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The  Metaketa  In i t ia t i ve  i s  a

col laborat ive  research model
with  a  miss ion  to  improve

knowledge  about  cr i t ica l

governance  i s sues  through

r igorous f ie ld  exper iments .  In

each  Metaketa  " round , "  the

in i t ia t i ve  coord inates  mult ip le

s tudies  on  a  spec i f ic  top ic  or

intervent ion  in  a  var iety  of

countr ies  and  contexts .

The  second  Metaketa  round

focused  on   formal izat ion,
taxat ion,  and publ ic  serv ices ,

with  s tudies  in  s ix  countr ies

explor ing  i f  demand -s ide

behav iora l  in tervent ions ,  which

reduced  upf ront  t ransact ion  costs

that  prevent  people  in terested  in

enter ing  in to  a  f i sca l  contract

wi th  the i r  government  f rom  doing

so ,  increase  fo rmal izat ion ,  access

to  publ ic  goods ,  and  tax

payments .Here  we  share  the  s tory

of  an  exper iment  in  Malawi  a imed

at  connect ing  tax  compl iance

with  c i ty  serv ice  del i very  in  the

minds  of  c i t i zens .  

The  Metaketa  In i t ia t i ve  i s  led  by

Ev idence  in  Governance  and

Pol i t ics  (EGAP )  at  the  Univers i ty  of

Ca l i fo rn ia ,  Berke ley .  I t  i s  part ia l l y

funded  by  the  UK 's  Department

for  Internat iona l  Development

and  invo lves  a  global  network  of

researchers  conduct ing  s tudies  in

countr ies  around  the  wor ld .

p r o j e c t  t imel ine

BASELINE :  NOVEMBER  2018  

INTERVENTION :  MARCH  2019  

ENDLINES :  APRIL  2019 ;  JANUARY

2020    

p r o j e c t  c o u n t ry :  malawi

A  gent leman  se l l s  var ious  k inds  of

waste  col lect ion  bins  in  Zomba ,  Malawi



Cit ies  can  fa l l  in to  a  detr imenta l  cyc le

where in  c i t i zens  do  not  pay  taxes  and

fees  to  the  c i ty  and  the  c i ty  fa i l s  to

prov ide  government  serv ices  to  c i t i zens .

The  l ack  of  serv ice  prov i s ion  jus t i f ies

the  evas ion  of  taxes  and  the  l ack  of  tax

revenue  prevents  governments  f rom

prov id ing  serv ices .  In  short ,  when

ci t izens  don ’ t  pay  taxes ,  governments

can ’ t  prov ide  serv ices ,  which ,  in  turn ,

prov ides  c i t i zens  with  a  log ic  fo r  not

pay ing .  For  example ,  in  the  c i ty  of

Zomba ,  Malawi ,  fees  and  charges  fo r

c i ty  serv ices  are  the  main  fo rm  of

munic ipa l  revenue  generat ion .  The  c i ty

requi res  that  every  household  pay  a  c i ty

fee ,  or  “ rate , ”  in  exchange  fo r  waste

co l lect ion ,  s t reet  l ight ing ,  road

maintenance ,  etc .  Many  households

do  not  pay  these  c i ty  rates  despi te  the i r

des i re  fo r  these  munic ipa l  serv ices .

This ,  a long  with  a  l ack  of  capac i ty  f rom

the  c i ty  such  as  an  insuf f ic ient  number

of  vehic les ,  resu l t s  in  whole  wards

lack ing  c i ty  serv ices .  In  turn ,  th i s  has

ef fects  on  publ ic  heal th  and  qual i ty  of

l i fe  in  the  c i ty .  
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t h e  Challenge

The  "sk ip "  t ruck  del i ver ing  a  l a rge

waste  col lect ion  bin  to  a  Zomba

neighborhood .

C a n  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e

c o n n e c t i o n  b e tw e e n  t ax  p a ym e n t

a n d  p u b l i c  s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y

p e r s u a d e  c i t i z e n s  t o  p a y  t ax e s ?
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This  s tudy  was  conducted  in  Zomba ,

in  the  context  of  cont inua l l y

expanding  c i ty  boundar ies  that  have

resu l ted  in  c i t i zens  being  newly

incorporated  and  expected  to  pay

property  taxes  to  fund  waste

co l lect ion ,  among  other  publ ic

serv ices .  Researchers  Jake  Bowers ,

Nuole  Chen ,  Chr i s topher  Grady ,  and

Matthew  Winters  (a l l  f rom  the

Univers i ty  of  I l l ino i s  at  Urbana -

Champaign )  conducted  th i s  s tudy  to

eva luate  an  in tervent ion  that

expanded  waste  col lect ion  in  order  to

encourage  c i t i zens  to  pay  c i ty  taxes

and  thereby  fo rmal ize  the i r

re lat ionsh ip  with  the  c i ty .  The

intervent ion  cons i s ted  of  two  aspects :  

1 . )  Expanding  waste  col lect ion  serv ice

in  Zomba  through  a  “sk ip ”  sys tem

that  placed  e ight  l a rge  waste

conta iners  in  unplanned  areas  of  the

c i ty  that  did  not  a l ready  rece ive

formal  government  waste  serv ices

2 . )  An  in format ion  campaign  that

inc luded  in format ion  about  the

connect ion  between  c i ty  serv ices  and

taxes ,  as  wel l  as  in format ion  about

e lect ron ic  payment  opt ions  and  the

ex i s tence  of  a  fo rg iveness  plan  fo r

overdue  taxes

Everyone  in  t reatment  neighborhoods

who  paid  taxes  rece ived  6  months  of

waste  col lect ion .  The  team  then

measured  the  ef fects  of  rece iv ing

in format ion  about  the  in tervent ion ,

the  sp i l lover  of  that  in format ion  to

other  households ,  and  the  waste

co l lect ion  i t se l f .

r e s e a r c h  des ign

AN  INTERVENTION  THAT  INCLUDED

EXPANDING  WASTE  COLLECTION

SERVICES  AND  AN  INFORMATION

CAMPAIGN  

A  member  of  the  Zomba  City  Counci l

shares  resu l t s  f rom  the  in tervent ion

with  community  members .
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This  s tudy  focused  on  the  impact  of  an

informat ion  campaign  about  the

l inkages  between  tax  compl iance  and

ci ty  serv ice  del i very  in  the  c i ty  of

Zomba ,  Malawi .  The  in format ion

campaign  occur red  in  the  context  of  a

pos i t i ve  shock  to  waste  col lect ion  ( i .e .

increased  t rash  pick -up  by  the  c i ty )

reaching  804  households  in  91

ne ighborhoods .  Whi le  the  in format ion

campaign  succeeded  in  ra i s ing

awareness  of  the  obl igat ion  to  pay

loca l  property  taxes ,  i t  did  not  have

ef fects  on  c i t i zens '  tax  payment

behav ior ,  nor  did  i t  change  broader

at t i tudes  toward  the  c i ty  government .

In  an  observat iona l  data  analys i s ,  the

researchers  found  that  ind iv idua ls  who

newly  access  the  c i ty  serv ice  are  more

l ike ly  to  pay  the i r

property  taxes ,  but  th i s  re lat ionsh ip

cannot  be  att r ibuted  to  the

in format ion  campaign .

This  s tudy ’s  resu l t s  are  most  s imi la r  to

the  Niger ia  s tudy  that  fo rmed  part  of

th i s  Metaketa   round .  The  Niger ia

pro ject  focused  on  the  fo rmal izat ion  of

market  vendors  in  Lagos ,  which

inc luded  in -person  in format ion

sess ions  at  the  place  of  bus iness  as

wel l  as  an  of fe r  to  ass i s t  with  the

appl icat ion  fo rms  and  in format ion

about  the  locat ion  of  the  nearest

Lagos  IRS  of f ice .

 

Whi le  these  two  s tudies  look  at

d i f fe rent  programs ,  the i r  resu l t s  are

s imi la r .  In  both  contexts ,  there  was  a

weak  l a tent  demand  and  too  many

bar r ie rs  to  entry  fo r  fo rmal izat ion .  In

Niger ia ,  people  who  paid  fo r  the i r

reg i s t rat ion  cards  did  not  a lways  go  to

p ick  them  up  f rom  the  IRS  of f ice .  In

Malawi ,  whi le  people  prefer  fo rmal

t rash  col lect ion  in  the  abst ract ,  they

are  not  wi l l ing  to  pay  fo r  i t .  

Addit iona l l y ,  in  both  s tudies ,  c i t i zens

bel ieve  that  there  are  better

r e s u l t s

Citizens' awareness of

their obligation to pay

property taxes

increased by 6

percentage points.

6

Number of households

that received the

information campaign.

804

a l ternat ives  to  the  s tate .  In  the  case  of

Niger ia ,  market  assoc iat ions  have  a

better  record  of  gett ing  th ings  done

for  vendors .  In  Malawi ,  the  s imple  act

of  dumping  t rash  in  pi t  l a t r ines  i s  f ree ,

and  thus  prefer red .
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l e s s o n s  +  Impact

q u e s t i o n s  f o r  f u r t h e r

c o n s i d e r a t i o n

Do  people  benef i t  f rom  fo rmal izat ion ?

Can  they  access  s imi la r  benef i t s  in  the  in formal  sector ?

How  cost ly  and  complex  i s  the  process ?  

Do  the  benef i t s  outweigh  the  costs ?  

Do  pol i t ic ians  and  bureaucrats  benef i t  f rom  fo rmal izat ion ?  

Do  pol i t ic ians  and  bureaucrats  see  i t  in  the i r  in terest  to  s impl i f y

procedures ?

As  researchers  and  pract i t ioners  cont inue  to  s tudy  how  to  lower  the

bar r ie rs  to  fo rmal izat ion ,  here  are  a  few  quest ions  fo r  fu r ther

cons iderat ion :  

 

One  of  the  most  important  lessons

learned  f rom  th i s  pro ject  i s  that

a l te rnat ives  to  fo rmal izat ion  matter .

That  i s ,  fo r  in tervent ions  to  work ,  the

choice  to  fo rmal ize  has  to  be  preferable

to  the  s tatus  quo .  In  the  case  of  Malawi ,

throwing  t rash  away  in  pi t  l a t r ines  i s

f ree ,  which  makes  i t  di f f icu l t  to

incent iv ize  c i t i zens  to  pay  taxes  fo r

waste  col lect ion .  

 

Whi le  the  resu l t s  are  mixed ,  th i s  pro ject

has  led  to  some  f ru i t fu l  conversat ions

about  pol icy  changes  between  the

researchers  and  Zomba  City  Counci l .

Spec i f ica l l y ,  the  City  Counci l  i s

interested  in  how  they  can  sca le  up  th i s

in format ion  campaign  to  other  parts  of

the  c i ty .  Addit iona l l y ,  s ta f f  at  the

Inst i tute  of  Publ ic  Opin ion  and

Research  ( the  implement ing  partner  on

the  pro ject )  have  t ra ined  Zomba  City

Counci l  s ta f f  on  how  to  discuss  c i ty

rates  payment  in  a  di f fe rent ,  more  

access ib le  way  that  helps  res idents

better  understand  the  pol ic ies .

Key  takeaways  f rom  th i s  pro ject  and  the

other  s tudies  that  fo rm

this  Metaketa   round  suggest  that

formal izat ion  i s  att ract i ve  to

indiv idua ls  when  governments  of fer

va luable  personal  benef i t s ,  such  as

access  to  ret i rement  income  in

exchange  fo r  fo rmal iz ing .  Furthermore ,

easy  processes— fo r  example ,  a  one - t ime

onl ine  s ign -up  that  can  be  done  with

re lat i ve ly  l i t t le  ass i s tance—are  cruc ia l

fo r  fo rmal izat ion  to  occur .  F ina l l y ,

and  perhaps  most  important ly  in  the

case  of  Malawi ,  i t  i s  important  to

unders tand  the  pre -ex is t ing  norms  and

bel ie f s  that  may  pose  chal lenges  to

formal izat ion .  In  the  Malawian  context ,

there  was  a  s t rong  norm  aga inst  pay ing

taxes  as  many  people  bel ieve  the  s tate

prov ides  l i t t le  in  the  way  of  publ ic

goods .
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For  addi t iona l  in format ion  about  th i s  s tudy ,

v i s i t  the  pro ject  webpage .

For  more  on  the  researcher  /  implement ing

partner  re lat ionsh ip ,  read  Partnersh ip

Lessons  15 :  Malawi  Taxes  fo r  Publ ic  Serv ices

wi th  the  Ins t i tute  fo r  Publ ic  Opin ion  and

Research .  

Explore  other  pro jects  in  the  Metaketa  I I

round .

Nuole  Chen ,  Pr inc ipa l  Invest igator

Univers i ty  of  I l l ino i s ,  Urbana  Champaign

nchen3@ i l l ino i s .edu  

Chr i s topher  Grady ,  Pr inc ipa l  Invest igator

Univers i ty  of  I l l ino i s ,  Urbana  Champaign
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Jac lyn  Leaver ,  Director  of  Research

EGAP
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LEARN  MORE
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