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South Africa

Two latest polls have quite divergent results

With just a little over a week until the election, IPSOS and the Institute of Race Relations (IRR) 
have each published updated polls – with surprisingly divergent results. IPSOS shows the ANC’s 
share of the national vote is unchanged from its last poll, while the IRR shows it as dropping 
markedly. The divergence highlights the inherent challenges in polling, but also uncertainties 
about the ultimate outcome. We still believe the ANC is unlikely to lose its majority at the national 
level.
The latest IPSOS poll published yesterday, based on fieldwork from 22 March to 17 April, shows the ANC securing 61% of the vote on a 
moderate (71%) turnout, with the DA getting 19% and the EFF securing 11%. These percentages are virtually unchanged from its previous 
poll based on fieldwork conducted from 1 February to 4 March. As we discussed in the Morning Sheet today, we found this result a little surprising, 
given that the load shedding and continuing revelations (allegations and controversies about many ANC officials’ complicity in state capture) 
might have been expected to depress support for the party.

In contrast, the latest poll from the IRR, published today, based on fieldwork from 18 April to 25 April, suggests the ANC’s support has 
dropped markedly. On a moderate turnout of 71.9%, the ANC’s share of the vote comes in at 51%, the DA at 24% and the EFF at 14%. The previous 
IRR poll, with fieldwork between 12-16 February, put the ANC at 55%, the DA at 24% and the EFF at 11%. Notably, media coverage today has 
focused on the finding of the IRR that the ANC’s support has dropped below 50% (at 49.5%), but this statistic needs to be understood as the ‘first-
pass’ survey result, asking which party respondents support, before all the ‘don’t know, won’t say, won’t vote’ responses are reallocated and 
before an account is taken of the likely turnout. 

Figure 1: IRR poll shows ANC support dropping but IPSOS shows it unchanged (and higher)

 2014 Previous poll Latest poll

 National elections IRR IPSOS IRR IPSOS

ANC 62.1 55 61 51 61

DA 22.2 24 18 24 19

EFF 6.3 11 10 14 11

IFP 2.4 3 2 3 3

FF+ 0.9 2 2 2 1

Other 4.0 5 7 3 5

Note: Poll results based on moderate turnout scenarios of 71% (IPSOS) and 71.9% (IRR) Source: IRR, IPSOS, Absa Research
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Differences in the two poll results could to some extent reflect the different survey methodology. Sample size matters, because the 
mathematical theory behind statistical sampling suggests that the margin of error declines (in a nonlinear fashion) as the sample size increases. 
The IPSOS poll covers 3,600 respondents, with an error margin of 0.9–2.0%. In contrast to the previous occasion, when the IRR sample was much 
smaller, this time around the IRR sample size was much closer to IPSOS’s at 2,375. IRR puts its margin of error at the 95% confidence level at 2.8%. 
However, there is an additional difference that makes us inclined to favour the IPSOS results. The IPSOS poll is a face-to-face poll in the 
respondents’ home language in their own homes, whereas the IRR poll is a telephone-based poll (which might be presumed to tend to exclude 
older, poorer, rural voters who are the bedrock of ANC support). Survey respondents may be less frank on a telephone-based poll as well. 

The divergent poll results highlight the uncertainty about the ultimate outcome. The IRR points out additionally that the last week often sees 
larger parties consolidate their support. However, as we argued in our political analysis earlier this week (South African politics: Key questions once 
elections are done), a higher share of the vote for the ANC in these elections is likely to strengthen President Ramaphosa’s position (to some extent) 
within the party. Thus, we believe that even if the ANC maintains its majority at the national level, an outcome of 51% has rather different 
implications compared to an outcome of 61%, which is close to the share secured by the ANC in the 2014 general elections. Our base case view 
remains that the ANC will secure between 55% and 60% of the popular vote. 
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