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The third phase government under President Benjamin Mkapa vigorously sustained economic reforms
that were first introduced in Tanzania in the mid-1980s. The resulting macroeconomic achievements of
recent years have been impressive, especially since the second half of the last decade. In 2004, GDP
growth reached 6.7%, the average inflation rate declined from 27% in 1995 to 4%, domestic revenue
collection increased threefold between 1995 and 2004, and the value of exports increased by 18% in
2004 alone. Furthermore, the balance of payments has improved to the extent that currently, Tanzania
has foreign exchange reserves sufficient to cover 7 months’ imports of goods and services.
research institute, under the umbrella of the
Afrobarometer Network. Wilsken Agencies Ltd., a
Ugandan research and development consultancy firm,
provided technical support during the preparatory and
sampling stages.

Despite these achievements, however, Tanzanians are
unhappy with the country’s economic conditions and
their own living conditions, and they still experience
high levels of lived poverty. Indeed, poverty at the
individual level is a good part of the explanation for
economic dissatisfaction. These are some of the key
findings of the most recent Afrobarometer survey
conducted in Tanzania between 21 July and 13 August,
2005.

CONTINUING DISSATISFACTION WITH
CURRENT ECONOMIC CONDITIONS

The Afrobarometer is a comparative series of public
attitude surveys on democracy, markets and civil
society in Africa. The 2005 Tanzania survey, which was
based on nationally representative random sample of
1,304 adult citizens, follows previous surveys
conducted in 2001 and 2003. It was done in both
urban and rural locations, covering all regions of the
country, and reaching 69 districts on the Mainland and
7 on Zanzibar. The overall margin of sampling error is
plus or minus 3% at a 95% confidence level. All
fieldwork was conducted by Research on Poverty
Alleviation (REPOA), an independent Tanzanian

Over the three rounds of Afrobarometer surveys in
Tanzania, respondents have been asked to describe the
present economic conditions of their country. Despite
evidence of consistent macroeconomic growth since
the mid 1990s, a plurality of Tanzanians remains
dissatisfied with the country’s economic conditions,
describing them as “fairly bad” or “very bad.” In 2003,
42% described the country’s economic conditions as
bad, compared to 33% who rated the situation as
“fairly” or “very good.” In 2005, there is a slight
decrease in negative perceptions, to 38%, but positive
ratings have declined as well (to 30%).
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Figure 1A: “In general, how would you describe the
present economic conditions of this country?”
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Figure 1B: “In general, how would you describe you own
living conditions?”
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Tanzanians give mixed reviews when asked to compare
several specific aspects of the economy to the situation
a few years ago. A majority of 57% think that the
availability of consumer goods is “better” or “much
better” than it used to be. However, at the same time,
a similar number (58%) sees an increase in the income
gap between rich and poor, and an even larger majority
(68%) thinks that the availability of job opportunities
is worse than a few years ago.

DISSATISFIED BUT HOPEFUL
Despite dissatisfaction with the country’s economy and
their personal living standards, Tanzanians have not
lost hope. When asked to compare the country’s
present economic conditions to what they were 12
months ago, a plurality of 35% said they were better,
although many see either no change or even declining
conditions. But when asked what they expect them to
be in 12 months time, results show more pronounced
optimism: 37% say they expect the country’s economic
conditions to get better in the future, compared to just
11% who think things will get worse. Nevertheless, a
plurality of respondents, amounting to 39%, are
unwilling to make any prediction, responding with
“don’t know”. The country would be under a new,
fourth phase government by the end of 2005, so
perhaps people were finding it difficult to predict the
future trend of the economy due to uncertainty about
the anticipated performance of the incoming
government.
Evaluations of personal living conditions compared to
the past and the future follow similar patterns and
trends (Figures 2A and 2B).
Figure 2A: Perception of the country’s current economic
conditions as compared to what they were 12
months ago and what they are expected to be in
12 months

Percent

The pattern is similar for respondents’ assessments of
their own personal living conditions. In 2005 a
plurality (46%) describes their own present living
conditions as very or fairly bad, compared to just 22%
who offer a positive assessment. (See Figures 1A & 1B
below.)
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Figure 2B: Perceptions of one’s own living conditions
compared to what they were 12 months ago
and what they are expected to be in 12 months
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EVALUATIONS OF GOVERNMENT’S
ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE
This combination of dissatisfaction with present
conditions but considerable optimism about the future
is a consistently surprising finding of Afrobarometer
surveys across many African countries. What explains
this seeming contradiction?
One possible reason for Tanzanians’ optimism about
the future is their positive approval of the
government’s overall performance regardless of their
personal current living standards. People tend to show
positive approval whether their current living
conditions are “good” or “bad.” For example, those
who consider themselves as having “bad” living
conditions nonetheless grant the government quite
high approval ratings in a range of policy sectors,
including addressing educational needs (83%),
reducing crime (65%), and fighting corruption (52 %).
With respect to educational services, there is no
statistical difference in performance evaluations
between those with “good” and “bad” living
conditions (Table 1).
Nonetheless, fewer than half of all Tanzanians give the
government positive marks for its efforts to create jobs
or narrow the income gap between the rich and the
poor. And those who see their current living standards
as “bad” also give negative evaluations to the

government’s performance at delivering household
water (only 38 % positive) and keeping prices stable
(only 40% positive) (Table 1).
Moreover, in almost all respects, Tanzanians use their
personal living standards to judge government
performance. With the exception of addressing
educational needs, those who say they have “good”
standards are significantly more likely than those who
say they have “bad” standards to judge that the
government is performing well.

Table 1: Assessment of Government Performance in Relation to People’s Current Living Conditions1
Assessment of Government Performance (%)

Your Current Living Condition (%)
Bad

Addressing educational needs

Reducing crime

Improving basic health service

Managing the economy

Fighting corruption

Keeping prices stable

Delivering household water

Creating jobs

Narrowing income gaps

1

Neither

Good

Don’t Know

Badly

14

9

11

14

Well

83

87

85

57

Don’t know

3

4

4

29

Badly

28

23

19

43

Well

65

70

75

43

Don’t know

7

7

5

14

Badly

34

20

18

29

Well

62

76

79

43

Don’t know

3

3

4

29

Badly

25

16

13

29

Well

61

73

80

43

Don’t know

14

12

7

29

Badly

34

23

17

43

Well

52

68

73

43

Don’t know

14

10

10

14

Badly

49

35

35

43

Well

40

52

54

29

Don’t know

11

12

11

29

Badly

58

53

46

43

Well

38

44

51

29

Don’t know

4

3

3

29

Badly

60

50

45

43

Well

29

41

47

29

Don’t know

12

9

8

29

Badly

61

52

43

43

Well

23

31

41

29

Don’t know

17

16

16

29

Except for educational services, there are strong associations between variables that are significant at p < .001.

HIGH LEVELS OF LIVED POVERTY
Similarly, one would expect that economic evaluations
would reflect the high levels of poverty experienced by
many people in Tanzania. The Afrobarometer
examines people’s levels of “lived poverty” by asking
how often they or any member of their household have
gone without various basic necessities during the past
year (Table 2).
A majority of Tanzanians (53%) say they have gone
without enough food to eat at least once during the
past year, and 16% have done so “many times” or
“always.” Nearly two-thirds (62%) have gone without
enough drinking water at least once during the past
year, or without medical care (55%), or without a cash
income (84%).
The data also show increasing levels of deprivation
over time for every basic human need we have
measured. For example, shortages of food went up by

six points and shortages of clean water by 10 points
between 2001 and 2005.
Most importantly, the experience of living in poverty
clearly undermines popular approval of the
government’s economic policy performance. An index
of lived poverty2 is strongly, and significantly related to
an index of economic policy performance3. And the
relationship is negative4, which indicates that poorer
people are less likely to approve of government
performance in the economic sphere than are
relatively well-off people.
These impacts of poverty are consistent with the
ongoing debate in the country about why
macroeconomic achievements have not translated into
micro level poverty reduction (Poverty and Human
Development Report, 20055).

Table 2: Lived Poverty

During the past year, how often, if ever,
have you gone without:

Percent Who Experienced the
Problem at least Once
2001

2003

2005

Enough food to eat

47

45

53

Enough clean water for home use

52

49

62

Medicines or medical treatment

48

54

55

Enough fuel to cook your food

-

30

32

A cash income

77

73

84

School expenses for your children (like fees, uniforms or books)

31

-

35

2

Calculated as a person’s average frequency of encountering shortages of food, water, medical care and cash income.

3

Calculated as an average evaluation of managing the economy, creating jobs, keeping prices stable, and narrowing income gaps.

4

Pearson’s r = -.278, p < .001.

5

Research and Analysis Working Group, (United Republic of Tanzania), Mkuki na Nyota, Dar es Salaam

POLICY EVALUATIONS OVER TIME
Yet time series analysis shows interesting contrary
results. Tanzanians’ positive evaluations of
government performance at various aspects of
management of the economy and provision of social
services increase over time.
From 2001 to 2005, positive perceptions of
government performance at addressing educational
needs increased tremendously from 59% to 85%,
fighting corruption from 55% to 78%, and improving
basic health services from 50% to 70% (Table 3). With
the exception of approval of the maintenance of price
stability – which stayed steady at around 47% to 48%
– the remaining aspects of government performance
showed increased positive trends between 2001 and
2005.

Table 3: Assessment of Government Performance
“How well or badly would you say the current
Government is handling the following matters?”

Percent Saying “Fairly Well” or “Very Well”
2001

2003

2005

Addressing educational needs

59

77

85

Fighting corruption

55

52

78

Improving basic health services

50

70

70

-

67

69

Reducing crime

63

57

69

Keeping prices stable

48

52

47

-

46

43

Creating jobs

29

39

37

Narrowing income gaps

25

37

30

Managing the economy

Delivering household water

AMBIVALENT SUPPORT FOR GOVERNMENT
ECONOMIC REFORMS
Despite rising approval for policy performance, the
public’s continuing dissatisfaction with the country’s
economic conditions could be the reason for
ambivalent public support for the government’s
economic reform program. Although the third phase
government has put a lot of effort into implementing
economic reforms, the 2005 Afrobarometer survey
indicates that the reform policies receive limited
support among the general public.
We asked respondents several questions on which they
were to choose between pro-reform (e.g., fees for
schools, civil service retrenchment) and anti-reform
(free schooling, no civil service reform) positions.
Respondents support some reform policies, while
rejecting others, but nonetheless continue to show
considerable patience and goodwill as regards the
necessity of reform.
For example, 56% of Tanzanians prefer to have free
schooling for their children even if this may
compromise the quality of education, and 58% prefer
to let civil servants keep their jobs even if paying their
salaries is costly to the country. Moreover, a majority
of Tanzanians (61%) claim current government
economic policies have hurt more people than they
have helped. Nonetheless, a majority (53%) agrees
that the government should not abandon its reform
efforts, and acknowledges that current hardships are
necessary in order for the economy to get better in the
future.

CONCLUSION
While it is clear that there has been significant
economic growth at the macro-level of the national
economy, it appears that the effects are yet to be felt at
the micro-level of the ordinary Tanzanian, especially
among poorer people. The public nonetheless gives
the government at least some credit for its efforts, and
remains at least somewhat hopeful for the future. If the
government can take advantage of this public goodwill
and patience and address those aspects of the economy
that most affect the individual’s own living conditions
and outlook – e.g., unemployment, safe household
drinking water, food shortages, and income
distribution – it may enjoy a more positive public
assessment in future.

Afrobarometer is a comparative series of national public attitude surveys on democracy, markets and civil society
in Africa. It is an independent, non-partisan research project that measures the social, political and economic
atmosphere in Africa. Afrobarometer surveys are conducted in more than a dozen African countries and are
repeated on a regular cycle. Because the instrument asks standard sets of questions, countries can by
systematically compared and trends in public attitudes can be tracked over time.
Country and regional reports can be obtained from the Afrobarometer website: www.afrobarometer.org
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Three reports relating to Tanzanians' perceptions of economic growth, corruption and the delivery of social
services can be obtained from REPOA, and from their website: www.repoa.or.tz, or from the Afrobarometer
website.
Briefing Paper 33: Combating Corruption in Tanzania: Perception and Experience
Briefing Paper 34: Delivery of Social Services on Mainland Tanzania: Are People Satisfied?
Briefing Paper 36: Despite Economic Growth, Tanzanians Still Dissatisfied
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