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Zambians dissatisfied with their economy              

and the country’s overall direction 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 957 | Edward Chibwili  

 

Summary  

Between 2012 and 2023, Zambia's economy experienced a remarkable growth streak that 

saw its gross domestic product (GDP) rise at an average annual rate of 4.85% (Macrotrends, 

2025). Despite this rapid growth, Zambia was reclassified from the ranks of lower-middle-

income countries to low-income status in 2022 due to a variety of economic challenges 

(United Nations Zambia, 2024). 

Poverty remains pervasive, with a staggering 60% of the population living below the poverty 

line, according to the 2022 Living Conditions Monitoring Survey Report (Zambia Statistics 

Agency, 2022). The situation is even more dire in rural areas, where a staggering 78.8% of the 

population struggle to make ends meet. 

Moreover, lasting effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, global geopolitical tensions, and 

drought have all but derailed the economic growth train. Even after recovering from the 

crippling effects of pandemic lockdowns, Zambia has suffered from supply-chain disruptions 

(e.g. for fertilisers) due to the Russia-Ukraine and Israel-Palestine conflicts while drought has 

resulted in crop losses and inadequate water supplies to run hydropower stations (Chibwili, 

2021, 2023a, 2023b, 2024; Lin, Xuecao, & Gia, 2023; Geda, 2021; International Labour 

Organization, 2021). Falling prices for copper, a key contributor to Zambia's export earnings, 

worsened the economic outlook. 

According to the Afrobarometer Round 10 survey, a majority of Zambians are dissatisfied with 

their country’s economic condition and overall direction. Most Zambians also describe their 

personal living conditions as bad, and more than four in 10 report going without enough 

food and without needed medical care at least “several times” during the previous year. 

The rising cost of living tops citizens’ list of urgent priorities, an issue on which only one in 10 

Zambians think the government is doing a good job. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

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

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

Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 were 

launched in January 2024. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in Zambia, led by the Institute of Economic and Social Research 

(INESOR), interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult citizens between 8 

and 28 July 2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 

percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous standard Afrobarometer surveys were 

conducted in Zambia in 1999, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2022. 
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Key findings 

▪ Two-thirds (66%) of Zambians say the country is heading in the wrong direction, a 20-

percentage-point increase from 2022.  

▪ The increasing cost of living tops the list of the most important problems that Zambians 

want the government to address. 

▪ Economic considerations dominate the reasons that Zambians consider emigrating 

from their country. 

▪ Nearly three-quarters (73%) of citizens describe the country’s economic condition as 

“fairly bad” or “very bad.” 

o Poor, less educated, and urban respondents are particularly likely to see the 

country’s economic condition as bad. 

▪ Citizens give the government mixed marks on key economic indicators, with low 

approval ratings on keeping prices stable (11%), narrowing gaps between rich and 

poor (32%), and managing the economy (38%). Ratings are somewhat more positive 

on improving the living standards of the poor (50%) and creating jobs (56%). 

o Only 36% think the economic situation will get better during the coming year. 

▪ Two-thirds (66%) of Zambians describe their personal living conditions as “fairly bad” 

or “very bad.” 

▪ Roughly four in 10 citizens say they went without enough food (43%) and/or went 

without enough clean water (39%) at least “several times” during the past year, 

modest increases compared to 2022. Almost half (48%) report going without needed 

medical care, a 23-percentage-point improvement from 2022. 

Country’s overall direction and most important problems 

Two-thirds (66%) of Zambians believe the country is heading in the wrong direction, a 20-

percentage-point increase from 2022 (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Country’s overall direction | Zambia | 2020-2024 

 

Respondents were asked: Would you say that the country is going in the wrong direction or going in the 

right direction? 

22%

51%

32%

77%

46%

66%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2020 2022 2024

Going in the

wrong direction

Going in the right

direction



                                             

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2025  3 

 

This negative perception of the country’s direction is particularly widespread among the 

poorest citizens (i.e. those experiencing high lived poverty1), less educated respondents, 

women, young people, and urbanites (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Going in the wrong direction | by demographic group | Zambia | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Would you say that the country is going in the wrong direction or going in the 

right direction? (% who say “wrong direction”) 

 

The increasing cost of living tops the list of most important problems that Zambians want the 

government to address, cited by 38% of respondents as one of their top three priorities. 

Water supply (35%) ranks second, followed by health (33%), infrastructure/roads (32%), 

farming/agriculture (27%), food shortage/famine (26%), and electricity (21%) (Figure 3). 

Zambians’ economic unease is also reflected in the reasons many of them cite for thinking 

about leaving their country. Among the 27% of respondents who say they have given at least 

“a little bit” of thought to the possibility of emigrating, economic considerations dominate: 

50% say it would be to find work, while another 25% would leave to escape economic 

hardship or poverty (Figure 4). 

  

 

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 Lekalake 
(2025). 
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Figure 3: Most important problems facing the country | Zambia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (Up to three answers accepted per respondent. Figure shows % of 

respondents who cite each problem among their three priorities.) 

Figure 4: Most important reason for considering emigration | Zambia | 2024 

 
Respondents who said they had considered emigrating were asked: There are several reasons why 

people leave their home to live in another country for an extended period of time. What about you? 

What is the most important reason why you would consider moving from Zambia? (Respondents who 

said they had not considered emigrating are excluded.) 
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National economic conditions 

Almost three-quarters (73%) of Zambians say the country’s economic condition is “fairly bad” 

or “very bad” (Figure 5). Negative assessments of economic conditions have doubled since 

2013 (36%), including a 21-percentage-point jump since 2022, although the total is still lower 

than in 2020 (80%). 

Perceptions of the economy as bad are particularly widespread among the economically 

worst-off citizens (86%), those without formal education (80%), urban residents (78%), and 

young respondents (77%) (Figure 6). 

Figure 5: Country’s economic condition | Zambia | 2013-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: In general, how would you describe the present economic condition of 

Zambia? 

Figure 6: Perception of country’s economic condition as bad | by demographic 

group | Zambia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: In general, how would you describe the present economic condition of 
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Zambians’ ratings of the government’s performance on economic management reflect a 

similar pattern over time: Disapproval rises dramatically between 2013 (35%) and 2020 (76%) 

before dropping in 2022 (46%), only to swing back up to 60% in the most recent survey (Figure 

7). 

Figure 7: Government performance on managing the economy | Zambia                                

| 2013-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling managing 

the economy? 

 

Zambians give the government mixed marks on other economic indicators, including very 

low approval rates on keeping prices stable (11%) and narrowing gaps between rich and 

poor (32%) and somewhat more favourable assessments on improving the living standards of 

the poor (50%) and creating jobs (56%) (Figure 8). 

The ratings on economic issues stand in contrast to more positive marks on reducing crime 

(55%), preventing or resolving violent conflict (62%), improving basic health services (62%), 

and addressing educational needs (84%) (not shown). 

Figure 8: Government performance on key economic issues | Zambia | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say? 
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The majority positive rating for the government’s performance on job creation represents a 

16-percentage-points decline from 2022 (72%), though it exceeds approval on this issue in 

earlier survey rounds (Figure 9). Approval on keeping prices stable shows a general slide over 

the past decade except for a brief gain in 2022. On narrowing the gap between rich and 

poor, performance ratings seem to have recovered to around 2013 levels after a lengthy 

period of decline. 

Figure 9: Government performing well on job creation, inflation, and inequality                       

| Zambia | 2013-2024 

 

Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say? (% who say “fairly well” or “very well”) 

 

Only one in five Zambians (20%) say economic conditions in the country are “better” or 

“much better” now than they were 12 months ago, while somewhat more (36%) think things 

will get better during the coming year (Figure 10). Optimism about the country’s economy 

has seesawed over the past decade, though it has never exceeded 44% (in 2022). 

Figure 10: Economic conditions looking back and ahead | Zambia | 2013-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Looking back, how do you rate the following compared to 12 months ago: 

Economic condition of this country?  Looking ahead, do you expect economic conditions in this 
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32%
28%

21%
15%

72%

56%

33%

15%
18%

6%

20%

11%

29%

17% 17%
11%

33% 32%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

2013 2014 2017 2020 2022 2024

Creating jobs Keeping prices stable Narrowing the gap between rich and poor

38%

20%

37%

16%

44%

20%

43%

25%

30%

36%

63%

36%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

2013 2014 2017 2020 2022 2024

Country's economic

condition is

better/much better

than 12 months ago

Country's economic

condition will be

better/much better

in 12 months



                                             

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2025  8 

 

Personal living conditions 

In line with negative perceptions of the country’s economy, two-thirds (66%) of Zambians 

describe their personal living conditions as “fairly bad” or “very bad,” about twice as many 

as in 2013 (34%) (Figure 11).  

Figure 11: Personal living conditions | Zambia | 2013-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: In general, how would you describe your own present living conditions? 

 

These negative assessments reflect Zambians’ personal experience of material deprivation. 

More than four in 10 respondents (43%) say they or someone in their family went without 

enough food “several times,” “many times,” or “always” during the year preceding the 

survey, a 5-percentage-point increase from 38% in 2022 (Figure 12). Almost as many (39%) 

report shortages of clean water, up 4 points 

compared to 2022 (35%). 

Nearly half (48%) report going without 

needed medical care at least “several 

times,” a 23- point improvement compared 

to 2022 (71%). 

By far the most common form of lived 

poverty was a lack of a cash income, which 

affected 73% of Zambians at least “several times” during the previous year, a slight 

improvement from 78% in 2020. 

Despite fluctuations over the past decade in the share of Zambians who “never” went 

without enough food (i.e. who always had enough to eat), rural residents have consistently 

fared worse than their urban counterparts (Figure 13). An 8-point gap separates the two 

groups in 2024, somewhat smaller than 2020 and 2022 (14 and 11 points, respectively). 
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Figure 12: Went without basic necessities at least ‘several times’ | Zambia                             

| 2020-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Over the past year, how often, if ever, have you or anyone in your family 

gone without: Enough food to eat? Enough clean water for home use? Medicines or medical 

treatment? Enough fuel to cook your food? A cash income? (% who say “several times,” “many times,” 

or “always”) 

Figure 13: Never went without enough food to eat | Zambia | 2013-2024 

 

Respondents were asked: Over the past year, how often, if ever, have you or anyone in your family gone 

without enough food to eat? (% who say “never”) 
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is the increased cost of living, an issue on which merely one in 10 citizens approve of their 

government’s performance. 

The disconnect between economic growth and citizens' experiences underscores the need 

for more inclusive and equitable economic development strategies that prioritise poverty 

reduction and improved living standards for all Zambians. 
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