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Abstract: The digitalization of low-income economies has made it easier for governments to collect tax, yet
many still fail to raise adequate revenues. Why would policy makers in urgent need of resources not fully
leverage these new tools? | argue that governments remain constrained by public opinion: digital taxes are
perceived as unfair, unaccountable, and lacking tangible benefit among the large groups of voters they
affect. As a result, public support for digital taxes depends heavily on how they are designed. | test this
argument with a conjoint experiment in Malawi focused on mobile transaction levies, a common form of
digital tax introduced across Africa that has provoked strong backlash. Specific design choices, like
earmarking revenues for local services or exempting small-scale users, can significantly affect support. This
underscores broader political constraints on building fiscal capacity, even as technical limits on the state
recede.
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1 Introduction

The ability of the state to raise tax revenues is fundamental to the development of durable institutions
and long-run prosperity (Acemoglu et al. 2016; North et al. 2009). Yet many low-income states
continue to struggle to ‘turn inwards’ and collect tax from their domestic economies (Bastiaens and
Rudra 2018; Levi 1988; Moore 2004; Olson 1993; Ross 1999; Tilly 1993). This has long been
attributed to historical structural barriers from highly informal labour markets that the state cannot
‘see’ to under-resourced bureaucracies and petty corruption that limit how rules are enforced
(Castafieda et al. 2020; Fairfield 2015; Holland 2016; Lee and Zhang 2017; Martin et al. 2024;
Prichard 2015; Scott 1998). But as economies across the Global South undergo rapid digitalization,
many of these constraints have weakened. States are now better able to monitor economic activity,
biometrically identify citizens, digitize records, and collect revenue through new channels (Akitoby et
al. 2020; Garbe et al. 2024; Gupta et al. 2017; Ndulu et al. 2023; Okunogbe and Santoro 2023). Why,
then, do governments still struggle to raise sufficient revenues? And what does this suggest about the
politics of state building in an era of technological change?

| argue that although digitalization has expanded the state’s capacity to collect tax, doing so is
constrained by domestic politics. As administrative barriers fall, governments gain the tools to tax
poorer, rural, informal workers who have historically remained outside the tax base. Yet among these
groups, who comprise large electoral majorities in many low-income states (Harding 2020), these new
taxes are perceived as unfair, delivering few visible benefits and collected through unfamiliar
procedures (Branch and Mampilly 2015; Castafieda et al. 2020; Fjeldstad 2004; Martin 2023; Mueller
2018). Although digital reforms have been widely encouraged by international donors (Bachas et al.
2025; Besley and Persson 2014; Martin 2023), their fiscal benefits cannot be fully realized without
appreciating the political tensions they provoke.

| focus on a widespread, controversial, and illustrative mode of digital taxation to evidence this
argument: levies placed on mobile money transactions. Mobile money platforms allow users to send
and receive money digitally, promoting financial inclusion and formalization without requiring a formal
bank account (Aker and Mbiti 2010; Apeti and Edoh 2023; Suri and Jack 2016; Wandaogo et al.
2022). Their use has become widespread across the Global South, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa,
where transactions exceeded a trillion USD in 2024 and comprise a substantial share of national
gross domestic products (GDPs) (Raithatha and Storchi 2025: 11). Governments have, in turn, begun
taxing these transactions, with even modest levies yielding returns equivalent to a significant share of
spending (GSMA 2023; Whitehouse 2021). Transaction taxes exemplify many of the ways in which
digitalization raises the state’s capacity to tax, with mobile payments being highly legible, broad-
based, difficult to evade, and capturing economic activity in otherwise informal contexts (Clifford 2020;
Mader et al. 2022). Yet across the African continent, attempts to introduce them have provoked
widespread political backlash, including protests, policy reversals, and even physical altercations
between parliamentarians (Mader et al. 2022; Naadi 2021; Osae-Kwapong 2022; Yeandle and Doyle
2024).

To measure the determinants of public support for digital taxation, | leverage a conjoint choice
experiment in Malawi in which respondents evaluate a hypothetical mobile money tax. Malawi shares
many similarities with other low-income states, including considerable efforts from donors to increase
digitalization in recent years (Chavula 2024). Like many other African countries, the government also
attempted to introduce a transactions levy, before reversing course amid popular opposition (Jomo
2019). In the conjoint, taxes are varied across five attributes that mimic their costs, benefits, and
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administration. These are the rate charged, exemptions offered, earmarking of revenues, independent
auditing, and method of payment collection. This design lends new insight into how new modes of
digital taxation, increasingly available to policy makers in low-income states, are viewed by the
citizens they affect. This helps explain why public opinion remains a formidable barrier to their
implementation, while highlighting how these taxes might be designed to secure wider support going
forward.

The results of the experiment suggest that the public has strong preferences over the design of
mobile transaction levies, and that these are congruent with existing research on the wider
microfoundations of tax morale. Earmarking revenues for local services has the single largest effect
on support, more so than a fivefold increase in the tax rate itself. Respondents also favour
exemptions to protect small-scale users and to avoid double taxation of registered firms. While these
results make clear the importance of costs and benéefits, there is minimal evidence that independent
auditing nor the mode of payment collection has a tangible impact. These patterns are generally
consistent across a wide range of pre-registered subgroups, likely reflecting the sheer size and cross-
cutting nature of the informal workforce affected by such policies.

Taken together, these results contribute to several strands of literature. First, they advance a growing
body of work focused on ‘bringing the politics back in’ to debates on digitalization and its
consequences for low-income countries. From voters using mobile devices to send and receive
remittances, access political information from relatives, and participate in protests (Christensen and
Garfias 2018; Donati 2023; Manacorda and Tesei 2020; Yeandle forthcoming) to political parties
mobilizing supporters online and bureaucrats leveraging digital platforms to coordinate and curb
election fraud (Cheeseman et al. 2020; Fisher et al. 2023; Garbiras-Diaz and Montenegro 2022;
Gonzalez 2021; Yeandle 2025), the political impact of digitalization extends far beyond its immediate
and well-documented economic benefits (Akitoby et al. 2020; Ndulu et al. 2023). But taxation receives
minimal attention in this literature despite the ubiquity of mobile payments infrastructure across the
developing world and its wider importance for both short-term domestic politics and long-run
economic development. | start to fill this gap.

Second, the paper contributes to a more specific literature on state capacity and the political
dynamics that underpin its expansion in the modern age. Historical scholarship has long emphasized
the role of technological change and domestic revenue availability in forging durable social contracts,
particularly in western Europe (Levi 1988; Tilly 1993). | argue that digitalization in low-income
countries, and the taxation of mobile payments infrastructure in particular, represents a contemporary
parallel to these shifts (Chavula 2024). | also add to recent work on the political constraints of
expanding state capacity, and how these interact with the incentives and expectations of elites in
countries both rich and poor (Martin 2023; Suryanarayan 2024). This perspective helps explain why,
despite their economic potential and financial value to cash-starved governments, digital taxes are
frequently withdrawn or diluted by politicians.

Finally, | contribute to the broader study of public policy preferences in Africa by applying a choice-
based conjoint experiment to a high-quality original survey sample. While widely used in Europe, the
USA, and Latin America, conjoint designs remain rare in African contexts, with most focused on
issues of political representation (Carlson 2015; Ofosu 2024; Ofosu et al. 2024; Wietzke 2024),
foreign aid (Doces and Meyer 2022), or elections (Ahlback and Yeandle 2025; Gutiérrez-Romero and
LeBas 2020). This is despite distributive politics in many African countries being less programmatic
than other parts of the world (Bleck and Van De Walle 2013; Elischer 2012), making conjoints



particularly useful at capturing citizens’ complex, multidimensional, preferences (Hainmueller et al.
2014).

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 discusses the challenges of taxation in low-income states
and how digitalization helps overcome structural barriers. Section 3 outlines a framework for
understanding public support for digital taxation, while Section 4 introduces the case of Malawi and its
failed attempt to tax mobile money. Section 5 outlines the conjoint experiment and approach. Section
6 presents the results of the experiment and Section 7 turns to descriptive data to explain them,
before Section 8 concludes.

2 Tax and digitalization in low-income states

2.1 The conventional challenge

Low-income states around the world face a plethora of governance challenges, from the destructive
effects of climate change through to food insecurity, youth unemployment, and rapid urbanization
(Bastiaens and Rudra 2018; Grindle 2004; Nathan 2019). Solving these challenges is expensive and
so the ability of governments to deliver is heavily constrained by their capacity to collect taxes. As a
percentage of GDP, the tax take is often half that of OECD countries, a gap which has led to a
growing focus from donors and policy makers on building fiscal capacity (Bachas et al. 2025; Besley
and Persson 2014; Martin 2023).

Why do low-income states struggle to raise revenues? Existing literature points to several interrelated
factors. First, low-income economies are often highly informal, making much economic activity
illegible to the state and limiting the government’s ability to identify who owes taxes (Lee and Zhang
2017; Scott 1998). This is compounded by the state’s uneven presence in more geographically
remote, less-populated areas (Herbst 2014). Second, even when taxes are known to be owed,
collection is constrained by compliance issues. This includes bureaucratic inefficiencies, from petty
corruption and political favouritism through to a general lack of resources and suboptimal
administration (e.g., Holland 2016; Weigel et al. 2021), but also private citizens’ ability to mask
income and/or refuse to pay (e.g., Kasara 2007; Sanchez de la Sierra 2020). Third, rather than
‘turning inward’ to expand domestic taxation, many governments rely on more readily available
natural resource rents. Because resource wealth is largely independent of ordinary taxpayers, there is
less incentive to build a social contract with citizens in which taxation and institutional capacity are
exchanged for public goods and accountability (Humphreys et al. 2007; Ross 1999). Lastly, public
opinion can act as a constraint. Weak public good provision sows distrust toward the broader tax
system, creating a vicious circle in which citizens are hostile to new taxes, politicians are deterred
from introducing them, and public goods are left underfunded (Castafieda et al. 2020; Martin 2023;
Weigel 2020).

2.2 Digital payments as a new source of revenue

In recent years low-income states have seen a pronounced digitalization of their economies, creating
new opportunities to expand the tax base and overcome longstanding barriers to revenue collection.
Governments have adopted online platforms for public services, including digital IDs (Garbe et al.
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2024), tax collection systems (Gupta et al. 2017; Nose and Mengistu 2023; Zeitlin and Eissa 2016),
and the disbursement of welfare payments (Suri and Jack 2016), while businesses increasingly use
digital tools to improve productivity and streamline income reporting (Hjort and Tian 2025). Together,
these developments make it easier for governments to monitor and tax economic activity, opening up
new avenues for expanding fiscal capacity. Recognizing this promise, international donors,
particularly the World Bank, have invested heavily in digitalization initiatives across the low-income
world (Bachas et al. 2025).

Perhaps the most striking indicator of this structural transformation is the widespread adoption of
mobile payment platforms. So-called ‘mobile money’ services allow users to send and receive funds
without a formal bank account, as well as to pay taxes and receive transfers from the government
(Aker and Mbiti 2010). Balances are typically linked to a user’s SIM card, verified with an ID, and can
be exchanged for physical cash at kiosks. A growing body of research highlights the economic
benefits of mobile money in low-income states, including gains in formalization, productivity, financial
resilience, and gender equality (Aker and Mbiti 2010; Apeti and Edoh 2023; Aron 2018; Economides
and Jeziorski 2017; Mbiti and Blumenstock 2015; Riley 2018; Suri et al. 2023; Wandaogo et al. 2022).
Figure 1 plots the exponential growth of mobile money users over the past two decades.

Figure 1: Active mobile money accounts by region
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Source: Our World in Data (2024).

Mobile money is especially significant for state building because of the reach and regularity of its use.
In sub-Saharan Africa, where the technology is most embedded, more than a trillion USD are
transacted each year over mobile platforms across hundreds of millions of individual accounts
(Raithatha and Storchi 2025). These transactions are not confined to urban elites or formal sector
workers; rather, they reflect a broad uptake across different geographies, income groups, and sectors
(Aker and Mbiti 2010). Payments that once took place in cash now leave a digital record, allowing the
state to observe, quantify, and potentially tax a much greater share of the informal exchanges that
comprise the bulk of their GDP (Aron 2018; Barasa 2025). In contexts where public bureaucracies
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struggle to monitor or tax dispersed and unregistered economic activity, mobile money platforms can
thus offer powerful new infrastructure for expanding the tax base.

Governments have sought to capitalize on mobile payment systems by imposing taxes upon them.
Across Africa politicians have introduced percentage-based transaction levies on mobile money, in
addition to collecting value-added tax (VAT) on account fees and services (Clifford 2020). These
charges are appealing because they are very easy to collect; taxes are taken automatically by
telecom operators, reducing concerns about compliance, and they apply to all transactions, therefore
covering economic activity that was previously illegible. In recent years levies have been announced
across the continent, including in Ghana, Gabon, Kenya, Cbte d’lvoire, Cameroon, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Congo-Brazzaville, Malawi, Uganda, Zimbabwe, and Zambia. Given the sheer
volume of payments transacted on mobile platforms, even a small percentage levy can come to
represent a significant portion of government budgets, making these taxes highly lucrative.

But while attempts to introduce this new form of digital tax are widespread, in many countries they
have not been successful. Oftentimes the announcement of levies has sparked mass outrage and
protest, leading taxes to be significantly watered down or entirely abandoned by politicians (Lees and
Akol 2021; Yeandle and Doyle 2024). Levies can also collect less revenue than forecast, as some
users revert back to physical cash in order to avoid them, blunting the wider welfare gains of mobile
money adoption (Anyidoho et al. 2023). These responses help explain why, despite the expansion of
digital payment systems and new technical tools for revenue collection, the overall tax take across
sub-Saharan Africa has remained largely flat in recent decades. Figure 2 illustrates this pattern using
data from the UNU-WIDER Government Revenue Dataset (UNU-WIDER 2023).

Figure 2: Trends in tax revenue across sub-Saharan Africa
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Despite this well-observed backlash we still lack systematic evidence on how citizens evaluate digital
taxes. In one of the only existing studies to address this topic, Yeandle and Doyle (2024) use a
priming experiment to assess the attitudinal effects of Ghana’s ‘e-levy’, finding that the policy reduced
overall tax morale, especially among opposition voters and those most financially exposed. But while
this shows that digital taxes can generate public resistance, it stops short of identifying the reasons
behind that resistance or evaluating how alternative tax designs might improve support.

This paper seeks to fill that gap by investigating the underlying preferences that influence support for
digital taxation. Using a conjoint choice experiment, | examine which features of mobile transaction
levies tend to increase or decrease public backing. In so doing | provide new insights into how the
design of digital taxes matters for building public consent, while contributing to broader debates on the
microfoundations of tax morale and the political challenges low-income states face in expanding fiscal
capacity.

3 Understanding public support for digital taxes

Why do digital taxes provoke such strong public resistance? Focusing on mobile transaction levies,
one of the most widespread forms of digital taxation in sub-Saharan Africa, | argue that these charges
are perceived by citizens as unusually and unfairly extractive. They impose visible costs on routine
economic activity, are difficult to avoid paying, deliver few direct benefits, and are administered in
ways that appear opaque and susceptible to corrupt practice. Although these taxes are easy for low-
capacity states to collect, reaching voters across a country who might otherwise lie beyond the state’s
reach, they amplify longstanding concerns that undermine wider tax morale, including perceptions of
fairness, reciprocity, and trust in government.

First, digital taxes differ from conventional modes of revenue collection in their visibility and uniformity.
In low-income settings conventional taxes on income and capital mostly impact workers in the formal
sector—comparatively high earners who tend to be based in large cities (Joshi et al. 2018). Indirect
taxes like VAT are bundled with the price of goods and so are often less visible to consumers (Chetty
et al. 2009). By contrast mobile transaction levies are automatically applied to all transactions,
however routine, and require that senders either pay more or recipients receive less. Moreover, these
taxes are used extensively in informal economic exchanges and so seep into everyday economic life,
placing a noticeable burden on consumers.

Beyond their visibility, transaction levies also raise questions about fairness. By applying a flat rate to
all payments, they disproportionately affect poorer citizens, for whom the tax represents a larger
share of disposable income. This is compounded by poorer citizens’ reliance on mobile money for a
range of activities, from receiving remittances from relatives living far away (Yeandle forthcoming) to
accessing various cash transfer programmes that, across Africa, are increasingly available only
through mobile payment platforms (Chibwana et al. 2025). There are also concerns among business
owners that levies represent a ‘double-dip’, adding to the various sales taxes and market charges
they are already exposed to when buying and selling produce (Yeandle and Doyle 2024). Taken
together, these concerns suggest that measures to reduce the cost and regressivity of transaction
levies can raise support. For instance, charging a lower rate and providing exemptions for targeted
groups may help overcome backlash related to the visible costs and perceived unfairness of these
charges.



Implication 1: Digital taxes that cost less and include exemptions for vulnerable or high-exposure
groups will receive greater public support.

Second, there are concerns about the reciprocity of transaction levies. This refers to the balance
between the costs that a tax imposes on a citizen relative to the gains, through enhanced public
spending, that they receive (Meltzer and Richard 1981). When costs are highly visible it suggests a
tax must bring significant benefit to be worthy of support. In the case of mobile transaction levies,
these benefits are often left unclear. To would-be payers, levies are untraceable in the broader scale
of government spending, and it is difficult to see how they benefit one personally. This problem is
particularly acute in low-capacity states, where there is often widespread concern about partisan or
ethnic favouritism in the distribution of state resources (Burgess et al. 2015; Stokes et al. 2013), first-
hand exposure to corruption when interacting with local bureaucrats (Brierley and Pereira 2023;
Peiffer and Rose 2018; Seim and Robinson 2020), or knowledge that several basic services are
funded by aid organizations rather than through tax revenues (Briggs 2019; Jablonski and Seim
2024). Building on existing literature | therefore expect support for transaction levies to be higher
when funds are clearly designated for local services that are of value to citizens, and where funding
can make a tangible difference.

Implication 2: Earmarking digital tax revenues for specific, tangible public services, especially those
valued by citizens and where government presence is weak, will increase support.

Third, mobile transaction levies introduce procedural opacity into the collection process. Unlike
conventional taxes, which are paid directly to the state or withheld from salaries, mobile taxes are
collected by telecom operators on the government’s behalf. This creates confusion for users about
whether deductions are standard fees or a tax, and whether the funds will ever reach government
accounts. These concerns are particularly pertinent across Africa, where telecom firms typically hold
significant market power, negotiate discounted tax rates directly with the government, and are often
implicated in corruption scandals (Mann 2018; Sahgal 2025). In such settings delegating collection
authority to private operators can erode trust. | expect that public support for transaction levies will be
therefore higher when the tax is sent directly to the government, and when payment systems are
independently audited to ensure revenues reach their correct destination.

Implication 3: Support for digital taxation is higher when the collection process is transparent, state-
controlled, and subject to credible independent oversight.

Taken together, these dimensions highlight how digitalization simultaneously makes the state more
powerful and exposes it to political vulnerabilities. When seen as high cost, low benefit, and
procedurally opaque, mobile transaction levies provoke sharp public resistance that undercuts their
transformative potential in raising fiscal capacity. | now turn to the case of Malawi, where the
government adopted and then swiftly reversed a mobile transactions tax, to evaluate the argument’s
implications.

4 The case

| study public support for digital taxation in Malawi, a country with a historically low tax base, a rapidly
digitalizing economy, and significant public resistance to new modes of taxation. Using the case of an



abandoned mobile money tax, Malawi offers a valuable setting through which to examine the political
feasibility of digital taxes and the conditions under which citizens are willing to accept them.

41 Tax, development, and digitalization in Malawi

Malawi is one of the world’s poorest countries, and policy makers struggle with a state low in capacity
and resources. While estimates vary, the country’s tax to GDP ratio is around 10%, slightly below the
Africa-wide average and around three and a half times smaller than its average OECD counterpart
(UNU-WIDER 2023; World Bank 2025)." In recent years it has fallen short of the World Bank’s 15%
target, with considerable development assistance going toward increasing fiscal capacity in the
country (World Bank 2025).

Many broader constraints to widening the tax base accurately describe historical dynamics in Malawi.
The government estimates that around 90% of workers are in the informal sector, meaning the wages
they receive do not show up on formal government records and are thus harder to tax (Government of
Malawi 2022). More broadly, compliance remains constrained by bureaucratic favouritism (Seim and
Robinson 2020), lack of information (Jablonski and Seim 2024), and uneven state presence in many
of the country’s more remote rural areas (Yeandle 2025).

Beyond these structural barriers public opinion has been hostile to recent efforts to expand the tax
base. Figure 3 uses data from a battery of tax-related questions contained in round 8 of the
Afrobarometer, a nationally representative survey of the country from late 2019. The public
recognizes the need to expand the tax base (panel a), with around half of respondents agreeing or
strongly agreeing that ‘it is better to pay higher taxes if it means there will be more services provided
by government’. But there is sharper opposition when asked whether those in the informal sector
should pay (panel b), and there is uncertainty about what the government uses tax revenues to do
(panel c) and a perception that the tax authorities are corrupt (panel d). Overall, this suggests there is
support for raising taxes in principle, but with common concern about who pays and what citizens
receive in return.

" For instance, these two credible datasets on Malawi, from UNU-WIDER and the World Bank, give Malawi’s
2022 tax to GDP ratio as 8.8% and 13.2% respectively.



Figure 3: Tax attitudes in Malawi
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Amidst these challenges, however, Malawi has also seen rapid advances in the digitalization of its
economy. Building from an extremely low infrastructural base, the government, in collaboration with
the World Bank and other donors, has introduced several programmes aimed at improving efficiency
and expanding financial inclusion. This includes digitizing the disbursement of some social protection
payments, implementing ways to report taxes online, and mandating that businesses accept at least
one form of electronic (i.e. non-cash) payment (Chibwana et al. 2025; Marwa 2023). The government
has also launched initiatives to increase mobile phone and money access, alongside expanding
phone and internet coverage into peripheral areas (Yeandle 2025). These efforts have been largely
successful; as of 2024, 82% of Malawians had access to a mobile phone and 75% to a mobile money
account.?

4.2 The abandoned mobile money tax

Like their counterparts across Africa, policy makers in Malawi have sought to leverage the country’s
digital turn to expand the tax base. This includes a recent failed effort to introduce a mobile money
tax, which forms the basis for the intervention used in this study.

In 2019 the then Finance Minister Joseph Mwanamvekha announced the introduction of a 1% levy on
mobile payments when presenting that year’s budget to parliament. Little detail was given about the

2 Figures from Afrobarometer R10 (Afrobarometer 2025a). ‘Access’ is defined as either the respondent or
someone in their household owning a phone/account.



policy, with the word ‘mobile’ mentioned only once in the entire speech. The 1% tax was justified on
the grounds that it would ensure ‘a large number of the citizenry are motivated to contribute toward
national building through payment of taxes and ensure that Government has scope to improve service
delivery’. The minister also noted that the policy was ‘in line with developments in neighbouring
countries’, pointing to the widespread nature of these taxes across the African continent and policy
learning by low-income governments (Malawi Ministry of Finance and Economic Affairs 2019).3

The announcement sparked wide backlash among the public, civil society groups, and businesses,
and was withdrawn by the government. The Malawi consumers association decried the tax as ‘against
fairness and neutrality’, suggesting it would turn people back to cash and ‘reduce the same tax base
in the long-run’ (Nyasa Times 2019), while the country’s telecom operators claimed the levy would
significantly harm their efforts to boost financial inclusion (Clifford 2020; Nation Online 2019). Leading
figures from opposition parties stressed the unfair nature of the tax and its detrimental effects on rural
development, with both the Malawi Congress Party (MCP) and United Transformation Movement
(UTM), who went on to form a government together the following year, pledging to reverse it (ZimEye
2019). This partisan divergence took place in a context of ongoing protests against the government
following alleged irregularities in the general election a few months earlier (Nkhata et al. 2021).
Following the extent of this backlash, the finance minister cancelled the policy just weeks after first
unveiling it, saying that ‘although this measure is in line with policy developments in (other)
neighbouring countries, the government has ... proceeded to withdraw this proposed tax’ (Malakata
2019).

This episode acts as a microcosm for the trade-offs associated with introducing new types of digital
taxation in low-capacity states. On the one hand, as a ‘negative case’, it shows how public backlash
constrains the ability of low-income governments to introduce policies that expand the tax base. At the
same time it highlights the significant loss of revenue that accompanies the withdrawal of such
policies. For instance, it is estimated that in the year prior to Malawi’s mobile money tax
announcement, more than US$2 billion were transacted on the country’s mobile payment platforms. If
the government were able to collect just 1% of this amount, it would be equivalent to around 12% of
the annual state budget for healthcare that year.# Moreover, as mobile money has become even more
widespread in Malawi over the years since, the size of this revenue pot grew more than fivefold in the
year to 2024.% As a result, developing ways to tax mobile transactions that have wider public consent
is a lucrative challenge for policy makers in Malawi and countries like it, with implications for the study
of state capacity and public opinion more broadly.

3 The relevant paragraph about the tax is on page 51 (point 146).

4 1.6 trillion kwacha were transacted through mobile payment systems between July 2018 and June 2019,
equivalent to approximately US$2 billion using the exchange rate from 1 July 2019. The resulting tax take from a
1% transactions levy would therefore be K16 billion. Total spending on healthcare in the budget was 134 billion
kwacha, so the tax revenue would cover 11.9% of this. Mobile transaction data taken from reports from Q4 2018
and Q2 2019 (Reserve Bank of Malawi 2018, 2019). Budget data available from UNICEF (n.d.).

51n 2024 around 24 trillion kwacha were transacted (see Reserve Bank of Malawi 2025). When converted into
USD at prevailing rates, this represents an increase of around five times relative to 2019.
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5 Research design

Building on Malawi’'s abandoned mobile money tax, | present results from a conjoint choice
experiment in which respondents are presented with hypothetical tax policies. These mimic both the
key attributes of those adopted by other countries and the dimensions outlined in Section 3. This
allows us to examine which specific attributes are preferred by respondents (Hainmueller et al. 2014),
and thus how digital taxes might be best designed to maintain public support in the longer term.

The experiment was part of an original survey of 1,243 respondents conducted in October 2024 and
implemented by the Institute for Public Opinion Research, a research organization based in Zomba,
Malawi. Fieldwork took place in two districts, Blantyre and Salima, chosen to ensure overall political
and ethnic diversity within the sample. Communities were randomly selected using census data, and
households then selected by a random walk procedure similar to that used for the Afrobarometer
survey in Malawi (Afrobarometer 2025b).

The survey and study design received ethical approval from both the author’s home institution and
local Malawian institutional review board. Participants gave their informed consent before taking part,
while the conjoint experiment itself was carefully reviewed to ensure realism and clarity.

More details on the survey, including sampling strategy and representativeness, can be found in
Section A of the supplementary materials.

5.1 Intervention and attributes

Respondents were presented with pairs of mobile money taxes that randomly vary across five
attributes. These were the tax rate, exemptions, earmarking of revenues for specific projects,
independent monitoring, and the mode of payment collection. These are all important tools available
to governments and vary significantly across existing mobile money taxes across the continent.
Collectively, they highlight core aspects of taxation and the social contract.

Costs of the tax

The first attribute of the proposed mobile money tax is the rate at which it is charged. | vary whether
the levy is set at a lower rate of 1% or a higher rate of 5%. The lower rate is deliberately similar to
existing mobile money taxes across Africa, while the 5% figure is realistically, but noticeably, higher.
Somewhat self-evidently, | expect respondents to prefer the lower rate of tax, all else equal (H,,). The
main purpose of including the rate attribute, however, is to help benchmark the substantive
importance of others; i.e. how important is a particular policy feature relative to a fivefold increase in
the amount of money one would be liable to pay.

Second, and related, is exemptions. | vary whether all transactions will be covered by the tax, or
whether there are carve-outs for a) a daily personal allowance of 5,000 kwacha (~US$3), or b) for tax-
registered businesses using mobile money. These exemptions are very similar to those present in
Ghana'’s e-levy (Anyidoho et al. 2023) and are designed to tie into perceptions of cost and fairness.
The more exemptions present, the less money the median respondent will expect to pay relative to
the value of goods and services received (Meltzer and Richard 1981). And if certain types of
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transactions that affect ordinary people are exempted, the tax may seem more legitimate and less
regressive, one of the central critiques of the version announced in 2019. | expect respondents to
prefer these exemptions (H,,).

Benefits of the tax

I next turn to the tangible benefits that the public receive from the tax. | vary whether revenues are
reserved or ‘earmarked’ for specific purposes, or whether they simply enter the general national
budget to be spent as the government sees fit. By earmarking revenue for a particular good or
service, the reciprocal benefits of taxation become more salient to voters and this can raise support
(Khan et al. 2022; Krause 2020; Martin et al. 2024; Weigel and Ngindu 2023). It can also make the
performance of those public services directly attributable to politicians, which will ultimately improve
voter welfare (Harding 2015; Harding and Stasavage 2013).

| focus on healthcare in Malawi, a visible form of public good that is highly salient, largely locally
administered, and one of the main ways in which citizens directly engage with the state. In round 10
of the Afrobarometer, health was named by respondents as the second most important issue facing
the country, with 72% of respondents interacting with a public hospital or clinic over the past year,
70% worrying about costs, and 60% reporting going without treatment (Afrobarometer 2025a).
Perhaps due to these difficulties, there is a clear appetite for raising taxes to improve health facilities,
with more than 60% agreeing or strongly agreeing that the ‘government should ensure that all citizens
have access to adequate healthcare, even if that means raising taxes’.® In keeping with these trends, |
expect that respondents will prefer a mobile money tax whose revenues are earmarked for local
health spending (H;,).

Administration of the tax

Lastly, | turn to the opacity with which digital taxes are administered. Building on the earmarking
attribute above, a further barrier to citizens’ willingness to pay tax is the perception that revenues will
not only be misspent but also be lost to corruption. In Malawi such concerns are particularly apparent,
with corruption a core issue in political debate (Wahman 2023), especially in public administration, law
enforcement, and medical supply chains (Jablonski et al. 2023; Robinson and Seim 2018; Seim and
Robinson 2020). | vary whether revenues collected from the mobile money tax are audited by various
bodies, each of which is perceived to be more or less trustworthy by the public. Against a baseline
audit by the Malawi Ministry of Finance, a partisan government institution, | expect respondents to
prefer a tax that is monitored by an arms-length entity, in this case either the domestic Anti-Corruption
Bureau or an international donor (H,,).”

| also vary how payment is collected. In Malawi, as elsewhere, there is significant uncertainty about
who exactly collects tax revenues from mobile payments and any subsequent taxes. Sometimes,

6 Afrobarometer Round 8. Though of course this statement is not connected to any specific tax policy and gives
no indication of who would be liable to pay, so true support may be lower (Cavaillé and Trump 2015).

7 In the conjoint the named donor is USAID, which, at the time, was by far the largest single provider of overseas
aid to Malawi. As the survey was fielded in October 2024, it came before the Trump administration’s rapid
dissolution of USAID in early 2025. Any sudden withdrawal of funding to Malawian projects, which may plausibly
affect respondents’ trust in the organization’s capacity to monitor the tax, had not yet happened and so cannot
impact the findings presented in this paper.
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telecom companies collect taxes on behalf of the government, usually by automatically adding them
to their fees. Other times, payment goes straight to the government and will be seen on a user’s
statement as a separate charge. In Malawi there is some concern among the public that telecom
companies fail to pass on taxes to the government, instead holding onto some of the money from
higher fees for themselves (Gondwe 2019; Mlanjira 2021). On the one hand, we might expect
respondents to prefer a mobile money tax through which money is sent straight to a government
account, rather than being held by their mobile operator (Hs,). On the other, if sending money directly
to the government makes the tax more immediately visible, we might expect this to be less preferred
(Hsp).

In addition to the baseline effects of the five attributes, | pre-registered several expected avenues of
effect heterogeneity which | examine in Section 6.2. This includes measures of pre-treatment tax
morale, mobile money use, and partisanship, alongside whether certain attributes matter more when
interacted with others.

Figure 4 summarizes the level and baseline of each attribute, and their respective probability of being
included in the contrast presented to the respondent. These were read out to respondents by the
enumerator. The final column summarizes the pre-registered expectations of how the attribute level
would shape support, relative to the baseline.

Figure 4: Mobile money tax attributes

Attribute Levels Probability ~ Expectation
How much tax you will pay 1) 5% higher rate [baseline] 0.5

2) 1% lower rate 0.5 £
Which payments are subject to 1) All payments [baseline] 0.33
tax

2) All above 5,000 kwacha per day 0.33 ~

3) All except those to registered businesses 0.33 £
Where taxes from your money 1) National budget [baseline] 0.5

transfers will go

2) Health clinics in your district 0.5 a
Who monitors how taxes areused 1) Ministry of Finance [baseline] 0.33

2) Anti-Corruption Bureau 0.33 +

3) International org (USAID) 0.33 ~
How you pay the tax 1) Via your mobile operator [baseline] 0.5

2) Directly to the government 0.5 LR

Source: Author’s compilation.

5.2 Measurement

Before being shown any policy choices, respondents were read a brief vignette introducing them to
the idea of mobile money taxes and the ways in which they might vary. The full text of this can be
found in supplementary materials Section B. Following this, respondents were presented with
randomized pairs of policies and asked: ‘Suppose the government was going to introduce one of the
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below mobile money tax policies. Which would you prefer they implemented?’. Figure 5 presents one
potential contrast, or ‘task’, which was repeated four times for each individual.

Figure 5: Possible contrast of mobile money tax attributes

Policy A Policy B

How much tax you will pay
5% (higher rate). 1% (lower rate)

Which payments are subject to tax
All payments All above 5,000 kwacha per day

How taxes from your money transfers will be
used

Health clinics in your district National budget

Wheo monitors how taxes are used
Ministry of Finance Anti-Corruption Bureau

How you pay the tax
Directly to the government Via your mobile operator

Source: Author’s compilation

Attribute levels are fully randomized between tasks, while the row order in which they are presented is
randomized between respondents. This avoids confusion for the individual but means we can still test
for row-order effects in the analysis.

Several measures were taken to ensure the realism of the attributes, and thus the substantive
meaning of the choices respondents made. First, to try to reduce social desirability bias, the preamble
to the conjoint reminded respondents that their choices were anonymous and would only be used in
combination with interviews from more than a thousand other Malawians. Second, to encourage
respondents to give their real preference, the preamble also (truthfully) stated that ‘the overall results
will be made public, so that organizations across Malawi, including the government, can use them to
inform future decisions’. Collectively, these wordings were designed to encourage respondents to see
the intervention as tied to the real world and to give their genuine opinion. This means that, in
aggregate, the results offer a more valid measure of preferences in the wider population.

Analysis

Following the pre-analysis plan, | use ordinary least squares to estimate the average marginal
component effects (AMCE) of each attribute level. This straightforward approach rests on the
simultaneous randomization of all attribute levels, such that the data structure resembles a fully
factorized experimental design. | cluster standard errors at the respondent level throughout, to reflect
the fact that each respondent completes multiple tasks.
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In the figures that follow | present results from a baseline specification, but in the supplementary
materials | show that the results are robust under alternatives, including adjusting for demographic
covariates and including district fixed effects.

In supplementary materials Section C.3, | provide various technical robustness checks. This includes
showing that treatment assignment is balanced across respondent characteristics and comparing
effects after subsetting by a) the row order in which attributes were presented, b) the column order in
which attribute levels were shown, and c) whether a respondent’s choice was part of the first, second,
third, or fourth task.

In pre-registered power calculations, | assumed a sample size of 1,100 and used simulation-based
techniques designed specifically for conjoints (Lukac and Stefanelli 2020). My design provides 89%
power to estimate AMCEs from around 4% upwards, with zero to no chance of type S (0%) or M
(exaggeration ratio = 1.15) error. In reality, these estimates are conservative as the survey contains
data from 1,243 respondents, more than initially expected. As such, the study is well powered to
estimate public preferences over various types of mobile money tax policy.

6 Results

6.1 Main findings

| now turn to the main findings of the experiment. Figure 6 plots the AMCE for each attribute level
relative to its baseline, representing the change in probability that a respondent selects a given policy.
This should be seen in conjunction with Figure 7, which presents the respective marginal means.
These reflect broader support by modelling the probability that a policy is chosen conditional on a
specific attribute level. As respondents have two policy options to choose between, the effective null
hypothesis is a marginal mean of 0.5, suggesting no preference for one level over the other.

First, respondents prefer a low tax rate. All else equal, respondents are around 7.7% more likely to
select a policy with the lower 1% tax rate, relative to its higher 5% alternative. This is driven by a clear
dislike of the higher tax rate in the respective marginal means (0.45), and moderate support for its
lower alternative (0.53). These effects provide a useful benchmark for the magnitude of other
attributes and the financial value voters place upon them, given that a fivefold increase in the tax rate
offers a noticeable difference in the cost imposed by the tax.

Second, there is considerable support for earmarking tax revenues. All else equal, respondents are
around 12.2% more likely to support a mobile money tax whose revenues are directly earmarked for
local health clinics. Substantively, this is the largest AMCE in the study and is even greater than an
equivalent 500% increase in the tax rate. In the corresponding marginal means, sending funds to the
national budget is the single least popular attribute level (0.43), while earmarking them is the single
most popular (0.55). This strongly aligns with the Afrobarometer data presented in Figure 3, where
respondents supported raising taxes to fund healthcare but were deeply uncertain about how tax
revenues in the general budget were spent. As | will discuss, this large effect is consistent across
various pre-registered subgroups of interest.
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Third, tax exemptions exhibit some positive effects but the substantive impact of these is smaller.
Against a baseline of no exemptions, respondents prefer tax policies which a) do not target registered
businesses (2.7%), and b) give people a 5,000 kwacha (~US$3) daily limit before taxes are due
(3.8%). In the marginal means we see that these effects are driven by a clear distaste for a tax
without any exemptions (0.46), and that respondents appear otherwise indifferent as to the specific
exemptions provided (0.49 and 0.51 respectively).

Fourth, monitoring of revenues has mixed effects. Against the pre-registered Ministry of Finance
baseline, respondents are less supportive of having an external international monitor, in this case
USAID (-3.8%). There is no significant impact from the government’s internal anti-corruption bureau.
In the marginal means we see that these effects are driven by a firm distaste for an international
monitor (0.46), with both other monitors closely overlapping 0.5 and thus suggesting respondents are
indifferent about them. This runs contrary to the pre-registered expectation that the public would
support an international monitor, for reasons of competence and independence, overseeing the
collection of revenues.

Finally, respondents do not exhibit a clear preference as to how tax is collected. In the pre-analysis
plan | discussed two competing channels by which direct payment might increase or decrease
support, based on perceptions of corruption in telecom companies vs raising the visibility of the tax
burden. Relative to the baseline case, in which money is collected by telecom operators, respondents
are no more likely to choose a policy in which revenues are sent directly to the government. This may
be driven by a true null effect, or the estimated AMCE is too small to be detected. Given that both
attribute levels are close to 0.5 in the marginal means, it is plausibly the former. In either case the
public does not have a substantively meaningful preference for the mode of payment collection, in
contrast to the effects observed for several other attributes.
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Figure 6: Baseline results of the experiment (AMCESs)

Tax rate (Baseline: 5% rate)
1

|
1
1% (lower rate) :
1
1
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Payment exemptions (Baseline: none)

Registered businesses

1
1
|
|
1
5,000 kwacha daily limit :
1

Earmarking of tax revenues (Baseline: none)
Local health clinics

Monitoring of revenues (Baseline: Ministry of Finance)
|

International org (USAID) °

1
|
1
1
Anti-Corruption Bureau —t———

How tax is collected (Baseline: Via mobile operator)
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1
|
Direct to government —:0—

|
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1
-0.05 0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15
AMCE

Note: Dots represent the AMCE of each attribute level, relative to its respective baseline. Bars represent 95%
confidence intervals, with standard errors clustered on respondent. Full results in Section C.2 of the
supplementary materials.

Source: Analysis of author survey.
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Figure 7: Baseline results of the experiment (marginal means)

Tax rate
1
1
5% (higher rate) —_— [
1
I
1% (lower rate) : ——
I
Payment exemptions
No exemptions ® :
I
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I
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I
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I
1
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1
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1
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I
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1
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Marginal mean

Note: Dots represent the marginal mean of each attribute level, calculated following Leeper et al. (2020). Bars
represent 95% confidence intervals, with standard errors clustered on respondent. Full results in Section C.2 of
the supplementary materials.

Source: Analysis of author survey.

6.2 Heterogeneity

Building on the main results | turn to pre-registered analysis of effect heterogeneity. | present results
across various subgroups where we might expect the impact of each attribute to vary, with further
information on group composition and complete results in supplementary materials Section D. To
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avoid making misleading comparisons driven by changes in support for the baseline category, | focus
only on marginal means for this part of the analysis (Leeper et al. 2020).

| focus on a wide range of subgroups which cover various political and demographic differences
between respondents. This includes mobile money use, tax morale, trust in and performance of the
government, voting intention, gender, ethnicity, and access to basic goods. These, in turn, aim to
capture how financial exposure to the tax, general trust in government, and partisan divides may
moderate one’s preferences.

In general, however, there is no significant variation in effects between any of the pre-registered
subgroups of interest. The full suite of subgroup marginal means is presented and discussed in
supplementary materials (D.1). However, this homogeneity is particularly striking for the largest effect
of the experiment—earmarking revenues for local health services rather than their going into the
general national government budget. Figure 8 plots the means for this attribute, where support for
earmarking remains consistent at around 0.55, and for not earmarking at around 0.43. This reflects a
continued difference of 10%—15%, consistent with the aggregate AMCE. This suggests that strong
support for earmarking comes from individuals across the sample and is not driven disproportionately
by any of the pre-registered subgroups.

Figure 8: Heterogeneity in marginal means (earmarking attribute)

a) National government budget b) Health clinics in your district
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Note: Dots represent the marginal mean for each level of the earmarking attribute, for each pre-registered
subgroup. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals, clustered on respondent. Full results in Section D.1 of the
supplementary materials.

Source: Analysis of author survey.

Alongside comparing subgroups | pre-registered three attribute-by-attribute interactions. These
focused on the tax rate, earmarking, and monitoring (He,-H,.), testing whether the effects of each
attribute is conditional on the level of the other. None of these interactions, however, are statistically
significant at conventional thresholds. The interaction of monitoring attributes with rate or earmarking
exhibits a sharp null, though there is some indication that, with a larger sample size, earmarking may
reduce the substantive importance of the tax rate. At present there is a negative interaction of 2.7%
(p=0.19), which matches theoretical expectations but falls below the magnitude required to meet pre-
registered power calculations. Testing this hypothesis with greater precision remains a task for future
work.
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In addition to these three tests, | also find a negative interaction of earmarking on the 5,000 kwacha
daily payment exemption (p=0.08). This was not explicitly pre-registered but aligns with several
theoretical arguments that were made in the pre-analysis plan. If funds are earmarked, they are more
likely to deliver tangible returns for taxpayers and so willingness to pay rises. In turn respondents
become less concerned about exemptions, which, by reducing revenues, will ultimately reduce the
number of health facilities that can be supported.

Figure 9 presents the results of the interactive specifications, with the baseline coefficients in black
and the interaction coefficients in blue.

Figure 9: Attribute interactions

a) Rate x Earmark b) Rate x Monitoring

Rate (1%) Earmark Rate Rate (1%) ACB Int org Rate Rate
x Earmark x ACB x Intorg

c) Earmark x Monitoring d) Earmark x Exemption

Earmark ACB Int org Earmark Earmark Earmark 5,000 per day Business Earmark Earmark
x ACB x Int org X 5,000 per day x Business

Note: Points represent the baseline and average component interaction effect (ACIE) coefficients of the relevant
policy combinations. ACB refers to Anti-Corruption Bureau. Bars represent 95% confidence intervals, clustered
on respondent. Full results in Section D.2 of the supplementary materials.

Source: Analysis of author survey.

7 Explaining the findings

Building on the experimental results, in this final empirical section, | turn to descriptive data from the
wider survey to try to explain these patterns and their wider implications.

First, Figure 10 shows how often respondents use mobile money to send and receive payments in
general, alongside more specific prompts about what they use it for. Most respondents use mobile
money at least once per week or more (equivalent to 3 on the 5-point scale), with the vast majority of
that use being for sending or receiving money from family, likely to facilitate financial remittances over
large geographic distances (Yeandle forthcoming). This suggests that a great many people would be
exposed to a mobile money tax and that few could credibly substitute to cash payments, while
exemptions targeting small payments, or commercial activities, would directly benefit few users. This
may help explain why preferences for a lower tax rate are so stable across subgroups, and why
support for exemptions is smaller and less consistent.
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Figure 10: Patterns of mobile money use
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Source: Author survey.

Another explanation for the homogeneity of the results could be the high levels of poverty in Malawi.
Figure 11 shows the distribution of two indices: one that measures how often respondents go without
access to basic goods and services, such as food, water, or cash income, and the other that sums the
options available in a financial emergency, like receiving gifts or loans from family or selling assets.
The graphs reveal that the median person in Malawi regularly lacks basic necessities and has limited
options in an emergency. This high baseline level of poverty suggests that small changes in the tax
rate, or the introduction of health clinics, can have a tangible impact on most people in the sample
and not just those at the lower end of the distribution. It also suggests that these impacts affect a very
large number of people, with this large constituency highlighting the potential electoral costs for
politicians that these taxes bring. This is an important caveat when considering the distributional
consequences of digital taxation and implies these might look different at different phases of
economic development as this group gets smaller over time. For example, in Ghana, a wealthier
democracy with a larger middle class and formal sector tax base, there is some evidence that support
for mobile money taxes varies more by partisanship and personal financial exposure (Yeandle and
Doyle 2024).
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Figure 11: Patterns of poverty and economic security
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Building on the importance of public services to ordinary citizens, another explanation for
respondents’ strong support for earmarking is the high value placed on healthcare. Figure 12 shows
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that respondents express very high levels of trust in healthcare workers and strongly support

increasing taxes to raise health spending. This likely explains the enthusiasm for a mobile money tax
that contributes to health facilities, highlighting the significance of earmarking in general but its
particular appeal when linked to a contextually relevant and popular policy domain.

Figure 12: Health-related attitudes

a) Trust health workers (1-5)
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Source: Author survey.

8 Discussion

As digital payment platforms have become widespread in low-income countries around the world,
amid a broader trend toward economic digitalization, so too have efforts by governments to tax them.
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Digital payments represent a substantive new source of domestic revenue, worth a significant portion
of government spending, that is readily legible and easy for the state to collect. These funds can help
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expand fiscal capacity, with potential to significantly improve the provision of public services and help
address unprecedented policy challenges. But efforts to realize these gains have been constrained by
domestic politics, with digital taxes prompting widespread backlash from voters that have seen many
watered down or withdrawn by governments.

In this paper | argue that backlash to digital taxation stems from its visibly high costs, low benefits,
and opaque administration. Focusing on mobile transaction levies, | provide some of the first evidence
of public preferences for digital tax design, pointing to the types of policies that might garner broader
and more durable support. This framework helps us understand why gains in the state’s capacity to
raise tax do not always translate into increased revenues on the ground.

| use a conjoint choice experiment in Malawi to measure support for a hypothetical mobile money tax.
The results show that respondents significantly prefer revenues to be earmarked for a visible, local
public service, more so than for a fivefold reduction in the tax rate. There is also support for targeted
payment exemptions, protecting tax-registered businesses, and providing a nominal tax-free daily
allowance. Respondents are indifferent as to how the tax is collected and whether it is audited by the
Ministry of Finance or the Anti-Corruption Bureau. Against expectations, involving an international
donor in the auditing process reduces support. Moreover, effects are generally consistent across
various pre-registered subgroups, which capture potential financial exposure to the tax alongside
more general political and demographic divides.

Taken together, these findings provide a series of contributions to existing literature. This includes
nascent work on the political consequences of digitalization across the low-income world (e.g., Donati
2023; Manacorda and Tesei 2020; Yeandle 2025; Yeandle forthcoming), with a specific focus on the
adoption of digital payment systems and their relation to how states expand capacity more generally
(Levi 1988; Tilly 1993) and the structural and political constraints for doing so (Holland 2018; Martin
2023; Scott 1998; Suryanarayan 2024). The results also suggest that public attitudes towards digital
taxes are shaped by many of the same concerns that influence support for their conventional
counterparts, speaking to a wider literature on the microfoundations of tax morale. This includes
concerns about how revenues are used, the reciprocal benefits that taxpayers receive, and the
fairness of who pays (Castaneda et al. 2020; Khan et al. 2022; Krause 2020; Meltzer and Richard
1981), which highlight how the economic gains of digitalization are conditional on the political
dynamics that underpin them.

While the experiment centres on Malawi, its findings are likely to be relevant across a broader set of
country cases. Malawi’s rapid adoption of mobile payment systems and growing digitalization of
economic activity are far from unique across sub-Saharan Africa and low-income states more widely
(Ndulu et al. 2023). The country’s experiences with digital taxes provide a useful lens through which
to examine their political challenges, with the government having attempted, and ultimately failed, to
introduce a mobile transactions levy in 2019 (Jomo 2019). But Malawi is by no means the only
country that has struggled to exploit its newfound tax-collecting capacity, with countries across the
region, from Ghana to Uganda to Nigeria, seeing similar dynamics play out (Lees and Akol 2021;
Yeandle and Doyle 2024).

Beyond the academy, the results of the experiment point to tangible ways in which policy makers
might design digital taxes to secure broader public backing. If voters across the population strongly
prefer revenues to be earmarked for local services, for instance, incorporating earmarking into both
the design and communication of new digital taxes might help secure public buy-in for a key revenue-
raising tool in low-income states (Khan et al. 2022). Likewise, tax exemptions, which mitigate the
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distributional consequences of who pays the tax, also have the potential to raise support and should
be clearly communicated to voters. But other policy features appear more nuanced. For example, the
finding that the involvement of foreign entities, such as USAID, reduces support is particularly notable.
It suggests that voters may perceive external involvement in the tax process as undermining national
sovereignty or that external actors are themselves a source of malfeasance in the system, either of
which could erode trust (Doces and Meyer 2022). While these measures might still increase the
efficiency with which taxes are collected (Hjort and Tian 2025), their primary role should be seen as
part of capacity building rather than necessarily helping to build public support. This is an important
consideration for policy makers in low-income countries where external actors play a significant role in
governance structures and, by extension, domestic politics (Briggs 2012, 2019; Jablonski 2014).

The findings no doubt open several avenues for future research. Using the conjoint results as a
baseline, for instance, scholars might test how different communication strategies map onto the
features of tax policy that the public say they prefer. This would add to work on the impact of civic
education campaigns, both specific to tax and more broadly (Cohen 2024; Gottlieb 2016; Harris et al.
2021; Mvukiyehe and Samii 2017), alongside the ways in which new taxes can promote political
participation (Weigel 2020). Relatedly, research should look beyond stated, survey-based preferences
to revealed, behavioural responses. If mobile transaction levies are better aligned with public
preferences, do they reduce the likelihood of users shifting back to cash as documented in other
African contexts (Anyidoho et al. 2023)? Finally, more work is needed to understand how political
elites perceive and respond to public opinion. As many digital tax reforms are withdrawn before
implementation, mapping how policy makers anticipate backlash and the trade-offs they are or are not
willing to make to expand fiscal capacity remains an important gap (Martin 2023).

As digitalization rewires economies across the developing world, it is important not to overlook the
inherent political dynamics that underpin this transition. This paper helps explain why existing
attempts to tax digital activity have drawn such ire from voters, highlighting several ways in which
policy makers might build wider public support going forward.
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