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[bookmark: _Hlk210039842]ABSTRACT
This study investigates the effects of deregulation on the performance of the oil industry in Zimbabwe. A qualitative research approach was adopted, complemented by the use of self-administered and semi-structured questionnaires that included both closed and open-ended questions. The sample was selected using a purposive sampling technique and comprised participants from various workstations within the energy sector. The target population comprised stakeholders in the Zimbabwean oil sector, including policymakers, government agencies, distribution companies, and consumers, resulting in a sample size of 50 respondents. The sampling strategy facilitated in-depth, stratified insights while balancing practical limitations. Results indicate that deregulation is widely regarded by stakeholders as the preferred policy option for the sector. Key perceived benefits include improved fuel supply and distribution, reduced fuel prices, heightened competition, increased participation of indigenous entrepreneurs, enhanced service delivery, job creation, operational efficiency, and greater investment and government revenue. Despite these anticipated benefits, the full potential of deregulation remains unrealized due to persistent and recurring fuel supply crises in the country. The study highlights a gap between policy expectations and on-the-ground realities, calling for further policy refinement and effective implementation strategies. Conclusively, the study suggests that deregulation has positive effects on the performance of oil industry than regulating the industry and hence the adoption of contestable market theory as it encourages efficiency by removing barriers to entry and exit such as sunk costs and contractual agreements.
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1.0 BACKGROUND THE STUDY
[bookmark: _Hlk209826509][bookmark: _Hlk209826478][bookmark: _Hlk209301397]The oil industry is globally recognized as a vital component of economic growth, particularly in energy-dependent sectors like transportation, manufacturing, and agriculture. Thus, Scholars such as Mast (2005) and Glyba et al (2013), and institutions like Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) highlight oil’s strategic position in global trade and politics. Furthermore, empirical studies have also shown a strong correlation between oil industry development and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth, especially in fast-developing countries such as Asian and African countries (AFREPREN, 1999; Mast, 2005; Glyba et al, 2013). Historically, many governments, including those in Africa, opted to nationalize the oil industry to safeguard strategic interests, enhancing national security, and controlling fuel supply and, examples include Nigeria’s NNOC, the UK’s BNOC, and Zimbabwe’s NOCZIM just to name a few (www.noczim.co.zw; www.herald.co.zw; www.petrotrade.co.zw. Ameh, 2005). However, state control often led to inefficiencies, corruption, debt accumulation from subsidies, and poor service delivery (Rondinelli, 2008; Obayelu, 2007). These failures prompted a global shift towards deregulation and it was embraced by countries like Mexico, Canada, Kenya, and the Philippines and this was aimed at improving efficiency and encouraging competition., in addition to attracting private investment (Karekezi et al, 1999; Stiglitz, 2008; Osuala, 2013; Chigbu et al, 2016). Thus, studies by the World Bank and IMF indicate that deregulation generally led to better performance in the oil sectors of both developed and developing countries (World Bank, 1993; Stiglitz, 2002; Chigbu et al, 2016). For example, post-deregulation, the number of oil companies in the Philippines increased dramatically, and service quality improved in New Zealand (www.worldbank.com; Shadbolt & Parker, 1997). Despite these global trends, deregulation remains controversial as critics argue that it can lead to price volatility, market manipulation, and reduced consumer protection, especially in developing countries (Scott et al, 2013). In Zimbabwe, the government deregulated the oil industry in 2003 by ending NOCZIM’s monopoly and was later unbundled into NOIC and Petrotrade to further improve efficiency (Rosen et al, 2007; Roland, 2008; NOCZIM, 2010; Ministry of Energy, 2003; Borenstein and Bushnell 2015). Nevertheless, the country continues to face persistent fuel crises even though currently the situation has improved a bit after the legal use of American Dollar. This backdrop raises critical questions about the actual impact of deregulation in Zimbabwe. Therefore, the study seeks to investigate the effectiveness of this policy in improving oil industry’s performance besides contributing to Zimbabwean’s economic growth and economic development.
2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Hlk209222828]2.1 The Concept of Deregulation
[bookmark: _Hlk209344434][bookmark: _Hlk209344546][bookmark: _Hlk209825476][bookmark: _Hlk134221509][bookmark: _Hlk209344483][bookmark: _Hlk209825456][bookmark: _Hlk209825681][bookmark: _Hlk209825557][bookmark: _Hlk209344596]Deregulation refers to the reduction or elimination of government regulations in industries to promote competition and market efficiency (Wensveen, 2011; Huang & Liu, 2014; Ahmad. & Burki, 2015.; Zaman & Bhandari, 2020). Originating in the 1970s and 1980s, deregulation gained traction in advanced economies like the USA, UK, and various parts of Europe, initially in transportation and finance sectors (Horwitz, 1986; Morrison & Winston, 1986; Beesley, 1997; Krugman, 2001; Goodhart, 2010). Proponents argue that deregulation enhances competition, reduces costs, and improves service delivery (Steeley, 1992; Robson, 1993; Poitras & Sutter, 1997; Krugman, 2001; Delmas & Tokat, 2005). In short, deregulation is driven by the belief that market forces lead to more efficient resource allocation than state controls (Krugman, 2001; Krugman, 2001; Delmas & Tokat, 2005; Goodhart, 2010). Thus, theoretical and practical arguments support deregulation for improving productivity, increasing investment, and promoting consumer choice (Robson, 1993; Krugman, 2001; Delmas & Tokat, 2005; Goodhart, 2010). Whilst, critics argue that deregulation may result in price volatility, reduced service quality, and market instability (Krugman, 2001; Delmas & Tokat, 2005; Goodhart, 2010). However, public interest theory supports regulation in sectors like health, energy, and water to ensure equity (fairness), reliability, and protection against market abuses (Krugman, 2001; Delmas & Tokat, 2005). 

2.2 Theoretical Framework for Deregulation
Several theories which underpin the concept of deregulation are discussed below:
· Neoliberalism Theory
This theory advocates for minimal state interference and emphasizes more on market-driven competition for efficiency and productivity and drawing their argument from Adam Smith's “invisible hand” principle (Harvey, 2007; Adelabu, 2012; Garcia, 2019). In short, neoliberalism is an economic policy model that seeks to transfer control of economic factors from the public sector to the private sector (Innocent & Charles, 2018; Chesa & Yusuf, 2019). In fact, neoliberalism rose in the 1950s when the Keynesian approach to economic management collapsed (Chesa & Yusuf, 2019).

· Tollbooth Theory
[bookmark: _Hlk209341115][bookmark: _Hlk209341582][bookmark: _Hlk209341561][bookmark: _Hlk209343645]This theory suggests excessive regulation leads to corruption, inefficiencies, and barriers to economic activity, calling for reduced state control (Banerjee, 1997; Lambsdorff, 2007). Thus, the theory argues that too many restrictions suppress the free movement of companies in an industry which promotes bureaucratic tendencies resulting in corruption as companies will resort to paying bribes rather than comply to go the stringent regulations (Shleifer & Vishny, 1993). Hence, in order to eradicate waste and corruption which are consequences of a highly regulated economy, the theory thus advocates for the dramatic lessening of the amount of regulation in the economy arguing that an unregulated market is the best way to increase economic growth, which will ultimately benefit everyone (Shleifer & Vishny, 1993; Banerjee, 1997; Lambsdorff, 2007). In this case, Shleifer & Vishny (1993), argue that corruption functions like a tollbooth on a highway when firms try to move through the regulatory landscape, they encounter bureaucrats who demand bribes to let them pass. The more fragmented and complex the regulatory system, the more tollbooths (that is officials) the more a firm must pay to operate. Thus, this leads to suppression of free movement of firms due to excessive regulation, increased bureaucratic inefficiency, as officials compete to extract rents and higher corruption, because firms find it cheaper and faster to pay bribes than to comply with burdensome rules (Banerjee, 1997; In short, this theory underscores that in systems where multiple agencies must approve a business activity, each agency acts independently and extracts its own bribe and this lack of coordination among regulators increases the total cost of corruption and reduces economic efficiency (Shleifer & Vishny, 1993). In fact, this theory argue that markets are more efficient than governments at allocating resources whilst critics caution that complete deregulation can lead to market failures, monopolies, and social inequality.
· [bookmark: _Hlk209519339]Contestable Market Theory
This theory argues that the threat of new entrants drives efficiency and deregulation removes barriers like licensing and price controls, fostering competitive behaviour ((Pera, 1988; Mhlanga, 2017). This means that for a market to be perfectly contestable there should be no barriers to entry and exit such as sunk costs and contractual agreements (Teece 1994; Kim et al, 1999).  Accordingly, this means that if there are a few firms or a single firm, as with oligopolistic and monopolistic markets, a market with no barriers will resemble a highly competitive market (Baumol, 1982; Greenlaw, & Shapiro, 2017). Thus, when there is freedom of entry and exit, incumbent firms will be pushed to be efficient since any excess profit may attract new entrants (Baumol, 1982; Baumol et al, 1986; Kim et al, 1999; Greenlaw, & Shapiro, 2017). Accordingly, Baumol et al (1986) concluded that contestable markets have no inefficiencies as firms are forced to be efficient in order to discourage new entrants. 
· Public Interest Theory
[bookmark: _Hlk134221337][bookmark: _Hlk209340261][bookmark: _Hlk209340450]The public interest theory was developed from classical conceptions of representative democracy and the role of government, and it presumes confidence in the civil service (Hantke-Domas, 2003). Thus, according to Max Weber, civil servants are to carry out their particular role or task within a strictly ordered and specialized hierarchy (Hertog, 2012). Thus, this theory emphasizes on the government regulation to serve the collective good whilst, critics of deregulation use this theory to argue for state intervention to prevent market failures and protect vulnerable groups (Pigou, 1932; Stiglitz, 2000; Grønnegaard & Christensen, 2018). In short, public interest theory can be traced back to Pigou and is related to his analysis of externalities and welfare economics and this theory was prevalent, especially during the New Deal era (Pigou,1932). The New Deal was a series of wide-reaching economic, social, and political reforms enacted by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the United States between 1933 and 1938, in response to the Great Depression, which had started in 1929 (Pigou,1932; Hopkins, 2011; Paul, 2017). Roosevelt introduced the phrase upon accepting the Democratic Party's presidential nomination in 1932 before winning the election in a landslide over incumbent Herbert Hoover, whose administration was viewed by many as doing too little to help those affected that is the disadvantaged people or the underprivileged people. Roosevelt believed that the depression was caused by inherent market instability and too little demand as per the Keynesian model of economics and that massive government intervention was necessary to stabilize and rationalize the economy (Pigou,1932; Hopkins, 2011; Paul, 2017). Thus, during Roosevelt's first hundred days in office in 1933 until 1935, he introduced what historians refer to as the "First New Deal", which focused on the "3 R's": relief for the unemployed and for the poor, recovery of the economy back to normal levels, and reforms of the financial system to prevent a repeat depression (Pigou,1932; Hopkins, 2011; Paul, 2017). Roosevelt signed the Emergency Banking Act, which authorized the Federal Reserve to insure deposits to restore confidence, and the 1933 Banking Act made this permanent with the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) (Pigou,1932; Hopkins, 2011; Paul, 2017).
[bookmark: _Hlk210040186]In conclusion, the study suggests that deregulation has positive effects on the performance of oil industry than regulating the industry and therefore, the adoption of contestable market theory is not surprising because contestable market theory endorses efficiency by removing barriers to entry and exit such as sunk costs and contractual agreements among other benefits as discussed elsewhere in the study among other benefits. 

2.3 The Deregulation in the Context of the Oil Industry
[bookmark: _Hlk209831661][bookmark: _Hlk209521182]The oil industry in Zimbabwe encompasses the exploration, refining, transportation, distribution, and retailing of petroleum products (Manyanya & Mashange, 2000; Mashange, 2002; www.worldbank.org). In this case, petroleum products are defined in the Zimbabwe Petroleum Act Chapter 13:22 (2006) as petrol, diesel fuel, any refined products capable of being used as motor spirit, illuminating paraffin, and aviation fuel (JetA1), liquefied petroleum gas and lubricants. In fact, the oil industry is typically divided into two sectors, that is the upstream and downstream (Manyanya & Mashange, 2000; Mashange, 2002). Thus, the upstream sector encompasses all the activities from exploration to refining, whilst, the downstream sector comprises the value chain from importation to the retail market (Manyanya & Mashange, 2000; Mashange, 2002). For the purpose of this study, the focus is on the downstream and terms such as oil industry, fuel industry and petroleum industry are used interchangeable to refer to the same sector. 
In fact, oil industry is a strategic to economic development, prompting historically high state involvement (Karshenas, 1990; Manyanya & Mashange, 2000; Mashange, 2002; Agbese, 2004; Ross, 2012; www.worldbank.org). In fact, regulation in the petroleum sector, especially in developing countries like Zimbabwe, involves reducing or removing government controls over pricing, importation, and distribution to enhance efficiency and attract private investment and thus, this shift is seen as necessary due to mismanagement, corruption, and inefficiencies in state-run systems ((GoZ, 2010; Kasimbazi, 2012; Hunter, 2015; Nyika, 2016)). According to Lovells (2012), World Bank. (2013) & Jamasb et al (2014) reforms in the energy sector were inevitable as the industry has been badly run for years with falling production, lost revenues and export earnings, erratic regulation, theft and corruption and as a result, the private sector is increasingly participating in the petroleum markets. Thus, a fully deregulated petroleum market, is envisaged on the importation, storage, wholesale distribution and retailing being carried out by private oil companies without government interference in their day-to-day business (Kohl, 2002; Stevens, 2003; World Bank, 2004; Bacon. & Kojima, 2006; Olomola, 2007; Zhang. & Law, 2010). Hence, for the context of this study, deregulation can be simply put as the removal of government role to allow the natural market forces of demand and supply to become fully operational in the oil industry (Krugman, 2001; Li‑Chen, 2008; Adeoye, 2018). Accordingly, the main objective for deregulation was to reduce or eliminate monopoly power (Abate, 2013) through juicing the sector to free market forces (Wensveen, 2011) as well as enhancing competitiveness (Mhlanga, 2017) in order achieve increased petroleum product supply efficiencies in the country while maintaining security of supply (Akpoghomeh, 2006; Adelabu, 2012; Akinwotu, 2014) in addition to promoting economic activity (Osuala, 2013) as discoursed in detail below.
2.3.1 Performance Measures for the Oil Industry
[bookmark: _Hlk209345016]In fact, the oil industry performance is assessed through metrics such as fuel availability, customer satisfaction, market competition (number of firms), price affordability and service delivery quality according to Spendolini (1992), Gokulakrishna (2019) & Magawa & Karanja (2019).
2.3.2 Challenges Faced by the Oil Industry Worldwide
The global oil industry is facing challenges such as supply disruptions due to geopolitical instability, infrastructure inadequacies, regulatory and fiscal weaknesses, corruption and poor governance and price volatility impacting affordability (Adelman, 2004; Swaleheen, 2007; Hamilton, 2011; Bourghelle et al, 2021). According to studies by the African Development Bank and the African Union (2009) the main challenges faced by the oil industries in Africa include geographical distribution of oil, erratic supply of oil resources, inability to attract investment in the oil sector, weak legal and fiscal regimes, weak institutional capacity, social and political conflicts, deficiencies in promoting economies of scale, corruption and price volatility. For example, in Nigeria, supply inefficiencies occurring in the petroleum downstream subsector in Nigeria include shortage, scarcity, hiked pricing and adulteration, product diversion, hoarding at retail outlets, pipeline vandalism, and cross-border smuggling to neighbouring countries (Osuala, 2013). Whilst, in Kenya, the oil sector is facing some challenges such as inadequate capacity, weak institutional framework, revenue management, weak bargaining power, lack of transparency and accountability (Shikwati, 2013). Whereas Patey (2015) & Hicks (2015) reported that the complex politics and immense infrastructure and regional regulatory challenges is affecting the oil industry in Uganda. Unfortunately, in Africa, these problems are compounded by low institutional capacity and political instability, hindering the benefits expected from deregulation (Taiwo, 2016; Jeke et al, 2025). The argument over the years has always been that while deregulation may promote efficiency and market responsiveness, its success largely depends on strong institutions, appropriate legal frameworks, and effective implementation (Nyakurukwa & Seetharam, 202; worldbank.org). Thus, in sectors like oil, where national interest and public welfare are at stake, deregulation must be carefully designed and managed to avoid unintended consequences like market failure or service inequality. With the above evidence, it can therefore be inferred that oil supply constraints experienced in most countries in the world, have been undoubtedly a result of challenges in the performance of their oil industries and this situation is typical of many developing countries and Zimbabwe is no exception. 

2.4 Background of the Oil Industry in Zimbabwe
[bookmark: _Hlk134258991][bookmark: _Hlk134259323]Zimbabwe has no proven oil reserves and is heavily reliant on imported refined petroleum products, mainly via Beira Port in Mozambique and this dependence makes the country vulnerable to global oil price fluctuations and supply disruptions, with fuel crises tracing back to the colonial era (Hoffmann and Jarass, 1983; Mbara, 2002; Yan, 2012; Yoshino and Taghizadeh-Hesary, 2014; Obindah et al, 2019; worldbank.org). During Rhodesia’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 1965, international sanctions led to an oil embargo and the UK, under UN mandate, enforced a blockade on oil imports through Beira, severely affecting supply (Hull, 1976; Porter, 1978; The Herald, 1982; Minter and Schmidt, 1988; Mbara, 2002; Ndakaripa, 2013). Consequently, the oil embargo also resulted in the blockage of oil shipments to the country through the use of patrol ships which prevented oil from reaching Rhodesia via Beira, Mozambique (Hull, 1976; Porter, 1978; Herald, 1982; Mbara, 2002; Mashange, 2002; Gregory, 2009). In response, the Rhodesian government and as a sanction busting strategy, the Rhodesian Government established a secret company known as Genta which was responsible for the procurement and importation of petroleum products into the country (Hull, 1976; Porter, 1978; Herald, 1982; Minter and Schmidt, 1988; Mbara, 2002; Ndakaripa, 2013). In addition, multinational companies sympathetic to the colonial regime in the region were also an important factor which contributed to the country withstanding the oil embargo (Hull, 1976; Porter, 1978; The Herald, 1983; Mbara, 2002; Mashange, 2002; Gregory, 2009; Ndakaripa, 2013), in addition to the implementation of strict oil rationing (Hull, 1976; Porter, 1978; Herald, 1983). Furthermore, the Rhodesia Government also started the production and blending of ethanol which was motivated by these sanctions and the need to ensure security of fuel supply and foreign currency savings (Wenman and Morar, 1992; Aisien et al, 2010; Muposhi and Dhurup, 2017). Indeed, Wenman (1992) and Carsillo (2012) believe that the production of liquid fuel within the country strategically made very good sense particularly at that time when a war situation existed 
[bookmark: _Hlk209536613]After independence in 1980, the Zimbabwe Oil Procurement Consortium (ZOPCO) initially managed oil supply, but inefficiencies and shortages led to the formation of the National Oil Company of Zimbabwe (NOCZIM) in 1983 (Mashange, 2002; NOCZIM, 2010). So, from formation, NOCZIM was the sole fuel procurement entity in Zimbabwe (Mashange, 2002; NOCZIM, 2010) with the other oil companies, which were all multinationals then, used to buy from NOCZIM, in local currency, for retailing (https://www.petrolplaza.com/; Mashange, 2002; NOCZIM, 2010; Bauer, 2013; Mutichakwa, 2014). Therefore, the oil companies which dominated the market during that time were BP, Shell, Caltex, Total, and Mobil which were responsible for the marketing and distribution of fuel at retail outlets (Mapako, 2001; Mashange, 2002; NOCZIM, 2010; Bauer, 2013; Mutichakwa, 2014). Thus, during this time, the Ministry of Energy and Power Development assumed the regulatory role for the oil industry which included determination and control of fuel prices (Mapako, 2001; Mashange, 2002; Financial Gazette, 2006; NOCZIM, 2010). Hence, based on the premise that oil availability was of strategic importance to the health of the economy and therefore constitutes a significant cost factor, the Ministry maintained fuel prices at the lowest possible level consistent with the country's developmental objectives (https://www.petrolplaza.com; Mashange 2002; NOCZIM, 2010; Bauer, 2013; Mutichakwa, 2014). So, over the years, NOCZIM failed to fulfil its objectives and the company increasingly became dodged by corruption, poor debt management, procurement challenges, uncompetitive prices and the paucity of foreign currency resulted in limited quantities of fuel being imported (Zimbabwe Independent, 2004; Ernest and Young Audit Report, 2010) because fuel distribution and delivery facilities were inefficient to the extent that the country had an accumulation of 8 million litres of interface (core mingled product) which could not be sold to users (Mashange 2002; NOCZIM, 2010; Bauer, 2013; Mutichakwa, 2014). Thus, the NOCZIM debt, which brought about the cancellation of fuel procurement credit lines, also contributed to the foreign exchange shortage (NOCZIM, 2010). This led to chronic fuel shortages, particularly from 2000 to 2002, amid broader economic and political turmoil, including the fast-track land reform program and declining foreign investment (Moyo, 2008; Chambati and Moyo, 2013; Munyoro et al, 2018).
[bookmark: _Hlk210032682][bookmark: _Hlk210032762]To address these issues, the government deregulated the oil sector in 2003, allowing private companies with access to foreign currency to import fuel (Ministry of Energy, 2003; The Guardian, 2003; The Herald, 2003; The New Humanitarian, 2003; Mail and Guardian, 2003). This temporarily improved supply and reduced pressure on NOCZIM. In 2004, oil companies formed a joint procurement entity, Petroleum Marketers of Zimbabwe (PMZ), which was later dissolved due to inefficiency and lack of transparency (The Guardian, 2003; The Herald, 2003; The New Humanitarian, 2003; Mail and Guardian, 2003; www.zera.co.zw). Following deregulation, over 120 oil companies operated in Zimbabwe by 2005, including major multinationals like BP, Shell, Total, and Caltex (www.zera.co.zw; NOCZIM, 2010; GoZ, 2006; GoZ, 2011). However, recurring fuel shortages persisted (The Guardian, 2003; The New Humanitarian, 2003; Mail and Guardian, 2003). In 2010, NOCZIM was unbundled into Petrotrade (fuel marketing) and NOIC (infrastructure management) and in addition, the government also reintroduced biofuel production in 2013 to improve energy security (www.theherald.co.zw; www.zera.co.zw; Nyamwena‑Mukonza, 2013; Mutanga et al, 2013).
Despite these reforms, the oil sector remains challenged by high operating costs, foreign currency shortages, smuggling, hoarding, and rising demand. Fuel shortages worsened in 2018, prompting the government to implement sharp fuel price hikes in 2019, which triggered nationwide protests and economic disruption (www.bbc.com; www.cnn.com; www.aljazeera.com; reauters.com).  Overall, Zimbabwe’s fuel industry has historically been unstable, heavily affected by geopolitical, economic, and policy factors resulting in repeated supply crises that have undermined economic and social stability.

2.5 Conceptual Framework: The Structure-Conduct-Performance (SCP) Analytical Framework
The Structure-Conduct-Performance (SCP) framework, originally developed by Joe S. Bain (1956), serves as a systematic analytical model for examining how market structure influences firm behaviour (conduct) and how this, in turn, affects market performance. This model has become a cornerstone in industrial organization theory and policy analysis.
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[bookmark: _Hlk209650241]This framework allows the analysis of the impact of policy reforms on industrial performance via structure and performance after deregulation. According to Bain (1956), Structure relates to number of buyers and or sellers, degree of product differentiation and availability of barriers to entry and exit while elements of conduct are behaviour of firms in an industry such as advertising, collusion, investing in research and development, among others. Whilst, performance is the outcome where variables which can be considered are price, quantity, profits, product quality, resource allocation, production efficiency, among others.
2.5.1 Key Components of the SCP Framework
· Structure
[bookmark: _Hlk209650271][bookmark: _Hlk209357429][bookmark: _Hlk209435009][bookmark: _Hlk209357056][bookmark: _Hlk209356962]Structure in this case refers to the characteristics of the market or industry environment such as oil industry and key variables include number and size distribution of buyers and sellers, degree of product differentiation, barriers to entry and exit, such as capital requirements and regulations, or access to technology (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Shapiro, 1989; Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004; Mankiw, 2020). In fact, in economics, market structure, depicts how firms are differentiated and categorised based on the types of goods they sell (homogeneous/heterogeneous) and how their operations are affected by external factors and elements (Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004; Mankiw, 2020). Market structure makes it easier to understand the characteristics of diverse markets and the main body of the market is composed of suppliers and demanders. Both parties are equal and indispensable (Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004). The market structure determines the price formation method of the market. Suppliers and Demanders (sellers and buyers) will aim to find a price that both parties can accept creating an equilibrium quantity (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Shapiro, 1989; Mankiw, 2020).
· Conduct
Conduct describes the behaviour and strategies of firms operating within the market and examples of firm conduct include pricing strategies, advertising and marketing tactics, collusion or cooperation between firms and investment in R&D and innovation (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Shapiro, 1989; Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004; Mankiw, 2020). 
· Performance
[bookmark: _Hlk209357860][bookmark: _Hlk209357873]Performance denotes the outcomes of the interactions between market structure and firm conduct and key indicators include price levels and stability, output levels, profit margins, product quality and innovation, resource allocation efficiency and consumer welfare and environmental impacts (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Shapiro, 1989; Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004; Mankiw, 2020).

2.5.2 Relevance to Deregulation Policy
[bookmark: _Hlk209357812][bookmark: _Hlk209357907]The SCP model is particularly useful for analyzing the effects of deregulation, where governments remove or reduce market controls such as pricing, entry restrictions, or import quotas in order to foster competition (Faccarello & Kurz, 2016). In addition, the framework provides a theoretical lens to examine how these policy shifts such as alter industry structure (e.g., increase in number of firms), influence firm conduct (e.g., more aggressive pricing or innovation) and affect performance outcomes (e.g., lower prices, improved efficiency, or, conversely, potential market failures) (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Shapiro, 1989; Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004; Faccarello & Kurz, 2016; Mankiw, 2020). 
In short, the SCP framework offers a robust and structured method to trace the causal linkages between policy interventions (like deregulation) and market outcomes. In analysing oil industry reforms, it enables a holistic assessment of how deregulation impacts like market entry, firm behaviour, consumer outcomes and broader economic welfare. Thus, by using this framework, policymakers and researchers can identify success factors, unintended consequences, and areas needing regulatory oversight, ensuring that deregulation aligns with national development and socio-economic goals (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Shapiro, 1989; Fisher, 1991; Cohen, 2004; Faccarello & Kurz, 2016; Mankiw, 2020). 

3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Hlk209650528][bookmark: _Hlk209221382][bookmark: _Hlk209359378][bookmark: _Hlk210031650]This study adopted a phenomenological research philosophy to explore the lived experiences, perceptions, and behaviours of stakeholders in Zimbabwe’s oil industry concerning the effects of deregulation policy. While oil industry research often leans towards quantitative paradigms, phenomenology was deemed appropriate for its strength in revealing subjective realities and complex socio-economic interactions. This approach aligns with the works of Creswell & Creswell (2018) & Saunders et al (2019), and others, who underscore its value in management and policy studies where human interpretations and meanings are critical. Thus, the target population comprised of policymakers, government agencies, domestic oil supply chain such as importers, wholesalers, retailers and consumers. Given the qualitative nature and logistical constraints, a non-probability purposive sampling technique was adopted, resulting in a sample size of 50 respondents. The data was also gathered using semi-structured questionnaires and focus groups and the questionnaire combined both open- and closed-ended questions to collect rich and explanatory data, while focus groups enhanced depth. In addition, data was analysed using Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) method and was supplemented by SPSS where applicable (Seidel and Kelle, 1995; Munyoro, 2014). Thematic coding followed Seidel’s (1998) model which involves noticing, collecting, and thinking (Seidel and Kelle, 1995; Munyoro, 2014). Whilst, codes and themes were applied iteratively to capture stakeholder perspectives (Seidel and Kelle, 1995; Munyoro, 2014). To ensure validity, instruments were reviewed for content relevance and clarity and reliability was enhanced by researcher-led administration of questionnaires and standardized interaction with participants (Seidel and Kelle, 1995; Munyoro, 2014). Bias was minimized by maintaining consistent, neutral behaviour throughout the process. The study adhered to key ethical principles which included objectivity and integrity in data reporting, confidentiality and anonymity of respondents, voluntary participation with informed consent and respect for participant rights, following AERA guidelines. Like any other research the study faced several constraints, notably limited access to respondents, sensitive nature of the oil industry, and logistical issues related to remote work and financial challenges but these did not affect response rates and this was necessitated by virtual interviews in some cases and as a result the research was a success.

4.0 DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
4.1 Response Rate
[bookmark: _Hlk209372449]A total of 50 respondents were targeted across three data collection methods: questionnaires, focus groups, and interviews. The respondents represented the full spectrum of the domestic oil supply chain such as importers, wholesalers, retailers and consumers. No suppliers were included, as they are international players not registered locally. CEOs interviewed provided strategic insights, while focus groups captured consumer perspectives. The multi-level involvement ensured a comprehensive view of the industry, improving the generalisability of the findings. Thus, the response rates are summarised in Table 1 below.


Table 1 Response Rate
	Data Collection Method
	Targeted Respondents
	Actual Respondents
	Response Rate

	Interviews
	10
	10
	 100%

	Focus Groups
	20
	20
	 100%

	Questionnaires
	20
	20
	 100%

	Overall
	50
	50
	 100%


Interpretation:
[bookmark: _Hlk209650694]The interview response rate was at 100% and this was attributed to early consent, scheduling flexibility, and high relevance of the study to the oil industry in Zimbabwe. The focus groups had a high participation rate of 100%, facilitated by the researchers’ rapport with consumers and the study's timeliness. The questionnaire had the similar high response rate of 100%. Thus, the overall response rate of 100% was achieved and is considered to be high and at the same time, supporting the reliability and generalisability of the results (Fincham, 2008; Fincham & Draugalis, 2013; Taherdoost & Madanchian, 2025).
4.2 Demographic Features of Respondents
4.2.1 Gender Distribution
Table 2 Distribution by Gender
	Category
	Male
	    Female
	   Total
	    % Male
	    % Female

	Interviews 
	      6    
	              4
	       10
	         60%
	              40%

	Focus Groups
	    12
	              8
	       20
	         60%
	              40%

	Questionnaire
	    12
	              8
	       20
	         60%
	              40%

	Overall
	    30
	            20
	       50
	        100%
	             100%


Interpretation:
[bookmark: _Hlk209362660]The overall gender distribution indicates male dominance (60%), reflecting the gender imbalance in Zimbabwe’s oil industry even though the situation has improved compared to yester years. Overally, the gender distribution was well balanced, indicating deliberate move by the researchers. The absence of female CEOs in interviews underscores underrepresentation of women in executive roles but despite gender disparities, the validity of the study was maintained, as the research was grounded in facts rather than opinions.
4.2.2 Age Distribution
Table 3 Distribution by Age
	[bookmark: _Hlk209370077]Age Group
	     Questionnaires
	  Focus Groups
	   Interviews
	    Total
	      % Overall

	21–30
	                            4
	                       4
	                   -
	            8
	              16 %

	31–40
	                            6
	                       4
	                   -
	          10
	              20 %

	41–50
	                            4
	                       6
	                   2
	          12
	              24 %

	51–60
	                            4
	                       4
	                   2
	          10
	              20 %

	61–70                             
	                            2
	                       2
	                   2
	            6
	               12%

	70+
	                            -
	                       -
	                   4
	            4
	                 8%

	Total
	                         20
	                    20
	                 10
	          50
	            100%


Interpretation:
The majority of respondents were between 31 and 60 years (64%), indicating a workforce in its prime. Whilst, focus group participants were younger (21–60 years), showing active youth interest in petroleum issues. Whereas, the interview respondents were senior (41–70+ years), reflecting top management age groups. In summary, the age diversity suggests a blend of experience and innovation potential in Zimbabwe’s oil sector.
4.2.3 Education Level Distribution
Table 4. Educational Qualifications of Respondents
	Education Level
	    Total
	              Percentage% 

	Secondary Education
	            0
	                                0 %

	Diploma
	          10
	                              20 %

	Degree
	          20
	                              24 %

	Master’s
	          14
	                              20 %

	Doctorate                                 
	            6
	                               12%

	Professor
	            0
	                                 0%


Interpretation:
The most respondents held tertiary qualifications (100%), indicating a highly educated sample. This education level enhances the credibility and validity of the data, as well-informed respondents can provide more accurate insights. The well-educated and age-diverse management in the sector suggests capacity for strategic growth.

4.3 Analysis of the Oil Industry in Zimbabwe
This section presents a detailed analysis of the oil industry in Zimbabwe, focusing on respondents' experience in the sector, understanding of deregulation, perceptions on its significance, the current crisis facing the industry, and the root causes of these challenges.
4.3.1 Number of Years in the Oil Industry
Data from 50 participants indicates an influx of new players post-deregulation (2003), suggesting a shift in industry knowledge from historical understanding to current operational trends. Only 18.9% had more than 15 years of experience, positioning them as potential sources of a balanced assessment of pre- and post-deregulation industry dynamics.
4.3.2 Understanding of Deregulation 
One focus group’ replies in an interview which was supported across all the interviews was that ‘We do understand the term very well and its importance to Zimbabwe.’ Thus, significant majority of oil industry players demonstrated a clear understanding of deregulation concept and this include liberalization, reduced government control, and the transition from a state monopoly (e.g., NOCZIM) to a market-driven structure. Thus, this high level of understanding supports the reliability of responses and justifies generalization of findings. 
4.3.3 Significance of the Oil Industry in Zimbabwe
[bookmark: _Hlk209424151][bookmark: _Hlk209650766][bookmark: _Hlk209442739]One prominent executive in the oil industry’s responds in an interview which was supported across all the interviews was that ‘We do understand the term Deregulation very well and its importance to Zimbabwe’. We are learned people and well informed. This is Zimbabwe and the literacy rate is over 95 percent. Remember, deregulation has been credited with several key improvements across various countries’ All respondents, across interviews, focus groups, and surveys, affirmed that the oil industry’s critical role in Zimbabwe is economic development. The majority of the percipients especially the top leadership in this sector rated the industry as “very significant,” and the rest of the participants as “significant.” This is so because the sector supports key activities such as transportation, electricity generation, heating, and manufacturing, especially during frequent power shortages. The findings align with literature from EIA (2019) and government policy NEP (2016), who position perceive oil industrial sector as vital to national development and economic stability.
4.3.4 State of the Oil Crisis in Zimbabwe
A number of respondents from questionnaires expressed their disappointment with the current state of oil crisis although they stated that but of late there has been an improvement since the deregulation was introduced in 2003 but they expect more improvement’ ‘It is true that there is still oil crisis but we are getting there one government official and a wholesaler agreed in interviews’.  Thus, the study shows that Zimbabwe continues to experience chronic oil crisis marked by foreign currency shortages, poor infrastructure, and regulatory inefficiencies. In fact, infrastructure limitations include a non-extended pipeline and underperforming railway systems, which were also highlighted as barriers to efficient supply. In addition, document and empirical analysis revealed significant performance gaps compared to regional peers. Furthermore, deregulation, while intended to liberalize the industry, also ushered in malpractices such as fuel adulteration, black market operations, overpricing, and cartel formation as well as the government's inability to regulate new entrants effectively something that respondents felt has further exacerbated the crisis.
4.3.5 Challenges facing the oil industry
[bookmark: _Hlk209650849][bookmark: _Hlk209434886]A number of wholesalers and retailers from the study stated that ‘Whilst deregulation is widely supported by stakeholders due to its potential benefits such as improved fuel supply, pricing, competition, job creation, and service delivery but these benefits have not materialised as was expected and this is due to persistent macroeconomic and structural issues and something that the government will fix.’  ‘Some common challenges that are being experienced in Zimbabwe and across Africa which were highlighted in the study by all respondents included shortages of foreign currency, poor infrastructure, and fuel distribution inefficiencies as well as high fuel prices, stringent licensing requirements, corruption, fuel cartels, and lack of investment and causes of recurring fuel crises include economic instability, sanctions, arbitrage, fuel hoarding, and speculative practices.’  In short responses from participants show that importers are still facing unfair foreign currency allocations, inability to secure long-term credit lines, and distortion due to price controls. Whilst, wholesalers contend with high logistics costs, limited procurement flexibility due to regulatory constraints, and vertical integration squeezing them out of the market. Whereas, retailers experience diminishing profit margins due to price controls and an oversaturated market. Similarly, consumers reported high fuel prices, shortages, poor service, and black-market dependence. These findings, highlight systemic regional issues which are consistent with similar challenges which has been reported across Africa, including Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, Uganda and South Africa (Chigbu et al, 2016), Uganda (Patey, 2015), and by AfDB (2009).

4.3.6 Causes of the Oil Crises in Zimbabwe
This study identifies foreign currency shortages as the primary driver of oil crises in Zimbabwe, with ripple effects across procurement, distribution, and pricing. There are also other contributing factors such as unrealistically low fuel prices, incentivising cross-border arbitrage, speculative buying and hoarding by consumers and retailers, corruption, including fuel diversion to the black market and favouritism in currency allocation, sanctions and economic mismanagement, leading to constrained credit lines and investor confidence and negative media influence, which triggers panic buying and artificial shortages. Overally, the crisis is multidimensional, rooted in both macroeconomic instability and structural inefficiencies within the oil sector. The response from a government executive was that ‘this is going to be the thing of the past sooner than later because the Government of Zimbabwe removed the government subsidies and price controls long back in order to deal with artificial pricing mechanism and in the process allowing market forces to determine prices as well as reducing inferences and political interference as was the case before’.

5.0 RESEARCH FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
5.1 Key Findings
· Benefits of Deregulation of the Oil Industry in Zimbabwe
[bookmark: _Hlk209434196][bookmark: _Hlk209650917]The deregulation of Zimbabwe's oil industry was aimed at enhancing efficiency, improving service delivery, and attracting investment. Therefore, survey responses from focus groups, questionnaires, interviews, government documents and empirical analysis identified several benefits of deregulation in Zimbabwe. Thus, the core benefits of deregulation identified in this study included improved fuel supply and distribution, operational efficiency, quality of service, increased competition and reduction in fuel prices. Apart from these core benefits the study also identified additional benefits such as employment creation as a result of increased participation across the fuel value chain, increase in government revenue from fuel imports and related taxes, removal of monopoly (NOCZIM) which has resulted in greater efficiency and competitiveness, empowerment of indigenous players (local business people) something that has improved fairness, improved infrastructure and service quality driven by competition and brand building, expansion to underserved areas meaning more service stations in rural areas such as growth points as well as enhanced regulations by ZERA through licensing and quality control mechanisms which has resulted in improved industry standards (www.niczim.co.zw; www.zera.co.zw).  
· Industry Growth After Deregulation
[bookmark: _Hlk209376790]Documents and empirical analysis revealed significant growth in the oil industry after deregulation. For example, before deregulation, there were only 5 oil companies and they were mostly international oil companies and after deregulation 2003, in 2018, there were over 700 registered oil companies in Zimbabwe and these are 63 importers, 6 wholesalers and 639 retailers if not more (www.theherald.co.zw). Thus, this growth demonstrates significant market expansion, increased investment, and enhanced consumer access petroleum products to all Zimbabweans.
5.2 Challenges of Deregulation
The study also displays that despite the benefits being derived from this policy, deregulation has also been linked with several critical challenges such as:
· Market Failure and Collusion
[bookmark: _Hlk209427809][bookmark: _Hlk209650958][bookmark: _Hlk209433807]Empirical evidence shows that suggestions from Ghana and other markets shows that instances of price collusion among Oil Marketing Companies (OMCs) are rampant and real and in the process defeating the intended competitive outcomes (CUTS International, 2015).
· Conversion of Public Monopolies to Private Ones
[bookmark: _Hlk209434083][bookmark: _Hlk209831371][bookmark: _Hlk209650992]Experiential evidence indicates that instead of creating competition in the oil industry, deregulation policy sometimes merely shifts monopoly power from public to private hands, something that Zimbabwe should avoid at all costs to avert oil crisis as was the case in the past years (Mashange, 2002; Makina, 2010; Chigumira & Makochekanwa, 2014; Osuala, 2021).
· Cartel-like Behaviour and Pricing Leadership
[bookmark: _Hlk209428101][bookmark: _Hlk209434062]Empirical evidence confirms that while explicit cartels may not exist, firms often engage in pricing strategies that mimic collusion as was the case in the past, thus reducing the effectiveness of deregulation policy (Garrod & Olczak, 2016; Krämer & Vogelsang, 2017; Garrod & Olczak, 2018; MacKay & Mercadal, 2022).
· Increased Corruption and Elite Capture
[bookmark: _Hlk209434048][bookmark: _Hlk209651045]Practical evidence expresses that in some developing countries such as Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, Ugunda and South Africa, deregulation policy has led to opportunities for corruption, where political elites dominate the fuel sector and this was also mentioned in this study and the government should work against this in order to achieve its goal of a prosperous Zimbabwe  by 2030 and free from corruption (Werlin, 2003; Auwal and Mamman, 2012).
· Price Volatility and Inflation
[bookmark: _Hlk209428490][bookmark: _Hlk209651090]Pragmatic evidence illustrates that removal of subsidies often leads to price hikes. For instance, U.S. states that deregulated markets saw a 39.7% increase in fuel prices between 2012 and 2017, compared to 19.4% in regulated states and Zimbabwe should be aware of this in order to avoid it and assist poor Zimbabwean consumers (Gbadebo, 2025).
· Profit Shifting and Alternative Revenue Streams
[bookmark: _Hlk209651120][bookmark: _Hlk209433993]Rational suggestions from the study demonstrate that reregulated markets often perceive declining fuel profit margins in the sector as very low, prompting retailers to depend on other sources like convenience store sales for profitability, as seen in the U.S. and U.K. (Sartorius et al, 2007; Munyoro and Hodzi, 2022).
· Adulterated Products and Supply Scarcity
[bookmark: _Hlk209651175]Logical signals in the study indicate that in some countries, deregulation led to the proliferation of substandard products and unreliable supply, undermining consumer welfare (Gwatidzo et al, 2017).).

5.3 Comparative International Evidence: Lessons from other countries using empirical evidence
[bookmark: _Hlk209425766][bookmark: _Hlk209651246][bookmark: _Hlk209433857][bookmark: _Hlk209426628][bookmark: _Hlk210038799]The study also show that deregulation has been credited with several key improvements across various countries including Philippines, Ghana, Kenya and Nigeria where deregulation policy has enhanced competition, market efficiency, better service delivery, removal of government subsidies and price controls and this means artificial pricing mechanisms and that means having allowed market forces to determine prices, reducing inefficiencies and political interferences (CUTS International, 2015; Chigbu et al, 2016; Shawai et al, 2023; Okonkwo & Ezenwegbu, 2024). Whereas in some countries such as Philippines deregulation policy has not just enhanced competition and market efficiency but has relaxed the entry of new players. For example, the Philippines has seen an increase from just 3 players in 1998 to over 80 by 2010, indicating improved market accessibility and reduced monopolistic dominance (CUTS International, 2015; Okonkwo & Ezenwegbu, 2024). In addition, by encouraging investment in the oil industry especially to foreign investors, countries like Nigeria who attracted foreign and independent investors and by so doing breaking the state monopoly (NNPC) and enabling continuous fuel supply (Chigbu et al, 2016; Shawai et al, 2023; Okonkwo & Ezenwegbu, 2024). Furthermore, deregulation policy also improved service quality and infrastructure in countries like New Zealand (Hercock & Dudding, 2023). Similarly, The IMF and World Bank endorsed deregulation for promoting sustainable development and economic growth, especially in developing economies such Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, Uganda, South Africa and Zimbabwe included.

5.4 Recommendations
· Stimulate Investment: 
It is advisable that the Government of Zimbabwe should encourage and embark on export-oriented industries to boost foreign currency reserves for fuel imports as soon as possible to avoid oil crisis again.
· Improve Distribution
The study shows that the Government of Zimbabwe together with private players including foreign investors should revive the railway system, expand the fuel pipeline network, and expedite ZIMRA clearances.
· Promote Accessibility
Pragmatic evidence indicates that the Government of Zimbabwe like Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana and South Africa just to name a few should offer incentives for infrastructure development in remote areas such as Binga, Hurungwe, Dande, Rushinga, Mudzi among others as the infrastructure in these areas are second-rate for delivery and storage of petroleum products.
· Currency and Pricing
Practical indications illustrate that there is need for the Government of Zimbabwe to establish a stable national currency backed by production, regulate fuel prices in line with inflation and market conditions and obviously this will avert oil crisis in Zimbabwe.
· Ease of Business
The empirical evidence indicates that there is need for the Government of Zimbabwe to keep on encouraging the government officials to appreciate the creation of a centralized licensing system in order to improve the regulatory environment. This will allow new players to enter the market especially independent and foreign investors who in the long term will assist in importing petroleum products at low prices as well as putting in place highly sophisticated infrastructure to ease movement of petroleum products and their storage as is the case in Philippines, Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya and Uganda just to name a few.

· Monitor & Control
Observed signals show that the Government of Zimbabwe should strengthen ZERA’s oversight role in order to prevent fuel-related malpractices as well as other state agencies related to monitoring of fuel-related abuses such as Zimbabwe Republic police, ZIMRA, President’s office among others.
· Enforce Anti-Cartel Laws
Practical indications suggest that the Government of Zimbabwe should prohibit vertical integration and monopolistic behaviour at all cost in order to keep the prices of petroleum low and affordable not was in the case before. 
· Strategic Reserves
Evidence from the study shows that for security reasons there is need to keep the fuel enough for the country in the event of war and hence the Government of Zimbabwe should develop a national fuel reserve to ensure supply safety.
· Alternative Energy
Empirical evidence from the study shows that there is need for the Government of Zimbabwe to invest in and promote alternative energy sources like biofuels, wind, solar, and hydrogen

5.5 Research Proposition
The study shows that deregulation policy can improve oil industry performance but external factors such as economic, political, and financial factors must be managed to fully harness its benefits and hence the need to research in these areas in order to keep the oil industry stable and vibrant because the truth is that Zimbabwe’s oil industry plays a vital role in economic development but is severely underperforming. Hence, the support it is getting from a number of stakeholders is due to its potential benefits such as improved fuel supply, pricing, competition, job creation, and service delivery and these benefits have not materialized due to persistent macroeconomic and structural issues as reported elsewhere in this study.


5.7 Conclusion
The study concludes that deregulation policy has significantly improved the performance of Zimbabwe’s oil industry by increasing competition, enhancing service quality, expanding market access, empowering local entrepreneurs and attracting investment. Empirical evidence show that similar benefits have also been observed in Australia & Japan where fuel prices were reduced as a result of deregulation policy. Other examples are increased competition in Philippines, reduced malpractices in Ghana, employment creation and revenue gains in Nigeria, improved service delivery in New Zealand and Better fuel supply in Kenya. However, macro-economic challenges must be addressed for the full benefits of deregulation to be realized. Unfortunately, the industry’s pivotal role in national development contrasts sharply with its current dysfunctional state, primarily due to foreign currency constraints, policy weaknesses, infrastructure decay, and unethical practices. Addressing these issues requires coordinated efforts between government, regulators, and industry stakeholders to ensure a stable, transparent, and efficient oil sector. Thus, without strong regulatory oversight, in short, the deregulation policy also risks market abuse, corruption, price volatility, and social inequity. The success of deregulation thus depends not only on removing government control but also on ensuring transparent governance, effective competition laws, and consumer protection mechanisms.
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