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A growing body of literature is focusing on the repercussions of conflicts on 
social capital. Social capital, defined as the resources generated by structural 
relationships and networks maintained by individuals, is key to development. 
It connects individuals, facilitates collective action and plays an important role 
in the supply of public goods (Putnam et al., 1993; Durlauf & Fafchamps, 
2005). 
 
A certain number of studies find that armed conflicts have a pro-social effect 
(Bellows & Miguel, 2006; Bellows & Miguel, 2009; Voors et al., 20 12; Gilligan 
et al., 2014), and some of them explicitly suggest that the pro-social impact of 
war could explain post-war economic recovery. However, studies considering 
the multiple dimensions of social capital challenge this optimism (Cassar et 
al., 2013; Rohner et al., 2013; Grosjean, 2014) and suggest that conflicts have 
differentiated effects whereby intergroup conflicts foster both altruistic 
behaviour towards one’s own in-group and exclusionary behaviour against 
out-groups (Choi & Bowles, 2007; Bowles, 2009). 
 
This article focuses on a typically studied component of social capital: 
membership of associations. The originality of this article is to draw up a 
typology of associations. Association type is key to an interpretation of the 
effects of conflicts on social interactions and cooperation, since some broaden 
rather than bridge divides between groups. We differentiate between two 
types of association: “Olsonian” associations, which act as special interest 
groups at the expense of the rest of society, and “Putnamesque” associations, 
which work more for the community as a whole without any negative 
externalities (Knack & Keefer, 1997).  
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The Malian environment 
Mali has been at war since 2012. A number of armed groups at the time 
disputed the central government’s authority: rebel Tuareg groups fighting for 
independence in the North of Mali and jihadist groups seeking to impose 
Sharia Law on the country. Although Mali has seen repeated Tuareg uprisings, 
the jihadist groups started to thrive in the late 2000s driven by growing 
insecurity, the Libyan conflict and the central government’s withdrawal from 
the Sahelian regions (Julien, 2011). 
 
In January 2012, the jihadists and armed Tuareg groups launched their first 
attacks against military positions in the north of the country. After three 
months of intense fighting, the major cities in the north – including Timbuktu, 
Gao and Kidal – were under the insurgents’ yoke. The National Movement for 
the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA), supported by Ansar Dine (itself supported 
by Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb and the Movement for Oneness and Jihad 
in West Africa (MUJWA)), declared the North independent and imposed 
Islamic law. Meanwhile, a military coup toppled President Amadou Toumani 
Touré, held responsible for the crisis. As jihadist groups started moving south, 
France launched Operation Serval led by the United Nations and sent troops 
to halt their advance. By the end of January 2013, most of the cities had been 
taken back. 
 
Despite two peace agreements signed in 2014 and 2015 (in Ougadougou and 
Algiers), the jihadist groups’ attacks continued and new groups of insurgents 
emerged with ethnic and community-based demands. 
 
Although the conflict was basically rooted in the north and the centre of Mali, 
it spread throughout the entire country. Attacks even took place on the Ivorian 
border on the southern edge of the country. To date, the conflict has claimed 
thousands of lives and displaced hundreds of thousands of people. These 
alarming observations call for an examination of the different mechanisms 
that are exacerbating and entrenching this crisis. 
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The data  
This article uses two main sources of data: household survey data and armed 
conflict location and event data. 
 
The GPS data 
This article draws on data from different waves of the Governance, Peace and 
Security (GPS-SHaSA) modules conducted by the National Statistics Office in 
Mali in 2014, 2015 and 2016. The GPS-SHaSA modules were developed by 
the African Union Commission as part of the Strategy for the Harmonisation of 
Statistics in Africa (SHaSa). These modules ask questions about perceptions 
and experience of governance and insecurity at national and local levels, 
interpersonal trust and participation in associations. 
The methodology for these complementary household survey modules is 
based on the previous experience of IRD (French National Research Institute 
for Sustainable Development) researchers in African and Latin American 
countries (Razafindrakoto & Roubaud, 2018). Its reliability has been 
empirically demonstrated (Calvo et al., 2019). 
 
The modules were added on to two household surveys conducted by the 
National Statistics Office. The main survey is EMOP (Continuous, Modular 
Household Survey), which was conducted in all the Malian regions in 2014, 
2015 and 2016, with the exception of Kidal, Timbuktu and Gao in 2014 for 
security reasons. We also used the 2006 Short-Form Integrated Household 
Survey on Governance (ELIM), to which similar modules were appended. ELIM 
provides a reliable point of comparison with the EMOP data and a point of 
reference prior to the current conflict. 
 
The two surveys include the usual sociodemographic questions and are 
representative at national and regional level, but the large available samples 
also allow for inference at cercle level (hereafter called districts), 
arrondissement level (hereafter called sub-districts), and commune level. 
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These add-on modules are administered to individuals aged over 18 living in 
Mali. The pooled sample from the three post-2012 surveys (2014-2016) 
provides a main sample of over 43,000 observations, while the 2006 survey 
database contains 11,670 adults. 
 
The conflict data  
The conflict data are taken from the ACLED (Armed Conflict Location & Event 
Data) base developed by Raleigh et al. (2019). ACLED is built from an 
inventory of newspaper articles, press agency telegrams and NGO briefs 
reporting conflict-related events and armed violence in Mali since 1997. The 
database geolocates each event and provides information on the groups 
involved, the number of fatalities reported, the information source and a brief 
summary of the event.  
 

Figure 1: Distribution of all conflict-related events in Mali, 1997-2015 
 

 
 
 
We choose three types of accurately located events: battles, “remote violence” 
and violence against civilians. Battles are between two adversaries whereas 
remote violence, which could also be called one-sided violent events, 
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concerns mainly the use of explosive devices and does not require the physical 
presence of the perpetrator. Lastly, violence against civilians involves one-
sided violent events directly targeting unarmed civilians. 
 
Taking these data, we count 529 events, excluding Kidal Region (758 
including Kidal) over the 1997-2015 period, nearly 90% of which took place 
from 2012 to 2015. The following chart illustrates the growth in violence in 
Mali over the 1997-2015 period.  
 

Figure 2: Growth in all conflict-related events in Mali, 1997-2015 
 

 
 
It clearly shows the sudden rise in violence in 2012 and its intensification in 
2013 following the French military intervention. The lull in violent events in 
2014 may be explained by the Ouagadougou peace agreements and the 
deployment of the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization 
Mission in Mali (MINUSMA). Note, however, that despite the Algiers peace 
agreements, there was a fresh upsurge in violence in 2015. 
 
The perpetrators of the violence are, in decreasing order: jihadist groups, 
armed Tuareg groups and ethnic militia. 
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For the purposes of this analysis, the violent events are aggregated yearly at 
former arrondissement level (administrative division between the cercles and 
the communes).  
 
The empirical strategy 
Our empirical strategy consists of estimating the repercussions of the 
occurrence of at least one violent event (battle, terrorist attack, etc.) in the year 
preceding the survey on an individual’s membership of an association. 

Our regressions include a large number of control variables such as gender, 
marital status, level of education, ethnolinguistic fractionalisation index at 
sub-district level, and district and year fixed effects. 

One of the main difficulties to be addressed by our estimations is how to treat 
the endogeneity of our variable of interest: the occurrence of a violent event. 
Endogeneity has two potential origins: reverse causality and omitted-variable 
bias. People could be targeted (or engage) in the conflict on the basis of their 
social preferences. Targeting the places where social cohesion is strongest 
might be a strategy envisaged by the insurgents to symbolically and 
quantitatively maximise the scope of their acts (via information). The opposite 
could also hold true. Targeting places with weak social cohesion could be a 
way to fuel resentment among groups and conduct a “divide and rule” 
strategy. 

An examination of the Malian context and data leads us to argue that reverse 
causality is unlikely. The pre-conflict sample displays no significant differences 
in participation between the locations affected and those not affected by the 
conflict. The pattern of violent events does not support any particular 
population, community or ethnic group targeting strategy. By 2015, all the 
largest cities and regions had been hit by violent events. 

The conflict may also be determined by a third factor, time-varying or not, 
which also influences social preferences and membership of associations. For 
instance, areas with easier access to markets or better economic performance 
could be more prone to violence (Berman et al., 2017), since it is cheaper to 
target these places, but also because impersonal exchange is conducive to 
social interactions and associative membership (Colletta & Cullen, 2000). 
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To deal with potential omitted-variable biases, we first include a large number 
of control variables, including district-year fixed effects. Secondly, we conduct 
instrumental variable (IV) and difference-in-differences (DiD) estimations. We 
instrument the occurrence of violent events by an interaction between 
historical local tensions and rainfall. In the DiD estimates, the control group is 
made up of individuals living in the sub-districts that have never been affected 
by the conflict, while the treatment group comprises individuals living in the 
sub-districts exposed to conflict-related violence from 2006 to the year 
preceding the survey. 
 

Results and conclusion 
The overall impact of conflict on social engagement ranges from +7 to +14 
percentage points. This result is robust to a battery of sensitivity tests and is 
corroborated by the IV and DiD estimates. It could be interpreted in a positive 
light as reflecting better social cohesion and auguring well for rapid post-
conflict economic recovery. Yet our article points to a negative interpretation. 
This growth in social engagement is observed in particular associations: family 
and political associations whose membership is based on close kinship and 
political ties. In addition, the positive effect of violence on participation in 
ethnically heterogeneous areas is observed solely for the associations whose 
membership is based on kinship. By contrast, participation in more open, 
diversified associations decreases in areas hit by violent events. This is the case 
with the most popular associations, i.e. local development associations. An 
analysis of interpersonal trust trends in affected areas confirms this 
interpretation. Trust in out-groups declines in the event of exposure to 
violence, while trust in the immediate entourage remains at very high levels 
and even tends to rise. 
 
Our article provides new empirical evidence of the impact of conflict on social 
capital. The differentiated effects of conflict by type of association and level of 
ethnic fractionalisation cast doubt on the positive role attributed to social 
capital as a driver of post-war and post-conflict recovery. 
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In addition to its contribution to the academic literature, this article provides 
insight into the repercussions of armed violence in Mali. It points to the 
existence of a negative spiral. Conflicts engender a form of bunker mentality 
and distrust exacerbates inter-group tensions. The decrease in interpersonal 
and intercommunity exchanges could have even keener repercussions, 
especially on the country’s political future. This analysis is borne out by recent 
developments in the conflict in Mali, where ethnic differences now appear to 
be the prime cause of local tensions (Cissé et al., 2019). Our analysis also lends 
support to the diagnoses of certain experts regarding the need for solutions 
other than security responses to prevent the entrenchment of violence in Mali 
(Guichaoua & Pellerin, 2017). Actions should be explored to improve political 
governance and work towards more inclusive socioeconomic development, 
including more representativeness in public institutions and ethnic balance 
incentives.  
 

Thomas Calvo, Emmanuelle Lavallée,  
Mireille Razafindrakoto et François Roubaud 
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