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Summary  

São Tomé and Príncipe recorded its first confirmed case of COVID-19 on 6 April 2020 (RFI, 

2020). To limit the spread of the virus, the government implemented COVID-19 testing and 

quarantine protocols, lockdowns, limited public gatherings, and enforced mandatory mask-

wearing in enclosed public spaces (Crisis 24, 2022). 

These restrictions led to economic slowdowns across São Tomé and Príncipe. The tourism 

industry, which accounts for more than 20% of the island nation’s employment, was 

impacted especially severely, with a 70% drop in tourist arrivals in 2020 (International Trade 

Administration, 2022; Salaudeen, 2020). Most workers are in the informal sector and were left 

without any social protection (African Development Bank Group, 2022). 

To boost the economy, the government secured a $2.5 million grant from the World Bank 

(2020a) to augment the country’s COVID-19 response efforts. The government provided 

direct and indirect cash transfers to 16,000 households affected by the pandemic for a 

duration of one year under the Social Protection COVID-19 Response and Recovery Project 

(World Bank, 2020b).  

Findings from Afrobarometer’s most recent survey in São Tomé and Príncipe, conducted in 

December 2022, show high levels of satisfaction with the government’s response to the 

pandemic. Most citizens said they had been vaccinated against COVID-19, and a majority 

expressed trust in the government’s ability to ensure that the vaccines are safe.   

However, majorities described the distribution of pandemic-related assistance as unfair, said 

that “a lot” of the resources intended for the COVID-19 response were lost to corruption, and 

urged the government to invest more in special preparations for future public health 

emergencies. 

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 national partners conduct face-to-

face interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.  

In Round 9, the Afrobarometer São Tomé and Príncipe team, led by Ovilongwa - Estudos de 

Opinião Pública of Angola in partnership with a local consultant and the Ghana Center for 

Democratic Development, interviewed 1,200 adult São Toméans in December 2022. A 

sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points 
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at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted in São Tomé and Príncipe in 

2015 and 2018. 

Key findings 

▪ Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic: 

o As of December 2022, three in 10 São Toméans (31%) said a member of their 

household had lost a job, business, or primary source of income due to the 

pandemic, while 9% reported that someone in their household had become ill 

with COVID-19 or tested positive for the virus. 

▪ Attitudes toward vaccines: 

o More than nine out of 10 citizens (93%) said they had received at least one dose 

of a vaccine against COVID-19.  

o Only 3% said they were unlikely to try to get vaccinated. 

o Citizens who said they were unlikely to get vaccinated cited a variety of reasons 

for their hesitancy, including fear of negative side effects, the belief that God 

would protect them from COVID-19, and concerns that the vaccine was 

developed too quickly. 

o Almost six in 10 São Toméans (58%) said they trust the government “somewhat” or 

“a lot” to ensure the safety of COVID-19 vaccines. 

▪ Government response to COVID-19: 

o More than three-fourths (77%) of São Toméans said the government has 

performed “fairly well” or “very well” in managing the response to the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

o Specifically, majorities expressed satisfaction with the government’s efforts to 

minimise disruptions to children’s education (67%), to ensure that health facilities 

were adequately resourced (67%), and to provide assistance to vulnerable 

households (61%). 

o But about two-thirds of respondents said that pandemic-related assistance was 

distributed unfairly (67%) and that “some” or “a lot” of the resources intended 

for the pandemic response were lost to corruption (64%). 

 

o Majorities considered it justified for the government to use the police or military 

to enforce public health mandates (72%) and to postpone elections (55%) 

during a pandemic. But only 34% endorsed censoring media reporting in 

response to a public health emergency. 

▪ Looking ahead: 

o A slim majority (52%) of São Toméan said they think their government is 

prepared to deal with future public health emergencies.  

o But seven in 10 (70%) said the government needs to invest more in such 

preparations, even if it means fewer resources are available for other health 

services. 
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Effects of COVID-19 

As of December 2022, three in 10 São Toméans (31%) said a member of their household had 

lost a job, business, or primary source of income due to the pandemic, while 9% reported 

that someone in their household became ill with COVID-19 or tested positive for the virus 

(Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Effects of COVID-19 | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Please tell me whether you personally or any other member of your 

household have been affected in any of the following ways by the COVID-19 pandemic: Became ill 

with, or tested positive for, COVID-19? Temporarily or permanently lost a job, business, or primary source 

of income?  

 

The effects of COVID-19 appear to be most pronounced among those experiencing high 

levels of lived poverty.1 The poorest citizens were more likely than economically well-off 

citizens to report losing an income source due to COVID-19 (46% vs. 26%) (Figure 2). Income 

loss was also more widely reported among young adults (45% of 26- to 35-year-olds) than 

among other age groups (21%-35%). 

Illness and/or positive COVID-19 tests were somewhat more common among older folks (18% 

of 46- to 55-year-olds) and poor citizens (13%) than among their counterparts.  

  

 
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 preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Patel 
(2022). 
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Figure 2: Effects of COVID-19 | by demographic group | São Tomé and Príncipe                

| 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Please tell me if you personally or any other member of your household have 

been affected in any of the following ways by the COVID-19 pandemic: Became ill with COVID-19? 

Temporarily or permanently lost a job, business or primary source of income? (% who said “yes”) 

Attitudes toward vaccination 

More than nine out of 10 São Toméans (93%) said they had received at least one dose of a 

COVID-19 vaccine (Figure 3). Only 3% of respondents said they were “somewhat unlikely” or 

“very unlikely” to try to get vaccinated.  

Respondents who said they were unlikely to get vaccinated offered a wide variety of 

reasons for their hesitancy, including fear of negative side effects, the belief that God would 

protect them from COVID-19, concerns that the vaccine was developed too quickly, and 

the belief that COVID-19 isn’t real.2 

  

 
2 Due to the small number of respondents indicating they were unlikely to try to get vaccinated (n=34), 
numerical results would have extremely large margins of error. 
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Figure 3: COVID-19 vaccination status | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

  

Respondents were asked:  Have you received a vaccination against COVID-19, either one or two 

doses? [If no:] If a vaccine for COVID-19 is available, how likely are you to try to get vaccinated? 

 

Despite very high self-reported vaccination rates, a significant proportion (37%) of citizens 

expressed “just a little” trust or no trust at all in the government’s ability to ensure that COVID-

19 vaccines are safe. A majority (58%) said they trust the government “somewhat” (24%) or 

“a lot” (34%) on this score (Figure 4). 

Trust in the government to provide safe vaccines may influence whether people are willing 

to take the shot. In São Tomé and Príncipe, citizens who said they trust the government “a 

lot,” “somewhat,” or even “just a little” to ensure vaccine safety were more likely to be 

vaccinated (94%-96%) than those who expressed no trust at all (78%) (Figure 5).  

Figure 4: Trust government to ensure vaccine safety | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: How much do you trust the government to ensure that any vaccine for 

COVID-19 that is developed or offered to São Toméan citizens is safe before it is used in this country? 
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Figure 5: Likelihood of trying to get vaccinated | by trust in government to ensure 

vaccine safety | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: 

If a vaccine for COVID-19 is available, how likely are you to try to get vaccinated? 

How much do you trust the government to ensure that any vaccine for COVID-19 that is 

developed or offered to São Toméan citizens is safe before it is used in this country? 

Government response to COVID-19 

More than three-fourths (77%) of São Toméans described the government’s overall 

performance in managing the response to the COVID-19 pandemic as “fairly good” or “very 

good,” while 19% said it had done a poor job (Figure 6).  

On specific aspects of the COVID-19 response, majorities also said they were “fairly satisfied” 

or “very satisfied” with the government’s efforts to ensure disruptions to children’s education 

were minimised (67%), to ensure that health facilities were adequately resourced to deal with 

the pandemic (67%), and to provide assistance to vulnerable households (61%) (Figure 7).  

Figure 6: Government response to COVID-19 | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government has managed the 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic? 
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Figure 7: Satisfaction with aspects of the government’s response to COVID-19                 

| São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the government’s response to 

COVID-19 in the following areas? 

COVID-19 relief assistance 

Two in 10 São Toméans (22%) reported that their household received COVID-19 relief 

assistance from the government, while 77% said they did not (Figure 8).  

Rural residents (26%) were somewhat more likely to benefit from government assistance than 

urbanites (20%) (Figure 9). The most educated respondents (14%) were less likely to receive 

aid than those with less schooling (23%-24%). Still, fully three-fourths (76%) of households living 

in poverty did not receive any COVID-19 relief.  

Only three in 10 citizens (31%) said that COVID-19 relief was distributed “somewhat fairly” or 

“very fairly,” while two-thirds (67%) considered the distribution unfair (Figure 10). 

Figure 8: Access to COVID-19 relief assistance | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, have you or your household 

received any assistance from government, like food, cash payments, relief from bill payments, or other 

assistance that you were not normally receiving before the pandemic? 
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Figure 9: Access to COVID-19 relief assistance | by demographic group                                 

| São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, have you or your household 

received any assistance from government, like food, cash payments, relief from bill payments, or other 

assistance that you were not normally receiving before the pandemic?  

Figure 10: Was COVID-19 relief assistance distributed fairly? | São Tomé and Príncipe 

| 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you think that the distribution of government support to people during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, for example through food packages or cash payments, has been fair or unfair? 
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Corruption related to COVID-19 

In addition to expressing dissatisfaction with the fairness of government assistance, almost 

two-thirds (64%) of São Toméans said they believe that “some” or “a lot” of the resources 

intended for the COVID-19 response were lost to corruption (Figure 11).  Only 6% thought that 

none of these resources were embezzled. 

Figure 11: Perceived pandemic-related corruption | São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Considering all of the funds and resources that were available to the 

government for combating and responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, how much do you think was 

lost or stolen due to corruption? 

Limit democratic freedoms during a pandemic? 

Lockdowns and other pandemic-related restrictions raised questions about the extent to 

which citizens are willing to forego certain freedoms to protect public health.  

More than seven in 10 São Toméans (72%) said the government is justified in using security 

forces to enforce public health mandates during a public health emergency (Figure 12). A 

slimmer majority (55%) also considered it acceptable to postpone elections (55%), but only 

one-third (34%) would endorse censorship of media reporting as justified during a pandemic. 

Figure 12: Limit demographic freedoms during a public health emergency?                     

| São Tomé and Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: When the country is facing a public health emergency like the COVID-19 

pandemic, do you agree or disagree that it is justified for the government to temporarily limit 

democracy or democratic freedoms by taking the following measures: Censoring media reporting? 

Using the police and security forces to enforce public health mandates like restrictions on public 

gatherings or wearing face masks? Postponing elections? 
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Looking ahead 

After experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, how prepared is São Tomé and Príncipe’s 

government to deal with future public health emergencies? 

A slim majority (52%) of São Toméans said they think their government is “somewhat 

prepared” (31%) or “very prepared” (21%) to handle such a crisis, while 43% expressed 

doubts about its preparedness (Figure 13).  

Views were clearer on the need for more preparations: Seven in 10 citizens (70%) “agreed” or 

“strongly agreed” that the government needs to invest more in getting ready for future 

public health emergencies, even if it means that fewer resources are available for other 

health services (Figure 14). 

Figure 13: Preparedness for future health emergencies | São Tomé and Príncipe               

| 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: After experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic in São Tomé and Príncipe, how 

prepared or unprepared do you think the government will be to deal with future public health 

emergencies? 

Figure 14: Invest more to prepare for future health emergencies? | São Tomé and 

Príncipe | 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Our government 

needs to invest more of our health resources in special preparations to respond to health emergencies 

like COVID-19, even if it means fewer resources are available for other health services? 
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Conclusion 

Most São Toméans voiced satisfaction with the government’s handling of the COVID-19 

pandemic. A slimmer majority also expressed trust in the government’s ability to ensure that 

COVID-19 vaccines are safe. 

However, the government’s distribution of pandemic-related assistance was widely panned 

as unfair, and most citizens said resources intended for the COVID-19 response were lost to 

corruption. 

Even though a majority of respondents considered their government at least “somewhat” 

ready for future public health emergencies, most said it should invest more in special 

preparations, even if it means fewer resources are available for other health services. 
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