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Zambians endorse taxation, say it is fair to tax 

the rich at higher rates to support the poor 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 883 | Edward Chibwili 

 

Summary  

A decade ago, Zambia's tax landscape underwent significant transformation as the 

government introduced measures to improve tax collection and expand the tax base. Since 

then, efforts to strengthen tax administration and enhance compliance have continued, 

including the 2022 Tax Administration Reform Programme aimed at modernising the tax 

system (International Monetary Fund, 2023). Despite progress, tax evasion and a narrow tax 

base remain pressing challenges for the country (ActionAid, 2023). 

As Zambia struggles with a deepening economic crisis, soaring poverty and inequality, and a 

crippling energy crisis (World Bank, 2022), a proposal to introduce a wealth tax has gained 

renewed attention. This comes amid a worsening budget deficit, high unemployment, and 

skyrocketing living costs (Lusaka Times, 2024). 

Some argue that taxes on the wealthy are already sufficient, while others advocate for a 

progressive wealth tax to address extreme inequality and broaden the government's 

revenue base (ActionAid, 2022).  

According to a 2022 assessment by the Zambia Statistics Agency (2023), the country’s wealth 

is disproportionately concentrated among a small elite, while a significant majority of the 

population lives below the poverty line. The International Monetary Fund (2022) also identifies 

this stark wealth inequality as a major hindrance to achieving sustainable economic growth 

in Zambia. 

What are Zambians’ attitudes regarding the legitimacy and fairness of their tax system? 

Findings from Afrobarometer surveys in Round 8 (2020) and Round 9 (2022) show that most 

Zambians endorsed the government's right to collect taxes, but many said it is difficult to find 

out what taxes they owe and how the government uses tax revenues.  

A majority said it is fair to tax the rich at higher rates to support the poor. But views were 

divided on tax holidays for mining companies as a way of encouraging investment and on 

raising taxes to support increased government services, although a clear majority indicated 

support for higher taxes to support programmes to help young people.  

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Nine rounds of surveys have been completed in up to 42 countries since 1999. Round 10 

surveys were launched in January 2024. Afrobarometer conducts face-to-face interviews in 

the language of the respondent’s choice.  

In Round 9, the Afrobarometer team in Zambia, led by the Institute of Economic and Social 

Research (INESOR), a research wing of the University of Zambia, interviewed a nationally 
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representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,200 Zambian adults between 3 

August and 7 September 2022. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin 

of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were 

conducted in Zambia in 1999, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2017, and 2020. 

Key findings  

▪ Almost two-thirds (64%) of Zambians said tax authorities always have the right to make 

people pay taxes. 

▪ Most Zambians (70%) said Parliament should hold the president accountable for how 

the government spends taxpayers’ money.  

▪ About one in five citizens (22%) said “most” or “all” tax officials are involved in 

corruption, a less negative assessment than respondents offered for the police (54%), 

judges and magistrates (26%), and civil servants (25%). 

▪ Majorities said it is difficult to find out what taxes they owe (60%) and how the 

government uses tax revenues (77%).  

▪ Almost three-fourths (73%) saw it as fair for the rich to be taxed at higher rates to 

support the poor, and half (50%) said the government usually uses tax revenues for 

citizens’ well-being. 

▪ Zambians were divided over the government’s policy of giving mining companies a 

tax holiday as a way of encouraging investment, with 35% in favour and 40% 

opposed. 

▪ Four in 10 respondents (40%) said their fellow citizens “often” or “always” avoid paying 

their taxes.  

▪ Citizens were also split on whether it would be better to pay higher taxes in exchange 

for more government services (supported by 48%) or to pay lower taxes, even if that 

means there would be fewer services (44%). 

o But a clear majority (62%) said they would be willing to pay higher taxes in order 

to support programmes to help the youth, with job creation as the top priority for 

additional youth investment. 

Legitimacy of taxation 

When Afrobarometer explored the perceived legitimacy of taxation in its Round 8 survey in 

2020, nearly two-thirds (64%) of Zambians agreed that the tax authorities always have the 

right to make people pay taxes (Figure 1). 

Belief in the legitimacy of taxation increased with respondents’ education level, ranging from 

just 57% of those with primary schooling or no formal education to 80% of those with post-

secondary qualifications (Figure 2). Women (60%) and rural residents (59%) were less likely to 

endorse taxation than men (69%) and urban residents (71%).  
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Figure 1: Legitimacy of taxation | Zambia | 2020  

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or 

agree: The tax authorities always have the right to make people pay taxes? 

Figure 2: Tax authorities have the right to enforce taxation | by demographic group          

| Zambia | 2020  

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or 

agree: The tax authorities always have the right to make people pay taxes (% who “agree” or “strongly 

agree”) 
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While most Zambians endorse the government’s right to collect taxes, a large majority (70%) 

also said that Parliament should ensure that the president accounts for how taxpayer money 

is spent (Figure 3).  

Support for parliamentary oversight increased significantly with respondents’ education level, 

ranging from 65% of those with primary schooling or less to 80% of those with post-secondary 

education (Figure 4). 

Figure 3: Should Parliament monitor how taxpayers’ money is spent? | Zambia                       

| 2022 

 

Respondents were asked:  Which of the following statements is closest to your view? 

Statement 1: Parliament should ensure that the president explains to it on a regular basis how his 

government spends taxpayers’ money.  

Statement 2: The president should be able to devote his full attention to developing the country rather 

than wasting time justifying his actions.  

(% who “agree” or “strongly agree” with each statement) 

Figure 4: Parliament should monitor how taxpayers’ money is spent | by 

demographic group | Zambia | 2022 

 
(% who “agree” or “strongly agree” that Parliament should ensure that the president explains to it on a 

regular basis how his government spends taxpayers’ money) 

70%

28%

2%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Parliament should monitor

how tax revenues are

spent

President should be free

to act independently

Agree with neither/Don't

know

71%
69%
71%

74%
65%

80%
71%

65%

68%
70%
72%

72%
68%

70%
69%

70%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

More than 55 years
46-55 years
36-45 years
26-35 years
18-25 years

Post-secondary
Secondary

Primary/No formal education

High lived poverty
Moderate lived poverty

Low/No lived poverty

Urban
Rural

Men
Women

National average



 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2024  5 

 

Public perceptions of corruption can have a significant effect on the perceived legitimacy of 

any particular institution. About one in five Zambians (22%) said “most” or “all” tax officials 

are involved in corruption (Figure 5). Despite this negative perception, tax officials fared 

better than other formal public institutions, such as the police (54% most/all corrupt), judges 

and magistrates (26%), and civil servants (25%) (Chibwili, 2023). Among institutions and 

leaders the survey asked about, only the Office of the Presidency (16%), traditional leaders 

(16%), religious leaders (15%), and non-governmental organisations (11%) were less widely 

perceived as corrupt than tax officials. 

Figure 5: Perceived corruption among public institutions and leaders | Zambia                        

| 2022 

 

Respondents were asked: How many of the following people do you think are involved in corruption, or 

haven’t you heard enough about them to say? (% who say “most of them” or “all of them”) 

 

Access to information and transparency are central to the legitimacy of a tax system; 

taxpayers should be informed about which taxes to pay and how the funds are used.  

But six in 10 Zambians (60%) said it is “difficult” or “very difficult” to find out which taxes they 

are supposed to pay, while only 32% indicated that they find it easy (Figure 6).  

In addition, more than three-fourths (77%) of respondents said it is difficult to determine how 

the government uses tax monies; only 15% said such information is easy to obtain.  

These findings suggest that the system may be too complicated for many citizens to 

navigate and that the government does not adequately explain how tax revenues are used. 
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Figure 6: Access to tax information | Zambia | 2020 

 

Respondents were asked: Based on your experience, how easy or difficult is it to do each of the 

following: To find out what taxes and fees you are supposed to pay to the government? To find out 

how government uses the revenues from people’s taxes and fees? 

Fairness of taxation 

While Zambians think the tax authorities have the right to collect taxes and are less corrupt 

than other institutions, how do they see the fairness of their tax system?  

Views on the amount of taxes that citizens are required to pay were mixed (Figure 7). The 

largest share (50%) said ordinary people have to pay too much in taxes, while only one-fourth 

(24%) saw the amount as about right and 7% said ordinary people pay too little tax to the 

government.  

Regarding taxes for the rich, one in five respondents (22%) said the rich are undertaxed, while 

a similar share (26%) said the rich pay about the right amount of tax. Only a quarter (25%) of 

respondents said the rich pay too much tax.  

Figure 7: Too much or too little taxation? | Zambia | 2020 

 
Respondents were asked:  Do you think that the amount of taxes that [ordinary people/rich people] in 

Zambia are required to pay to the government is too little, too much, or about the right amount? 
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On the fairness of different levels of taxation, close to three-quarters (73%) of Zambians said it 

is fair for the rich to be taxed at higher rates than ordinary people in order to help pay for 

government programmes to benefit the poor, while only 21% disagreed with this approach 

(Figure 8). This finding supports Zambia’s relatively progressive tax system, in which higher-

income earners pay higher rates of tax than those with lower levels of income (ActionAid, 

2022). 

Half (50%) of respondents said they believe that the government usually uses the taxes it 

collects for the well-being of the citizenry, while 36% took the opposing view. 

Figure 8: Views on tax levels and use | Zambia | 2020 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements:  

It is fair to tax rich people at a higher rate than ordinary people in order to help pay for 

government programmes to benefit the poor.  

The government usually uses the tax revenues it collects for the well-being of citizens. 

 

Four in 10 (40%) Zambians expressed opposition to the government’s policy of giving tax 

holidays to mining companies (Mwansa, 2022) as a way of encouraging investment, while 

35% agreed with this approach (Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Is government justified in giving tax holidays to mining companies?                       

| Zambia | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements: 
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in this important economic sector? 
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Opposition to tax holidays for mining companies increased with respondents’ education 

level, ranging from just 34% of those with primary schooling or less to 50% of those with post-

secondary qualifications (Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Opposition to tax holidays for mining companies | by demographic group 

| Zambia | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or 

agree: Government is justified in giving tax holidays to mining companies to encourage investment? (% 

who “disagree” or “strongly disagree”) 

 

As for whether people actually pay their taxes, four in 10 citizens (40%) said people in their 

country “often” (30%) or “always” (10%) avoid paying taxes, while 44% said they believe this 

“rarely” or “never” happens (Figure 11). 

Figure 11: Frequency of tax avoidance | Zambia | 2020 
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Changes in taxation 

Nearly half (48%) of Zambians said they would prefer to pay higher taxes if this means the 

government would provide more services (Figure 12). But almost as many (44%) said they 

would prefer to pay lower taxes, even if that means there would be fewer services. 

Support for higher taxes in exchange for more services was weaker among less educated 

respondents (40%) than among those with secondary or post-secondary education (51%-

54%) (Figure 13). Economically better-off citizens were more inclined toward this preference 

than the poor1 (54% vs. 41%), as were urbanites compared to rural residents (53% vs. 44%). 

But more than six in 10 citizens (62%) indicated that they would be willing to pay more taxes 

to support programmes to help young people, the demographic bearing the brunt of high 

unemployment. Only 32% opposed this view (Figure 14). 

If the government decided to increase its spending on such programmes, job creation (40%) 

would be citizens’ highest priority for additional investment, followed by education (26%) 

(Figure 15). 

Figure 12: Higher taxes for more services or lower taxes for fewer services? | Zambia 

| 2020 

 
Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view? 

Statement 1: It is better to pay higher taxes if it means that there will be more services provided by 

government.  

Statement 2: It is better to pay lower taxes, even if it means there will be fewer services provided by 

government.  

(% who “agree” or “strongly agree” with each statement) 

  

 
1 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how 
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough 
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the past year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Patel (2022). 
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Figure 13: Support for higher taxes with more services | by demographic group              

| Zambia | 2020 

 
Respondents were asked:  Which of the following statements is closest to your view?  

Statement 1: It is better to pay higher taxes if it means that there will be more services provided by 

government.  

Statement 2: It is better to pay lower taxes, even if it means there will be fewer services provided by 

government.  

(% who “agree” or “strongly agree” with Statement 1) 

Figure 14: Support for higher taxes to fund youth programmes | Zambia | 2020 

 
Respondents were asked: If the government decided to make people pay more taxes in order to 

support programmes to help young people, would you support this decision or oppose it?  
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Figure 15: Top priority for additional youth investment | Zambia | 2020 

 

Respondents were asked: If the government could increase its spending on programmes to help young 

people, which of the following areas do you think should be the highest priority for additional 

investment? 

Conclusion 

Most Zambians support their government's right to collect taxes, but many struggle to 

understand their tax obligations and how the government utilises tax revenues, and a 

sizeable minority said people routinely avoid paying their taxes.  

While the idea of paying higher taxes to support more government services received mixed 

reviews, majorities endorsed a progressive tax system and higher taxes to support 

programmes to help the youth, especially through job creation. 

In a context of widespread unemployment and gross inequality, these findings suggest that 

there is some public support for the government to explore new avenues to expand the tax 

base to finance its development agenda and respond to pressing socio-economic needs. 
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