


THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS ON LANGUAGE CHOICE IN MONZE DISTRICT, ZAMBIA


ABSTRACT
This study examined the influence of socio-economic status on language choice in Monze District, Zambia. The study was motivated by increasing concerns regarding the relationship between social inequality and language use in multilingual societies. The purpose of the study was to investigate how socio-economic factors such as education, income, and occupation shape patterns of language choice across educational, professional, and social domains. Specifically, the study sought to examine the relationship between socio-economic status and language choice, assess the impact of socio-economic variables on the use of English and indigenous languages, and explore community attitudes toward different languages.
The study employed a mixed-method research design combining quantitative and qualitative approaches. Data were collected from 200 participants using questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, observations, and document analysis. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, while qualitative data were analyzed thematically.
The findings revealed that higher socio-economic groups predominantly used English in formal settings such as schools and workplaces, while lower socio-economic groups mainly used Tonga in community and domestic interactions. The study further established that code-switching between English and Tonga was common, especially among younger and educated participants. English was associated with education, prestige, and social mobility, whereas Tonga was strongly linked to cultural identity and social belonging.
The study concludes that language choice in Monze District is influenced not only by socio-economic conditions but also by identity, social aspirations, and contextual demands. The study recommends equitable access to quality education and inclusive language policies that support both English and indigenous languages.
Keywords: Socio-economic status, language choice, English language, indigenous languages, code-switching, linguistic capital, Zambia, Monze District.

INTRODUCTION
Language plays a central role in shaping social interactions, cultural identity, and access to opportunities within society. In multilingual societies such as Zambia, language choice is often influenced by social, economic, and educational factors. English, as the official language of Zambia, dominates formal domains such as education, government administration, employment, and business, while indigenous languages continue to play a significant role in domestic and community interactions (Government of Zambia, 2014).
Socio-economic status (SES) has increasingly become an important factor influencing language acquisition, proficiency, and choice. Individuals from higher socio-economic backgrounds generally have better access to quality education, English-speaking environments, and social networks that promote English proficiency (Chirwa & Banda, 2023). Conversely, individuals from lower socio-economic backgrounds often experience limited exposure to English due to educational inequalities and restricted access to formal linguistic environments (Simwinga, 2019).
In Zambia, English proficiency is widely associated with education, professionalism, intelligence, and social mobility. Indigenous languages such as Tonga, however, remain central to cultural identity, social belonging, and community cohesion. This creates a multilingual environment where individuals navigate between English and local languages depending on social context, audience, and communicative purpose.
Monze District, located in Southern Province of Zambia, presents an important context for examining the relationship between socio-economic status and language choice due to its linguistic diversity and varying socio-economic conditions. Despite growing scholarship on language and society in Zambia, limited empirical research has specifically focused on how socio-economic status shapes language choice in districts such as Monze.
This study therefore sought to examine the influence of socio-economic status on language choice in Monze District, Zambia.




LITERATURE REVIEW
Bourdieu’s Theory of Linguistic Capital
This study was guided by Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of linguistic capital, which argues that language functions as a form of symbolic and cultural capital that can provide social and economic advantages (Bourdieu, 1986/2020). According to Bourdieu, individuals who possess competence in socially valued languages often gain access to educational opportunities, employment, and higher social status.
In multilingual societies, dominant languages tend to carry greater institutional value than indigenous languages. In Zambia, English functions as the dominant institutional language, while local languages are often restricted to informal domains (Banda & Phiri, 2023). Consequently, access to English proficiency is closely linked to socio-economic position.

Socio-Economic Status and Language Choice
Several studies have established a relationship between socio-economic status and language use. Chirwa and Banda (2023) found that English proficiency among Zambian youth is strongly associated with educational attainment and household income. Similarly, Simwinga (2019) observed that students from higher socio-economic backgrounds generally demonstrate higher levels of English proficiency due to increased access to quality schooling and English-speaking environments.
Mwansa (2022) further argues that language use in Zambia reflects social class distinctions, where English is associated with prestige and upward mobility, while indigenous languages symbolize cultural identity and social belonging.
Code-Switching and Multilingualism
Code-switching is a common linguistic practice in multilingual societies. According to Mwansa (2022), bilingual speakers switch between languages for communicative efficiency, social identity, and symbolic purposes. Younger and educated speakers are particularly likely to engage in code-switching as a way of negotiating modern identity and social aspirations.
In Zambia, code-switching between English and indigenous languages has become increasingly common in schools, workplaces, and urban communities (Phiri et al., 2024). This reflects the coexistence of multiple linguistic identities within society.
METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This study adopted a mixed-method research design, combining both qualitative and quantitative approaches to examine the influence of socio-economic status (SES) on language choice in Monze District. The mixed-method approach was appropriate because language choice is influenced not only by measurable socio-economic factors such as income, education, and occupation, but also by attitudes, perceptions, and cultural practices that require qualitative exploration (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
The qualitative component explored participants’ experiences, perceptions, and attitudes regarding the use of English and indigenous languages in different domains such as education, employment, and social interactions. Semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions provided deeper insights into motivations for language choice and code-switching (Patton, 2015). 
The quantitative component generated statistical data on socio-economic indicators (income, education, and occupation) and their relationship with language choice and language proficiency. Structured questionnaires were administered to participants to identify trends and patterns across different socio-economic groups (Babbie, 2021). 
The integration of both approaches strengthened the validity and reliability of the findings through triangulation and provided a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between SES and language choice (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). 
Study Area, Population and Sampling
The study was conducted in Monze District, Southern Province of Zambia, approximately 190 kilometres south of Lusaka. The district is predominantly Tonga-speaking and is characterized by a mixture of rural farming communities, informal sector workers, professionals, and students. English is widely used in formal settings such as schools, workplaces, and government offices, while Tonga dominates community and household interactions (Ministry of Education, 2014). 
The target population consisted of:
· Students (primary, secondary, and university) 
· Teachers and educators 
· Working adults in formal and informal sectors 
· Community members from different socio-economic backgrounds 
These groups were selected because they interact in both English and indigenous languages and could provide valuable insights into language choice patterns (Chirwa & Banda, 2023; Simwinga, 2019). 
A combination of purposive sampling and stratified random sampling was employed. Purposive sampling was used to select teachers, policymakers, and language experts with specialized knowledge of language use, while stratified random sampling ensured balanced representation across income levels, educational backgrounds, occupations, and geographical locations (Patton, 2015; Babbie, 2021). 
The study sample comprised 200 participants, distributed as follows:
	Category
	Sample Size

	Primary and Secondary School Students
	50

	University Students
	40

	Employed Professionals
	50

	Informal Sector Workers
	30

	Rural Community Members
	30

	Total
	200


This sample enabled the study to capture variations in language choice across different socio-economic groups and social contexts. 
Data Collection, Analysis and Ethical Considerations
Data were collected using four complementary methods:
Questionnaires
Structured questionnaires were administered to all participants to collect quantitative data on language proficiency, educational background, income, occupation, and attitudes toward English and indigenous languages. Likert-scale items were used to measure perceptions and language preferences (Babbie, 2021). 
Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with teachers, parents, community leaders, and policymakers to obtain detailed information on language education, language policies, and community attitudes toward language use (Patton, 2015). 
Observations
Observations were undertaken in schools, workplaces, and community settings to examine actual language use, including code-switching practices and language preferences in different social contexts (Creswell, 2014). 
Document Analysis
Relevant government policies, literacy reports, educational documents, and previous studies on language use were reviewed to provide contextual and secondary data (Mwansa, 2022; Banda & Phiri, 2023). 
For data analysis, quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS to generate frequencies, percentages, and statistical relationships, while qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify key themes and patterns (Babbie, 2021). 
To ensure ethical compliance, the study observed principles of informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary participation, and data protection. Reliability and validity were enhanced through a pilot study, triangulation of data collection methods, and expert review of research instruments (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010).
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc199597560][bookmark: _Toc229769121]Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
[bookmark: _Toc229769122]Gender Distribution 
[bookmark: _Toc229501553]Figure 1 Gender Distribution
The findings indicate that males constituted the majority of respondents, accounting for 57.5% (115), while females accounted for 42.5% (85). The relatively balanced gender representation allowed the study to capture diverse perspectives on language choice across socio-economic groups.
The higher proportion of male respondents may be attributed to the greater accessibility of men within workplaces, informal economic activities, and community leadership spaces where part of the data collection was conducted. However, the inclusion of a substantial proportion of female respondents ensured that women’s linguistic experiences and attitudes toward English and local languages were adequately represented.
[bookmark: _Toc229769123][bookmark: _Hlk229483536]Age Distribution
[bookmark: _Toc229501554]Figure 2 Age Distribution

The findings show that the majority of respondents (70) were aged between 18–25 years, followed by those aged 26–35 years (45). Respondents below 18 years constituted 20%, while those aged 46 years and above represented the smallest proportion (10%).
This distribution indicates that the study was dominated by younger participants, many of whom were students or early-career individuals. This is important because younger generations are more exposed to formal education, media, and digital communication platforms, which increase interaction with English and encourage multilingual communication practices.


[bookmark: _Toc229769124]Education Level

[bookmark: _Toc229501555]Figure 3 Education Level
The results show that the largest proportion of respondents (30%) had attained secondary education, followed by degree holders (22.5%) and diploma holders (20%). Respondents with no formal education and postgraduate qualifications each accounted for 5%.
The findings indicate a relatively educated sample population, with a significant number having tertiary qualifications. This is important because education emerged as one of the strongest predictors of language choice and English proficiency.
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[bookmark: _Toc229501536]Table 1 Income Levels
	Income (ZMW)
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Below K1,000
	60
	30%

	K1,000–K3,000
	70
	35%

	K3,001–K6,000
	45
	22.5%

	Above K6,000
	15
	7.5%

	No response
	10
	5%


The findings show that the majority of respondents fell within the lower- and middle-income categories, with 35% earning between K1,000–K3,000 and 30% earning below K1,000. Only 7.5% reported earnings above K6,000.
This indicates that a substantial proportion of respondents belong to low-income socio-economic groups, which is significant in understanding patterns of language accessibility and usage.
[bookmark: _Toc229769126][bookmark: _Hlk229489875]Distribution of Respondents by Category
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	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Primary/Secondary Students
	50
	25%

	University Students
	40
	20%

	Employed Professionals
	50
	25%

	Informal Sector Workers
	30
	15%

	Rural Community Members
	30
	15%

	Total
	200
	100%



The distribution of respondents reflects a deliberate stratification of socio-economic categories, allowing for comparative analysis across education, occupation, and economic positioning. These variables, captured in Section A of the questionnaire, function not only as descriptive indicators but as explanatory variables influencing linguistic behavior.
The equal representation of professionals and students (45% combined for future and current skilled populations) is particularly significant. It captures both:
1. Current holders of linguistic capital (professionals) 
2. Future aspirants to linguistic capital (students) 
This dual representation allows the study to trace how language choice is both:
· Structurally reproduced (through education systems) 
· Socially anticipated (through aspirations among students) 

Interview
“Those who are working in offices are used to English because that is the language of work.”
“Students try to speak English because they want to fit in and succeed.”
This suggests that SES operates as both:
1. A material condition (income, job, education) 
2. A symbolic orientation (aspiration, identity, ambition) 
Thus, language choice is not only shaped by what individuals have, but also by what they aspire to become. This reinforces Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, where social position shapes dispositions toward language use.
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[bookmark: _Toc229501538]Table 3 Language Used at Home
	Language
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Tonga
	110
	55%

	English
	20
	10%

	Both
	65
	32.5%

	Other
	5
	2.5%



The predominance of Tonga (55%) demonstrates that linguistic practices in the domestic sphere are governed more by cultural continuity than socio-economic mobility. This suggests that the home functions as a site of cultural reproduction, where indigenous language use is maintained regardless of SES.
However, the 32.5% reporting use of both languages introduces an important nuance:
the home is no longer a purely traditional space but is increasingly becoming a site of linguistic negotiation, particularly among families with school-going children.

Interview
“Even if parents are educated, they still want children to know Tonga.”
“Children bring English from school, so sometimes we mix at home.”

This reflects an intergenerational transmission dynamic, where:
1. Older generations transmit cultural language (Tonga) 
2. Younger generations introduce institutional language (English) 
This interaction produces hybrid linguistic environments, rather than linguistic displacement.
From a theoretical perspective:
1. Tonga = embodied cultural capital 
2. English = institutionalized linguistic capital 
Thus, rather than replacing each other, the two forms of capital coexist and are contextually activated.
[bookmark: _Toc229769128]4.4 Language Use by Socio-Economic Status (SES) 
[bookmark: _Toc229501539]Table 4 English Use by SES
	SES Group
	English Use (%)

	Higher SES
	80%

	Lower SES
	15%



The sharp disparity (80% vs 15%) represents more than a usage difference it reflects a systematic stratification of linguistic resources along socio-economic lines.
This indicates that:
1. English is structurally embedded in institutions of power 
2. Access to English is mediated by education and occupation 
3. Language proficiency functions as a mechanism of inclusion and exclusion 

Interview
“If you don’t speak English in formal jobs, you are seen as less capable.”
“In the village, people don’t need English because everything is done in Tonga.”

This demonstrates that language operates as:
1. A symbolic boundary marker (who belongs in formal spaces) 
2. A filter for social mobility 
Higher SES individuals are not just using English, they are benefiting from it structurally, as it grants access to:
1. Education systems 
2. Employment opportunities 
3. Institutional recognition 
Lower SES individuals are not simply choosing Tonga, they are constrained by structural limitations, including:
1. Limited access to quality schooling 
2. Reduced exposure to English-speaking environments 
However, the data also reveals non-deterministic patterns:
Some lower SES respondents reported using English in formal contexts 
This suggests:
Language choice is also influenced by aspiration and adaptation 
SES shapes probability, but not absolute outcomes 
This nuance strengthens the study by avoiding overgeneralization.

[bookmark: _Toc229769129]Code-Switching Patterns
[bookmark: _Toc229501540]Table 5 Code-Switching Patterns
	Group
	Code-Switching (%)

	Students
	70%

	Higher SES
	60%

	Lower SES
	25%



The higher prevalence of code-switching among students and higher SES groups indicates that linguistic flexibility increases with exposure to multiple linguistic systems.

Interview 
“We mix languages depending on who we are talking to.”
“Sometimes English alone is too difficult, so we add Tonga.”
Code-switching fulfills three major functions:
1. Communicative Function
→ Enhances clarity and comprehension 
2. Social Function
→ Signals group membership and identity 
3. Symbolic Function
→ Demonstrates education and linguistic competence 
Rather than being random, code-switching reflects high-level linguistic awareness, where speakers:
1. Assess audience 
2. Evaluate context 
3. Adjust language accordingly 
From Bourdieu’s perspective, this is the strategic deployment of linguistic capital, maximizing social advantage in different contexts.

[bookmark: _Toc229769130]4.6 Language Attitudes
[bookmark: _Toc229501541]Table 6 Language Attitudes
	Statement
	Agree (%)

	English important for jobs
	85%

	English speakers respected
	70%

	Local language = identity
	90%



The data reveals a dual ideological framework governing language use:
1. English = instrumental ideology (utility, success, status) 
2. Tonga = identity ideology (belonging, heritage, authenticity) 

Interview
“English helps you get opportunities.”
“But Tonga is who we are, we cannot lose it.”

This duality explains why:
English expands without eliminating indigenous languages 
Individuals maintain multiple linguistic identities simultaneously 
This also reveals a potential tension:
1. Pressure to adopt English for mobility 
2. Desire to maintain local language for identity 
This tension reflects broader postcolonial linguistic dynamics.
[bookmark: _Toc229769131]
Intergenerational Differences
[bookmark: _Toc229501542]Table 7 Language Preference by Age
	Group
	English
	Tonga
	Both

	Youth
	35%
	25%
	40%

	Older
	15%
	65%
	20%



The higher prevalence of mixed language use among youth reflects:
1. Increased exposure to English through education 
2. Influence of digital media and urban culture 
3. Greater adaptability to multilingual environments 

Interview
“Young people want to sound educated, so they mix English.”
“Older people stick to Tonga because that is what they grew up with.”

This indicates a generational shift in linguistic norms, where:
1. Language is becoming more fluid and hybrid 
2. Traditional boundaries between languages are weakening 
[bookmark: _Toc229769132]Contextual Language Use 
[bookmark: _Toc229501543]Table 8 Synthesis Table
	Context
	Dominant Language

	Home
	Tonga

	School/Work
	English

	Social
	Mixed


This pattern confirms that language use is domain-specific and socially regulated.

Interview
“You choose the language depending on where you are.”
Functional specialization of languages 
A negotiated linguistic system rather than a hierarchical one 


CONCLUSION
The study concludes that socio-economic status significantly influences language choice in Monze District, Zambia. Individuals from higher socio-economic backgrounds demonstrate greater use of English due to increased access to education, professional opportunities, and English-speaking environments. Lower socio-economic groups predominantly use Tonga, particularly in domestic and community settings.
However, the study also found that language choice is not determined solely by socio-economic status. Context, identity, and aspirations for upward mobility also influence linguistic practices. The widespread use of code-switching demonstrates the dynamic nature of language use in multilingual societies.
The study therefore emphasizes the need for inclusive language policies and equitable educational opportunities that promote both English proficiency and indigenous language preservation.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The Government of Zambia should improve access to quality English language education in rural and low-income communities. 
Educational institutions should promote multilingual education that values both English and indigenous languages. 
Language policies should support the preservation and promotion of indigenous languages alongside English. 
Parents and communities should encourage bilingual competence among young people. 
Future studies should investigate the impact of digital media and globalization on language choice among Zambian youth. 
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Gender


[CATEGORY NAME]
[VALUE]

[CATEGORY NAME]
[VALUE]

Gender	Male	Female	115	85	


Gender	Male	Female	0.57499999999999996	0.42499999999999999	
Age Group


Age Group	Below 18	18–25	26–35	36–45	46+	40	70	45	25	20	
Age Group	Below 18	18–25	26–35	36–45	46+	

Education

Education	Primary	Secondary	Diploma	Degree	Postgraduate	None	35	60	40	45	10	10	Education	Primary	Secondary	Diploma	Degree	Postgraduate	None	0.17499999999999999	0.3	0.2	0.22500000000000001	0.05	0.05	




2 | Page

