 15 
years 

Moderately 
Independent 

Political 
interference 

No 
trust 

Monetization 
of election 
disputes 

Undermined 
public trust 

Weakened 
electoral 
legitimacy 

Bayelsa and 
Imo 
governorship 
elections 
2019 

Very 
frequently 

Yes, 
negatively 

Less reliance 
on courts for 
election 
outcomes 

Systemic electoral 
reforms 

Source:  Field work by the Researchers 2023 
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Findings 

1. Judicial Independence and Political Interference 

A significant majority of respondents (especially political analysts and legal practitioners) believe 
that the judiciary is not independent due to political interference. The appointment of judges by the 
executive branch is seen as a major issue, leading to biases in election dispute rulings. 

2. Low Trust and Corruption Perception 

Trust in the judiciary is extremely low, with respondents frequently citing corruption as the main 
reason. Bribery, political influence, and lack of financial autonomy for the judiciary have further 
exacerbated public distrust. 

3. Weak Electoral Legitimacy 

Most respondents noted that judicial decisions on election disputes have weakened electoral 
legitimacy, as inconsistent rulings and favoritism create skepticism about democratic processes. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the perceived lack of judicial independence, widespread corruption, and biased 
rulings on election disputes have significantly eroded public trust in the judiciary. The influence of 
the executive in the appointment of judges and the judiciary's limited financial autonomy have 
further deepened concerns about its ability to function impartially. Additionally, the prevalence of 
bribery and political interference has painted a picture of a compromised justice system, incapable 
of delivering fair and credible judgments. These issues have not only undermined the legitimacy of 
electoral processes but have also contributed to a growing disillusionment with democratic 
institutions as a whole. To restore confidence in the judiciary and strengthen democratic 
governance, comprehensive reforms aimed at enhancing judicial autonomy, transparency, and 
accountability are urgently needed. 

Recommendations 

1. Enhance Judicial Autonomy: Grant the judiciary full financial and administrative 
autonomy to reduce executive influence and ensure impartiality in judicial processes. This 
includes establishing an independent budgetary allocation system for the judiciary. 

2. Reform Judicial Appointment Processes: Establish independent commissions 
responsible for judicial appointments to eliminate political interference and promote merit-
based selection of judges. This would strengthen the credibility and integrity of the 
judiciary. 

3. Strengthen Anti-Corruption Measures and Electoral Transparency: Implement stricter 
sanctions for corrupt judges, including transparent disciplinary mechanisms, to deter 
unethical practices. Additionally, reduce the judiciary's role in election disputes by 
enhancing electoral transparency and integrity through reforms in election management 
and dispute resolution mechanisms. 
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