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PREFACE

This poverty assessment was finalized during the first half of 2021, as Mali’s interim government attempted to consolidate a 
return to parliamentary democracy after suffering three coups d’état in the previous ten years. Mali has faced an extraordinary 
degree of political instability since 2012, when an Islamist and separatist insurgency erupted in the north of the country. As the 
insurgents rapidly gained ground, the Malian military claimed that the civilian administration was mismanaging the response 
and ousted the national government. The insurgents were ultimately turned back with assistance from the French armed 
forces, but sporadic conflict continued throughout much of northern Mali. Meanwhile, the country formally resumed civilian 
rule, though tensions between the civil and military authorities persisted. 

In August of 2020, following months of antigovernment protests, soldiers under the command of Colonel Assimi Goïta arrested 
and detained the president, prime minister, and other senior government officials. Colonel Goïta became the vice president 
in what was intended to be an 18-month interim administration, which was to be followed by new elections. However, in May 
2021, the reshuffling of cabinet positions sparked a renewed putsch by Vice President Goïta, who ousted President Bah N’Daw 
and Prime Minister Moctar Ouane, claiming they were attempting to sabotage the transition. Goïta has since been declared 
the new interim president, though he has also pledged to maintain the original transition timeline, with new elections to 
be held in February 2022. Goïta’s seizure of the presidency has been widely denounced by key members of the international 
community, including France, the United States, and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). Nigerian 
President Goodluck Jonathan is currently serving as a mediator for ECOWAS, which suspended Mali’s membership in the wake 
of the coup.  

The fall of the interim government has complicated Mali’s return to the democratic process, further darkening its economic 
outlook and compounding its already dire poverty reduction dynamics. The restoration of stable governance is fundamental 
to renewed progress on poverty reduction, and continued instability threatens to undermine the provision of public services 
amid an ongoing pandemic that has severely disrupted health, education, and social protection programming. Moreover, 
political turmoil in the capital endangers the unfinished effort to restore domestic security and may embolden the insurgency, 
which has spread to neighboring countries.

The analysis presented in this Poverty Assessment reflects the conditions that prevailed at the time of its preparation, and a 
subsequent deterioration of the political and/or security situation could impact the validity of its conclusions or the feasibility 
of its recommendations. Given Mali’s limited administrative capacity and fiscal resources, poverty-reduction interventions 
must be carefully prioritized and tailored to the country context.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This poverty assessment aims to strengthen the 
analytical foundation for poverty-reduction policies 
and interventions in Mali. Mali is a landlocked economy 
highly dependent on a low productivity agricultural 
sector, increasingly vulnerable to climatic and external 
shocks, characterized by low levels of human capital, vast 
infrastructure gaps and beset by political instability and 
conflicts. It is in the lower 15th percentile of the world’s 
income distribution with a per capita gross domestic product 
(GDP) of US$ 875 (current USD) in 2019. Following the 2012 
crisis, economic growth has averaged 5 percent per year, but 
poverty incidence fell by just 3 percentage points and over 
40 percent of the population lives in poverty. The number 
of poor in Mali has been increasing by 150,000 people per 
year and the country is experiencing one of the highest 
population growth rates globally. These challenges have 
been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 
erased a decade of poverty reduction progress. This poverty 
assessment describes the nature and extent of poverty, 
inequality, and vulnerability in Mali. It identifies the factors 
that perpetuate and exacerbate poverty, and it provides 
policy priorities to accelerate sustainable poverty reduction 
and bolster the resilience of Malian households including 
interventions to: develop the rural economy, increase 
labor’s marginal productivity, and mitigate vulnerability to 
shocks both at the household and community levels. The 
effectiveness of these interventions will hinge on improved 
governance, successful conflict resolution, and  
enhanced security.

1. POVERTY IN MALI

In recent years, important gains have been made across 
multiple dimensions of household welfare, but poverty 
in Mali remains widespread and extreme. During 2014-18, 
improvements in education and access to essential services 
drove a 10 percentage-point reduction in multidimensional 
poverty. The monetary poverty rate fell from about 47 
percent to about 44 percent over the period, and the extreme 

poverty rate also significantly declined. Nevertheless, Mali 
remains near the bottom of global indexes of poverty and 
human development, ranking 184th out of 189 countries 
and territories on the 2018 Human Development Index 
(HDI). Perceptions of poverty are also high: in a 2018 survey, 
70 percent of Malian respondents described their country 
as poor, and 61 percent described themselves as poor. The 
drivers of perceived poverty include: (i) a high cost of living, 
(ii) lack of employment opportunities, and (iii) difficulty 
meeting basic health and education needs. 

The COVID-19 induced crisis has reversed much of the 
progress in poverty reduction achieved in Mali over the 
last decade. Between 2011 and 2019, the national poverty 
rate fell from 45.4 percent to 42.3 percent with an increase in 
the number of poor by 1.2 million people. However, in 2020 a 
combination of emergency health measures, precautionary 
behaviors by firms and consumers, and slowing global 
economic activity resulted in job losses, declining labor 
income, rising prices, and diminished remittance inflows. 
As a result, the national poverty rate is expected to rise by 
about 5 percentage points in 2020, reflecting an increase 
in the poor population of almost 900,000. Two-third of the 
increase in the number of poor comes from a decline in 
income. In addition, more than 70 percent of the new poor 
are located in rural areas. Meanwhile, school closures are 
expected to further weaken educational outcomes among 
the current generation of school-age children. The ongoing 
crisis is also increasing the intensity of poverty for many 
of the country’s poorest households, and these losses, 
combined with the pandemic’s direct impact on public 
health, are likely to be felt for decades to come. 

Rural poverty in Mali is strongly associated with 
employment in low-productivity agricultural activities, 
large family sizes, and high dependency ratios. Poor 
households also tend to have lower average levels of 
educational attainment and less diverse income sources 
than their nonpoor counterparts, and they are often far 
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from key infrastructure, markets, and public institutions. 
The extreme poverty rate is 50 percent among households 
headed by a person with no formal education, versus just 
21 percent for household heads with primary education and 
11 percent for household heads with secondary education. 
Nationwide, poverty rates are highest among households 
headed by someone who works in the agricultural sector, 
and urban poverty rates are highest among self-employed 
informal workers. 

Poor households earn most of their income from 
agriculture and livestock. Income from agriculture and 
livestock represents 80 percent of the income of the poor 
households, but this share drops to 60 percent among 
nonpoor households. Moreover, poor households earn just 
13 percent of their income from nonfarm sources and only 
6 percent from remittances. Poor households also tend to 
own few productive assets and are less likely to receive 
wage income than nonpoor households. 

Poor and nonpoor households cultivate roughly equal 
amounts of land per capita, but poor households are 
significantly less productive. Productivity gaps between 
poor and nonpoor households range from 20-40 percent 
for most crops. Poor farmers tend to cultivate cereal crops, 
especially millet and maize, and they primarily use family 
labor, while about 40 percent of nonpoor farmers use hired 
labor. Poor farmers are also less likely to use fertilizer than 
their nonpoor counterparts, and only 5 percent of the total 
plots owned by poor households are irrigated, versus 20 
percent of the plots owned by nonpoor households.

Income inequality has increased in recent years, and 
geographical disparities in wellbeing have widened. The 
Gini coefficient rose from 0.37 in 2014 to 0.40 in 2019, and 
poverty rates are far higher in rural areas than in urban 
centers. Rural areas are home to a large majority of poor 
households, and smallholder agriculture is their economic 
mainstay. Poverty is least severe in Mali’s capital, Bamako, 
according to both objective indicators and popular 
perceptions. Regions in which poverty rates exceed the 
national average include Sikasso, Mopti, Ségou, and 
Tombouctou. Rural poverty is least pervasive in the sparsely 
populated northern regions, where much of the population 
practices itinerant pastoralism, and most pervasive in the 
densely populated central and southern regions, where 
rural households typically rely on smallholder agriculture 
for their livelihoods. 

Deep gender disparities undermine Mali’s economic and 
social development. Women and girls face enormous 
challenges that hinder the ability of households to 
escape poverty. In 2018, Mali ranked 158th out of 162 
countries on the Gender Inequality Index, with vast gaps 
recorded in education, health, and economic opportunity. 
Lower rates of educational attainment among women 
diminish their productive capacity and increase their 
vulnerability to various forms of exploitation. Negative 
health outcomes among women, especially adolescent 
pregnancy and maternal mortality, have a major impact 
on female productivity and household economic security. 
Diminished access to land, labor, financial services, and 
physical inputs further undermines the capacity of Malian 
women to generate income and take advantage of new 
economic opportunities, with negative implications for 
female workers, their households, and the productivity of 
the national economy. 

2. CONSTRAINTS ON POVERTY REDUCTION

Economic growth is not resulting in proportionate poverty 
reduction. Mali’s per capita GDP growth elasticity of 
poverty is estimated at -0.6, indicating that a 1 percentage-
point increase in per capita GDP is associated with a 0.6 
percentage-point decline in the poverty rate, whereas the 
average growth elasticity of poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA) is -1.9. In other words, the impact of growth on poverty 
reduction is almost three times greater in the average SSA 
country than it is in Mali. Moreover, an uneven distribution 
of returns to growth is widening inequality. In 2011-19, the 
average consumption among households in the bottom 40 
percent of the income distribution grew at an annual rate of 
4.2 percent, versus a rate of 5.0 percent among households 
in the top 60 percent. 

Despite its low poverty elasticity, economic growth 
remains the key driver of poverty reduction in Mali, and 
the impact of redistribution is generally negative. Between 
2015 and 2018, consumption growth reduced the poverty 
rate by 13.4 percentage points, but a regressive distribution 
of changes in consumption increased the poverty rate by 7.7 
percentage points, and the interaction between growth and 
redistribution was also negative. Consequently, the national 
poverty rate declined by just 3.4 percentage points over  
the period.
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Rapid urbanization appears to be having little effect on 
poverty reduction. Mali’s annual urbanization rate exceeds 
its overall population growth rate, and over 40 percent of the 
population lives in urban areas. While the national poverty 
rate declined between 2015 and 2018, changes in poverty 
status occurred primarily among people who stayed in 
their original location. The decline in poverty rates among 
households that moved from rural to urban areas was just 
0.4 percentage points greater than the national average. 
Policy measures that accelerate job growth in the urban 
manufacturing and services sectors could help leverage the 
poverty-reduction potential of Mali’s ongoing urbanization 
process. At the same time, targeted investment in the rural 
economy could facilitate mechanization as labor continues 
to flow out of the agricultural sector, enabling the gains in 
marginal productivity necessary for sustained rural  
poverty reduction. 

Several factors attenuate the relationship between growth 
and poverty reduction in Mali. These include: (i) widespread 
exposure to multiple shocks, (ii) the low productivity of the 
rural economy, (iii) rapid population growth and low overall 
levels of human capital, and (iv) a deep and persistent 
gender gap.

Exposure to Multiple Shocks

Malian households are highly vulnerable to a wide range of 
shocks. The dependence of the rural population on rain-fed 
agriculture and pastoralism exposes a majority of the labor 
force to weather-related shocks and the long-term impact 
of climate change. Much of the country’s manufacturing 
and services sectors also depend on agricultural output, 
intensifying macroeconomic vulnerability to droughts, 
floods, pests, crop and livestock disease, and conflict-
induced disruptions in the rural economy.

Malian households regularly experience both idiosyncratic 
and covariate shocks. Idiosyncratic shocks are random 
events that affect an individual household, such as the 
illness or death of an income earner. By contrast, covariate 
shocks affect entire communities, such as extreme weather 
events, adverse price changes, or outbreaks of conflict 
and instability. Close to 85 percent of Malian households 
report experiencing shocks during 2015-18, and while 
covariate shocks predominate, idiosyncratic shocks are 
also significant. The most frequent covariate shocks include 
drought or irregular rainfall and food-price fluctuations, 
underscoring the vulnerability of household income to 

agricultural production. Periodic episodes of political 
instability and security crises exacerbate the vulnerability 
of Malian households

The Low Productivity of the Rural Economy

Agriculture accounts for about 40 percent of Mali’s GDP, 
yet it employs 85 percent of the labor force. Mali has an 
enormous endowment of land and water resources, but 
agricultural production remains far below its potential. The 
agricultural sector is dominated by smallholder farmers, 
most of whom are engaged in semi-subsistence production 
and a limited range of nonfarm economic activities. Mali’s 
rural population is spread across a vast area, and many 
communities are located far from transportation networks, 
markets, financial services, utilities, and public institutions. 
Inadequate access to inputs, infrastructure, and services 
undermines marginal productivity while limiting the scope 
for diversification and value addition. While urbanization is 
proceeding rapidly, it is not associated with robust poverty 
reduction or substantial improvements in shared prosperity.

Rapid Population and Low Overall Levels of Human

According to the HCI, a child born in Mali today can expect 
to achieve just 32 percent of her lifetime productive 
potential, due to a combination of inadequate education 
access, poor health outcomes, and high mortality rates. 
The net enrollment rate in primary school is 59 percent, and 
over one-third of school-age children have never attended 
school. The average child can expect to receive only five 
years of schooling, and this figure drops to 2.6 years when 
the quality of learning is accounted for. Health outcomes 
are similarly poor: in 2017, Mali’s population lost 70,000 
disability-adjusted life years per 100,000 people—the fourth 
largest disease burden in the world behind Central African 
Republic, South Sudan, and Chad. High rates of disease, 
stunting, wasting, and infant and maternal mortality all 
diminish lifetime productivity, compounding the effects of 
inadequate education.

Rapid population growth remains one of the biggest 
challenge to poverty reduction in Mali. Mali’s population 
is extremely young, with a median age of just 16.2 years, 
almost half the global average of 30 years. An estimated 11.7 
million Malians, representing 66 percent of the population, 
are under the age of 24. Under moderate projections, the 
number of Malians under age 24 will reach nearly 18 million 
by 2030 and exceed 23 million by 2045. High fertility driven 



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI 13

population growth will put enormous pressure on labor 
market and the provision of poverty reducing public services 
(education, health, infrastructure, and social protection). 
Given the low elasticity of per capita GDP of poverty, a much 
higher growth rate or a lower population growth rate will 
be required to achieve a substantive reduction in poverty.

A Deep and Persistent Gender Gap

Gender inequality is a major cross-cutting challenge. 
Systemic disparities in education and health outcomes, 
combined with discriminatory gender norms, prevent 
women from achieving their full productive potential. 
Child marriage is a major challenge in Mali, where more 
than half of girls marry before the age of 18. The country’s 
high fertility rate constrains productivity among women 
of all ages, as childbearing increases their health risks 
and reduces their time available for income-generating 
activities, and domestic responsibilities prevent many 
women from engaging in paid work. A large gender gap in 
literacy levels narrows women’s economic opportunities 
and contributes to cycles of intergenerational poverty. 
Gender disparities are especially severe in rural areas and 
among poor households. 

Gender is a strong determinant of access to productive 
resources, both in terms of land size and livestock 
holdings. Average livestock holdings among male-headed 
households are almost five times larger than those of 
their female counterparts, and the average per capita 
cultivated land area of male-headed households is more 
than 2.5 times larger. Women are also less likely than men 
to undertake productive investments, and they often have 
limited technical knowledge or specialized skills. These 
gender-based differences in access to productive resources 
are reflected in the composition of income, as the share 
of agricultural income in total income for male-headed 
households is larger than that of    
female-headed households. 

3. POLICY PRIORITIES

Strengthening the connection between growth and 
poverty reduction will be necessary to achieve the 
government’s development goals. Given the low growth 
elasticity of poverty, reaching the government’s poverty-
reduction targets by 2030 would require maintaining 
an average GDP growth rate above 7 percent for the 

next decade. While such an expansion is unlikely, the 
government can effectively reduce poverty at lower growth 
rates by broadening the distribution of returns. Beyond 
restoring security, the authorities must implement public 
investments in human capital and infrastructure that enable 
poor households to access new economic opportunities 
and cope more effectively with income shocks. In addition, 
a more accurate understanding of the unique challenges 
facing poor households across Mali’s diverse regions could 
enable the authorities to better target their social policies 
and generate resilient gains in household wellbeing. As 
Mali’s poor population remains heavily concentrated in 
rural areas, with urbanization generating only modest gains 
in income, the government cannot rely solely on structural 
transformation to drive poverty reduction. To improve the 
welfare of rural households, the authorities must alleviate 
constraints on rural income growth. Key objectives include: 
(i) countering the impact of the COVID-19 crisis, (ii) building 
resilience to shocks, (iii) improving productivity in the rural 
economy, (iv) developing human capital, and (v) ending 
gender inequality.

Countering the Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic is exacerbating household- and 
community-level vulnerability, and its combined economic 
and public-health shock poses unique challenges for 
policymakers. The crisis is putting upward pressure on 
food and input prices, while illness, disrupted value chains, 
and the loss of wage employment are reducing income 
levels. Cash and in-kind transfers to affected households 
could provide immediate relief, but Mali’s current safety-
net programs are small and poorly targeted. In this 
context, policymakers must leverage the ongoing efforts of 
development partners to support the implementation of 
the national social protection strategy, extend the coverage 
of social protection mechanisms, and create the necessary 
fiscal space to finance cash and in-kind transfers, while also 
laying the foundation for the safe resumption of normal 
economic activity.

Building Resilience to Shocks

Malian households typically have few resources to draw 
on in the event of a shock, and they often deploy coping 
strategies that deplete their productive assets and 
human capital, diminishing their long-term productivity. 
Increasing household resilience will require developing 
adaptive social protection systems that can: (i) provide 
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income support and information to build and protect 
human capital in the face of shocks and crises; (ii) facilitate 
access to critical education, health, and nutrition services; 
(iii) promote equality of opportunity; and (iv) support the 
development of workforce skills to increase and diversify 
labor income. Creating new delivery platforms could enable 
the authorities to implement a multisectoral approach to 
social protection.

Households across Mali face uninsured risks that prevent 
them from investing more in more profitable agricultural 
activities. Offering agricultural index insurance or index-
based livestock insurance could enhance resilience among 
smallholder farmers and pastoralists. Agricultural index 
insurance links payouts to an average estimate of crop 
losses based on an index of factors, such as an area’s average 
rainfall or vegetation growth rate, and similar indexes 
underpin index-based livestock insurance. Establishing 
agricultural index insurance in the cash-crop-and-cereal 
livelihood zone and index-based livestock insurance in the 
pastoralism-and-transhumance zone could prevent farmers 
and pastoralists from adopting costly coping mechanisms 
such as selling livestock and other assets, reducing food 
intake, or withdrawing children from school in the event of 
a shock. Moreover, mitigating exposure to crop-related risks 
would enable farmers to invest in higher-value cash crops 
such as cotton, rather than relying on low-value cereal 
grains such as millet and sorghum.

Improving Productivity in the Rural Economy

A pro-poor growth strategy must focus on expanding 
livelihood opportunities in areas where the poor live 
and work. Poverty in Mali is overwhelmingly concentrated 
in rural areas, and accelerating rural income growth 
will require enhancing the marginal productivity of the 
rural workforce. Policymakers can boost agricultural 
productivity by facilitating the use of fertilizer and other 
inputs, leveraging the country’s water resources through 
expanded irrigation systems, promoting improved soil-
conservation practices, and introducing new techniques to 
support integrated crop and livestock production. Rice has 
substantial untapped production and export potential, but 
investments in transportation and irrigation infrastructure 
will be necessary to expand cultivation, especially among 
poor households. While the Malian agricultural sector faces 
a wide range of challenges, insecurity is the most binding 

constraint on productivity growth. To enable farmers and 
entrepreneurs to invest in improving their long-term 
productivity, the government must consolidate the rule of 
law nationwide while building public institutions capable 
of protecting property rights and resolving disputes over 
access to land and other resources.  

Investing in Human Capital

To accelerate human capital development, policymakers 
must simultaneously increase the quantity and quality 
of education and health services. Effective learning 
requires prepared students, effective teachers, adequate 
inputs, skilled management at the school level, and good 
governance across the educational system. Increasing 
access to preschool and expanding school feeding programs 
could yield especially large gains in child development 
at a relatively modest fiscal cost. In 2019, the government 
announced a reform package that would provide free 
healthcare to pregnant women and young children, and the 
effective implementation of that package will be crucial to 
improve health outcomes. In addition, whether Mali is able 
to reap a demographic dividend will hinge on the ability 
of the educational system to impart foundational cognitive 
and non-cognitive skills to rapidly expanding cohorts of 
new students.

Addressing Gender Disparities

Women and girls play a crucial role in breaking cycles 
of intergenerational poverty, and the success of the 
government’s poverty-reduction efforts will hinge on 
providing equitable access to education, health, and 
productive opportunities. Policies designed to address 
gender disparities must reflect the unique constraints 
that women face and the influence of social norms on 
women’s voice and agency within their households and in 
Malian society as a whole. While gender parity is a cross-
cutting issue that should be mainstreamed into all poverty-
reduction policies, dedicated interventions should target 
gaps in human capital investment, customary practices 
related to land and asset ownership, early marriage and 
childbearing, decision-making practices within households 
and communities, the division of labor for household tasks, 
and the critical issue of gender-based violence.
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A decade of rapid economic growth has only modestly 
reduced poverty rates, and income inequality is widening. 
The national poverty headcount rate rose in the wake of 
the 2012 security crisis1 before starting to decline in 2015 
(Figure 1.1). Between 2011 and 2019, Mali’s GDP growth rate 
averaged 5 percent per year, yet the poverty rate fell by just 
3 percentage points. In 2018/19, almost 40 percent of the 
population, or 8.3 million people, lived below the national 
poverty line of 722 West African CFA francs (CFAF) per person 
per day, and the absolute number of poor people increased 
from 7.1 million in 2011 to 8.3 million in 2019. The growth 
elasticity of poverty in Mali is just -0.4, indicating that a 1 
percentage-point increase in GDP is associated with a 0.4 
percentage-point decline in the poverty rate. By contrast, 
the average growth elasticity of poverty in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (SSA) is -1.9. Moreover, income inequality has steadily 
increased: between 2011 and 2018/19, annual income growth 

1 In January 2012, a rebellion by Tuareg separatists in northern Mali triggered a protracted conflict between security forces and multiple armed 
groups, which included both separatists and jihadists. In March, Mali’s president was deposed in a military coup. Over the next two years, widespread vio-
lence displaced as many as 400,000 people. In 2015, a peace agreement formally ended the conflict, but sporadic violence has continued.

among households in the bottom 40 percent of the income 
distribution averaged 4.2 percent, well below the average of 
5.0 percent for households in the top 60 percent.

Inequality briefly narrowed between 2011 and 2014, but the 
income gap has widened significantly since 2016. The Gini 
coefficient declined in the aftermath of the 2012 security 
crisis, falling from 0.42 in 2011 to 0.37 in 2014 (Figure 1.1). 
However, the observed decrease in inequality was caused 
by a sharp drop in the incomes of nonpoor households, 
and the poverty rate increased during the period. Trends 
since 2014 have been uneven, with inequality continuing to 
decline in Bamako while rising in other urban centers and 
remaining in broadly constant in rural areas. Nevertheless, 
the post-crisis trend is clear: the Gini coefficient rose from 
0.37 in 2014/15 to 0.38 in 2018/19 and reached 0.40 in 2019/20.  

1.1. POVERTY TREND AND PROFILE
Mali’s recent economic growth has had a limited impact on poverty reduction and shared prosperity.

Figure 1.1. Poverty and Inequality
Poverty Rates, 2011-2019/20 (%) Gini Coefficient, 2011-2019/20

Source:  Authors’ calculations using EMOP 2011-2018/19 and WAEMU 2018/19.
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Patterns and trends in poverty at the international 
extreme poverty line are similar to those observed at the 
national poverty line. In 2018/19, one in three Malians lived 
below the international extreme poverty line of US$1.90 per 
person per day calculated in 2011 purchasing power parity 
(PPP) terms (Figure 1.2). Mali’s international extreme poverty 
rate is significantly higher in rural areas (41 percent) than in 

urban centers (6 percent) areas, and it is higher than the 
rates observed in Burkina Faso (31.8 percent) and Chad (33.7 
percent), though lower than the rate in Niger (42 percent). 
According to data from harmonized surveys conducted at 
the regional level (Box 1.1), Mali’s national poverty rate is 
broadly in line with those of its Sahelian neighbors, which 
range from 40-42 percent (Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2. Extreme and national poverty rates
Extreme Poverty Rates in Mali, 2011-2018/19 (%) National Poverty Rates in West Africa, 2018/19 (%)

Source:  Authors’ calculations using EMOP 2011-2018/19 and WAEMU 2018/19.
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Box 1.1. Official Household Surveys in Mali: EMOP and EHCVM

The Modular and Permanent Household Survey (Enquête Modulaire et Permanente auprès des Ménages, EMOP) collects a wide range 
of socioeconomic data on the living conditions of Malian households. This official survey is designed to update the indicators of 
the Strategic Framework for Economic Recovery and Sustainable Development (Cadre Stratégique pour la Relance Économique et le 
Développement Durable, CREDD), which is linked to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and to various sector-level programs 
implemented by the government. The EMOP’s annual data-collection takes place in four rounds, the latest of which dates from April 1, 
2019, to March 31, 2020. The information collected during this round covers demography, housing, education, health, employment, food 
security, consumer spending, governance, security, and other variables. The results are significant in the regions surveyed, including 
Bamako and the country’s other urban and rural jurisdictions. The EMOP data enables an analysis of trends and drivers of poverty and 
inequality. However, it does not offer an in-depth look at agricultural households such as that produced by the World Bank’s Living 
Standards Measurement Study - Integrated Surveys on Agriculture.

The Harmonized Survey on Household Living Conditions (Enquête Harmonisée sur les Conditions de Vie des Ménages, EHCVM) is 
conducted in West African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU) member states to provide governments with reliable statistics to 
underpin their poverty-reduction efforts. Data collection took place in two rounds, from October 17 to December 31, 2018 and from 
April 12 to June 30, 2019. The results are representative at the subnational level and across urban and rural areas nationwide. In Mali, 
the EHCVM offers three important advantages: (i) it follows international standards for poverty measurement, (ii) it is comparable to 
the other household surveys conducted in the WAEMU countries, and (iii) it allows for an in-depth analysis of agriculture and other 
activities in the rural economy. However, the 2018/19 EHCVM was the first of its kind and is not comparable to earlier surveys, though 
it will be comparable to the new EHCVM planned for 2021/22. 
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Geographic disparities in income and welfare  
have widened.

Poverty rates are highest in rural areas and lowest in 
Bamako and other urban centers. The headcount poverty 
rate in rural areas remained broadly stable at 51.1 percent 
in 2011, 52.8 percent in 2014, and 52.0 percent in 2019. By 
contrast, poverty rates in both Bamako and other urban 
centers were nearly halved over the period. Household 
consumption is also significantly higher in Bamako and 
other urban centers than in rural areas

Annualized consumption growth among households in 
the bottom 40 percent of the distribution is an important 
indicator of progress toward shared prosperity. In Mali, 
consumption contracted by an annual average of 8 percent 
among these households between 2011 and 2014, the 
period of Mali’s security crisis. The contraction was deepest 
in urban Bamako (-14 percent) and other urban centers (-8 
percent), but consumption in rural areas also declined (-6 
percent). From 2015 to 2018, as partial stability returned, 
consumption growth again turned positive. However, 
consumption growth rates were significantly lower among 
households in the bottom 40 percent of the distribution 
(7 percent) and in rural areas (11 percent) than among 
household in the top 60 percent (19 percent) and in Bamako 
(19 percent).

Poverty rates vary widely across regions, but the poor 
population is heavily concentrated in central and southern 
Mali. In the country’s sparsely populated northern regions, 
many households depend on nomadic and transhumant 
pastoralism. Poverty rates are highest in Tombouctou 
at 49.2 percent and lowest in Kidal at 4.7 percent. In the 
newly created regions,2 poverty rates are lowest in Taoudeni 
(formerly part of Tombouctou) at 8.5 percent and highest in 
Ménaka (formerly part of Gao) at 43.4 percent. In the more 
populous regions of the south, poverty rates are highest 
in Sikasso (63 percent), where many households depend 
on cotton farming, and lower in Kayes (33 percent), where 
households often receive income from remittances and 
livestock rearing. In the central regions, where households 
mostly rely on rainfed sorghum and millet cultivation, 
poverty rates are highest in Ségou (53 percent) and Mopti 
(61 percent). Overall, about 65 percent of the Mali’s poor 
population lives in Sikasso, Ségou, and Mopti.

2 The regions of Taoudénit and Ménaka were created in 2012-16 as part of the process of “regionalization” following the peace agreement, which 
offered greater autonomy to northern Mali.
3 This result is based on panel data from Mali’s commune-level censuses covering the years 2006, 2008, 2013, and 2017. To evaluate the causal effect 
of the 2012 security crisis, a difference-in-difference estimation is used to distinguish isolate the effects of the crisis by controlling for time and location.

Within regions, poverty also differ widely across districts. 
The 2018/19 EHCVM was not designed to be representative 
at the district level, but poverty rates can be estimated for 
districts with large samples. For example, in Mali’s most 
impoverished region, Sikasso, the poverty rate ranges from 
a low of 31 percent in the rural district of Kadiolo to as high 
as 80 percent in the rural district of Yorosso (Figure 1.3). 
In addition, poverty rate in the urban district of Sikasso is 
also high at 63 percent. In the second poorest region, Mopti, 
all six rural districts have poverty rates above 50 percent. 
However, more than 60 percent of the region’s poor 
population is located in the two rural districts of Bandigara 
and Bankass. 

While all regions in Mali suffer conflict-related fatalities, 
some poorer regions have especially high fatality rates. 
In 2018/19, high-intensity conflict areas, defined as those 
experiencing more than 30 violent incidents during a 
specified period, had an aggregate poverty rate of 55 percent 
and a combined poor population of 1.3 million. The districts 
of Bandiagara, Koro, and Douentza were home to more than 
half of all poor households in high-intensity conflict areas. 
The aggregate poverty headcount rate in medium-intensity 
conflict areas was 39 percent during the same period, and 
their combined poor population of 800,000 was mostly 
concentrated in the districts of Djenné and Nianfuké. An 
additional 3.8 million poor are in areas at risk of conflict, 
most in the districts of Ségou and Bla.

Conflict is widening socioeconomic disparities between 
districts. The local development index is a composite 
measure that includes infrastructure (roads), access to 
information (radio, television, etc.), health and education 
facilities, local government capacity, and presence of 
economic activities. The 2012 security crisis had a significant 
effect on local development,3 as the onset of the conflict 
reduced the level of local development by an estimated 
9.4 percent. Local development index values have also 
recovered at the slowest pace in communes located in the 
north and center of the country, the areas that were most 
directly are affected by conflict.



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI 19

Figure 1.3. Spatial Distribution of Poverty
Poverty Rates in Rural and Urban Areas, 2011-19 Poverty Rates by Region, 2014-18

Source: Authors’ calculations using EMOP 2011-2018/19 and EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 1.4. Local Development and Conflict
Local Development Index, 2017 Local Development Index, 2006-2017

Source:  Authors’ calculations using Commune Census 2006-2017.
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Nonmonetary poverty indicators are gradually improving, 
albeit from a low base.

The multidimensional poverty rate declined by about 
10 percentage points between 2014 and 2018 due 
to improvements in education and access to basic 
services.4 Multidimensional poverty is defined according 
to the multidimensional poverty index (MPI), which 
assesses various elements of non-monetary wellbeing. 
The multidimensional poverty rate fell from 47.9 percent 
in 2014 to 37.8 percent in 2018, while the intensity of 
multidimensional poverty dropped from 58.4 percent a 52.0 
percent, indicating a broad improvement in the welfare of 
lower-income households over the period. This decline in 
multidimensional poverty was driven by gains in education, 
which accounts for 28 percent of the MPI. Though the 
incidence and intensity of multidimensional poverty varies 
widely by region, all regions experienced an improvement 
between 2014 and 2018. Gains were particularly significant in 
rural areas, where access to basic services rapidly increased. 
However, while the multidimensional poverty rate fell by 10 
percentage points among male-headed households, it rose 
among households headed by women.

4 The MPI includes 10 indicators that measure six dimensions of wellbeing: education, health, childhood and youth, access to basic services, 
housing conditions, and assets. An individual is considered multidimensionally poor if she/he suffers from deprivations in at least one-third of these six 
dimensions of well-being.

Despite a dramatic improvement between 2014 and 2018, 
Mali’s education indicators remain low by the standards 
of comparable countries. The share of households with at 
least one child between the ages of 6 and 16 not attending 
school declined from 62 percent in 2014 to 41 percent in 
2018 (Figure 1.5). Government policies aimed at increasing 
education access in rural areas appear to have been 
especially effective, as the share of rural households with 
children not attending school declined significantly more 
than that of their urban counterparts. Children’s educational 
outcomes also appear to have improved during the period: 
while about 80 percent of households had at least one 
child between the ages of 7 and 17 with an educational gap 
in 2014, by 2018 this share had fallen to just 50 percent. The 
improvement in educational outcomes was greater among 
urban households. The share of households that include 
children with educational gaps was lowest in Bamako and 
highest in Ségou and Sikasso.
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In contrast to other MPI components, health indicators 
deteriorated between 2014 and 2018. None of the MPI’s 
health sub-indicators improved over the period. For 
example, the share of households unable to access safe 
garbage-disposal services remained stagnant at 60 percent 
overall and as high as 74 percent in rural areas, and the 
share of households with a member who fell sick or was 
injured in the previous 30 days but was unable to consult 
with a health specialist rose from 21.7 percent to 37.0 
percent. Health indicators were lowest in rural areas and in 
some of the poorest regions such as Koulikoro and Sikasso. 
The deterioration of the MPI’s health component is due to 
financial constraints and a lack of health specialists and 
infrastructure. In addition, health services are generally 
available only in regional and national hospitals located in 
cities, which limits access to health services for households 
living in rural and remote areas.

Access to basic services has improved overall. Basic 
services include electricity, improved toilets, clean 
water, and improved cooking systems. The share of the 
population with inadequate electricity access fell from 46 
percent in 2014 to 26 percent in 2018, while the share with 
access to improved toilets and clean water rose by about 10 
percentage points over the period. However, few households 
in Mali have access to improved cooking systems, as about 
98 percent still use solid fuels such as charcoal and wood, 
which have negative health and environmental effects.

The characteristics of poor households remain largely 
unchanged.

Poverty in Mali is strongly correlated with socioeconomic 
and demographic characteristics. Rural poverty is 
associated with employment in low-productivity agricultural 
activities, large family sizes, and high dependency ratios. 
Poor households are more likely to have lower average 
levels of educational attainment and less diverse income 
sources than their nonpoor counterparts. Poor rural 
households are often far from key infrastructure, markets, 
and public institutions. In rural areas, fertility rates are 
especially high, and rapid population growth has hindered 
gains in per capita household income. In urban areas, 
poverty rates are highest among self-employed urban 
workers in the informal sector. The poverty rate is high 
among households headed by someone who works in the 
agriculture sector (57 percent), moderate for manufacturing 
(36 percent), and relatively low for mining (25 percent). 
The extreme poverty rate is 50 percent among households 
headed by a person with no formal education, versus just 
21 percent for household heads with primary education and 
11 percent for household heads with secondary education.

Figure 1.5. Education and Health Deprivation
Education Deprivation, 2014 and 2018 (% of HH) Health Deprivation, 2014 and 2018 (%of HH)
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Poor households continue to earn most of their income 
from agriculture and livestock. Unlike in neighboring 
Chad, where there is no significant difference in income 
composition of poor and nonpoor households, nonpoor 
households in Mali tend to have much more diversified 
income sources than their poor counterparts: income 
from agriculture and livestock represents 80 percent of 
the income of the poor households, but this share drops 
to 60 percent among nonpoor households. Moreover, poor 
households earn just 13 percent of their income from 
nonfarm sources and only 6 percent from remittances. 
Poor households also tend to own few productive assets 
and are less likely to receive income from wages than 
nonpoor households. Though broadly consistent across 
regions, these differences are not universal. In the southern 
regions of Kayes and Koulikoro, poor households earn more 
nonfarm income and receive more private transfers, while 
in the northern regions of Tombouctou, Gao, and Kidal, 
livestock is the economic mainstay for poor and nonpoor 
household alike.

Agricultural practices also differ between poor and 
nonpoor households. Poor farmers predominantly 
cultivate cereal crops, especially millet and maize. Poor and 
nonpoor households cultivate roughly equal amounts of 
land per capita, but poor households are 20-40 percent less 
productive when cultivating crops such as paddy rice, millet, 
and peanuts. Poor farmers predominantly use family labor, 
while about 40 percent of nonpoor farmers use hired labor. 
Similarly, poor farmers are less likely to use fertilizer than 
their non-poor counterparts, especially in some regions 
such as Ségou. In addition, only 5 percent of the total plots 
owned by poor households are irrigated, versus 20 percent 
of the plots owned by nonpoor households.
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Economic growth drives poverty reduction in Mali, and the 
impact of redistribution is generally negative. The growth 
component of poverty reduction is isolated by observing 
changes in mean income while holding inequality constant. 
The redistribution component is isolated by observing 
changes in inequality while holding mean income constant. 
During the 2011-14 security crisis, the redistribution of 
consumption reduced the poverty rate by 4.7 percentage 
points, but negative consumption growth caused the 
poverty rate to rise by 4.4 percentage points; the effect of 
the interaction between growth and redistribution was also 
negative, and the poverty rate increased on balance. During 
the post-crisis period from 2015 to 2018, the direction of 
both components reversed: redistribution increased the 
poverty rate, while growth reduced it. At the national level, 
the impact of redistribution caused the poverty rate to rise 
by 7.7 percentage points, but consumption growth reduced 
the poverty rate by 13.4 percentage points, and despite the 
negative effect of interaction, the national poverty rate 
declined by 3.4 percentage points.

Mali’s rapid urbanization appears to be having little effect 
on poverty reduction. Mali’s annual urbanization rate of 
4.8 percent exceeds its overall population growth rate of 
2.9 percent. Currently, 43 percent of the population lives in 
urban areas, and this share is expected to rise to 48 percent 
by 2030. During the 2015-2018/19 period the poverty rate 
declined by 3.4 percentage points, but changes in poverty 
status occurred primarily among people who stayed in 
their original location (Figure 1.6). The decline in poverty 
rates among people who moved from rural to urban areas 
was just 0.4 percentage points greater than the national 
average, suggesting that most rural-urban migrants were 
either already nonpoor or were unable to escape poverty 
after they moved.

1.2. DRIVERS OF POVERTY REDUCTION

Figure 1.6. Poverty Decomposition
Growth/Redistribution Decomposition, 2011–14 Growth/Redistribution Decomposition, 2015–18)

Source:  Authors’ calculations using EMOP 2011-2018/19.
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The decline in poverty during the post-crisis period 
reflects an increase in the returns to household assets 
rather than the accumulation of new assets. The Oaxaca-
Blinder decomposition method decomposes poverty 
reduction into asset accumulation, asset returns, and the 
interaction between them. Between 2014 and 2018, changes 
in asset accumulation reduced the poverty rate by 0.27 
percentage points, while greater returns on assets lowered 
the poverty rate by 2.9 percentage points, indicating that 
increased returns were responsible for 86 percent of the 
reduction in poverty observed over the period. However, 
the period is too short to observe significant changes in  
asset levels.

The security crisis drove changes in employment across 
sectors, which in turn affected poverty rates. Between 2011 
and 2014, as the crisis continued and poverty levels rose, 
agriculture contributed 3.5 percent to employment growth, 
while the contributions of all other sectors were negative 
(Figure 1.7a). Rather than evincing an increased demand 
for agricultural labor, this trend likely reflects the negative 
impact of insecurity on urban sectors and the recourse of 
displaced workers to agriculture as an employer of last 

resort. This influx of surplus labor in a context of depressed 
economic activity caused agricultural wages to fall sharply 
during the period (Figure 1.7b). During 2014-19, as relative 
stability was restored, the services, trade, and industrial 
sectors contributed positively to employment growth, 
while the contribution of agriculture remained stable at 
1.7 percent, reflecting a sustained expansion of agricultural 
activity. In 2014-19, a combination of wage growth across all 
sectors and an increase in agricultural employment drove 
the decline in poverty observed over the period.

Insecurity has undermined structural transformation and 
slowed poverty reduction. While agricultural employment 
and productivity have increased in the post-crisis period, 
regions affected by conflict have continued to shed non-
agricultural jobs, which is likely increasing household 
reliance on subsistence agriculture. As a result, households 
in conflict-affected regions remain highly vulnerable to 
poverty. By contrast, structural transformation has continued 
in regions that have been less affected by conflict, reducing 
their reliance on agriculture and increasing employment in 
other sectors with higher levels of average productivity.

Figure 1.7. Employment and Wage Growth
a. Sectoral Contribution to Employment Growth (%) b. Wage Growth by Sector (%)

2011-2014 2014-2019

4

3

2

1

0

-1

-2

Agriculture Industry Trade Services

Source: Authors’ calculations using EMOP 2011-2019. 

3.5

1.75

-0.8

0.2

-0.3

0.2

1.6

1.1

15
10
5
0

-5
-10
-15
-20

-14.9

13
10.1

7 6
10 9.9

3

2011-2014 2014-2019

Agriculture Industry Trade Services



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI 25

High Levels of Subjective Poverty and Inequality

While Mali experienced a slight overall decline in its 
poverty rates between 2015 and 2018, perceptions of 
poverty remain high, especially in rural areas. In many 
developing countries, objective measures of monetary and 
nonmonetary poverty diverge from subjective perceptions 
of poverty. In surveys, Malian respondents describe poverty 
as a widespread phenomenon, and 70 percent view Mali as 
a poor country—61 percent in urban areas and 74 percent 
in rural areas (Figure 1.8). In 2018/19, 61 percent of Malians 
described themselves as poor—52 percent in urban areas 
and 64 percent in rural areas—well above the poverty 
headcount rate of 42 percent. Perceived inequality is also 
high, with 23 percent of the population reporting that they 
are worse off than their neighbor and 63 percent reporting 
that they are worse off than residents of Bamako  
(Figure 1.8).

Elevated perceptions of poverty reflect reported 
difficulties in meeting basic needs. Large shares of Malian 
households report being hard pressed to cover the cost 
of healthcare (36.0 percent), lighting (32.9 percent), school 
supplies (27.6 percent), and school fees (25 percent). While 
urban households are less likely to report difficulties in 
meeting basic needs, both urban and rural households most 
often cite healthcare and lighting as costs they struggle to 
cover. Healthcare costs are a burden for 30.9 percent of 
urban households and 38.0 percent of rural household, 
while the cost of lighting is a challenge for 29.2 percent of 
urban households and 34.6 percent of rural households. 
The share of households that report difficult covering the 
cost of school supplies and school fees is similar in rural 
and urban areas, but the cost of rent is a much greater 
challenge for urban households, 27.3 percent of which 
report having difficulty making their rent payments.

1.3 THE CHALLENGES OF ENDING EXTREME 
POVERTY IN MALI

Figure 1.8. Subjective Measures of Poverty and Inequality
Subjective Poverty (%) Subjective Inequality (%)
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A large share of households report unemployment or 
underemployment as a major cause of their perceived 
poverty. Over 57 percent of the population identifies 
lack of employment opportunities as a major reason for 
their perceived poverty. Respondents also frequently 
cite a high cost of living (44.8 percent) and governmental 
mismanagement and corruption (39.2 percent) as key 
drivers of their subjective poverty. 

The COVID-19 Crisis

The COVID-19 crisis has rolled back a decade of poverty 
reduction in Mali. Between 2011 and 2019, the national 
poverty rate fell from 45.4 percent to 42.3 percent. Though 
modest in percentage terms, these gains represent a million 
people rising above the poverty line. However, in 2020 a 
combination of emergency health measures, precautionary 
behaviors by firms and consumers, and a pandemic-
driven slowdown in global economic activity resulted 
in widespread job losses and a sharp decline in labor 
income. Despite government support, the loss of income 
and remittances, coupled with rising prices, is expected to 
drive up the national poverty rate by 4.8 percentage points 
in 2020, representing almost 900,000 additional people 
living below the poverty line. The ongoing pandemic is also 
increasing the intensity of poverty for many of the country’s 
poorest households.

The COVID-19 crisis has had an especially devastating 
impact on urban areas, with negative spillover effects 
on the rural economy. Across urban Mali, the pandemic 
has caused: (i) a 4.4 percentage-point decline in labor 
income; (ii) a 0.25 percentage-point decline in remittances, 
private transfers, and other non-labor income; and (iii) an 
0.73 percentage-point increase in food prices. In Bamako, 
consumption dropped by more than 12 percentage points, 
causing the city’s poverty rate to rise by 4.6 percentage 
points, representing an increase in the poor population 
of 100,000. In other urban areas, consumption fell by 8 
percentage points, increasing the average poverty rate by 
6.2 percentage points and the poor population by 150,000. 
In rural areas, consumption declined by 6 percentage 
points, and the rural poverty rate increased by   
4.6 percentage points.

The loss of employment income has had a major impact 
on poverty. In high-frequency surveys, 12.7 percent of 
respondents who employed before the pandemic report 
being unemployed in May 2020 due to the crisis (Figure 
1.9). However, only 6.3 percent were still unemployed in 
September, and this share fell to 5.8 percent in October. 
Despite positive employment trends, the loss of income 
caused the national poverty rate to rise by 3.2 percentage 
points, representing an additional 600,000 people below 
the poverty line.

Rising inflation has compounded the pandemic’s negative 
welfare effects. Government measures adopted to curb 
the spread of the virus led to a shortage of essential 
goods, which contributed to an increase in prices that has 
reduced the purchasing power country’s most vulnerable 
households. The increase in inflation has caused the 
national poverty rate to rise by 3.1 percentage points, 
representing an additional 574,000 people living in poverty. 
In rural areas, the poverty rate increased by 3.5 percentage 
points, representing 478,000 additional poor people; in 
Bamako, the poverty rate increased 0.73 percentage points, 
representing 17,000 additional poor people; and in other 
urban areas the poverty rate rose by 3.1 percentage points, 
representing 78,000 additional poor people.

The loss of remittances has had smaller but still significant 
impact on poverty. The decline in remittances led to a 0.4 
percentage point drop in total consumption, which caused 
the poverty rate to rise 0.23 percentage points, increasing 
the poor population by 42,000. Rural areas accounted for 
70 percent of the increase in the poor population (Table 1.1).
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Figure 1.9. Distributional Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis
Changes in Economic Status (%) Loss of Employment (%)
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Table 1.1. Distributional Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis

% Change in Consumption % Change in Poverty Additional Poor Population

Impact of the decline in income
Bamako -9.38 4.43 104,277
Other urban -5.32 4.82 121,278
Rural -3.24 2.68 367,684
Mali -4.78 3.19 593,239
Impact of the decline in domestic remittances
Bamako -0.52 0.25 5,825
Other urban -0.23 0.27 6,851

Rural -0.42 0.22 29,906
Mali -0.41 0.23 42,582
Impact of the increase in general inflation
Bamako N/A 0.73 17,168
Other urban N/A 3.10 77,989
Rural N/A 3.49 478,930
Mali N/A 3.09 574,087
Combined impact of the decline in income, decline in remittances, and increase in inflation
Bamako -12.25 4.65 109,599
Other urban -7.90 6.23 156,752
Rural -6.01 4.60 631,817
Mali -7.54 4.83 898,168
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Slow Growth and Weak Links between Growth and Poverty

Mali’s average GDP growth rate of 5 percent over the 
last decade has had a limited impact on household 
consumption and poverty reduction. Faster poverty 
reduction will require more robust and inclusive economic 
growth combined with more effective redistributive 
policies. The government aims to cut the national poverty 
rate to around 20 percent by 2030, which is significantly less 
ambitious than the World Bank’s objective of reducing the 
poverty rate to 3 percent but still represents a  
considerable challenge.

Accelerating economic growth will be crucial to achieve 
the government’s poverty-reduction targets. To lower the 
poverty rate from 45 percent in 2020 to 20 percent by 2030, 
projections indicate that the annual per capita GDP growth 
must reach an average of 4 percent. Cutting the poverty 
rate to 10 percent by 2030 would require an annual average 
per capita GDP growth rate of 6 percent, and reducing the 
poverty rate to 3 percent would a per capita growth rate 
of about 9 percent. While Mali’s GDP growth has fluctuated 
considerably, it has reached 7 percent just three times in 
the last 20 years (Figure 1.10). Accelerating economic growth 
to the necessary levels will require the full restoration of 
security in the country’s northern and central regions.

Strengthening the connection between growth and 
poverty reduction will also be necessary to achieve the 
government’s goals. Sustaining an average per capita 
GDP growth rate above 4 percent for the next decade is 
likely to prove an excessively ambitious objective, but the 
government can effectively reduce poverty at lower growth 
rates by broadening the distribution of returns to growth. 
Beyond restoring security, the authorities must implement 
public investments in human capital and infrastructure 
that enable poor households to access new economic 
opportunities and cope more effectively with income shocks. 
In addition, a more accurate understanding of the unique 
challenges facing poor households across Mali’s diverse 
regions could enable the authorities to better target their 
social policies and generate resilient gains in household 
wellbeing. As Mali’s poor population remains heavily 
concentrated in rural areas, and urbanization is associated 
with only modest gains in income, the government cannot 
rely solely on structural transformation to drive poverty 
reduction. In this context, the following section examines 
constraints on rural income growth and identifies strategies 
for improving the welfare of rural households. 

Figure 1.10. Growth Rates and Poverty Reduction
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• Because poverty in Mali is overwhelming concentrated in rural 
areas, accelerating rural income growth is vital to reduce poverty 
rates and promote shared prosperity.

• Poor rural households tend to cultivate more land than their 
nonpoor counterparts, but due to a wide gap in marginal 
productivity their total output is significantly lower.

• Average yields on fertilized land plots are 36 percent higher than 
that of unfertilized plots, and the gap widens dramatically when 
fertilized plots are irrigated. However, poor households are less 
likely to use fertilizer and have little access to irrigation. 

• Livestock ownership is widespread, but productivity is low. Few 
households use veterinary services, and due to a lack of value-
adding infrastructure most livestock sales are in the form of live 
animals rather than meat or other higher-value products. 

• Poor and nonpoor households frequently engage in both crop 
and livestock production, but the income sources of nonpoor 
households are much more diversified, and they are far less 
dependent on agriculture: income from agriculture and livestock 
represents about 56 percent of the income of poor households and 
just 37 percent of the income of nonpoor households. 

• While cotton is Mali’s largest cash crop, poor and nonpoor 
households produce roughly the same amount of cotton. However, 
the latter produce much more rice, and this disparity accounts for 
a substantial share of the income difference between poor and 
nonpoor households. 

• Rural women have far less access to productive resources, 
including both arable land and livestock.

• Nonfarm enterprises are a significant source of income for rural 
households, but most are small, produce little income, and are 
established out of necessity rather than in response to opportunity. 

• The mining sector could drive income growth in rural areas, 
but labor-intensive artisanal mining suffers from low levels of 
productivity, deep gender disparities, and extreme safety hazards.

• Agro-forestry also provides opportunities for income growth and 
diversification

• Alleviating rural poverty is a multidimensional challenge. 
Inadequate transportation access, an unreliable electricity supply, 
and weak digital infrastructure undermine productivity growth, 
while shallow financial markets constrain private investment, and 
a lack of complementary services hinders commercialization. Low 
levels of human capital slow the uptake of new technologies and 
inhibit the creation of production and marketing organizations, and 
discriminatory gender norms prevent women from achieving their 
productive potential. 

• Public investment in the rural economy is insufficient to address 
this challenge and inconsistent with the government’s objectives 
for agricultural development and poverty reduction. 

• The authorities could accelerate agricultural productivity growth 
by facilitating the use of fertilizer and other inputs; leveraging the 
country’s water resources through expanded irrigation systems; 
promoting enhanced soil-conservation practices; and introducing 
new techniques to support integrated crop and livestock 
production. 

• Rice has untapped production and export potential, but investment 
in transportation and irrigation infrastructure will be necessary to 
expand cultivation, especially among poor households.

• Agroforestry, mining, and remittances are important sources of 
nonfarm income, and efforts to foster income diversification could 
alleviate poverty while strengthening household resilience. 

Key Insights
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Mali’s poor population is concentrated in rural areas, 
and to achieve sustained poverty reduction and shared 
prosperity the authorities must create strategies aimed at 
accelerating rural income growth. This analysis is designed 
to deepen policymakers’ understanding of the livelihoods 
of poor households. The main objective of this rural income 
analysis is to analyze: (i) the income sources and income 
growth opportunities of rural households; (ii) 

5 Sources of non-labor income, such as pensions and fiscal transfers, are excluded from the analysis, as the objective is to understand the econom-
ic activities of rural households.

the constraints that keep rural households from growing 
their income; and (iii) feasible policy options to assist 
rural households in rapidly and sustainably increasing 
their income. The analysis uses a rural income diagnostic 
framework developed by the World Bank (World Bank 2018). 
that considers the following sources of income growth: (a) 
agricultural income, (b) nonfarm income, and (c) income 
from domestic and international transfers (Figure 2.1).5

2.1 SOURCES OF RURAL INCOME 

Figure 2.1. Rural Income Diagnostic Framework

AGRICULTURAL INCOME GROWTH

Increased profitability of smallholders in existing crops through favorable changes in relative 
prices, more stale prices, yield growth, reduced yield volatility, area expansion, more cost-effective 
production 

Greater market participation of existing crops through commercializing a larger share of 
production, selling further up the value chain, engaging in contract farming or outgrower schemes 

Transitions of smallholders into higher value crops and non-crop agriculture including 
livestock 

Growth in large-scale commercial farming that increases demand for agricultural wage labor 

Natural resources, including small-scale fishery and forestry activities

NON-FARM INCOME GROWTH

Growth in non-tradable goods and services (wage or 
self-employment) 

Growth in tradable goods through mining, tourism or 
rural manufacturing (wage or self-employment)

INCOME GROWTH THROUGH MIGRATION

Temporary migration of family members to urban 
areas or internationally 

Permanent migration of individuals or families 

Commuting

INCOME GROWTH OF RURAL HOUSEHOLDS

Source: World Bank 2018.
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The analysis considers differences in income across 
regions and different types of households (Table 2.1). This 
is important for a country like Mali, where there are vast 
differences between regions in terms of natural resources, 
and where some regions have been riddled by ongoing 

conflicts for over a decade. As the main goal of the analysis 
is to uncover options to accelerate income growth for 
the rural poor, it also considers differences in household 
income by consumption quintile.

Table 2.1. Poverty, Agricultural, and Income Statistics by Region

Kayes Koulikoro Sikasso Ségou Mopti Tombouctou Gao

Poverty rates 0.33 0.34 0.59 0.57 0.39 0.39 0.43
Distribution of rural poor  0.11 0.14 0.26 0.21 0.20 0.04 0.03
Total cultivated (ha) 3.32 3.75 7.93 5.50 4.39 0.43 0.88
Share of land cultivated to millet 0.09 0.27 0.13 0.55 0.59 0.52 0.16
Share of land cultivated to sorghum 0.23 0.25 0.09 0.13 0.09 0.01 0.03
Share of land cultivated to rice 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.10 0.19 0.45 0.75

Share of land cultivated to maize 0.19 0.19 0.35 0.06 0.00 0.02
Share of land cultivated to 
groundnut 

0.20 0.10 0.04 0.04 0.02

Share of land cultivated to sesame 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.00
Share of land cultivated to cowpea 0.07 0.06 0.00 0.01 0.09 0.00 0.01
Share of land cultivated to Cotton 0.12 0.09 0.34 0.06 0.00
Share of land cultivated to other 
crops 

0.08 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.00 0.05

Median cash income from cash 
crops (1000 FCFA) 

97 200 200 80 37 19

Median cash income from cereal 
crops (1000 FCFA) 

40 75 50 63 38 75 45

Median cash income from livestock 
(1000 FCFA) 

150 48 28 40 48 150 55

% of households with wage labor 
income 

0.11 0.34 0.13 0.16 0.08 0.05 0.10

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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While poor households are more likely to be engaged in 
both crop and livestock production than their nonpoor 
peers, their sources of income are much less diversified. 
In Mali, 74 percent and 68 percent of households are 
engaged in crop and livestock production, respectively, 
while 56 percent are engaged in both.6 Approximately 
68 percent of poor households focus on both crop and 
livestock production simultaneously, versus just 48 percent 
of nonpoor households (Figure 2.2). Unlike in Chad, where 
there is no significant difference in the composition of 
income between poor and nonpoor households, the income 
sources of nonpoor households in Mali are much more 

6 EHCVM 2018/2019.

diversified than those of poor households, and nonpoor 
households are far less dependent on agriculture. Income 
from agriculture and livestock represents about 56 percent 
of the income of poor households, compared to just 37 
percent of the income of nonpoor households (Figure 2.3). 
Nonpoor households also tend to earn more from nonfarm 
enterprises, which contribute about 19 percent to their 
total income, versus about 17 percent for poor households. 
Finally, the share of salaries in the total income of nonpoor 
households is more than double that of poor households, 
underscoring the challenges poor workers face in accessing 
salaried employment. 

Figure 2.2. Share of Households Engaged in Crop and Livestock Production by Region
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Results from a spatial analysis reveal significant 
differences in income between and within regions in 
Mali. In the southern part of the country, there is a large 
disparity in the share of remittances in household income, 
ranging from 30.1 percent in Kayes to 19.0 percent and 
15.6 percent in Sikasso and Koulikoro, respectively (Figure 
2.3.b). Households in Kayes rely on remittances more than 
any other region in the country, which can be attributed 
to the large share of Kayes’ population that has migrated 
to France. There are also important differences in the role 
of salary income across regions. For example, the share of 
salary income in total household income in Koulikoro is 
more than twice that of other regions (except Kidal), which 
is likely due to its access to more employment opportunities 
because of its proximity to the capital city.

FARM SECTOR

Crop Production 

Most Malian households are smallholder farms, with 
an average cultivated plot size of 2 hectares (ha). The 
cultivated plot sizes for cotton (2.73 ha) and millet (2.43 
ha)—the country’s most important cash crop and staple 
crop, respectively—are larger than the average plot size 
(Figure 2.4). Moreover, the average cultivated plot size 
varies by region, ranging from 2.51 ha in Sikasso (due to 
the high prevalence of cotton cultivation) to 0.38 ha in 
Gao. Nationwide, more than 65 percent of cultivated land is 
dedicated to cereal crops.

More than 65 percent of all cultivated land in Mali is 
allocated to cereal production, and poor households 
tend to allocate slightly more land to staple crops 
than nonpoor households. Millet is the country’s most 
extensively cultivated crop (32.8 percent), followed by 
maize (18.34 percent), sorghum (13.4 percent), and rice (9.8 
percent). Cotton and groundnuts dominate Mali’s cash 
crops, occupying about 14.0 percent and 7.6 percent of total 
cultivated land, respectively. Households in the bottom 40 
percent of the income distribution tend to allocate a much 
larger share of land to millet cultivation and much less to 
rice than do nonpoor households. Although cotton is the 
most important cash crop in the country, there is no significant 
difference in cotton cultivation between poor and   
non-poor households. 

Figure 2.4. Average Plot Sizes and Crop Production by 
Region and Household Poverty Status 
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Gender is a strong determinant of access to productive 
resources, both in terms of land size and livestock 
holdings. While the average livestock holding is about 
4.7 for households headed by men, it is close to zero for 
households headed by women (Figure 2.5). Even average 
poultry holdings among male-headed households are more 
than three times those of female-headed households. 
Moreover, despite their smaller household size, the per 
capita land area cultivated by male-headed households 
is more than 2.5 times larger than that of their female 
counterparts. These gender-based differences in access to 
productive resources are reflected in the composition of 
income, as the share of agricultural income in total income 
for male-headed households is larger than that of female-
headed households.

Returns to Productive Assets

While land is an important indicator of wealth and 
productive resources among agricultural households, 
the average land size of poor households (5.1 ha) is 
slightly larger than that of nonpoor households (4.0 ha). 
This finding can be partly explained by poor soil quality 
and by low access to complementary inputs among poor 

households, as a result of which they tend to suffer from 
low crop productivity despite having access to more land. 
Poor households perform much worse than their nonpoor 
counterparts in terms of yields of paddy rice, groundnuts, 
and millet, though they perform slightly better in the 
cultivation of the cereal crops sorghum and maize (Figure 
2.6). Regarding cash crops, nonpoor households produce 
almost twice the amount of rice per unit of land as poor 
households, but there is only a marginal difference in 
yields of cowpeas and cotton. Millet is the main staple crop 
and occupies a large share of cultivated land, including 31 
percent of all cultivated area among poor households and 
24 percent among nonpoor households. However, marginal 
millet yields are low (800 kg/ha), which has negative 
implications for food security and increases the likelihood 
of households falling into extreme poverty.

The wide yield gap between poor and nonpoor households, 
particularly for the important cash crop paddy rice, 
reinforces disparities in income. For example, the average 
quantity of rice sold by nonpoor household is three times 
that sold by poor households (Figure 2.7). As rice is a critical 
cash crop, the disparity in yields contributes to differences 
in household income.

Figure 2.5. Access to Productive Resources by Gender of the Household Head

Cultivated Land Area Size of Livestock Holdings

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from the EHCVM 2018/2019.
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Figure 2.6. Marginal Yields by Crop Type and Poverty Status
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Figure 2.7. Commercialization Rates by Crop
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Poor households are less likely to use fertilizer, and when 
they do, the intensity (i.e., quantity per unit of land) is low. 
Nonpoor households more likely to use fertilizer than poor 
households, and their use of other inputs such as herbicide 
and insecticide is also much higher. In addition, only 7.5 
percent of cultivated plots owned by poor households are 
irrigated, much lower than 13.4 percent of plots owned by 
nonpoor households (Figure 2.8).

The combination of poor soil quality and low use of inputs, 
along with low levels of complementary investment in 

7 Dillon, 2011

land (e.g., irrigation infrastructure), results in poor crop 
productivity and yields. Household data indicate that the 
yield of fertilized land plots is 36 percent higher than that 
of unfertilized plots. This difference is almost tripled when 
fertilized plots are irrigated. Differences in crop productivity 
and yields can be important drivers of differences in welfare 
across poor and nonpoor households. Indeed, compared 
to relying on rain-fed and water-recession cultivation, 
access to irrigation has been found to increase household 
consumption by up to 30 percent and allow households to 
save between 4.5 and 6.4 tropical livestock units.7 
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Figure 2.8. Fertilizer Use and Irrigation Access by Household Poverty Status
Share of Plots with Fertilizer Intensity of Fertilizer (kg/ha) Share of Plots Irrigated

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Livestock Production

Like crop production, the livestock sector is a major source 
of income for a large share of the population in Mali, 
especially in the northern regions, where the share of the 
monetary value of livestock in total household income is 
the greatest. The average holding size is about 4 tropical 
livestock units across both poor and nonpoor households.8  
There are three production systems in the livestock sector: 
(i) the pastoral system, which is characterized by extensive 
cattle and small ruminant systems; (ii) the traditional 
sedentary system, which is characterized by the holdings 
made up of ruminants and poultry; and (iii) the modern 
system, which is prevalent in peri-urban areas and 
characterized by the intensive production of poultry and 
the fattening of ruminants. The national production of 
cattle, small ruminants, and poultry are estimated at over 
15 million, 32 million, and 37 million, respectively.9

8 EHCVM 2018/2019.
9 MEAT, MILK AND MORE: Policy innovations to shepherd inclusive and sustainable livestock systems in Africa. https://www.mamopanel.org/media/
uploads/files/Mali-case-study-Livestock-10062020.pdf

Despite being an important source of livelihood for many 
households in Mali, the livestock sector remains deeply 
underdeveloped, and average productivity levels are low. 
Just four out of ten livestock holders report using veterinary 
services, and less than half report deworming their herds 
(Figure 2.9). Moreover, poor households are less likely to 
use veterinary and deworming services than their non-poor 
counterparts. Weak infrastructure limits value addition, as 
there is very little processing in the meat industry. Farmers 
who derive cash income from the livestock sector mainly 
do so by selling live animals. According to the latest 
household survey, less than 2 percent of households sell 
meat from slaughtering their animals, and only 0.5 percent 
of households receive income from dairy activities (e.g., 
selling milk), which are highly dependent on access   
to electricity. 

Figure 2.9. Share of Households Using Veterinary Medicine or Deworming Services

Source: EHCVM 2018/19
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Forest-Based Income 

Forest activities are a significant source of income for 
many households in Mali. Forest activities include the 
production of non-wood forest products, including shea, 
gum arabic, African locust bean (néré), baobab, and forage 
and fodder, as well as forest-based products, including 
woodcut, pharmacopeia, and firewood and charcoal. 
Engagement in these activities is largely driven by gender 
norms, as men tend to be involved in the production of 
firewood and charcoal, while women are more likely to 
collect fruit and process shea butter. While economic data 
on forest-based economic activities in Mali are scarce, the 
subsector appears to make a significant contribution to 
food security and poverty alleviation among the rural poor 
and vulnerable groups. In neighboring Burkina Faso, income 
from similar forest-based activities can represent as much 
as 25 percent of total rural household income.10

NONFARM SECTOR

Nonfarm Household Enterprises

Participation in nonfarm enterprises tends to be correlated 
with both location and the background of the household 
head. About 40 percent of Malian households own at least 
one nonfarm enterprise (NFE), although urban households 
are more likely to own an NFE (48 percent) 

10 According to the Forest Investment Program – FIP (2012)

than rural households (39 percent) (Figure 2.10). In addition, 
female-headed households and households headed by 
a member without formal education are more likely to 
engage in NFEs as their welfare level increases, while the 
opposite is observed among wealthier households headed 
by a man or someone with a formal education.

NFEs are highly concentrated in the retail sector (32 
percent), followed by restaurants (19 percent) and 
personal services (14 percent). There is no great variation in 
NFEs based on the welfare status or location of households. 
Only 5.25 percent of NFEs are formally registered, a figure 
that drops to just 1.5 percent in rural areas. NFEs in the 
retail sector are the most likely to be formally registered, 
followed by those in the personal services sector.

Like in many developing countries, NFEs in Mali have a 
limited contribution to job creation, as over 80 percent of 
them only employ family labor (Figure 2.11). A staggering 
86 percent of NFEs in rural areas only employ family 
labor, higher than 75 percent in urban areas. In addition, 
82 percent of NFEs employ only one family member, 
indicating a low contribution to job creation even within 
the household. NFEs in the construction sector are the most 
likely to hire nonfamily labor, followed by personal services 
and wholesales. Among NFEs that use hired labor, less than 
one-quarter employ more than two workers, with almost 
half employing only one worker.

Figure 2.10. Participation in NFEs by Location and Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Household Head

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 2.11. Nonfarm Enterprise Employment

Share of NFEs with Only Family Labor Distribution of Nonfamily Labor among NFEs with Hired Labor
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Furthermore, nearly three out of ten NFEs are seasonal, 
although there are significant differences based on 
households’ location and welfare status. The share of 
NFEs that are seasonal is 32.4 percent in rural areas and 
21.7 percent in urban areas. Moreover, 40 percent for NFEs 
owned by households in the bottom consumption quintile 
are seasonal, compared to 31 percent and 29 percent of NFEs 
owned by households in the middle and top consumption 
quintiles, respectively. 

Seasonal NFEs are more likely to be younger, implying 
high entry/exit rates. In Mali, the age of NFEs is negatively 
correlated with seasonality (Figure 2.13). This pattern is 
consistent with data from other developing countries that 

11 Beegle and Christiaensen 2019; Poschke 2013

show NFEs tend to be created out of necessity rather than in 
response to economic opportunity.11  NFEs in the construction 
sector are the most likely to be seasonal, followed by those 
in the food and drink sector. The seasonality of NFEs and 
the dominance of the owner-operator model suggest that 
NFEs make a limited contribution to job creation and  
economic transformation. 

Over 90 percent households in Mali use their own funds 
or funds from family as startup capital for NFEs (Figure 
2.12).  Insufficient demand, followed by limited insecurity, 
access to credit, and poor operating locations are the main 
constraints on NFE operations in Mali (Figure 2.15). 
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Figure 2.12. Sources of NFE Startup Capital

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.

Own funds Funds from relatives

85%

All Urban

83%

Rural

85%

Other sources

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
Non-seasonal

0-4 years 5-8 years

29%

Seasonal

38%

9-12 years

28% 22%
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THE MINING SECTOR 

Mali’s mining sector generates 30 percent of the country’s 
tax revenue, 70 percent of export earnings, and 7 percent 
of GDP (World Bank 2019b). In 2018, Mali’s total gold 
production reached 61.2 metric tons, making it Africa’s 
third-largest gold producer after South Africa and Ghana. 
The growth of the gold industry is largely attributable to the 
artisanal and small-scale mining (ASM) subsector, which is 
becoming an increasingly important source of income for 
some rural households. While it is difficult to provide an 
accurate estimate of the size of the ASM subsector due to 
high informality of the sector and seasonality, more than 
one million miners, most of whom are women and youth, 
are estimated to be currently working in over 350 ASM sites 
across the country (International Institute for Sustainable 
Development 2020). 

The low-tech nature of the ASM sector provides an 
opportunity to grow the nonfarm income of poor rural 
households that lack access to productive assets, 
especially in Sikasso and Kayes, where artisanal mining is 
concentrated. However, most jobs in the ASM subsector are 
precarious and use rudimentary extraction methods that 
include the use of hazardous chemicals (e.g., cyanide and 
mercury). In addition, there are strong gender norms in the 
sector, as men are more likely than women to engage in 
lucrative ASM activities. In Burkina Faso, where ASM activities 
are comparable to those in Mali, only about 1 percent of 
women work in grinding—which offers high wages—while 
over 60 percent of women miners (World Bank Group 2020) 
work in cyanidation—which offers much lower salaries.12 

12 Cyanidation is “a hydrometallurgical technique for extracting gold from low-grade ore by converting the gold to a water-soluble coordination 
complex. It is the most commonly used leaching process for gold extraction.” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gold_cyanidation.
13 KNOMAD 2019. https://www.knomad.org/data/remittances?tid%5B176%5D=176.

Migration and Private Transfers

Since agricultural production is heavily sensitive to 
variation in rainfall, one income-risk mitigation strategy 
for rural households is to migrate to places with better job 
opportunities. Malian migrants represent an estimated 5.4 
percent of the total population, and remittance inflows from 
these migrants constituted 6.7 percent of the country’s GDP 
in 2017.13 Remittances, especially from abroad, make up an 
important share of households’ non-labor income in Mali. 
They are particularly important for households in the Kayes 
region, which has a high share of migrants in France and 
receives a disproportionate share of transfers compared to 
other regions. 

Estimates of average transfers across all households 
that include the region of Kayes likely overestimate the 
overall impact of transfers in rural areas. Once Kayes is 
excluded, there is a decline in the average level of transfers 
to poor rural households from FCFA 54,000 to FCFA 39,000 
(Figure 2.16 and Figure 2.17). This reduction is even more 
drastic for female-headed households, which see a nearly 
threefold decrease in their transfers when the Kayes region 
is excluded. Regardless of the sample restriction, female-
headed households still receive transfers at a much higher 
rate than male-headed households.
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Figure 2.16. Transfers across All Households
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Increasing Agricultural Productivity and Fostering 
Commercialization

Low agricultural productivity is a binding constraint on 
rural income growth. The relative yield gaps for millet 
and sorghum are estimated at 84 percent and 88 percent, 
respectively,14 and that for rainfed rice is estimated at 70 
percent. As rural Malian households are mostly subsistence 
farmers, they will only be able to participate in commercial 
activities after securing enough production for their own 
consumption. However, over three-quarters of households 
report insufficient production for their own consumption 
as one of the main reasons for not commercializing their 
output. Since households are concerned about their own 
food security, an improvement in the yield of staple crops 
could potentially increase commercialization rates, as it 

14 Relative yield gap = actual yield relative to water-limited yield (calculated as Y% = 100 x Ya/Yw). http://yieldgapaustralia.com.au/about/glossary/

would ensure food security while generating surpluses 
needed for commercialization. Available evidence suggests 
that increased cereal crop production has been one of 
the main reasons for increased poverty reduction in Mali 
(World Bank 2015).

Accelerating the adoption of yield-enhancing 
technologies could boost productivity. The current low use 
of yield-enhancing technologies—especially fertilizer and 
irrigation—indicates that an increase in the use of inputs 
(both in terms of the number of users and the amount 
used per unit of land) could dramatically improve crop 
performance. For example, the average rice yield in Mali 
increases from 1,688 kg/ha without the use of fertilizer or 
irrigation to 2,301 kg/ha with fertilizer and 3,556 kg/ha with 
both fertilizer and irrigation (Figure 2.18).

2.2 OPPORTUNITIES TO INCREASE RURAL INCOME

Figure 2.18. Fertilizer, Irrigation, and Marginal Rice Yields by Household Poverty Status
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Improved water management and soil conservation could 
improve plot quality, which is crucial to poor households, 
as they often farm less-fertile lands. Only about 43 percent 
of plots are perceived as of good quality. Plots dedicated to 
millet and sorghum—the main staple crops—are less likely 
to be perceived as of good quality (34 percent and 37 percent, 
respectively) than plots dedicated to rice (46 percent). 
These subjective perceptions of soil quality are correlated 
with crop yields. For example, the mean difference between 
millet yields from plots of good soil quality and plots of 
medium quality is approximately 400 kg/ha.15 As a result, 
farmers could achieve higher yields by adopting water 
management and soil conservation techniques, as these 
would increase both land and labor productivity.

Leveraging the Country’s Irrigation Potential

Expanding the use of appropriate irrigation technologies 
could increase yields and strengthen resilience to weather-
related shocks. The country’s rivers provide opportunities 
to develop small-scale irrigation schemes to mitigate crop 
vulnerability to variability in rainfall. In addition, increasing 
access to small-scale irrigation schemes–which are 
relatively cheap and fast to implement—allow farmers to 
diversify into cash crops and engage in income-generating 
activities throughout the year. Indeed, 25 percent and 28 
percent of households in Mali could benefit from motor 

15 This difference is statistically different from zero.

pumps and treadle pumps, respectively. Small reservoirs 
present an even greater potential, as they could benefit 
an estimated 45 percent of households (Xie et al. 2018). 
An increase in household income from agriculture-related 
activities could also provide needed start-up capital for 
productive nonfarm income-generating opportunities. 
However, despite the large potential of irrigation in Mali, 
irrigation remains underdeveloped and underexploited, 
resulting in a low share of irrigated plots. 

Taking Advantage of Opportunities to Integrate Crop and 
Livestock Production

Integrating crop and livestock production could help 
meet urban demand for high-value crops and livestock 
products. More than seven out of ten households in the 
Mopti, Sikasso, and Ségou regions are engaged in both 
crop farming and livestock rearing. This high prevalence 
of agro-pastoralism constitutes an opportunity to increase 
rural household income through the development of 
complementary and inclusive value chains for high-value 
crops and livestock to secure markets for famers. The 
evidence suggests that farmers are willing to investment in 
quality-enhancing technologies once markets are secured 
(Bernard et al. 2018), which in turn can make their products 
more competitive.

Figure 2.19. Rice Production and Yield Gaps by Crop
Rice Production, 2005-2015 Relative Yield Gap by Crop, 2015
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Exploiting Opportunities to Increase Agricultural Exports

Increasing commercialization in areas where Mali has a 
strong comparative advantage relative to its neighbors, 
such as in rice production, could bolster rural incomes. 
Rice is the preferred cereal crop in Mali, and it is the main 
staple crop consumed among urban households both 
in Mali and other West African countries such as Burkina 
Faso (Figure 2.20.a-b). Yet, while Mali is highly self-sufficient 
in sorghum, maize, and millet, it is a net importer of rice 
(Figure 2.20.c), which, combined with high population 

growth and rapid urbanization, is a significant domestic 
market opportunity for rice producers. Furthermore, there is 
a large potential opportunity to export rice to the regional 
market—especially the landlocked Sahel countries—
which face a structural food deficit (World Bank 2015). For 
example, Mali is well-positioned to export rice to Burkina 
Faso (Figure 2.20.d). Exploiting this comparative advantage 
in rice production constitutes an opportunity to accelerate 
poverty reduction for households in rice-growing areas, 
especially in the Ségou and Mopti regions, where 41 percent 
of the rural poor population lives. 

Figure 2.20. Opportunities from Increased Domestic Demand and Regional Export Potential 
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Increasing Rice Production

Expanding rice production through both intensive and 
extensive cultivation could accelerate rural poverty 
reduction. As greater rice production is negatively 
correlated with the incidence of household poverty, 
increasing rice production by enabling poor households to 
access more land or yield-enhancing technologies such as 
irrigation infrastructure could have a highly positive impact 
on poverty reduction. The recent increase in rice output has 
mostly come from improvements in crop yields, as the total 
area of cultivated land has remained broadly unchanged. 
While Mali could increase rice production through area 
expansion, given the country’s high irrigation potential, 
this will require the adoption of sustainable cultivation 
practices as well as infrastructure development to make 
land readily available. 

Leveraging the Country’s Comparative Advantage in the 
Livestock Sector

Promoting the use of preventive and curative services 
as well as modern technologies could improve livestock 
productivity. The adoption of modern feeding technologies 
can improve animal fattening and the productivity of 
animal-derived products such as milk, which in turn could 
increase the value of livestock and revenues in the livestock 
sector. For example, the high food expenditure elasticity of 
meat and dairy suggests a substantial income opportunity 
from improving the productivity and production of these 
goods. Mali is well positioned to supply livestock to 
neighboring countries such as Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, and 
Guinea. Furthermore, easy access to the European market—
especially France, which is only five hours away by plane—
provides Mali with a significant opportunity to export high 
value-added animal products such as leather and leather 
products (World Bank 2015).

16 World Bank (2016). https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/forests/brief/forests-generate-jobs-and-incomes.
17 There is a joint effort since 2018 between the International Finance Corporation and the World Bank to modernize the shea industry in Mali, with a 
focus on improving women’s economic conditions. https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/news_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/news+and+events/
news/impact-stories/shea-nut-mali.

Taking Advantage of the Emerging Demand for Forest-
based Products

Developing forest-based economic activities could 
accelerate rural income growth. There has been a recent 
increase in demand for forest-based products, especially 
shea, and it is expected to continue to increase in the 
coming years.16  Mali accounts for nearly 20 percent of the 
global shea supply, making it the world’s second-largest 
shea supplier. The number of people in rural areas engaged 
in the shea sector is estimated at over 1 million, the majority 
of which are women and workers involved in collecting and 
transforming shea nuts. This means that efforts to develop 
the shea value chain would not only improve access to 
markets and better transformation technologies but could 
also reduce gender-based income inequality.17

Accelerating Rural Income Growth by Boosting the 
Contribution of Mining and Remittances 

Leveraging the potential of migration and the mining 
sector could boost nonfarm income. Low population density 
in rural areas limits income opportunities in the nonfarm 
sector. Improving production conditions in the artisanal 
mining sector could help poor rural households increase 
their income. Moreover, remittances are an important 
source of income, particularly in the Kayes region, where 
transfers can represent up to 30 percent of total household 
income. While many factors drive migration, the importance 
of remittances will likely continue due Mali’s large regional 
network of migrant workers.
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INFRASTRUCTURE GAP

Poor Physical Connectivity

The poor quality of Mali’s rural roads impedes access 
to output markets, limiting commercialization. It also 
deters private investment, especially in the agriculture 
sector, where perishable products—especially fruits and 
vegetables—need to be transported to large urban centers. 
Additionally, the country is characterized by very low 
population density, which poses further challenges. With 
an estimated population of about 19 million, Mali is 

18 The World Bank Data Bank https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.DNST?locations=ML, accessed Oct 25, 2020.
19 Country Context, Mali COVID-19 Emergency Response Project (P173816).

a sparsely populated country, with a population density of 
only 15.6 people per square km in 201818 (compared to 18 
and 72 people per square km in Niger and Burkina Faso, 
respectively). The majority of the population resides in the 
south, with less than 10 percent of the population residing 
in the northern regions.19 The country’s low population 
density means that many households need to travel long 
distances to access physical markets. Long average travel 
time to markets, along with poor physical connectivity, 
limits market opportunities both in the agriculture and 
non-agriculture sector due to low demand for goods   
and services.

2.3 CONSTRAINTS ON RURAL INCOME GROWTH

Figure 2.21. Average Travel Time to the Nearest Permanent Market (minutes)

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from the EHCVM 2018/2019.
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Poor Digital Connectivity

Weak ICT penetration constrains access to market 
information. Evidence suggests that the extension of 
mobile telecommunication coverage in rural areas reduces 
transaction costs and price dispersion considerably (Aker 
2010). This is because ICT provides a way to overcome 
barriers linked to poor physical infrastructure by reducing 
the distance between farmers and markets through digital 
means. Although Mali fares well relative to the rest of Sub-
Saharan Africa in terms of the proliferation and access to 
mobile services, it performs worse than peer countries such 
Burkina Faso.20 Only 21 percent of the poor in Mali own a 
cellphone (compared to 31 percent nationwide), according 
to the latest national household survey. Furthermore, the 
country’s penetration rate of mobile money, which can 
significantly facilitate financial transactions in fragile and 
conflict-affected countries like Mali, is only 24 percent, lower 
than 33 percent in Burkina Faso (Demirgüç-Kunt et al. 2018). 
In 2017, only 21 percent of the Malian rural population had a 
mobile money account, compared to 31 percent in Burkina 
Faso (Figure 2.22). The number of active mobile money 
users is likely much lower in rural than urban areas, as the 
presence of mobile money agents is far less prevalent.  

20 FINDEX 2017

Lack of Access to Electricity

Lack of access to electricity, especially in rural areas, 
limits the ability of farmers to increase value addition in 
the agriculture sector. Only 7.8 percent of rural households 
in Mali are connected to the electricity grid, much lower 
than 55.7 percent of urban households (). Electricity access 
among the rural poor is especially low (average about 1 
percent), with some households—mainly in the northern 
part of the country such as Gao and Kidal—having virtually 
no access. The lack of electricity leads to low processing and 
storage capacity in the agriculture sector (e.g., in the milling, 
dairy, and meat industry), which in turn results in farmers 
selling their crops, livestock, dairy, and other agricultural 
products with little or no value added. According to the Mali 
household survey, the sale of live livestock represents 95 
percent of all sales from households who own and derive 
income from livestock, with meat representing a mere 
0.6 percent of total sales. Moreover, the lack of electricity 
means that there is little after-dusk economic activity in 
Mali. Even when there is access to electricity, access is 
erratic, which can be a serious challenge for industries that 
require a reliable source of electricity such as dairy, meat, 
fruit, and vegetables. 

Figure 2.22. Access to Mobile Money Services
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Figure 2.23. Electricity Access 

Share of Households with Access to Electricity by Location and 
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PRIVATE INVESTMENT GAP

Limited Input Use

Farming activities suffer from low input use due to a 
combination of poorly developed input markets and high 
input prices. The low demand for agricultural inputs among 
farmers is partly driven by market uncertainty and a lack of 
insurance markets. Research shows that farmers are more 
likely to invest in inputs, including inorganic fertilizer, when 
they have access to markets and insurance instruments 
that can protect their crops against climate-related risks 
(Karlan et al. 2014). Among cotton farmers, who have 
access to strong farmer organizations, the use of fertilizer 
is higher than among many other crop farmers, as farmer 
organizations play a major role in facilitating access to 
credit, fertilizer and other technologies, and output markets 
(Fuentes, Bumb, and Johnson 2011). 

Low Levels of Human Capital 

Lack of knowledge and skills undermines the adoption of 
productive technologies

Low educational achievement and skills may preclude or 
disincentivize the use of productive technologies and may 

21 Results from a random field experiment in Niger shows that training farmers in water management and soil conservation techniques increased 
uptake by up to 60 percentage points

even restrict the use of complementary agricultural inputs 
and investments.21 According to recent household survey 
data, about eight out of ten agricultural plot managers 
lack any formal education, and only two out of ten have 
a secondary or tertiary education. A lack of technical 
knowledge prevents many farmers from adopting yield-
enhancing technologies and diversifying into high-value 
crops such as fruits and vegetables. The cultivation of high-
value crops may require not only high technical skills but 
also strategies to mitigate the impact of   
weather-related shocks.

The poor quality of extension services reflects low levels of 
human capital

Disseminating agricultural knowledge through extension 
agents is one of the most effective ways to increase the 
adoption of new technologies. However, the quality of 
extension services is poor in Mali, primarily due to low 
human capital as well as a lack of efficient communication 
mechanisms between farmers and extension agents. 
The quality of extension services is also constrained by 
the dearth of well-qualified agents and a lack of proper 
monitoring mechanisms to enforce and ensure the proper 
delivery of quality extension services. 
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Low levels of human capital impede the development of 
strong farmer organizations

The low level of human capital also curtails the capacity 
of farmer organizations. Strong farmer organizations are 
a vital part of effective value chains. However, existing 
farmer organizations in Mali are undermined by poor 
organizational capacity, stemming primarily from low 
human capital. Inadequate organizational capacity limits 
the uptake of digital and financial systems crucial to 
enhancing connectivity between farmers and markets. 
In addition, the remoteness of many of the country’s 
agricultural production zones makes farmer organizations 
even more important for the development of integrated 
input-output markets. Integrated input/output markets 
can help farmers overcome liquidity constraints and price 
uncertainties, thereby increasing incentives for technology 
adoption and better market orientation. Even when output 
price information is available, in the absence of a strong 
farmer organization to overcome output price uncertainties, 
farmers located in remote locations have low bargaining 
power against aggregators due to limited competition 
in intermediary markets. The adoption of output price 
guarantee schemes is one way to ensure transparent and 
predictable output prices.  

Low levels of human capital constrain earnings in the 
nonfarm sector

Earnings from nonfarm activities are also constrained 
by low human capital. Households’ limited start-up skills 
restrict them to mainly pursue nonfarm activities with 
low returns. Remittances are also limited by poor skills or 
low human capital, as many Malian migrants tend to be 
employed in low-paying jobs, which effects the amount 
of money they are able to send home. While the share 
of migrants in the total population is similar in Mali and 
Senegal (2.1 percent and 1.7 percent, respectively, in 2015), 
remittances as a share of GDP was 10.7 percent in Senegal 
but only 5.9 percent in Mali in 2019.22

22 The World Bank Data Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.DT.GD.ZS, accessed Oct 25, 2020
23 Country Context, Mali COVID-19 Emergency Response Project (P173816).

Inadequate Complementary Services

Underdeveloped Financial Markets

Limited access to credit constrains productive 
investment. The uni-seasonality of agricultural activities 
due to variability in rainfall, coupled with a lack of 
storage facilities, often leads farmers to sell the bulk 
of their production right after harvest when prices are 
depressed. This not only yields small profit margins but 
also generates income only at one specific time during the 
year. Many farmers subsequently face liquidity constraints 
during the agricultural season, and they lack the credit 
needed to make productive investments. In Mali, only an 
estimated 18 percent of the population had an account at 
a financial institution in 2017 (Demirgüç-Kunt et al. 2018). 
Most businesses (farm and nonfarm) are, therefore, set up 
using farmers’ own resources. This is echoed in the current 
household survey, which shows that more than eight out of 
ten NFEs are started using own funds, while barely one out 
of ten are created using borrowed funds. This limited access 
to credit prevents households from undertaking productive 
investments that require high fixed costs such as small-
scale irrigation schemes (Xie et al. 2018). 

Lack of access to credit also hampers efforts to modernize 
the forest and artisanal mining sectors. For example, the 
development of the shea sector, where women resort to 
rudimentary and labor-intensive production technologies, 
and the artisanal mining sector, which is important for the 
livelihood of poor households in rural areas, is hampered 
by outdated production methods. To modernize these 
sectors, business owners need greater access to credit to 
undertake productive investments.

Weak Public Healthcare System

Farmers remain vulnerable to productivity shocks 
from adverse idiosyncratic health events, which are 
exacerbated by the country’s weak healthcare system. Like 
in many other developing countries, Mali’s rural population 
remains highly dependent on the public healthcare system, 
which is often inaccessible and delivers poor quality care. 
Lack of access to quality care is especially a challenge in 
rural areas (particularly remote areas), where 75 percent of 
Malians reside,23 and it increases the risk of income loss in 
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the event of sickness, especially among poor households. 
In Mali, about half of all households in rural areas report 
that they have had at least one household member who 
could not work due to sickness but did not seek   
medical care. 

Missing Insurance Markets

Similar to many other countries in the region, Mali’s crop 
and livestock insurance markets are almost nonexistent, 
especially for subsistence farmers. A lack of access 
to insurance instruments makes farmers reluctant to 
undertake investments due to high crop and livestock 
production uncertainties associated with weather-
related shocks. As a result, farmers tend to be confined 
to traditional low-value staple crop production, for which 
yields are much less variables compared high-value staple 
crop production. Likewise, vegetable crops and fruits can be 
important sources of income, but the risks entailed in their 
production deter many farmers who do not have access  
to insurance.

Weak Tenure Security and Enforcement of Contracts and 
Property Rights

Mali suffers from weak tenure security because of 
pluralism and overlapping land rights as well as expensive 
land certification protocols (USAID 2010). The latest 
household survey reveals that less than 5 percent of the 
country’s cultivated plots were covered by formal property 
rights in 2018, and barely 1 percent had a land title. The 
absence of formal land rights can deter investment in long-
term soil conservation. Furthermore, recurrent droughts and 
forest-based activities put tremendous pressure on forests 
resources and contribute to deforestation. Sustainable 
forest management is, therefore, not only important for the 
health of the environment but is also key to create a long-
term sustainable source of income for households that 
depend on the forest sector. However, Mali will not be able 

24 In 2018, Mali ranked 158th out of 162 countries on the UN Gender Inequality Index (GII). UNDP Human Development Reports, http://hdr.undp.org/
en/composite/GII, accessed Oct 26, 2020.
25 The total fertility rate in Mali was 5.9 children per woman in 2018. The World Bank Data Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN, 
accessed Oct 26, 2020.

to attract needed investment in agriculture and the forest 
sector without ensuring clear and enforceable  
collective land rights. 

Corruption in the judiciary remains pervasive and deters 
both domestic and international investors. In Mali, foreign 
companies often find themselves at a disadvantage vis-à-
vis Malian investors in enforcing contracts, which may limit 
the inflow foreign direct investment (FDI). High transaction 
costs in contract enforcement, combined with a complex 
judiciary system, present a risk for investors and can 
discourage private investment. 

GENDER BIAS

Social and cultural norms also affect women’s ability 
to engage in economic activities. Men’s involvement in 
agricultural activities tend to increase as crops evolve 
into cash crops. Women in Mali have little economic 
independence as a result of social and cultural norms with 
regard to access and use of key productive assets such 
as land and livestock.24 There are also gender disparities 
in access to credit markets, as women often control fewer 
assets than men, which makes it more difficult for women 
to meet collateral requirements. Moreover, lack of time and 
mobility, lower rates of financial literacy, and reluctance to 
interact with bank staff present additional constraints to 
women’s access to finance. 

Women also tend to have less control over their labor. The 
country’s high fertility rate constrains women’s productivity, 
as childbearing increases their health risks and reduces 
their time available for income-generating activities.25 
Domestic responsibilities, including fetching water, also 
prevent many women from engaging in economic activities 
(Rupp, Diallo, and Phillipps 2012), as research shows that 26 
percent of women are not engaged in paid work because of 
domestic tasks (Ferrant and Thim 2019). 
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Finally, women are less likely than men to undertake 
productive investments and have access to technical 
knowledge. Results from the latest household survey reveal 
that cultivated plots managed by men are three times more 
likely to receive fertilizer than plots managed by women 
(about 48 percent and 15 percent, respectively), and they 
receive much more fertilizer by unit of land (approximately 
100 kg/ha for plots managed by men compared to 40 kg/ha 
for plots managed by women). In addition, the traditional 
way of implementing extension services, which mainly 
uses men as entry points, can increase gender inequalities 
in access to knowledge and the adoption of agricultural 
technologies (Beaman and Dillon 2018), which can result 
in significant gender-based differences in crop yield. For 
example, the average rice yield on plots managed by men is 
approximately 1,445 kg/ha, while it is under 1,000 kg/ha on 
plots managed by women.

POLICY BIAS 

Public spending in Mali does not incentivize diversification, 
even though it can accelerate income growth and increase 
commercialization. One of the country’s key policy goals is 
to grow the agriculture sector. However, the largest share 
of public agricultural spending is tied to the production of 
crops like cotton and high-value cereals.26 As a result, far 
less is spent on innovative crops, livestock, and dairy, all of 
which are important to diversify and minimize fluctuations 
in household income. Also, government subsidies in the 
agriculture sector largely target the distribution of fertilizer, 
even though their welfare effects are unclear and could 
crowd out demand for commercial fertilizer (Smale et al. 
2020). Moreover, farmers may lack sufficient complementary 
inputs to ensure that the use of fertilizer is profitable. For 

26 FAO, (2017). Country fact sheet on food and agriculture policy trends. http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7617e.pdf
27 FAO, (2017). Country fact sheet on food and agriculture policy trends. http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7617e.pdf.

example, a study in Mali shows that farmers who receive 
fertilizer increase their use of other input such as labor and 
herbicide (Beaman et al. 2013), which are not available to 
many farmers, especially women who have limited access 
to productive resources. Additionally, fertilizer subsidy 
programs are often plagued by poor service delivery, 
including an inability reach targeted beneficiaries in a 
timely manner (Jayne et al. 2018). To encourage fertilizer 
use outside of the cultivation of cotton, some government 
subsidies also target a few cereal crops. However, the use of 
fertilizer without public subsidies is not profitable for many 
farmers (Theriault, Smale, and Haider 2018). 

Finally, government interventions often prioritize the 
production of food security crops rather than high-value 
export crops. In Mali, agriculture consistently accounts for 
about 15 percent of the public budget, and it is the second-
largest expenditure category after education (USAID 2018). 
However, public agricultural spending is largely focused on 
boosting the production of cereal and cotton crops and 
ensuring the country’s food security. Except for cotton, 
other export crops tend to receive little public support, 
while cereal crops benefit from targeted public subsidies for 
agricultural inputs or the extension of irrigation schemes. 
Average annual expenditure on fertilizer subsidies over 
the last decade accounted for close to 17 percent of the 
agricultural budget and 2 percent of the national budget 
(Theriault et al. 2018). The country’s agricultural policies 
also suffer from weak policy coherence.27  For instance, while 
there is a desire to increase exports, tariffs on imported rice 
have been removed and the export of staple food has been 
restricted. Rice prices are also kept low with a price floor, 
which does not incentivize domestic production.
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• Slow rates of human capital accumulation inhibit Mali’s 
development, as poor education, health, and survival indicators 
negatively impact lifetime productivity.

• A typical child born in Mali today can expect to reach just one-third 
of her productive potential had she received a full education and 
adequate healthcare.

• Increased public spending has significantly improved education 
indicators in Mali, with especially positive effects on female 
educational attainment; however, access to high-quality education 
services remains limited, and deep gender disparities persist.

• Health indicators present a similar trajectory, with consistent public 
investment yielding significant gains in recent decades—though 
disparities remain across regions, genders, and household income 
levels.

• The ongoing conflict in northern and central Mali continues to 
undermine human capital development, as insecurity has forced 
the closure of schools and clinics in many remote and impoverished 
areas. 

• Mali’s extremely high fertility rate is a cross-cutting constraint 
on human capital development: adolescent pregnancy and early 
marriage are a major barrier to the education of girls and young 
women, and pregnancy-related health issues are likely responsible 
for a sharp increase in female visits to health centers that starts 
around age 15.

• While delaying pregnancy can dramatically improve women’s 
educational and health prospects, with intergenerational benefits 
for their families, lack of access to health services and cultural 
attitudes around marriage, pregnancy, and contraception continue 
to inhibit family planning.

• Poverty itself remains the fundamental driver of low human 
development outcomes in Mali, as poor households are often unable 
to bear the explicit costs associated with obtaining education and 
health services, the implicit time and transportation costs required 
to access distant facilities, or the opportunity cost of foregoing the 
household labor provided by children for the sake of education.

• The COVID-19 pandemic has slowed human capital formation by 
interrupting in-person education in a context of limited remote-
learning options; weakening confidence in the health system, with 
adverse effects on immunizations; and exacerbating food insecurity 
by disrupting food production and marketing value chains.

• The government can accelerate the recovery of human capital 
accumulation by investing in early childhood education, protecting 
and expanding school feeding programs, improving pedagogical 
practices and teacher management, expanding access to 
contraceptives, implementing the pending reform of the health 
sector, more effectively utilizing community health workers, 
prioritizing social protection, and analyzing the indirect effects of 
the public policy response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Key Insights
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A country’s level of human capital is a critical determinant 
of its socioeconomic development. As defined by the World 
Bank, “human capital consists of the knowledge, skills, and 
health that people accumulate over their lives, enabling them 
to realize their potential as productive members of society” 
(2018; p. 14). Education, health (including food security), and 
survival are the three pillars of human capital, as all three 
are necessary for economic advancement and wellbeing. 
Education provides individuals with the knowledge and 
skills to be economically productive and improve their 
personal welfare (Gelli et al. 2014). Education also enables 
workers to acquire the specialized skills demanded by an 
increasingly sophisticated private sector, imbues society 
with positive values that contribute to national welfare, and 
enables citizens to hold their leaders accountable (Poirier 
2012). Education and health are closely linked, especially 
in the early years of a child’s development, and positive 
health and food security indicators are associated with 
better educational outcomes, higher adult productivity 
and earnings, and increased life expectancy. The latter is 
related to health but distinct from it, as survival reflects 
numerous circumstantial factors, including public safety, 
environmental quality, and the prevalence of violence. In 
addition to their human toll, high mortality rates represent 
the unrecoverable loss of human capital. Despite the 
importance of human capital development, countries 
often underinvest in education, health, and survival. This is 
because the returns to such investments only materialize 
over the long term, which tends to make them less politically 
rewarding than other priorities (World Bank 2018). 

This chapter provides an overview of human capital 
development in Mali. Due to the country’s low values of 
education, health, and food security indicators, a typical 
child born in Mali today can expect to attain just one third 
of her productive potential over the course of her lifetime. 
Food insecurity is prevalent across the country, and just 
37 percent of households were categorized as food secure 
in 2018/19. Poor health and food insecurity contribute to 
high mortality rates, especially among pregnant women 
and infants. Over 9 percent of children born today in Mali 
die before reaching their fifth birthday, which places Mali 
among the 10 countries in the world with the lowest child 
survival rate. Among the surviving children, almost 27 
percent will be stunted and will therefore enter school age 
with suboptimal cognitive and psychosocial development. 
Health outcomes among women and young children in 
Mali are dire, and according to the EHCVM 2018/19 survey 
data, fewer than half of all reported illnesses are treated 
at a health facility. Healthcare is expensive, waiting times 
are long, and many facilities lack adequate medicines and 
other supplies. Sharp disparities are also evident between 
rural and urban areas and between poor and nonpoor 
households. School enrollment rates are highest for 
primary school age children but drop sharply after age 15, 
and girls are significantly less likely than boys to transition 
to secondary school. Enrollment rates are closely correlated 
with school access, household wealth, and parents’ 
educational attainment. The chapter concludes with policy 
recommendations designed to address these challenges 
and accelerate human capital development in Mali.

3.1 OVERVIEW
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The Human Capital Index (HCI), developed by the World 
Bank, is an aggregate measure of human capital in a given 
country or population. The measure can be interpreted 
as the expected future productivity of a child born today 
relative to a benchmark of complete education and full 
health. It ranges from 0 to 1, with values below 1 reflecting 
the share of complete education and health that a typical 
child can expect to attain in their lifetime (World Bank 
2018). The HCI consists of three components—survival, 
education, and health—and incorporates five indicators: (i) 
the mortality rate of children under five; (ii) the number 
of years of schooling a typical child can expect to obtain 
by age 18; (iii) harmonized test scores from international 
student assessments; (iv) the share of 15-year-olds who 
survive until age 60; and (v) the rate of stunting among 
children under five. In 2020, two Utilization-Adjusted Human 
Capital Indices (UHCIs) were developed to account for the 
extent to which human capital is used by the labor market 
(i.e., how efficiently human capital is utilized in a country’s 
production) (World Bank 2020). These UHCIs incorporate 
information on the working-age employment rate (basic 
UHCI) and the share of employment in non-agricultural 
jobs (full UHCI).

Mali’s HCI score was 0.32 in both 2018 and 2020, indicating 
that a typical child born today can expect to attain 32 
percent of her productive potential. This score places Mali 
among the five lowest-ranking countries in the world 

28 The regions of Taoudénit and Ménaka were created in 2012-16. However, the maps of Mali included in this chapter have combined Taoudénit and 
Tombouctou as well as Ménaka and Gao, as updated maps were not available.

(World Bank 2018 and 2020). HCI scores are similarly low 
among neighboring benchmark countries in 2020, with 
Chad receiving the world’s second lowest score at 0.30, 
Niger tying Mali at 0.32, and Burkina Faso faring somewhat 
better at 0.38 (Table 3.1). Across most indicators, Mali’s HCI 
score places it in the middle of the benchmark countries. 
An estimated 90 percent of children born in Mali today are 
projected to survive to age five, and the average child can 
expect to receive 5.24 years of schooling based on current 
enrollment rates. (This latter number fell from a 2018 value 
of 5.57.) Harmonized student test scores for Mali are far 
lower than those of Burkina Faso and even below those 
of Chad. Finally, just 75 percent of 15-year-olds in Mali are 
projected to survive until age 60, and 73 percent of children 
under age five are not stunted, a higher share than in Niger 
and Chad but lower than in Burkina Faso.

There is considerable geographic heterogeneity in HCI 
scores across regions within Mali.28 HCI scores (as of 2018) 
are lowest in the country’s eastern and northern regions, 
ranging from 0.29 to 0.30 in Gao, Kidal, Tombouctou, and 
Mopti, and highest in the southern and western regions, 
peaking at 0.44 in the capital city of Bamako (Figure 3.1). At 
0.32, HCI scores are equal for both men and women: their 
harmonized test scores are similar, and while girls attain 
fewer average years of schooling than boys (5.11 versus 
6.03), girls are slightly more likely to survive to age five, and 
their overall health indicators are marginally better.

3.2 HUMAN CAPITAL INDEX
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Table 3.1. Human Capital Index Scores, Mali and Benchmark Countries

Human Capiral 
Index

Probability of 
Survival to Age 5

Expected Years of 
School

Harmonized Test 
Scores

Adult Survival 
Rate

Fraction of 
Children Under 5 

Not Stunted

Burkina Faso 0.38 0.92 7.02 403.65 0.76 0.75
Chad 0.30 0.88 5.31 333.11 0.65 0.60
Mali 0.32 0.90 5.24 307.36 0.75 0.73
Niger 0.32 0.92 5.50 304.92 0.77 0.52

Source: World Bank 2020.
Note: Scores from international tests are converted into harmonized learning outcomes, with values ranging from approximately 300 to 600 across countries.

Figure 3.1. Human Capital Index Scores across Regions

Source: Coulibaly et al. 2018.
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Since Mali’s transition to democracy in 1991, education 
indicators have substantially improved, particularly in 
terms of the number of children attending primary school. 
Nevertheless, the average child in Mali attains just 5.2 years 
of schooling, one of the lowest levels in the world (World 
Bank 2020). An inadequate number of teachers, many 
of whom have little or no formal training, compromises 
education quality (Pearce et al. 2009). Officially, public 
primary school is free and universal in Mali, but in practice 
the public school system’s intake capacity is far lower than 
the population of school-age children, leaving a large gap 
that is partially filled by private schools, informal Koranic 
schools, and community schools. 

Armed conflict and insecurity further undermine education 
outcomes. Since 2012, Mali has been embroiled in violent 
conflict between ethnic Tuareg separatists, al-Qaeda-linked 
armed groups, and the Malian government, with assistance 
from the French military. This conflict shows little sign of 

abating and has spread over time from the north to the 
central regions of Mopti and Ségou. The ongoing conflict 
hinders the delivery of public services, including education, 
in some regions. 

Across Sub-Saharan Africa, public spending has positively 
impacted educational performance, particularly in terms 
of increasing school retention rates for girls (Poirier 2012). 
Mali allocates 16.5 percent of public spending to education 
(equivalent to 3.8 percent of GDP), below Burkina Faso’s 
21.4 percent but above Chad’s 16.4 percent and Niger’s 
13.2 percent (Table 3.2). Among the benchmark countries, 
Burkina Faso has the highest net enrollment rate at the 
primary level and the largest share of female students at 
the primary and secondary levels. While Mali has the lowest 
net enrollment rate at the primary level, its net secondary 
enrollment rate is the highest among the benchmark 
countries, though it remains relatively low in absolute 
terms at 29.4 percent. 

3.3 EDUCATION 

Table 3.2. Public Spending and Education Outcomes, Mali and Benchmark Countries

Government 
expenditure 

education as % 
of GDP

Expenditure 
education as % 
of government 

expenditure

Net enrollment 
rate, primary (%)

Net enrollment 
rate, secondary 

(%)

% of primary 
students who are 

female

% of secondary 
students who are 

female

Burkina Faso 6.4 21.4 76.4 29.1 48.8 48.4
Chad 2.5 16.4 73.2 18.9 43.4 31.3
Mali 3.8 16.5 61.3 29.4 46.4 44.1
Niger 3.5 13.2 65.1 20.1 45.6 41.9

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2020.
Notes: All data are from 2017 except for enrollment numbers in Chad, which are from 2016.
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Mali’s primary school enrollment rates vary by age and 
gender. Just 16.5 percent of children ages 3–6 are enrolled 
in school, but the enrollment rate rises to 58 percent 
among children ages 7–12 before dropping to 50 percent 
among children ages 13–15. By the time children reach 
the appropriate age for secondary school (16–18), only 33 
percent are still enrolled in school. School enrollment rates 
also vary by gender. While girls are slightly more likely to 
attend school in the youngest age group, enrollment rates 
among boys are higher in all older age groups (Figure 
3.2). The gap between male and female enrollment rates 
widens to 5 percentage points at ages 16–18 and reaches 8 
percentage points at ages 19–24. Lower levels of educational 
attainment among women adversely affect their labor-
market outcomes (Kuépié 2016). 

Children from wealthier households are more likely to be 
enrolled in school at every age level. The enrollment gap 
between children from households in the lowest and highest 
consumption quintiles is widest at ages 7–12, with children 
from the wealthiest households being 37 percentage points 
more likely to be enrolled in school (Figure 3.3). By age 19–
24, the gap in enrollment rates between the fourth and fifth 
wealth groups widens to 9 percentage points, underscoring 
how post-secondary education is a relatively elite pursuit. 

Enrollment rates also differ by location. Urban children aged 
3–6 are 17 percent more likely than their rural counterparts 
to be in school, and children from urban areas are 28-30 
percent more likely to be enrolled in school when they are 
aged 7–12, 13–15, and 16–18. Moreover, it is likely that the 
lower rates of primary school enrollment in Tombouctou, 
Mopti, and Kidal are at least partly due to the damaging 
effects of conflict on school attendance (Poirier 2012; Taptué 
2020) (Figure 3.4), though cultural factors also play a role. 
While the rates for girls and boys are quite similar within 
regions, girls’ enrollment rate slightly exceeds that of boys 
in Tombouctou, Mopti, and Kidal. In these regions, boys are 
more likely to be enrolled in Koranic schools. 

Sixty-two percent of children enrolled in formal education 
attend public schools. Approximately 20 percent of 
the country’s students attend religious private schools 
(excluding Koranic schools), and 10 percent attend secular 
private schools. While community schools, which are 
created and managed by communities but may be funded 
by donors or non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
played an important role in Mali’s education sector in the 
1990s (DeStefano 2006), just 8 percent of students currently 
attend this type of school. 

Figure 3.2. School Enrollment Rates by Gender and Age Group

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 3.3. School Enrollment Rates by Age Group and Wealth Quintile
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Figure 3.4. Primary School Enrollment Rates among Children Aged 7–12 by Region
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School enrollment rates have improved, and the share 
of children and young people who have never attended 
school has dramatically declined. Among boys and young 
men aged 7–24 who have never attended a formal school, 
about half report that their families refuse to enroll them in 
school or did not consider formal schooling to be suitable 
or useful. Among girls and young women who have never 
attended a formal school, 9 percent report being kept at 
home because they are female (Figure 3.5). Some children 
are unable to attend school because the nearest school 
is too far away. Even though public primary schools do 
not charge any official school fees, 7.5 percent of children 
who have never attended a formal school cite the cost 
as prohibitive—since families are still required to pay for 
school supplies, transportation, and meals. These findings 
highlight that physical access to school, household financial 
constraints, and skepticism regarding the value of education 
are all meaningful obstacles to school enrollment.

In Mali, where child labor is commonplace, school 
attendance presents an opportunity cost in foregone 
labor income, particularly among poor households. 
Consequently, the incidence of child labor is sensitive to 
the returns to education (Kuépié 2018), and children who 
are not enrolled in school tend to spend more time on 
domestic chores or remunerated work (Figure 3.6). Between 
the ages of 7–24, an estimated 12 percent of boys and 9 
percent of girls who had attended school in the prior year 
leave school for work. In Mali, girls are often expected to 

do domestic work and provide care (Dillon 2012), and 11 
percent of girls leave school to get married or because 
they are pregnant. Among girls ages 16–18, the average time 
spent on childcare, water and wood collection, housework, 
and shopping is 11 hours per week for those in school and 
23.5 hours for those not in school. Meanwhile, boys who 
are not enrolled in school are more likely to have worked 
outside the home in the past week, including farm work, 
self-employment, and wage work. In the 16–18 age group, 7 
percent of boys who are enrolled in school and 33.5 percent 
of boys who are not enrolled do some amount of work 
during the week—highlighting a stark tradeoff between 
school and work, both within and outside the household.

Among students enrolled in school, 76 percent report being 
satisfied or very satisfied with the quality of their school, 
including 81 percent of urban students and 73 percent 
of rural students. The prevalence of different problems 
encountered at school varies by school type (Figure 3.7). 
Almost 60 percent of public school students report teacher 
absenteeism as a problem, versus 35 percent of students 
in community schools and 14 percent in private schools. 
Students in public schools are also more likely than private 
school students to cite a lack of teachers as a problem (23 
percent versus 7 percent). Generally, parents report fewer 
problems at private schools, while community schools tend 
to perform poorest on parental assessments, especially on 
dimensions such as tuition fees.

Figure 3.5. Reasons for Never Attending a Formal School among Children and Young People Aged 7–24
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Figure 3.6. Work Performed Within and Outside the Home in the Past Week by Gender, Age Group, 
and School Enrollment Status
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The results of a regression analysis of the correlates of 
school enrollment29 reveal important insights regarding 
the likelihood of attending school based on gender, age, 
and household characteristics. For example, being a girl 
in Mali is negatively associated with school enrollment, 
while being the child of the household head (rather 
than a grandchild or other relation) is associated with 
a 7-percentage point increase in the likelihood of school 
enrollment. Primary-school-aged children (ages 7–12) 
are more likely to be enrolled than children in any other 
age group. Having a parent who attended primary school 
is positively and significantly associated with school 
enrollment, underscoring the intergenerational effects 
of education. Higher levels of household income are also 
positively correlated with school enrollment, and the 

29 Explanatory variables include gender, age, household wealth, characteristics of the child’s parents, residence in a conflict zone (Poirier 2012; Tap-
tué 2020), access to schools (Gelli et al. 2014), and local school quality as proxied by local levels of school-related complaints.

presence of a school at an appropriate level in a child’s village 
or neighborhood increases the likelihood of enrollment 
by 8 percentage points. Surprisingly, a relatively high rate 
of complaints about local schools (defined as schools 
attended by children in the enumeration area/survey 
cluster) is positively correlated with enrollment, which may 
reflect parents having higher standards for schools, being 
more engaged with their children’s education, and placing 
a higher value on educational attainment. Residing in 
a rural area or conflict zone is negatively correlated with 
school enrollment. These findings highlight the important 
effects of supply-side issues such as school access, as well 
as demand-side factors such as household wealth and 
parental education, on school enrollment rates.
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Figure 3.7. Problems Reported at Schools by Type of School
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Figure 3.8. Correlates of School Enrollment
(Logit Marginal Effects with 95% Confidence Intervals)
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Mali has one of the lowest levels of adult literacy in the 
world. Among adults ages 15 and older, 43 percent can read 
and write in at least one language, and 34 percent can read 
and write in French, which is Mali’s official language and 
the language of instruction in most schools. However, there 
is a dramatic disparity in literacy rates between men and 
women, and this gap varies by age group (Figure 3.9). Among 
young people ages 15–25, 64 percent of men and 53 percent 
of women are literate in at least one language—a difference 
of 11 percentage points. This disparity grows incrementally 

wider in older cohorts, and among adults ages 45–55, 50 
percent of men and 17.5 percent of women are able to 
read and write—a difference of 33 percentage points. This 
pattern suggests that rising school enrollment rates in 
recent decades have effectively narrowed the gender gap 
in literacy. As expected, literacy rates also vary with wealth: 
71 percent of adults in the wealthiest quintile can read and 
write, while this share declines to 55 percent, 40 percent, 33 
percent, and 23 percent, respectively, in the four  
lower quintiles. 

Figure 3.9. Literacy Rates by Gender and Age Group
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Health outcomes have improved in Mali over the past 
several decades, although significant challenges remain. 
From 1968 to 2017, the under-five mortality rate fell from 
408 to just over 100 deaths per 1,000 live births, a dramatic 
decrease of about 75 percent. Nevertheless, many of 
Mali’s public health indicators, including the current 
under-five mortality rate, remain among the lowest in the 
world (Adepoju 2019). Population displacement caused 
by the conflict in northern Mali has weakened the ability 
of healthcare providers to estimate needs and deliver 
services, while violence—including targeted attacks on 
health facilities—has prompted the government to withdraw 
from some conflict-affected areas and reduce the number 
of operational health facilities (Ataullahjan et al. 2020). In 
2019, the government announced a major public health 
reform initiative, which is slated to take effect in 2022. 
Under the proposed reform, health services will be free for 
pregnant women, children under five, and adults over 70; 
contraceptives will be distributed for free; and thousands 
of health workers will be added to Mali’s healthcare system 
(Adepoju 2019). If this reform takes effect, it will likely 
accelerate the country’s progress toward better  
health outcomes.

Maternal health indicators are generally poor and marked 
by wide disparities between rural and urban areas and 
between poor and nonpoor households. About half of all 
women in Mali marry before reaching the age when they 
would be expected to complete secondary school. The 
median age of first marriage is 19 for urban women and 17.4 
for rural women, and while the median age of first marriage 
is 19.8 for women in the wealthiest quintile, it is 17.2–17.5 for 
all lower quintiles. The use of contraception among married 
women aged 15–49 is similarly correlated with location and 
wealth: 22 percent of urban women use contraceptives to 
prevent pregnancy, compared to just 16 percent of rural 
women (Figure 3.10). In urban areas, husbands often oppose 
contraceptive use because of their own fertility goals and 
because contraceptives are culturally associated with 
female infidelity (Bove et al. 2012). As a result, Mali has a 
high fertility rate. Women in Mali have an average of 6.3 
children in their lifetime, with rural and poor women having 
more children than their urban and wealthier counterparts. 
The country’s high fertility rate poses a significant challenge 
to its socioeconomic development as well as to women’s 
health and labor-market outcomes (Kuépié 2016). 

Figure 3.10. Maternal Health Indicators by Population Subgroup

 Source: DHS 2018.
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High fertility rates and limited access to healthcare 
contribute to poor health among children, including high 
rates of infant mortality. 113 out of every 1,000 children 
born in Mali do not survive to age five (Figure 3.11).30 The 
under-five mortality rate is higher in rural areas (123) than 
in urban (69) centers, and it falls incrementally across 
wealth quintiles (from 143 in the lowest to 57 in the highest). 
Over one quarter of children in Mali are stunted, and the 
highest stunting rates are observed among rural children 
and children from poor households. Nevertheless, the 
stunting rate is above 20 percent for all of the first four 
wealth quintiles, revealing that the problem is widespread. 
Inadequate nutrition, agricultural supply shocks, and 
consumption seasonality in children’s early years inhibit 
their subsequent growth (Christian and Dillon 2018), as does 
exposure to conflict (Tsujimoto and Kijima 2015). Conversely, 
access to clean water and improved sanitation in rural 
Mali has been shown to reduce child stunting (Pickering 
et al. 2018). Only 45 percent of children have received 
all eight basic vaccinations, and even in the wealthiest 
quintile, nearly half of children are not fully vaccinated—an 
alarmingly high rate given the frequent measles outbreaks 
that occur in northern Mali (Ataullahjan et al. 2020).

30 The value of 113 is for the 2008-2018 period. Between 2013 and 2018, the under-five mortality rate fell to 101 per 1,000 live births (DHS 2020), 
reflecting significant progress made over time.

The incidence of recent illness or health-related problems 
varies with age and gender. The probability of health 
problems across age groups produces a U-shaped pattern, 
with the highest rates observed among the very young and 
very old (Figure 3.12, top panel). The reported rate of illness 
is lower for girls than boys up to age 15, after which it is 
more common for women to experience health problems. 
For example, among people ages 25–35, 34.0 percent of 
women and 24.5 percent of men report having experienced 
a recent health problem. Moreover, among children ages 
5–10, girls are less likely than boys to visit a clinic or other 
health facility when they experience an illness (42 percent 
versus 49 percent), which may reflect a lower priority being 
given to girls’ health. Among adults, women are more likely 
than men to visit a clinic if they have a health problem, 
perhaps because women’s health problems are often 
related to pregnancy, and pre- or post-natal care may be 
more available than other types of healthcare.

Selon l’Enquête Démographique et de Santé (DHS) 2018, près de 27 
pour cent des enfants de moins de 5 ans souffrent d’un retard de 
croissance au Mali. Le taux de retard de croissance est plus faible que 
prévu par rapport aux pays au même niveau de PIB par habitant (figure 
1), mais plus d’un enfant sur quatre commence l’âge scolaire avec un 
désavantage cognitif potentiel par rapport à leurs pairs sans retard de 
croissance. Bien que ce taux reste élevé et ait un impact négatif sur le 
ICH, le retard de croissance s’est amélioré au Mali sur le long terme. Le 
taux de retard de croissance au Mali a diminué d’environ 2,6 pour cent 
par an en moyenne entre 2001 et 2018 (figure 2), ce qui est légèrement 
meilleur que le taux global de réduction du retard de croissance sur 
la même période (-2,1%).

Figure 3.11. Child Health Indicators by Population Subgroup

 Source: DHS 2018.
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Box 3.1. Stunting in Mali

According to the 2018 Demographic and Health Survey, close to 27 percent of children under 5 are stunted in Mali. The rate of stunting 
is lower than expected compared to countries at the same level of GDP per capita (Figure 1), but more than 1 out of 4 children are 
starting school age with a potential cognitive disadvantage compared to their non-stunted peers. While this rate remains high and 
impacts negatively on the HCI, stunting has improved in Mali over the long run. The stunting rate in Mali declined by about 2.6 percent 
annually on average between 2001 and 2018 (Figure 2), which is slightly better than the global rate of stunting reduction over the same 
period (-2.1 percent). 

Despite the general improvement in stunting rate across the whole population, socioeconomic and geographic disparities in stunting 
remains high in Mali. The stunting rate among the wealthiest quintile is close to 2.1 times higher in 2001 compared to the poorest 
quintile, and this difference has increased slightly to a factor of 2.7 in 2015 and 2.6 in 2018. Geographically, stunting is particularly high 
in the Northern regions, and in the region of Sikasso31, especially in the cercles of Bougouni and Yanfolila. 

31 This is what has been coined as the Sikasso Paradox (see for example Cooper and West, 2016; and Eozenou et al., 2013).

Source: WDI (2020) and DHS (2018) Source: WDI (2020) and DHS (2018)

Figure 1: Stunting rate and GDP per capita Figure 2: Average annual change in stunting rates
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Just under half of all reported illnesses are treated at a 
health facility. The most common reason for not visiting a 
health facility is self-medication (52 percent), followed by 
lack of financial means (22 percent) and judging that it was 
not necessary (21 percent) (Figure 3.13). The use of maternal 
health services in rural Mali is affected by local availability, 
public transportation access, counseling received, and the 
household childcare burden (Gage 2007). The reasons for 
not seeking care vary with household income level (Figure 

3.13). Respondents from poorer households are more likely 
to cite financial stress and opt for self-medication, and 
household income influences illness reporting and access 
to healthcare in urban areas (Bove et al. 2012). 45 percent 
of visits to a health facility occur in rural areas, versus 21 
percent in urban centers, and public hospitals represent 7 
percent of all health visits. 76 percent of all health visits 
occur at public health facilities rather than private or  
NGO-run facilities. 

Figure 3.12.  Experience of Illness and Visits to a Health Facility by Gender and Age Group

Ex
pe

rie
nc

ed
 ill

ne
ss

 in
 th

e 
pa

st 
30

 da
ys

 (%
)

50

40

30

20

10

Vis
ite

d h
ea

lth
 fa

cil
ity

 (a
mo

ng
 

tho
se

 w
ith

 ill
ne

ss)
 (%

) 60

50

40

30
0-5 years 55-65

Male

Female

>65 years5-10 10-15 15-25 25-35 35-45 45-55

Male

Female

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: The calculations for the bottom panel exclude health problems for which the reason given for not visiting a health facility was “not necessary.”

Figure 3.13. Reasons for Not Visiting a Health Facility When Ill by Wealth Quintile

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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The most common problem experienced at a health facility 
is that treatment is too expensive. This issue is somewhat 
more common in visits to a public facility (37 percent) rather 
than a private facility (31 percent) (Figure 3.14). However, this 
could reflect how low-income households are more likely 
to visit a public facility. The next most common problems 
faced by households when visiting a health facility are long 
waiting times and lack of medicine, both more likely to 
be experienced in public facilities. The shortage of health 
personnel at government health facilities is similarly noted 
by Ataullahjan et al. (2020). Another problem associated with 
health facilities is the distance traveled, which is greater in 
rural than urban areas (at an average of 4.5 km versus 3 
km). Violence in northern Mali has led to a reduction in the 
number of functional health facilities and canceled field 
visits to remote communities, further reducing access to 
healthcare (Ataullahjan et al. 2020).

Food security, which concerns the availability, access, 
stability, and utilization of food products, is important for 
the health of the population. The average dietary energy 
supply adequacy in Mali is 135 percent, indicating that 
the country has enough calories through production and 
imports to meet its population’s needs. This rate has been 
steadily improving since 2000 and is above that of Burkina 
Faso, Chad, and Niger (Table 3.3). However, 68 percent of 
Mali’s dietary energy supply is derived from cereals, roots, 
and tubers, which indicates limited consumption of more 
nutrient-dense foods such as vegetables, fruits, and 
animal protein. A key indicator of food access is purchasing 
power, and Mali’s GDP per capita is higher than that of the 
other benchmark countries; it also outperforms the other 
countries in terms of access to potable water (an indicator 
of utilization), with 78 percent of people using at least basic 
drinking water services. 

Figure 3.14. Problems Reported at Public and Private Health Facilities
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In Mali, 37 percent of households are considered food 
secure, while 15 percent are severely food insecure.32 The 
intensity of food security varies between rural and urban 
areas, with 50.5 percent and 31 percent of urban and rural 
households, respectively, being classified as secure (Figure 
3.15). Also, regions in the arid northeast tend to experience 
lower levels of food security than regions in the southwest, 
which is consistent with patterns reported elsewhere of 
acute food insecurity as a result of military conflict (Figure 
3.16) (Tranchant et al. 2019). 

32 Based on the EHCVM 2018/19’s Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) module, in which respondents are asked eight questions about their 
household’s experiences in the past year around food security (FAO 2017). These questions range from worrying about not having enough food and limiting 
the frequency or diversity of food consumed, to going a full day without eating. Based on households’ responses, households are categorized as being food 
secure (if they did not respond affirmatively to any question) or mildly, moderately, or severely food insecure (if they responded affirmatively to up to two, 
four, or eight questions).

A logit regression of the correlates of being classified 
as food secure reveals a strong association with wealth 
(Figure 3.17). Households in the upper income quantiles 
are much more likely to be food secure than households 
in the lower income quantiles. The educational attainment 
of the household head is another positive correlate of food 
security, with secondary education raising the likelihood 
of food security by 8.7 percent. A household head who is 
physically or mentally handicapped is 8.6 percent less likely 
to be food secure, underscoring the importance of health to 
improve food security. Finally, the presence of a permanent 
market in the village or neighborhood is a positive correlate 
of food security, while residence in the conflict zone is a 
negative correlate. 

Table 3.3. Food Security Indicators, Mali and Benchmark Countries

Average dietary 
energy supply 

adequacy

Share of dietary 
energy supply 

derived from cereals, 
roots and tubers

Gross domestic 
product per capita 

(in purchasing power 
equivalent)

Per capita food 
supply variability

People using at least 
basic drinking water 

services (%)

Burkina Faso 122 64 2,190 30 48
Chad 95 62 1,580 31 39
Mali 135 68 2,327 36 78
Niger 121 62 1,219 40 50

Source: FAO 2020.
Note: These numbers generally refer to the period 2017-19, although the share of dietary energy supply derived from cereals, roots, and tubers reflects the period 2015-17. Variability in the per 
capita food supply is the standard deviation of the per capita food supply (in dietary energy) over the previous five years.

Figure 3.15. Food Security by Level of Intensity

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 3.17. Correlates of Being Food Secure33 
(Logit Marginal Effects with 95% Confidence Intervals)

33 The dependency ratio is the proportion of household members either younger than 15-years-old or older than 64-years-old; ‘head – agriculture’ is 
an indicator that the household head’s main occupation is crop or livestock agriculture; ‘head – primary school’ and ‘head – secondary school’ are indicators 
that the household head has completed some primary or secondary school; ‘head – handicap’ is an indicator that the household head has a physical or 
mental handicap; ‘population (ln)’ is the logged population size of the village or neighborhood; ‘permanent market’ and ‘asphalt road’ are indicators of the 
presence of a market or road in the village or neighborhood; and ‘residence in conflict zone’ refers to Tombouctou, Gao, Kidal, Taoudénit, and Ménaka regions.

Figure 3.16. Average Household Food Security by Region
(0 = Insecure; 8 = Secure)

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has challenged Mali’s 
education, health, and food systems in unprecedented 
ways. To limit the spread of the virus, the government 
prohibited public gatherings and events of more than 50 
people; closed schools from March 17 to September 1, 2020; 
closed restaurants and limited operating hours for markets; 
imposed a curfew for several weeks; restricted crowding on 
public transportation; and temporarily closed air and land 
borders (IFPRI 2020). In May, June, and July 2020, the National 
Institute of Statistics (Institut National de la Statistique, 
INSTAT) conducted a high-frequency phone survey (HFPS) 
of a subsample of the EHCVM 2018/19 to understand the 
impact of the pandemic on household welfare in Mali.

In May 2020, INSTAT collected information on how school-
age children were coping with school closures, which had 
then been in place for two months. Stark differences were 
evident across urban and rural populations, with 43 percent 
of urban households and 30 percent of rural household 
reporting any engagement with educational activities 
(Figure 3.18). Such activities consisted mostly of homework, 
either completed alone or under another household 
member’s supervision. Relatively few children received 
in-home lessons, which were more common in urban 
areas. Just 6 percent of urban households participated in 
distance learning, either online or through educational 
TV or radio programming, while this rate was negligible 
among rural students. Only 21 percent of households 
reported maintaining contact with their children’s teachers. 
Communication with teachers took place primarily via 
phone (91 percent) or SMS (6 percent) and less commonly 
through specialized mobile applications.

3.5 EDUCATION AND HEALTH IN THE TIME OF COVID-19

Figure 3.18. Educational Activities during School Closures as of May 2020

Source: HFPS May 2020.
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There is a growing consensus that COVID-19 and the 
associated policy response will have a long-lasting 
impact on human capital accumulation. As a result of 
school closures and the negative income shock of a global 
recession, the pandemic may result in a loss of as much 
as 0.3-0.9 quality-adjusted years of schooling per student 
globally (Azevedo et al. 2020). This loss could be mitigated 
through more effective remote learning strategies, a rapid 
catch-up period when children return to school, or other 
remedial measures. However, many students are expected 

to permanently drop out of school due to the decline 
in household income, and patterns that emerged from 
previous school interruptions, such as those caused by the 
2013-16 Ebola epidemic in West Africa, indicate that girls are 
especially likely to drop out, as well as to marry and become 
pregnant at a young age (Rafaeli and Hutchinson 2020). 
Consequently, today’s school-age children are expected to 
experience lower lifetime earnings due to the pandemic 
(Azevedo et al. 2020). 

Box 3.2. Effects of Schools’ Closure under COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused extensive schools’ closure over the world, especially in Sahel countries (Burkina, Chad, Mali, and 
Niger). This policy of schools’ closure is among the social distancing policies undertaken by governments to mitigate the pandemic’s 
spread. Though it may have been effective in combating COVID-19, school closure, a shock to a country’s education system, will likely 
have undesirable effects on academic learning. Millions of students have been out of school as a result of schools’ closure. The 
impacts of such a situation can be measured, in particular, through schooling and income channels. The former comes from the 
learning that will not occur while schools are closed, and the latter captures income loss from school drop-out. 

The four Sahel countries have shown similar resilience concerning the effects of schools’ closure on academic learning and income. 
Figure 3.19 presents the results of simulations from two scenarios. The intermediate scenario assumes that 40% of the school year are 
affected by closures, while in the pessimistic scenario, the share of school year affected increases to 70%. According to the findings, 
school closures under COVID-19 could result in a loss of between 0.3 and 0.6 years of schooling adjusted for quality, as measured by 
the Learning Adjusted Years of Schooling (LAYS) indicator. Besides, students from the four Sahel countries, on average, could face a 
reduction of $123.1 and $212.1, depending on the scenario. In particular, for Mali, the effective years of basic education that students 
achieve during their lifetime could decrease from 2.7 to between 2.2 and 2.5 years. And their income could fall from $4,057 to between 
$3,899 and $3,964.

Figure 3.19. Effects of Schools’ Closure under COVID-19 in the Sahel

Source: Azevedo et al. (2020)
Note: The Human Capital Index (HCI) 2017 database is used as baseline for the calculations, especially for LAYS.
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The pandemic and associated policy response also 
threaten Mali’s food security. The virus has triggered a 
global economic contraction, causing a decline in the flow 
of international remittances. Meanwhile, policies that limit 
mobility within Mali inhibit access to markets and broadly 
reduce incomes. Each round of INSTAT’s HFPS included 
a food insecurity module, which captured households’ 
experiences over the previous month; these responses 
were used to categorize households as being food secure 
or mildly, moderately, or severely food insecure.34 In May 
2020, 63 percent of households were food insecure, and 12 
percent were severely food insecure. However, the situation 
clearly improved over subsequent months (Figure 3.20). By 
July 2020, 49 percent of households were food insecure, 
while only 5 percent were severely food insecure. 

34 The reference period length differs from that of EHCVM 2018/19.

The share of households that attributed any experience 
of food insecurity, including anxiety and hunger, to the 
pandemic has declined over time. In May 2020, households 
in wealthier quintiles were more likely to experience food 
insecurity due to COVID-19. However, this pattern had 
reversed by July 2020, indicating that the status of the 
country’s wealthiest households’ had improved faster than 
that of the poorest households (Figure 3.21). This pattern 
may reflect the prevalence of subsistence farming among 
poorer households, which may have rendered them less 
vulnerable to short-term supply-chain disruptions than 
their wealthier peers, as well as the crisis-induced depletion 
of working capital among poor households, which may 
be slowing their long-term recovery. However, additional 
research will be needed to evaluate these hypotheses.

Figure 3.20.  Household Food Security during the Pandemic

Source: HFPS 2020.
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Figure 3.22. Correlates of Being Unable to Meet Basic Needs Due to COVID-1935

(Logit Marginal Effects with 95% Confidence Intervals)

35 ‘Mildly’, ‘Moderately’, or ‘Severely food insecure 2018/19’ refers to the household status as captured in EHCVM 2018/19 (Figure 15), with ‘Food secure’ 
serving as the base group; ‘Lost wage income’, ‘Lost remittance income’, ‘Lost agricultural income’, and ‘Lost self-employment income’ refer to self-reports of 
lost income since the start of the Covid-19 crisis; and ‘June 2020’ and ‘July 2020’ are indicators of the second and third wave of the HFPS. For other definitions, 
see footnote 5.

In each survey wave, respondents also reported whether 
they had difficulty meeting their basic needs—such as 
paying for rent, food, electricity, or healthcare—because 
of the pandemic. The results of a regression analysis 
reveal that having previously experienced food insecurity is 
closely linked with pandemic-related challenges in meeting 
basic needs. Compared to households considered food 
secure, households that were moderately or severely food 
insecure in 2018/19 were 9 percent and 13 percent more 
likely to be negatively impacted by COVID-19, respectively 
(Figure 3.22). As expected, recent income losses are also 
strongly correlated with an inability to meet basic needs. 
This is particularly true for wage income, but it also holds 
for remittances, self-employment income, and agricultural 
income. The regression results confirm that the negative 
impact of the pandemic on the ability to meet basic needs 
has diminished over time.

According to the self-reported data captured in the HFPS, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has not reduced access to medical 
treatment. However, fear of the virus has fed into a distrust 
of health services, particularly around immunizations, 
resulting in a sharp decline in the number of children 
vaccinated in health centers in large cities between April 
and May 2020. Due to pandemic-related restrictions, large-
scale vaccination campaigns also had to be postponed, 
risking a resurgence of polio or other vaccine-preventable 
diseases (UN 2020). Across Sub-Saharan Africa, a projected 
decline in household income and interruptions in health 
and nutrition services could result in an additional 66,875 
deaths of children under five in 2020 (Headey et al. 2020). 
Worldwide, disruptions to health systems, including 
limited access to preventive care and delayed vaccination 
schedules, are projected to result in an additional 8-39 
percent increase in maternal deaths per month and an 
additional 9-45 percent increase in child deaths per month 
(Roberton et al. 2020).
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To enhance human capital development in Mali, the 
authorities should consider:

• Expanding access to preschool. In Mali, just 16.5 percent 
of children in ages 3–6 are enrolled in school, despite 
mounting evidence that preschool provides children 
in low- and middle-income countries with a critical 
foundation for cognitive and social development. 
In a randomized control trial of preschools in rural 
Mozambique, children who attended preschool 
exhibited better problem-solving abilities and socio-
emotional outcomes and were 24 percent more likely 
to later enroll in primary school (Martinez et al. 2012). 
Early childhood learning and development is predictive 
of higher levels of educational attainment, higher 
lifetime earnings, lower rates of chronic and non-
communicable disease, and more active participation 
in civil society (Yoshikawa and Kabay 2015). The returns 
to national investments in high-quality preprimary 
education are cumulative, and over time they 
contribute to a more educated, healthy, and productive 
workforce. Because preschool is found to particularly 
benefit the most disadvantaged children, preprimary 
education can also mitigate social inequality; 

• Protecting and improving school feeding programs. 
Mali faces a dual challenge of low school enrollment 
rates and high levels of food insecurity: just 58 percent 
of children ages 7–12 are enrolled in school, and 63 
percent of households are moderately or severely food 
insecure. School feeding programs have been shown 
to effectively promote attendance and serve as a social 
safety net for vulnerable populations. A randomized 
controlled trial of school feeding schemes in Burkina 
Faso revealed that meals provided at school to all 
students and take-home rations provided to female 

students increased female enrollment rates by 5–6 
percentage points, and the take-home rations also 
increased the average weight of beneficiaries’ younger 
siblings (Kazianga et al. 2009). In Mali, school feeding 
programs are associated with increased primary school 
enrollment, attendance, and attainment (Gelli et al. 
2014), as well as greater household non-food and food 
expenditures, improved micronutrient availability, and 
increased heights among young children (Tranchant et 
al. 2019). Unfortunately, the number of children in Mali 
who receive food through their schools has recently 
declined, likely due to conflict-related population 
displacement and the associated disruption of school 
feeding programs (GCNF 2020); 

• Incorporating cost-effective, evidence-based 
interventions into the school curriculum, teacher-
training programs, and teacher contracts to improve 
educational outcomes. Household dissatisfaction 
with the country’s school system is driven by teacher 
absenteeism, poor education quality, inadequate 
infrastructure, and tuition fees. A literature review 
of interventions to improve educational outcomes 
in low-income countries points to three promising 
areas for reform: (i) pedagogical interventions that 
tailor instructional techniques to suit the needs of 
learners and individualized targeted instruction, 
including supplemental tutoring for students who 
are falling behind (Glewwe and Muralidharan 2016); 
(ii) teacher training that reflects existing levels of 
pedagogical knowledge and that is repeated over an 
extended period; and (iii) interventions that improve 
teacher accountability, including the introduction 
of performance incentives or the use of short-term 
contracts (Evans and Popova 2016); 

3.6 POLICY OPTIONS
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• Improving access to contraceptives and prioritizing 
female education to reduce fertility rates. Education 
can help reduce Mali’s high fertility rate by increasing 
girls’ opportunity costs associated with having children 
while also raising awareness of family planning. In 
addition, expanding access to contraceptives can 
enhance women’s control over childbearing. Recent 
research confirms that increases in the supply of 
education and family-planning services can accelerate 
a decline in the fertility rate (Liu and Raftery 2020). 
Across grade levels, completing lower secondary 
education has the greatest effect on reducing the 
fertility rate, and access to modern contraceptives has 
a greater impact on the fertility rate than education at 
any level (ibid). At present, just 17 percent of married 
women aged 15–49 use any method of contraception, 
underscoring the importance of expanding access to 
contraceptives under Mali’s proposed health reform 
(Adepoju 2019);

• Implementing the healthcare reform package 
announced in 2019 to provide free healthcare to 
pregnant women and young children. There are large 
gaps in maternal and child health in Mali, where 45 
percent of children receive all eight basic vaccinations; 
27 percent of young children are stunted; and over 
10 percent of children do not survive to age five. Ten 
years ago, Sierra Leone introduced the Free Health 
Care Initiative (FHCI), which resembles Mali’s proposed 
reform package. An analysis of the FHCI indicates 
that it has improved the coverage of health services, 
increased the uptake of services, and improved the 
overall willingness of parents to seek healthcare for 
children. The FHCI has also been highly cost-effective 
at under US$450 per life-year saved (Witter et al. 2018). 
Malian policymakers should learn from the strengths 
and success of the FHCI, including the manner in which 
it combined free healthcare with other supply-side 
interventions, such as improved infrastructure and 
a monitoring and evaluation system. However, the 
FHCI also exhibits important shortcomings, including 

inadequate attention to the quality of care, the waning 
involvement of civil society groups in monitoring 
(Witter et al. 2018), and an unexpected widening of 
wealth-based inequities in healthcare, as rural women 
with no formal education and other vulnerable groups 
remain severely underserved (Jalloh et al. 2019);

• Utilizing community health workers more effectively. 
Mali’s proposed health reform would add several 
thousand community health workers (CHWs) to 
the national health sector. CHWs are community 
members who receive a short training in healthcare 
(usually several weeks or months) and are tasked with 
disseminating knowledge, distributing health kits, and 
even providing basic healthcare to their communities 
(Perez et al. 2009). They have been found to have a 
positive impact on family health practices in rural Mali. 
For example, people who have been visited by a CHW 
are more knowledgeable about the proper treatments 
for fever or diarrhea and are more likely to have 
bed nets or chloroquine in the household. However, 
CHWs require continuous training, suitable means of 
transportation, motivation (possibly including financial 
remuneration), and adequate supervision. CHWs are 
also sensitive to local cultural attitudes that influence 
health decisions and may be well-positioned to 
convince their neighbors to make different  
choices; and

• Prioritizing social protection and analyzing the 
indirect effects of the public policy response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Thus far, Mali appears to have 
largely succeeded in minimizing the direct health risk 
posed by COVID-19. However, policymakers need to 
better understand the indirect effects of the policy 
response, including its implications for lost school 
time and the risk of food insecurity, and they must 
design social-protection interventions that reflect the 
unique circumstances of the pandemic. 
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• Approximately 52 percent of households in Mali have a 20 percent 
or higher chance of falling into poverty in the future. 

• Rural households experience covariate and idiosyncratic 
vulnerability at a greater rate than their urban peers, indicating that 
increases in poverty rates will tend to affect geographic clusters 
rather than being dispersed across individual households.

• Most vulnerable households are subject to poverty-induced 
vulnerability regardless of whether they are in rural or urban areas. 

• Households whose heads have completed tertiary or secondary 
education are less likely to be vulnerable to poverty than household 
heads with no education, while those with small children, living in 
rural areas or with heads working in the agriculture sector are more 
likely to be vulnerable to poverty. 

• Natural covariate shocks such as drought or irregular rainfall have 
a more pronounced impact than idiosyncratic shocks, particularly 
in rural areas, although many households are also vulnerable to 
demographic idiosyncratic shocks such as illness or the death of a 
family member.

• Households in the pastoralism and transhumance zone and the 
cash crop and cereal zone are more likely to be affected by shocks 
than households in other livelihood zones.

• Compared to their male counterparts, female-headed households 
are more likely to experience idiosyncratic shocks such as illness, 
injury, or the death of a household member.

• The impact of shocks on households ranges from reduced income 
and asset levels to a drop in food consumption and a drawdown of 
working capital (e.g., a decline in the number of livestock).

• To cope with shocks, Malian households mainly rely on family and 
friends or on their savings; some households resort to borrowing or 
buying cheaper food; and some sell livestock, although this option 
is often unavailable to female-headed households.

• A significant share of households lack access to any coping 
mechanisms, and some households rely on negative coping 
strategies such as the sale of productive assets, child marriage, 
or reduced education spending; the prevalence of self-insurance 
among households highlights the inadequacy of the formal 
insurance system.

• The COVID-19 pandemic is increasing economic stress on 
households by raising food and input prices, reducing wage 
employment, and increasing the likelihood of illness or death; as a 
result, households have become less able to buy food or pay rent.

• However, about one-third of households have been unable to adopt 
any coping mechanism in the current crisis, a significantly larger 
share than in previous shocks.

• To enable households to effectively respond to shocks, the 
authorities should consider developing targeted safety nets, 
including micro-insurance, index-based insurance, public works 
programs, and social protection measures such as cash or in-kind 
transfers which have been proven to positively contributed to 
human capital accumulation in other countries.

Key Insights
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An estimated 52 percent of Malians are vulnerable to 
poverty meaning that 52 percent of households have a 20 
percent or higher chance of falling into poverty in the next 
year.36 The poverty rate is at 42 percent indicating that Mali’s 
vulnerability rate is slightly higher than its poverty rate 
(Figure 4.1). This reflects the fact that many households are 
not accounted for by the static measure of poverty meaning 
that many move in and out of poverty. The vulnerability rate 
associated with covariate shocks is estimated at close to 43 
percent, approximately eight percentage points lower than 
the rate associated with idiosyncratic shocks (Figure 4.2). 
Vulnerability due to covariate shocks is likely driven by 

36 The poverty statistics presented in this chapter are based on Mali’s national poverty line of FCFA 269,485. The vulnerability rate is estimated on 
the universe of all households to identify those likely to fall into poverty in the future. As such it includes households that are currently non-poor and poor 
households. These poverty rate and the vulnerability rate should not be added as they are distinct measures. In the estimation, to identify households that 
are vulnerable to poverty, we chose a threshold of 20 percent above which a household is categorized as vulnerable to poverty hence the interpretation.

the risk of drought or irregular rainfall (43 percent), while 
the severe illness or injury of a household member (33 
percent) is likely the leading cause of vulnerability due to 
idiosyncratic shocks.

The majority of rural households are vulnerable to poverty 
in Mali. Approximately 60 percent of rural households are 
vulnerable to poverty, compared to 26 percent of urban 
households. Given that most of the country’s population is 
rural, the high vulnerability rate in rural areas leads to a 
very high concentration of the vulnerable population.

4.1 VULNERABILITY TO POVERTY

Box 4.1. Vulnerability to Poverty

Vulnerability to poverty is defined as the risk that a household will experience poverty in the future. This risk can be estimated 
based on: (i) the probability that a negative shock will occur; and (ii) the potential impact of a negative shock on household wellbeing 
(Hoddinott and Quisumbing 2003). Vulnerability to poverty can be decomposed into poverty-induced and risk-induced vulnerability. 
Poverty-induced vulnerability, or structural poverty, is driven by persistently low consumption, which reflects low levels of human and 
physical capital. Risk-induced vulnerability, or transitory vulnerability, is due to consumption volatility. Since vulnerability to poverty 
is linked to household-level shock exposure, it is possible to determine the relative impact of idiosyncratic and covariate shocks on 
household welfare.

In this poverty assessment, vulnerability estimates are based on various household- and community-level characteristics. These 
characteristics inform estimates of the expected mean consumption and variance in consumption, as well as the level and sources of 
vulnerability (Gunther and Harttgen 2009). Gunther and Harttgen (2009) define vulnerability to poverty as the risk that a household will 
fall below the poverty line over a given period. The share of households that are vulnerable to poverty is known as the vulnerability 
rate. A complete list of household-level and community-level are available in Table 4A.1 in the appendix.



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI 81

Figure 4.1. Poverty and Vulnerability Rates, National, Rural, 
and Urban, 2019 

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Rural households experience covariate and idiosyncratic 
vulnerability at a greater rate than their urban peers. In 
rural areas, the estimated covariate vulnerability rate is 
52 percent, compared to 19 percent in urban areas; the 
idiosyncratic vulnerability rate in rural areas is 60 percent, 
compared to an urban rate of 26 percent. Droughts and 
irregular rainfall are the leading causes of covariate 
vulnerability, highlighting the precarity of rural livelihoods, 
which are closely tied to rainfed agriculture. Exposure to 
idiosyncratic shocks is primarily associated with the risk 
of severe illness or injury of a household member. In Mali, 
agricultural activities depend more on family labor than on 
hired labor, and sick or injured household members cannot 
fully contribute to agricultural production.

The regions of Sikasso, Mopti, and Segou display the 
highest vulnerability rates. More than half of the residents 

of these three regions are vulnerable to poverty (Figure 
4.3). With a vulnerability rate of 16 percent, households in 
Bamako are the least vulnerable. An analysis of poverty 
rates reveals similar patterns: Sikasso and Mopti have 
poverty rates over 50 percent, while the rate in Bamako 
is close to 9 percent. Across all regions, idiosyncratic 
shocks are the leading source of vulnerability (Figure 4.4). 
Differences in dominant economic activities may explain 
the disparity in vulnerability rates between Bamako and 
other regions. While many households in Bamako work 
in the services sector, most households in Mopti, Sikasso, 
and Segou are engaged in the agriculture sector, which is 
especially vulnerable to climate covariate shocks. 

Most vulnerable households are subject to poverty-
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Figure 4.3. Overall Vulnerability Rates by Region Figure 4.4. Covariate Vulnerability Rates by Region

induced vulnerability regardless of their residence 
area.37 Approximately 42 percent of households suffer 
from poverty-induced vulnerability, while roughly 10 
percent are vulnerable because of high variability in 
consumption—i.e., risk-induced vulnerability (Figure 4.5). 
In rural areas, 50 percent of households are subject to 
poverty-induced vulnerability, and less than half face risk-
induced vulnerability. Similar patterns exist in urban areas, 
albeit at lower rates, as about 18 percent of households are 
subject to poverty-induced vulnerability and only 8 percent 
experience risk-induced vulnerability.

Across regions, the rate of poverty-induced vulnerability 
exceeds the rate of risk-induced vulnerability. Between 
9 and 62 percent of households are subject to poverty-
induced vulnerability, while between 7 and 11 percent of 
households are subject to risk-induced vulnerability38  
(Figure 4.6). Therefore, many households have a high 
likelihood of falling below the poverty line in the future 
even though they are currently categorized above the 
poverty line. Bamako is the region with the lowest share of 
households subject to risk-induced vulnerability (7 percent) 

37 Vulnerability can be decomposed into poverty-induced vulnerability, which is due to low human and physical capital, and risk-induced vulnerabil-
ity, which is associated with a high variability in consumption.
38 These ranges exclude the Kidal region, which is an outlier because of the low N.
39 The base is no education. In the survey. 73% of household heads have no education, 12% completed primary, 11% completed secondary and 4% 
completed higher education.

while Sikasso has the largest share of poverty-induced 
vulnerable households (62 percent).

The higher the level of education of the household 
head, the lower the likelihood of the household being 
vulnerable to poverty. A multivariate analysis reveals that 
households headed by someone with a higher (tertiary) or 
secondary education are the least likely to be vulnerable to 
poverty (Figure 4.7).39 Similarly, having a head of household 
employed as an office worker significantly reduces the 
probability of being vulnerable to poverty. This is likely 
attributed to the likelihood of an increase in income, among 
other non-observable factors such as social network, as at 
higher levels of education, a skilled office employment often 
provides a stable source of income. By contrast, households 
with small children, households located in rural areas, and 
households with members working in the agriculture sector 
are more likely to be vulnerable to poverty. 
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Figure 4.5. Risk-induced Vulnerability Is Prevalent in Mali Figure 4.6. High Variability in Consumption Is Evident 
across Regions. 

Poverty induced vulnerability
Risk induced vulnerability

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 4.7. Households with Young Children Are More Likely To Be Vulnerable to poverty

Residence in  rural areas
Household size

Age of household head (years)
percent aged under 5

percent aged btw 5 & 10
percent aged btw 11 & 15

percent aged btw 16 & 24
percent aged 45+

Head - primary school
Head - secondary school 

Head - tertiary school
Participation in livestock

Female-headed household
Works in agriculture/livestock/fishing (HH head) 

Works in a management position (HH head) 
 Works in private sector (HH head) 

Average marginal effects with 95% CIs

-.5 0 1

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: The figure presents logit marginal effects of the correlates of being vulnerable to poverty. The base categories for education is no education, for age group 25-44, 
occupation are 0/1 dummies. 
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Poverty induced vulnerability
Risk induced vulnerability

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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4.2 OCCURRENCE OF SHOCKS

Table 4.1. Types of Covariate and Idiosyncratic Shocks

Idiosyncratic Shocks Covariate Shocks 

Demographic Severe illness or injury of a household member 

Death of a household member 

Divorce or separation 

Natural Drought or irregular rainfall 

Flooding 

Fire 

High rate of crop disease 

High rate of animal disease 

Locusts or other pests 

Landslide 

Economic End of regular transfers from other households 

Important loss of nonfarm income 

Bankruptcy of nonfarm enterprise 

Important loss of salary income 

Loss of wage employment 

Theft of money, assets, production, or other goods 

Economic Important output price drop 

High input prices 

High food prices 

Violence Farmer-pastoralist conflict 

Armed conflict/violence/insecurity 

Note: The shocks are reported as presented to the respondents in the questionnaire. Each respondent provided an answer based on his/her subjective evaluation of the 
magnitude of the shocks.  
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Malians face frequent shocks, and households in rural 
areas are particularly vulnerable to adverse events. 
About 85 percent of the country’s households report that 
they had been affected by a shock in the last three years 
preceding the 2018/2019 EHCVM data collection, higher 
than the average of 73 percent of households in Sahel 
and 48 percent in Senegal (Figure 4.8).  This is aligned with 
the report on five facts about shocks in the Sahel which 
supports that the majority of households in that region are 
exposed to repeated idiosyncratic and covariate shocks 
(Brunelin et al., 2020). Similar to Sahelian neighbors, a 
larger share of households in Mali experience covariate 
than idiosyncratic shocks. The leading covariate shocks 
are drought or irregular rainfall (43 percent), followed by 
high food prices (28 percent) (Figure 4.9).. Severe illness/
injury of a household member (33 percent) and death of 
a household member (21 percent) are the most common 
idiosyncratic shocks, which have important implications for 
households relying heavily on family labor for agricultural 
activities or running non-farm micro-enterprises. Indeed, 
the unavailability of household labor due to illness or death 
can result in lower agricultural productivity for farming 
households and lower revenues for businesses. 

The incidence of shocks varies little across regions, with 
the exception of the capital region of Bamako. About 
half of all households in the capital region are subject to 
shocks, significantly fewer than the average of 84 percent of 
households that are subject to shocks in Mali (Figure 4.10). 
By contrast, Sikasso, Gao, Tombouctou, and Kidal are more 
vulnerable to shocks, as they affect more than 90 percent 
of the population in these regions. Covariate shocks is 
the dominant type of shock across all regions, except in 
Bamako, where households mainly face idiosyncratic 
shocks. The high incidence of covariate shocks means that 
the livelihoods of households that depend on agriculture 
likely fluctuate a great deal, as drought or irregular rainfall 
is the main type of covariate shock. 

There are no major differences in the extent to which 
shocks affect poor and nonpoor households, although 
poor households are more vulnerable to covariate 
shocks. Approximately 87 percent of poor households are 
subject to shocks, compared to 82 percent of nonpoor 

households. While covariate shocks, especially natural 
covariate shocks, dominate among both poor (72 percent) 
and nonpoor (63 percent) households, the former are 
more vulnerable to these types of shocks. The incidence 
of climate and weather shocks also prevails among the 
poorest households in other Sahelian countries and is a 
compelling argument for a policy response emphasizing 
drought-responsive adaptative social protection systems 
(Brunelin et al., 2020). By contrast, wealthier households 
(44 percent) are more likely to experience idiosyncratic 
shocks, notably demographic idiosyncratic shocks, than 
their poorer counterparts (38 percent). The predominance 
of covariate shocks dominates among poor households. 

Rural households are more likely to experience shocks 
than their urban counterparts. Close to 90 percent of rural 
households report being affected by shocks, compared with 
only about 70 percent of urban households. This difference 
is driven by the large share of rural households that 
experience agriculture-related covariate shocks such as 
drought or irregular rainfall (53 percent) and animal disease 
(31 percent). However, rural and urban households are 
similarly affected by idiosyncratic shocks, as demonstrated 
by the comparable rates across both residence zones. 

The categories of idiosyncratic and covariate vulnerability 
each encompass exposure to a wide range of individual 
shocks. Overall, Malian households contend most frequently 
with drought or irregular rainfall, especially households 
in rural areas (Figure 4.8). About half of all households 
report experiencing natural covariate shocks, and rural 
households are especially affected, as 62 percent of them 
report being subject to such shocks (Figure 4.9). About one-
quarter of households report facing covariate economic 
shocks, followed by violence-related shocks such as armed 
conflict or insecurity (22 percent) and farmer-pastoralist 
conflicts (6 percent). About one-third of households 
report being exposed to idiosyncratic demographic shocks, 
followed by economic shocks (13 percent), including theft 
of money, assets, production, or other goods (12 percent). 
While exposure to shocks varies by region, households are 
more exposed to coviate shocks than idiosyncratic shocks 
in all regions except Bamako (Figure 4.10). 
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Figure 4.8.  Household Vulnerability to Shocks by Location

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 4.9.  Household Vulnerability to Shocks by Type 
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Figure 4.10. Exposure to Shocks by Type and Region

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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The households most affected by shocks reside in either the 
pastoralism and transhumance livelihood zone or the cash 
crop and cereal zone (Figure 4.11). Almost all households 
residing in the pastoralism and transhumance zone report 
experiencing shocks, especially covariate shocks. Across all 
livelihood zones, exposure to covariate shocks consistently 
surpasses idiosyncratic shocks, underscoring the need for 
response mechanisms to manage events such as drought 
or limited rainfall, flooding, and crop disease. 

The population residing in the pastoralism and 
transhumance zone is vulnerable to both natural and 
violence-related covariate shocks (Figure 4.12). In this 
zone, two-thirds of households report facing natural 
covariate shocks, and about half are affected by violence-
related covariate shocks such as farmer-pastoralist 
conflict or insecurity—far higher than the 13-17 percent of 
households in other regions that report similar shocks. 
Drought, flooding, and irregular rainfall are the main types 
of covariate shocks in this zone, while armed conflict, 

violence, and insecurity are among the main violence-
related covariate shocks. For the population residing in this 
zone, the occurrence of drought could result in more time 
spent on finding water for livestock, while conflicts can halt 
the functioning of livestock markets. 

Households in the cash crop and cereals zone as well as 
the cereals and market gardening zone are vulnerable 
to natural covariate shocks. The main economic activities 
of these households are closely linked to the availability 
of water, which fluctuates during periods of drought or 
irregular rainfall. Across livelihood zones, there are only 
modest differences in the share of households impacted by 
economic covariate shocks in the form of high food prices. 
In terms of idiosyncratic shocks, exposure to demographic 
shocks such as the severe illness or serious injury of a 
household member are important across all zones. While 
22-30 percent of respondents report being affected by 
demographic shocks, 9-16 percent report being exposed to 
economic shocks. 

Figure 4.11. Exposure to Shocks by Economic Zone
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Figure 4.12. Exposure to Shocks by Shock Type and 
Economic Zone 
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There are notable gender-based differences in the types 
of shocks faced by households. Shocks affect about 80 
percent of both male and female headed households 
(Figure 4.13). However, female-headed households, as self-
reported by respondents, are more likely than their male 
counterparts to report idiosyncratic shocks. Slightly more 
than one-third of female-headed households report being 
affected by a family member’s death, much higher than 
19 percent of male-headed households.40 By contrast, a 
larger proportion of households led by men than women 
endure covariate shocks, mainly related to adverse 
environmental events (e.g., drought or irregular rainfall). The 
overrepresentation of men in the production of key staple 
crops could explain why male-headed households are more 
vulnerable to environmental shocks such as drought, as the 
agriculture sector is highly sensitive to water availability. 
Although drought or irregular rainfall affects women to 
a lesser extent than men, it is likely to increase the time 
spent fetching water for the household. Meanwhile, female-
headed households are more affected by idiosyncratic 
demographic shocks than their male counterparts. 

40 See Table 4A.3 in the annex.

About 31 percent of female-headed households report 
experiencing severe illness or injury of a household 
member, and another 35 percent report the death of a 
household member. This could be because female-headed 
households are the results of the loss of a male head of 
household.  

The education level of the head of household is negatively 
correlated with exposure to covariate shocks. On average, 
the education level of the head of household does not 
significantly affect exposure to any shocks, except for higher 
education. About 60 percent of household heads with 
higher education report experiencing a shock, though this 
group only accounts for 5 percent of the population (Figure 
4.14). One-third of this group is affected by idiosyncratic 
demographic shocks—the same rate as other households. 
Excluding the small group headed by a person with higher 
education, 80-86 percent of households are exposed to 
some type of shock. However, the probability of exposure 
to covariate shocks seems to decrease as the educational 
attainment of the head of household improves.  

No 
education

Primary 
education

Secondary 
education

Higher 
education

Figure 4.13. Exposure to Shocks by the Head of  
Household’s Gender

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 4.14. Exposure to Shocks by the Head of  
Household’s Education Level
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Malian households primarily rely on their savings and their 
parents or friends to weather the impact of shocks. In the 
face of shocks, 45 percent and 43 percent of households 
use their savings and request support from their parents 
or friends, respectively (Figure 4.15). In addition, FINDEX 
2017 data show that 20 percent and 51 percent of adults 
have family or friends and their jobs, respectively, as 
their primary source of emergency funds. This is similar 
to data from other countries in the region. For example, 
approximately 41 percent and 34 percent of households 
in the Sahel respond to shocks by using their savings 
and receiving help from relatives or friends, respectively. 
For Senegal, these figures are 22 percent and 34 percent, 
respectively. In addition to relying on their social networks 
and savings, households in Mali also resort to the sales of 
livestock (21 percent), borrowing (12 percent), and procuring 
cheaper food (13 percent) to mitigate the effects of shocks. 
In the transhumance and pastoralism zone, about one-
third of households, a proportion greater than the national 
average, sell their livestock. The sale of productive assets 
like livestock can have detrimental long-term welfare 
effects, especially for households in the pastoralism and 
transhumance zone, where access to livestock is essential 
for households’ livelihoods. Therefore, implementing 
measures that can help households avoid the use of these 
types of coping mechanisms can have a big impact on the 
resilience and welfare of households. 

Some households do not adopt any coping mechanisms 
in response to shocks. This is evident among 13 percent 
of households, primarily due to drought/irregular rainfall 
and severe illness or injury of a household member. Urban 
households (15 percent) are more likely to not adopt a 
coping strategy than their rural counterparts (13 percent). In 
terms of not using any coping strategy, there are no major 
differences between female- and male-headed households 
or poor and nonpoor households. 

Poor households are marginally more likely to sell their 
livestock in response to a shock than their nonpoor 
counterparts. Like the nonpoor, poor households use 
primarily their savings (38 percent) and rely on their social 
network (40 percent) to mitigate the effects of shocks. The 
over reliance on social networks is likely to be ineffective 
strategy given homophily in social network formation. 
However, approximately 24 percent of poor households sell 
their livestock, while the same is true for only 20 percent 
for the nonpoor, which is consistent with findings that show 
that livestock is an insurance vehicle used by the poor to 
deal with unexpected adverse events. Additionally, poor 
households are marginally less likely than their nonpoor 
counterparts to change their consumption habits or borrow 
money in the event of a shock. About 15 percent of nonpoor 
households buy cheap food and 13 percent borrow money 
in response to a shock, higher than 9 percent and 10 percent 
of poor households that resort to buying cheap food and 
borrowing money, respectively. These coping strategies are 
potentially employed by poor households under normal 
circumstances, hence the lower shares.  

4.3 COPING MECHANISMS
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Figure 4.15. Use of Coping Mechanisms by Type for poor and non-poor

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Urban and rural households generally use similar coping 
strategies in response to a shock. When asked which coping 
mechanisms they have adopted in the event of a shock, 
about 50 percent of urban households report that they dip 
into their savings, 46 percent receive help from family or 
friends, and 15 percent buy cheaper food. Similar to their 
urban counterparts, rural households rely on mainly their 
savings (41 percent) and help from family or friends (45 
percent), but they also take out loans (12 percent) and sell 
their livestock (25 percent) to alleviate the impact of shocks.

 

Coping strategies involving reducing food consumption, 
buying cheap food, and selling livestock are common 
among households in the pastoralism and transhumance 
zone. Similar to households in other livelihood zones, 
households in the pastoralism and transhumance zone use 
their savings (47 percent) and rely on relatives and friends 
(45 percent) to mitigate the effects of shocks (Figure 4.16). 
However, they also rely on selling livestock (33 percent) and 
reducing their food intake (30 percent) to a greater extent 
than households in other zones. Given that households 
in the transhumance and pastoralism zone are especially  
affected by drought or irregular rainfall, which negatively 
affects livestock value, the sale of animals could be a way 
to avoid a further depreciation in the value of   
productive assets.
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Figure 4.16. Use of Coping Mechanisms by Type and Economic Zone
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The sale of livestock is a coping mechanism available to 
mostly households led by men. In roughly equal measure, 
men and women led households use their savings, buy 
cheaper food, and take out loans to deal with the impact of 
shocks (Figure 4.17). However, 67 percent of households led 
by women receive help from family or friends, compared to 
43 percent of male headed households, and approximately 
23 percent of men sell their livestock, much higher than 6 
percent of women. The differences in coping mechanisms 
along gender lines suggest that male headed households 
have access to a slightly larger set of strategies than their 
female peers given that a slightly greater share of male 
headed households possess livestock (11 percent versus 
8 percent for female headed households). The authorities 
may need to adopt policies to expand the set of coping 
strategies available to women to enable them to effectively 
respond to shocks.  

Households with at least one child under the age of six 
are more likely to sell their livestock than households 
with no small children. Approximately 23 percent of these 
households sell their livestock, higher than 17 percent of 
households with no children under age six (Figure 4.18). This 
could indicate that families with small children are more 
likely to sell their assets to reduce the impact of a shock 
on their wellbeing though it should be noted that about 75 
percent of households have at least one child who is five 
years old or under. By contrast, the share of households 
with no small children receiving help from family and 
friends (53 percent) is 10 percentage points greater than 
the share of households with small children. Both types 
of households use savings, buy cheaper food, and borrow 
money at the same rate. 
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Figure 4.17. Use of Coping Mechanisms by Type and Gender of the Head of Household
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Figure 4.18. Use of Coping Mechanisms by Type and Presence or Absence of Small Children in the Household
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Households experience considerable drops in income 
and asset levels following a shock. About 80-85 percent 
of households report a fall in their income and asset 
levels due to shocks (Figure 4.19). A similar pattern is 
visible in the Sahel and Senegal, where 85 percent and 75 
percent of households, respectively, experience a drop in 
income following a shock, and 76 percent and 74 percent 
of households, respectively, register a depletion of their 
assets. The impact of shocks on household welfare in Mali 
extend to agricultural production, with close to 70 percent 
of households reporting a decline in production because 
of a shock. 

Approximately 60 percent of households observe a 
reduction in their food stock and livestock numbers in the 
aftermath of a shock. Since the sale of livestock is a key 
coping mechanism among many Malian households, it is 
expected that shocks result in a decrease in the number 
of livestock. The depletion of productive assets, such as 
livestock, also suggests that households adopt coping 
strategies that can have detrimental welfare implications in 
the long term.  A relatively small proportion of households, 
about 20 percent, do not experience any changes in welfare 
indicators, such as food stock, agricultural production, or 
livestock numbers, following an adverse event. 

Natural covariate shocks are disproportionately 
associated with the use of irreversible coping mechanisms, 
especially in rural zones.41 These negative coping strategies 
pose severe threats to the long-term wellbeing and welfare 
of households and future generations. They include 
the sale of durable assets, child marriage, reduction in 
education expenses, etc. For instance, reduced education 
expenditures and the removal of children from school have 
a lasting negative impact on children’s lives in the form 
of reduced lifetime earnings. This is substantiated by the 
low human capital index in the country as reported in the 
human capital chapter. 

About 57 percent of households revert to irreparable 
coping strategies to counter the effects of natural 
covariate shocks. More rural (58 percent) than urban 
(44 percent) households use negative coping strategies 
to mitigate the effects of adverse natural events. While 
less than half of urban residents are affected by natural 
covariate shocks, about 14 percent and 23 percent of urban 

41 Irreversible coping strategies include child marriage, child labor, taking children out of school, migration of household members, reducing educa-
tion and health expenses, sale of durable assets, sale of land/real estate, sale of livestock, putting up children in foster care,

residents use irreversible coping strategies in response to 
economic covariate shocks and idiosyncratic demographic 
shocks, respectively.

Rural households are more likely than their urban 
counterparts to report a decline in agricultural production 
and the number of livestock due to shocks. Following an 
adverse event, about 70 percent of rural inhabitants note 
a fall in farm production and 63 percent experience a drop 
in the number of livestock, more than 52 and 48 percent of 
urban inhabitants report a decline in farm production and 
the number of livestock, respectively. Moreover, the fall in 
income and asset levels following a shock is greater for rural 
than urban households. Indeed, the share of households 
that experience a fall in their income and assets following 
an adverse event is 86 percent and 82 percent, respectively, 
in rural areas and 77 percent and 74 percent, respectively, 
in urban areas.

There is no great difference in the adoption of negative 
coping strategies between poor and nonpoor households. 
Approximately 72 percent of poor households experience 
a decline in agricultural production following an adverse 
event, compared to 65 percent of nonpoor households. 
While the share of poor households that experience a fall 
in income due to a shock (87 percent) is greater than that 
observed among nonpoor households (83 percent), the 
proportion experiencing a decline in assets, the number of 
livestock, and food stock is roughly comparable across poor 
and nonpoor households. 

Violence-related covariate shocks and idiosyncratic 
economic shocks are less likely to be associated with 
the use of irreparable coping mechanisms. Less than 10 
percent of households in Mali use negative coping strategies 
in response to idiosyncratic economic shocks, such as high 
food prices, and violence-related covariate shocks, such as 
armed conflict (Figure 4.20). However, shocks due to armed 
conflict or insecurity tend to leave households with few or 
no assets, which limits the adaptation strategies available 
to them, including negative ones. 



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI94

Figure 4.19. Impact of Shocks at the Household Level

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 4.20. Use of Negative Coping Mechanisms by Shock 
Type and Household Location
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While the deterioration of most welfare indicators 
following a shock is similar among male and female 
headed households, adverse events tend to have a greater 
impact on the food security of female-headed households. 
Following a shock, 67 percent of female-headed households 
report a drop in the food stock, compared to 61 percent of 
male-headed households (Figure 4.21). About 80 percent of 

male- and female-headed households report a decrease in 
income and asset levels following a shock, and about two-
thirds of them note a fall in agricultural production and 
livestock numbers. While approximately 10 percent of male-
headed households are not concerned by shock-induced 
changes in livestock and agricultural production, twice as 
female-headed households feel the same way.

Figure 4.21. The Impact of Shocks among Male- and Female-Headed Households 

90%
80%
70%
60%
80%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Increased

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.

Income
Assets

Decreased Unchanged Not concerned Increased Decreased Unchanged Not concerned

Agricultural production
Number of livestock

Food stock

Male Female



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI 95

Households that rely on agriculture are deeply affected by 
shocks that impact their income, agricultural production, 
or livestock numbers. About 87 percent of agricultural 
households report a drop in income; 73 percent report a 
decline in agricultural production; and 63 percent report a 
reduction in their number of livestock following a shock. 
Adverse effects on income are likely linked to diminished 
agricultural production and livestock numbers, as these are 
the main sources of livelihoods for households involved in 
the agricultural sector. Changes in assets and the food stock 
following a shock are similar for households dependent on 
the agricultural, industrial, and services sectors. 

Households that do not received transfers are slightly 
more likely to experience a decline in income following 
a shock. Approximately 86 percent of households that do 
not receive transfers from relatives experience a drop in 
income after a shock, compared to 83 percent of those 
benefiting from transfers. In principle, transfers from 
family members constitute a form of insurance against 
shocks; however, reported changes in assets, agricultural 
production, livestock holdings, and food stocks following 
a shock are similar regardless of whether a household 
receives transfers or not. 



STRENGTHENING THE LINK BETWEEN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY REDUCTION IN MALI96

Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, households in Mali have 
been facing mainly covariate and idiosyncratic economic 
shocks.42 About 73 percent of the  country’s households have 
experienced some type of shock during the pandemic, with 
rural households (75 percent) being slightly more exposed 
to shocks than their urban counterparts (68 percent) (Figure 
4.22). In Mali, 45 percent of households report being subject 
to economic covariate shocks, while another 41 percent face 
idiosyncratic economic shocks. The incidence of economic 
shocks is likely linked to the implementation of containment 
measures, including business closures and a ban on large 
gatherings, aimed at slowing down the spread of COVID-19. 

A comparison of data from HFPS during the pandemic 
and the 2018/19 EHCVM survey provides an indication 
on the wellbeing of households. The recall period of the 
2018/19 EHCVM survey is three years but in the HFPS the 
recall period is over 30 days. While a direct comparison 
is not appropriate, the results enable us to gauge the 
direction towards which households might be headed. For 
example, 37 percent of respondents in the HFPS reported 
facing high food prices during the crisis, up from 28 percent 
in the EHCVM. However, fewer households are currently 
being affected by idiosyncratic demographic shocks such 
as severe illness or injury of a family member (13 percent 
versus 33 percent) or death of a family member (8 percent 
versus 21 percent) more than at the time of the EHCVM.

42 The types of shocks assessed in the HFPS  that was conducted following the outbreak of COVID-19 differ slightly from those defined in the 2018/19 
EHCVM survey. Nevertheless, the HFPS data allow for the construction of a list of idiosyncratic and covariate shocks that is comparable to those assessed in 
the EHCVM. See Table 4A.4 in the annex.

Since the start of the pandemic, exposure to shocks 
has been broadly similar between poor and nonpoor 
households, but female-headed households seem to have 
fared worse than their male counterparts. According to 
the latest data, 72 percent of nonpoor households and 75 
percent of poor households report being affected by shocks 
during the crisis. Economic covariate shocks tend to affect 
poor households (49 percent) to a greater extent than 
nonpoor households (42 percent). Moreover, female-headed 
households have been more affected by shocks during 
the pandemic (78 percent) than male-headed households 
(73 percent). In addition, female heads of household face 
greater exposure to economic covariate shocks such as high 
food prices (53 percent), economic idiosyncratic shocks like 
loss of wage employment (30 percent), and idiosyncratic 
demographic shocks like the death or disability of an active 
adult household member (20 percent) than their male 
counterparts (Table 4A.6 in the annex).

The pandemic has had a far-reaching impact on household 
employment and income, particularly in urban areas. In 
May 2020, about 40 percent of households reported that 
they were at risk of losing their work or main income source 
within the next four weeks. Among workers who were 
working prior to the lockdown in March 25, 2020, between 38 
percent and 45 percent of them stopped working because 
of COVID-19 over the course of the three rounds of surveys 
(Figure 4.23). Urban workers appear to have been hit harder 
by the pandemic than their rural counterparts. The situation 
only improved slightly over time, as the proportion of 
households affected dropped by a mere 6 percent between 
May and July. The households affected were mainly involved 
in family owned enterprises (32 percent over the three 
survey rounds) or agricultural value chains (20 percent).

4.4 IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK
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Figure 4.22. Households Exposure to Shocks since the Start of the COVID-19 Pandemic
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Figure 4.24. Adverse Effects on Household Spending by 
Expenditure Type and Household Location
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Figure 4.23. Employment Disruptions by Household 
Location, March-July 2020
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As a result of compounded pressure on income sources, 
many households have seen their ability to meet their 
basic needs and save money deteriorate during the 
pandemic. Amid the crisis, many households report that 
they are unable to contribute to savings (69 percent) and 
acquire assets (64 percent), and almost half report facing 
difficulties in acquiring food (48 percent). While there are 
no major differences between urban and rural households, 
the latter have experienced a deeper deterioration in their 
ability to pay for rent and healthcare (Figure 4.24). 

About one-third of households have adopted no measures 
to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on their 
income or employment (Figure 4.25). There are no major 
differences in the coping measures used by urban and rural 
household or by poor and nonpoor households. However, 
male-headed households were less likely to have taken no 
action (23 percent) than their female-headed counterparts 
(35 percent). The share of households that have adopted no 
measures to cope with the current crisis is more than twice 
the share that did nothing in response to shocks in the 
2018/18 EHCVM survey. None of the households included in 
the HFPS reported having any form of insurance policy, and 
almost none reported receiving help from the government. 

The types of coping strategies adopted in response to the 
pandemic are similar to those reported by households 
in the 2018/19 EHCVM. Among the households that have 
adopted a coping strategy during the current crisis, 
approximately 17 percent have sold assets, 10 percent have 
used their savings or received help from family and friends, 
and approximately 7 percent have resorted to reducing 
their food consumption. These shares are lower than 
those reported in the 2018/19 EHCVM, indicating that some 
households cannot, or have chosen not to, resort to their 
customary coping mechanisms during the pandemic. 

There are no great differences in the types of coping 
strategies adopted between poor and nonpoor households 
or along gender lines. However, poor households have 
been more likely to sell their assets than their non-poor 
counterparts during the pandemic, and a higher proportion 
of male-headed households report using their savings than 
female-headed households (Table 4A.7 in the annex). A 
very small share of households (4 percent) have received 
assistance in the form of food, monetary, or in-kind 
transfers from the government or other institutions during 
the current crisis. 

Figure 4.25. Household Coping Mechanisms by Type

Source: HFPS May 2020.
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Available evidence suggests that both households and the 
overall economy of Mali are prone to significant shocks.  
Close to 85 percent of households are reported to have been 
exposed to shocks in 2015-2018.  While covariate shocks are 
predominant, idiosyncratic shocks are also significant.  The 
most frequent covariate shocks include drought or irregular 
rainfall, and food price variability.  The vulnerability of the 
economy to weather shocks is linked to the predominance 
of the primary sector in the economy, reliance on rain-fed 
agriculture and the fact that production in the secondary 
and tertiary sectors depends heavily on agricultural 
output.  As a result, household income and the overall 
GDP are subject to large fluctuations reflecting variation in 
agricultural production.

The impact of shocks on livelihood ultimately depends 
on the coping strategies adopted by the households. One 
may distinguish three broad categories of coping strategies 
(Rasmus et al. 2012): (i) Consumption-Based (e.g. reduce 
consumption); (ii) Asset-Based (e.g. sell assets); and (iii) 
Assistance-Based (e.g. government transfers, or help from 
family).  Importantly, decisions households make to cope 
with adverse events may have significant costs either short 
term or long term.  For instance, reducing consumption 
to protect assets might preserve a household’s future 
opportunity but at the cost of poor health and physical 
abilities. It might also have a negative impact on children’s 
growth and development (Barrett, Carter, and Chavas 2018).  
Similarly, selling off assets to keep consumption at a given 
level may come at the cost of future opportunities to  
grow food.

A total of 12 strategies have been identified in Mali. Only 
3 of these are considered dominant in the sense that they 
are adopted by at least 20 percent of the households.  In 
the face of significant shocks, about 45 percent of the 
households seek help from family and friends, 43 percent 
use their savings and 21 percent sell livestock.  It is also 
reported that about 13 percent of households have no 

identifiable coping mechanisms.  The effectiveness of these 
dominant strategies is uncertain.  Covariate shocks affect 
geographical clusters that, presumably, also include one’s 
family and friends.  This fact severely constrains the ability 
of family members and friends to help each other when 
they are all exposed to the same covariate shock.  Using 
savings and selling livestock may induce asset depletion 
and foreclose future opportunities to escape poverty.

The formulation and implementation of policy 
interventions to build resilience require an understanding 
of vulnerability. The extent to which an individual or 
household is vulnerable to or affected by a shock depends 
on both exposure to the shock and the ability to cope with 
and recover from it.  This ability is largely determined by 
access to resources and social support.  In particular, the 
asset position of households is a critical determinant of 
their ability to move out of poverty.  Households may be 
trapped in poverty because they inherited a limited stock 
of assets (which include both physical and human capital) 
or because they depleted their assets as a coping response 
to uninsured risk of shocks.

Therefore, building resilience at the household level 
requires interventions that effectively address all root 
mechanisms that cause vulnerability to shocks. To be 
appropriate, these interventions must be consistent 
with the type of shocks the households are exposed 
to, and take the source of livelihood into consideration 
along with institutional capacity.  The Malian economy is 
predominantly rural and informal. Close to 73 percent of 
the 19 million inhabitants live in rural areas, and 78 percent 
of rural households are engaged primarily in crop farming, 
13 percent are pastoralists while 2 percent are engaged 
in fishing and hunting.  The households most affected 
by shocks are located in either the cash-crop-and-cereal 
livelihood zone or in the pastoralism-and-transhumance 
zone.  The risk of catastrophic climate-related shocks can 
confine agricultural households to low-risk and low-return 

4.5 POLICY OPTIONS 
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activities.  Given that households across livelihood zones 
in Mali face uninsured risk of shocks, policymakers need to 
consider insurance schemes that would make households 
abandon costly coping mechanisms and invest more in 
risky, but more profitable agricultural activities.

Index insurance (Agricultural Index Insurance or Index-
Based Livestock Insurance) has emerged as a fitting 
instrument to enhance resilience among vulnerable 
agricultural households in developing countries 
characterized by limited institutional capacity and 
poor information systems.  Generally, index insurance 
has lower transaction costs compared to conventional 
insurance mechanisms which require that individual losses 
be reported, and indemnified.  This can be logistically 
infeasible in regions with deficient infrastructure.  By 
contrast, agricultural index insurance links payouts to 
an average estimate of crop losses based on an index 
of factors such as an area’s rainfall or vegetation growth 
(Stoeffer et al. 2018).  Similar indexes underpin Index-Based 
Livestock Insurance.  While payouts are not based directly 
on individual outcomes, the use of an aggregate index is 
motivated by the expected high correlation between the 
index and individual outcomes43.  It is worth noting that 
households in the pastoralism-and-transhumance zone 
are particularly affected by both natural and violence-
related covariate shocks.  Violence-related shocks are a 
result of governance failure.  It is therefore important to 
stick to an effective implementation of ongoing  
decentralization program.

Policymakers in Mali may thus consider the use of 
Agricultural Index Insurance in the cash-crop-and-cereal 
livelihood zone, and Index-Based Livestock Insurance 
in the pastoralism-and-transhumance zone.  Payouts 
from such schemes prevent farmers and pastoralists 
from adopting costly coping mechanisms such as selling 
livestock and other assets, cutting meals or pulling their 
children from school.  In addition, in the context of the 
cash-crop-and-cereal livelihood zone, the security of being 
protected provides an incentive to farmers to invest more in 

43 Another desirable property of index insurance is that the index is based on data that is promptly available, collected inexpensively and reliably 
(e.g. satellite-based imagery).  In addition, the data are not manipulable by either the insurer or the insured.  For details, see Barrett et al.  2008.

crops that have the potential of generating higher income 
though such investments may be risky.  In Mali, cotton 
production is riskier than the production of cereals such as 
millet and sorghum.  A pilot study involving Malian farmers 
in a group of cotton cooperative demonstrates that farmers 
who purchases insurance increased their cotton planting by 
25-40 percent (Elabed and Carter, 2014).

There is also a need to strengthen standard social safety 
nets and introduce adaptative social protection schemes 
to address the risk of idiosyncratic shocks which remains 
significant, particularly in urban areas.  Many households 
are indeed affected by demographic idiosyncratic shocks, 
such as severe illness or death of a household member.  
Safety nets promote social inclusion by preventing and 
protecting the most vulnerable from suffering irreversible 
losses from adverse shocks. The high incidence of climate 
and weather shocks presents a compelling case for a policy 
response emphasizing drought-responsive adaptative social 
protection systems (Brunelin et al., 2020). There is consensus 
on the need to build social protection mechanisms 
permanently into long-term development strategies.  Mali’s 
current safety nets program suffers from design flaws that 
must be corrected. It is small, poorly targeted, and focuses 
more on emergency situations.  However, there are ongoing 
efforts through a variety of development policy operations 
which support the implementation of the national social 
protection strategy and extension the coverage of social 
protection mechanisms.

The Covid-19 pandemic is bound to exacerbate vulnerability 
and poses unique challenges to policymakers in developing 
countries such as Mali.  A large share of Malian households 
currently face high food and input prices, as well as reduced 
income due to illness, disrupted value chains, and the loss 
of wage employment. Cash and in-kind transfers to these 
households could provide immediate short-term relief. The 
challenge remains to find fiscal space for these transfers 
while developing processes that will allow people to safely 
go back to their socioeconomic activities 
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Constraints Policy Action Time Horizon Potential Welfare Gains 

Vulnerability to 
poverty

Micro-insurance schemes designed to improve 
households’ ability to cope with future shocks by 
encouraging productive investments, such as the 
adoption of improved seed varieties.

Long term Reduced recourse to adverse coping mechanisms, 
including selling assets to smooth consumption or 
reducing consumption to protect assets.

Increased household income.
Greater investment in education to strengthen 
human capital. 

Long term Positive impact on economic productivity and 
improved uptake of new processes and technologies. 

Improving community-level physical assets   such 
as roads, schools, hospitals, access to clean water, and 
electricity.

Short term Increased economic opportunities and improved 
service provision. 

Public works programs to support household  efforts 
to smooth consumption.

Short term Positive impact on household income and food 
security.

Increase in productive investments.
Exposure to 
natural covariate 
shocks

Climate-risk insurance policies and index-based 
insurance to mitigate the effects of drought or 
irregular rainfall on businesses and household income.

Short term Positive impact on agricultural investment and 
production as well as health and education.

Livestock insurance programs to support 
pastoralists in the event of drought or irregular rainfall.

Medium term Reduction in detrimental coping strategies such as 
the distressed sale of livestock.

Monetary transfers provided through the Unified 
Social Registry (Registre Social Unifié, RSU).

Positive impact on household income.

Improvement in child health and education indicators.
Exposure to 
demographic 
idiosyncratic 
shocks

Basic universal health insurance to increase 
household access to healthcare.

Long term Positive impact on household health, income, and 
productivity.

Adoption of 
negative coping 
strategies

Safety-net schemes centered on helping households 
avoid taking children out of school or reducing their 
nutritional intake or health spending in response to a 
shock.

Long term Positive impact on learning and intergenerational 
welfare.

In-kind transfers of food and agricultural inputs to 
ensure food security, especially among female-headed 
households, using geographical targeting mechanisms 
such as the 2017 local development index.

Short term Positive impact on food security and agricultural 
production.

Exposure to 
economic shocks 
following the 
COVID-19 outbreak

Temporary subsidies or tax cuts for household 
consumption of staple food items, which will be phased 
out during the recovery.

Short term Positive impact on food security.

Public works projects and a temporary universal 
basic income to compensate for income losses.

Short term Positive impact on household income and food 
security.

Additional cash transfers conditional on children 
enrolling in school once schools have reopened.

Medium term Positive impact on learning and human capital 
formation.

Table 4.2. Summary of Policy Recommendations
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ANNEX A

Individual Characteristic National Rural Urban

Household size 7.1 6.6 7.4
Household total consumption (annual) 14.6 14.9 14.4
Engage in agricultural production (0/1) 0.6 0.2 0.7
Engage in livestock production (0/1) 0.6 0.2 0.7
Age of head of household (years) 48.1 46.3 48.8
Female head of household (0/1) 0.1 0.1 0.1
Head of household is a farmer (0/1) 0.5 0.1 0.6
Number of household members below 15 3.5 2.8 3.7
Head of household has secondary education (0/1) 0.1 0.3 0.1
Head of household is an office worker (0/1) 0.1 0.2 0.0
Number of household members with no education 4.7 3.1 5.4
Number of household members with no bank account 6.9 5.9 7.2

Community-level Characteristics

Availability of permanent market (0/1) 0.4 0.8 0.2
Availability of periodic market (0/1) 0.4 0.4 0.3
Availability of asphalt road (0/1) 0.4 0.8 0.2
Availability of laterite roads (0/1) 0.6 0.8 0.2
Availability of agricultural training center (0/1) 0.1 0.2 0.1
Proportion of people with no job in the community 8.3 8.4 8.3
Proportion of firm owner household heads 8.3 8.4 8.3
Proportion of people with no education 8.3 8.4 8.3
Proportion of people with no bank account 8.3 8.4 8.3

Table 4A.1. Summary Statistics for Households and Communities 
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Shocks National Rural Urban

Drought / irregular rainfall 43% 13% 53%
Severe illness or injury of a HH member 33% 28% 35%
High food prices 28% 27% 28%
High rate of animal disease 24% 7% 31%
Armed conflict/violence/insecurity 22% 13% 26%
Death of a HH member 21% 17% 22%
Flooding 16% 9% 19%
High input prices 12% 7% 14%
Theft of money, assets, production or other goods 12% 10% 12%
High rate of crop disease 10% 3% 12%
Farmer-pastoralist conflict 6% 1% 8%
Locust attacks or other pests 4% 1% 6%
End of regular transfers from other HHs 3% 3% 4%
Bankruptcy of nonfarm enterprise 3% 4% 3%
Loss of wage employment 3% 5% 2%
Divorce/separation 3% 3% 3%
Fire 2% 2% 2%
Important loss of nonfarm income 2% 1% 2%
Other shocks 2% 1% 2%
Important output price drop 2% 0% 2%
Important loss of salary incomes 0% 1% 0%
Landslide 0% 0% 0%

Table 4A.2. Proportion of Households Exposed to Shocks
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Shocks Male headed Female headed

Death of a household member 19% 35%
Severe illness or injury of a household member 33% 31%
Drought / irregular rainfall 44% 30%
High food prices 28% 28%
Armed conflict/violence/insecurity 22% 19%
Theft of money, assets, production or other goods 12% 12%
Flooding 17% 10%
High rate of animal disease 26% 9%
Divorce/separation 2% 7%
Loss of wage employment 3% 5%
Locust attacks or other pests 4% 4%
Bankruptcy of nonfarm enterprise 3% 4%
High input prices 13% 3%
Fire 2% 3%
High rate of crop disease 10% 3%
Other shocks 2% 3%
End of regular transfers from other HHs 4% 3%
Important loss of salary incomes 0% 2%
Farmer-pastoralist conflict 6% 2%
Important loss of nonfarm income 2% 1%
Landslide 0% 1%
Important output price drop 2% 0%

Table 4A.3. Proportion of Female- and Male-headed Households Exposed to Shocks 

Table 4A.4. Definition of Shocks in High-Frequency Phone Surveys

Idiosyncratic Shocks Covariate Shocks 

Demographic Death or disability of an active adult household member

Death of an individual who sends money to the household

Illness of an income earner in the household 

Natural Locusts or other pests 

Economic Loss of an important acquaintance 

Loss of wage employment 

Bankruptcy of nonfarm enterprise 

Theft of money, assets, production, or other goods 

Bad harvest owing to lack of labor 

Economic Important output price drop 

High input prices 

High food prices 
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Shocks National Rural Urban

High food prices 37% 37% 37%
High input prices 21% 16% 23%
Loss of wage employment 16% 17% 15%
Illness of an income earner in the household 13% 12% 14%
Bad harvest owing to lack of labor 12% 6% 14%
Bankruptcy of nonfarm enterprise 10% 9% 11%
Theft of money, assets, production or other goods 9% 7% 10%
Loss of an important acquaintance 9% 7% 9%
Death or disability of an active adult household member 8% 10% 7%
Important output price drop 8% 4% 9%
Pests or insects attack resulting in bad harvest 6% 3% 7%
Death of an individual who sends money to the household 4% 4% 4%
Other 4% 3% 4%

Table 4A.5. Proportions of Households Exposed to Shocks Following the Outbreak of the Coronavirus by Residence Zones 

Shocks Non poor Poor Female-headed Male-headed

Death or disability of an active adult household member 8% 7% 20% 6%
Death of an individual who sends money to the household 5% 2% 2% 4%
Illness of an income earner in the household 13% 13% 12% 13%
Loss of an important acquaintance 10% 6% 15% 8%
Loss of wage employment 20% 9% 30% 14%
Bankruptcy of nonfarm enterprise 11% 9% 4% 11%
Theft of money, assets, production or other goods 8% 11% 7% 9%
Bad harvest owing to lack of labor 9% 16% 6% 12%
Pests or insects attack resulting in bad harvest 7% 4% 0% 6%
High input prices 18% 25% 18% 21%
Important output price drop 7% 9% 5% 8%
High food prices 35% 40% 53% 35%
Other 4% 3% 5% 3%

Table 4A.6. Proportions of Households Exposed to Shocks Following the Outbreak of the Coronavirus by Poverty Status and 
Gender of the Head of Household 
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Coping strategies National Urban Rural Non poor Poor Male-
headed

Female-
headed

Did nothing 35% 35% 35% 37% 31% 23% 35%
Selling assets 17% 9% 20% 12% 25% 15% 18%
Seeking supplementary income 10% 16% 8% 10% 11% 14% 9%
Using savings 10% 13% 9% 12% 8% 22% 9%
Help from family or friends 10% 13% 9% 11% 7% 12% 10%
Others 7% 4% 8% 9% 5% 5% 8%
Reducing food consumption 7% 8% 7% 7% 8% 5% 7%
Borrowing money from friends and family 7% 6% 7% 6% 8% 9% 7%
Buying on loan 3% 2% 3% 3% 2% 2% 3%
Selling harvest in advance 1% 1% 2% 0% 3% 1% 2%
Reducing non-food consumption 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1%
Help from government 1% 0% 1% 1% 0% 0% 1%
Insurance policy 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 0%
Taking a loan from a financial institution 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Help from NGOs 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Delaying payments 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Receiving wage in advance 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Table 4A.7. Coping Strategies Following the Outbreak of the Coronavirus
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• The ability of women in Mali to take advantage of opportunities to 
build their human capital, to have access to good healthcare, being 
able to participate in the labor force and accumulate assets, and 
their ability to have a voice in their communities and their decisions 
regarding the course of their lives (agency) are necessary inputs 
and drivers of their pathways out of poverty. 

• However, Mali is one of the lowest ranked countries in terms of 
gender inequality. It is ranked 30th out of 34 countries in Africa 
in the World Economic Forum’s (WEF) 2020 Global Gender Gap 
Index and it ranked 158th out of 162 countries in UNDP Human 
Development Report Gender Inequality Index (GII) for 2020. 

• Three-quarters of women in Mali live in rural areas, and the share 
of women living in poor households is much higher in rural than 
urban areas. 

• Women aged 30 to 39 are more likely to live in poor households 
compared to men in this age group. Women in polygamous 
marriages that live in rural areas are more likely to be attached to 
poor households than other women. 

• One of the key obstacles to women’s empowerment is the large 
disparity in educational attainment between women and men; 
however, literacy rates have improved among younger cohorts, and 
the gender gap in literacy is narrowing. 

• Although women’s life expectancy at birth has steadily increased, 
almost half of women report that they have problems accessing 
healthcare. Cost is a major constraint on healthcare, but over 
one-quarter of women report having difficulty accessing healthcare 
because they need permission. 

• The country’s customary practices limit women’s access to land. 
Among other consequences, a lack in the security of land tenure 
among women may reduce access to credit and inputs for farming 
and lead to reduced agricultural yields when compared to men. 

• Labor-force participation among women in Mali is very low 
compared to comparator countries. If women’s labor is underused, 
there are considerable economic losses. 

• Most female workers are self-employed in urban areas or engaged 
in agriculture in rural areas. A large share of women that work in 
agriculture are unpaid. Women in salaried employment also earn far 
less than men. One explanation for this is that there is considerable 
gender segregation in sectors of employment. 

• Social norms contribute to a wide gap between females and males 
in the amount of time spent on household responsibilities and care.

• A majority of women report that they do not have the final say in key 
decisions related to their wellbeing.

• The prevalence of gender-based violence (GBV), including 
intimate-partner violence (IPV), demands the immediate attention 
of policymakers. 

• There is a growing body of rigorous evidence on interventions that 
could empower women in Mali. However, for these to be effective, 
policymakers will also have to target the statutory laws and 
norms that prevent many women from contributing to economic 
development and escaping poverty.

Key Insights
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This chapter examines the interaction between poverty 
and gender in Mali. The World Bank (2018) points out that 
gender equality and development are inextricably linked. 
Reducing the barriers that lead to gaps in the education and 
economic opportunities of women (including productive 
inputs) can lead to economic growth that can lift both 
women and men out of poverty. Increasing the status of 
women promotes many development outcomes, including 
reducing the intergenerational transmission of poverty by 
improving the nutrition of children. Giving women an equal 
opportunity to become more active in social and political 
domains, and to make decisions, will improve those 
institutions that are integral to reducing poverty. There 
are, according to the World Bank (2012), four priorities for 
policymakers that are expected to have the largest benefits 
when it comes to reducing gender inequality. These are 
closing the gaps in human capital endowments (education 
and health), reducing earnings and productivity gaps 
between women and men, and improving the voice and 
agency of women when compared to men. Policymakers 
should also limit the reproduction of inequalities in these 
dimensions over time. 

The analysis presented in this chapter provides an outline 
of these gender gaps in Mali. It is not exhaustive, and one 
of the challenges when investigating gender differences in 
poverty is that poverty is generally measured at the level 
of the household. The available data make it difficult to 
assess the extent to which the intra-household allocation 
of resources intensifies poverty among girls and women. 
Furthermore, the effects of the investments Mali has made in 
closing the socioeconomic gap between women and men—
particularly in terms of improving the education and health 
of girls—will only become evident in the longer term. In 
the interim, policymakers should also pursue interventions 
that can improve the situation of girls and women in the 
short term. For example, to facilitate the empowerment of 

44 Source: https://plan-international.org/case-studies/how-covid-19-impacting-girls-and-women-mali

women, the authorities need to explore options to increase 
the female labor force participation rate, address the land 
rights of women, and improve the agricultural productivity 
of women farmers. They should also implement measures 
that give women more agency within the household and 
strengthen women’s voices in the community. It is critical 
that policymakers urgently address the extraordinarily high 
levels of gender-based violence (GBV) in Mali. Programs 
should also be targeted at rural areas, where households 
are particularly vulnerable to poverty. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have an impact on gender 
inequality. Due to availability, the data and literature in this 
report summarizes gender gaps predating the pandemic. 
However, de Paz et al. (2020) highlight that, globally, the 
pandemic has gender implications for health, education, 
economic conditions, and agency. Among these, targeting 
resources towards the pandemic may disrupt reproductive 
and sexual health services for women and girls. The intra-
household allocation of resources for schooling during the 
crises might favor boys over girls, and girls may experience 
an increase in care-related tasks that affect their ability to 
remain engaged in education. Women’s care-burdens may 
restrict the time they can spend working and, in some cases, 
this could lead to permanent transitions out of the labor 
market. The occupational segregation of women could also 
have differential impacts on their economic outcomes. In 
Mali, there has been an increase in gender-based violence 
(GBV) since the pandemic44. Girls are also at increased risk 
of child labour, child marriage and abuse as a result of 
the pandemic. It is, consequently, even more urgent that 
policymakers address the issues outlined in this chapter.
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Since 2000, Mali has made considerable progress on 
key indicators related to educational, health, and social 
outcomes of women and girls. Between 2000 and 2017, 
the net primary enrollment rate for girls increased from 
37 percent to 58 percent, and the literacy rate for young 
women (aged 20-24) increased from 17 percent to 39 
percent. During this period, the life expectancy of women 
rose from 49 to 59 years old, contraceptive use increased 
from 7 percent to 15 percent, and the share of pregnant 
women receiving prenatal care increased from 57 percent 
to 76 percent. Moreover, the maternal mortality ratio fell 
from 834 per 100,000 live births in 2000 to 587 in 2017, and 
the share of young women who were first married by age 18 
fell from 65 percent to 52 percent in the same period (World 
Bank, 2019c). 

Despite progress, however, women continue to lag behind 
their male counterparts in critical areas of economic 
empowerment. Mali is one of three countries in West 
Africa that have high fertility rates45, have abundant natural 
resources, and suffer from both conflict and post-conflict 
challenges, all of which constrain women’s economic 
opportunities (Buvinic et al. 2020). The 2020 UN Human 
Development Index (HDI) for females is 0.388 compared 
to 0.473 for men46. In 2018, 95 percent of employed women 
had vulnerable jobs,47 versus 86 percent of employed men, 
and women are still barred from working in certain sectors. 
Taken together, these are important constraints that 
contribute to poverty among women and limit the economic 
potential of Mali. Devadas and Kim (2020) show, using global 
evidence, that gender parity – in terms of human capital 
and economic opportunity – is likely to have a large effect 
on economic growth. A recent study in Niger suggests that 
improving women’s human capital and labor productivity 

45 Women age 15 to 49 have, on average, 6.3 children (DHS 2018).
46 Source: http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/MLI.
47 Vulnerable workers are the modelled estimates by the International Labour Organization (ILO) of contributing family workers and own-account 
workers as a percentage of total employment.
48 Source: http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/gender-inequality-index-gii. 

and participation could increase GDP per capita by as much 
as 33 percent (World Bank 2019a).

Mali is one of the lowest-ranked countries in the World 
Economic Forum’s (WEF) Global Gender Gap Index. In 
2020, the country ranked 139th out of 153 countries on 
gender equality, and it ranked 30th out of 34 countries in 
Africa (Crotti et al. 2020). Mali is among the lowest-ranked 
countries in terms of educational attainment (148th), and it 
ranked 138th or lower on all the indicators used to construct 
the educational attainment sub-index. Mali also ranks 
poorly (134th) in terms of health and survival, especially 
on healthy life expectancy (140th). Moreover, the country 
ranked 118th in the Economic Participation and Opportunity 
Index in 2020. It scored poorly on estimated earned income 
(117th) and the share of professional and technical workers 
(143rd). The only area in which Mali performs relatively well 
is political empowerment, with a rank of 84th, largely due to 
the country’s ranking on the share of women in ministerial 
positions (27th), although it is unclear if this situation will 
persist given the recent political instability in the country. 
Mali is ranked 158 out of 162 countries in the 2020 UNDP 
Human Development Report Gender Inequality Index (GII), 
below both Burkina Faso (147) and Niger (154)48. 

Economic development may increase women’s 
empowerment, and empowered women may be in a 
better position to escape poverty. Gender equity can be 
achieved, however, only by policies that favor women for 
a sustained period of time (Duflo 2012). Mali ratified the 
United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women in 1986. Nevertheless, 
the World Bank (2020c) shows that, in Mali, there are 
significant restrictions on the mobility of women. Women 

5.1 OVERVIEW
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cannot choose where to live, or apply for passports, in 
the same way as men. The law in Mali does not prohibit 
discrimination in access to credit based on gender. Women 
cannot work in jobs deemed as dangerous in the same way 
as men. There is no legal provision that a married woman 
does not have to obey her husband or that a woman can be 
the head of a household in the same way as a man. There 
is no legislation specifically addressing domestic violence, 
and a woman cannot obtain a judgment of divorce in the 
same way as a man. There is also no legislation on, or 
penalties for, sexual harassment in employment. Mali does 
not have national laws against female genital mutilation 
(UNFPA Regional Office for West and Central Africa 2018). In 
2018, the Government of Mali was found to have violated 
the Maputo Protocol by the African Court on Human and 
Peoples’ Rights “for allowing child marriage for girls, not 
always requiring consent for marriage, and discriminating 
against women in inheritance statutes in the Malian Family 
Code.” (Gorman and Chauzal 2019: 2) 

Even when women are protected by law, communities 
often defer to customary practices. Discriminatory 
attitudes regarding the roles and responsibilities of women 
in the family and society are pervasive. For example, women 
are responsible for a large share of unpaid care and other 
household work, as discriminatory norms are socialized at 
an early age through the unequal allocation of household 
chores for girls (Slegh et al. 2013). Vigneri and Berta 
(2017) point out that women and girls are often the most 
vulnerable within poor households. 

In Mali, men hold most decision-making power. Rupp 
et al. (2012) note that women are disadvantaged by the 
country’s cultural and ethnic norms, and they have limited 
voice and agency and own few assets. Under statutory law, 
the husband is recognized as the head of the household. 
In addition, polygamous, levirate, and sororate marriages 
are common. In poor households, boys are generally the 
first to be enrolled in school (World Bank 2006). Ellis et al. 
(2013) find that men in households also make the decisions 
about the treatment of critically ill children, and women 
are seldom consulted in civic decision-making (Gottlieb 
2016). Violence against women, including intimate-partner 
violence (IPV), is also widespread, and very little support is 
available to survivors (OECD 2019).

49 Source: https://www.iisd.org/articles/historic-new-law-secures-land-malian-farmers.    
50 Source: https://www.one.org/us/blog/agriculture-women-land-rights-mali/.

Although female farmers are directly involved in 
producing a large share of the country’s agricultural 
output, women in Mali face especially serious challenges 
when attempting to assert ownership over land.49 While 
the country’s land-tenure law mandates that 15 percent 
of irrigated land should be allocated to women and youth, 
most women have only temporary land rights.50 Only 5 
percent of the agriculture budget was allocated to women 
in 2017. Under the Agricultural Land Law, land held through 
customary law is no longer owned by the state, and the 
law introduced customary land certificates and certificates 
of land possession. However, the law may, paradoxically, 
have had a negative impact on women farmers because of 
discrimination associated with social customs (OECD 2019). 
Traditionally, women are able to use land only through 
their husbands and sons, which may be one of the reasons 
why women’s fields are often less fertile than those of men 
(World Bank 2006). Women are also given smaller plots, yet 
they are expected to generate sufficient produce to meet 
household consumption and expenditure needs (Gottlieb 
2016). Van de Walle (2013) notes that women have to help 
in the cultivation of plots owned by senior male household 
members before they can work on their own land. A majority 
of women who work in agriculture are not remunerated for 
their work (Rupp et al. 2012), and approximately half of the 
women farmers interviewed by Smale et al. (2019) did not 
have adequate dietary diversity during the lean season. 

Van de Walle (2013) shows that widows in Mali, even when 
they remarry, have lower living standards than other 
women. This is the case regardless of their age. Widowhood 
often affects the welfare of children, particularly girls, 
which leads to the intergenerational transmission of 
poverty. Because land rights are generally obtained 
through marriage, widowed women are more likely to lose 
access to land. The majority of widowed women do not 
receive any assets after the death of a husband. Although 
widowed women are a particular vulnerable group, social 
protection schemes in Mali do not focus on widows or  
their dependents. 
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Women and girls suffer from fragility and violence in Mali. 
The ongoing armed conflict51 in the country is another 
source of sexual violence for many women, and less than 
20 percent of female survivors of GBV related to the conflict 
have access to protection.52 The conflict has also had an 
effect on women’s economic activities because of increased 
fear of sexual and other physical violence (Gorman and 
Chauzal 2019). For example, women are prevented from 
going to markets to sell their products. In conflict-affected 
areas they are expected to stay at home and perform care 
responsibilities. Women are even afraid of going out to 
look for wood because of the threats of being attacked and 
raped. Insecurity has led to the closing of training classes 
for women and credit agencies. The conflict in Mali has also 
affected the education of girls (Aurino et al. 2019).   

51 The Mali war is an ongoing conflict between the country’s northern and southern parts that started in 2012. Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Mali_War.  
52 Source: https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2018/9/feature-malian-women-call-for-peace.
53 Source: https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/. 

In 2019, there were approximately 208,000 internally 
displace persons (IDPs) and 26,672 refugees living in Mali53. 
There were also 164,466 Malian refugees living in other 
countries. While there is some evidence on the outcomes 
of displaced people (Etang and Hoogeveen 2020), more 
analysis (and data) is required to understand the gendered 
effects of displacement on poverty. There are likely to be 
gender gaps among displaced persons in exposure to 
violence, ownership of assets, access to productive inputs 
for income generating activities, and paid employment. 
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We noted earlier that one of the key challenges of 
understanding gendered differences in poverty is that 
poverty is measured at the level of the household. This is 
the case for the EHCVM 2018/19 dataset, which serves as 
the primary source of data for the analysis in this chapter. 
Comparing the differences in household poverty rates 
between female- and male-headed households does not 
provide us with an indication of the differences in poverty 
between females and males more generally. To understand 
the incidence of household poverty, Boudet et al. (2018) 
propose using demographic and economic classifications 
of households. The demographic classification is based on 
the adult composition of the household and the economic 
classification is based on the presence and sex of all earners. 
They find, using household surveys from 89 countries, 
households with children are, across the demographic 
classifications, the most likely to be poor and that this 
is likely to have an impact on women. Similarly, when 
examining poverty rates using the economic classification, 
households with dependents are more likely to be poor. 

Boudet et al. (2018: 3) nevertheless point out, “household 
income (consumption) may bear no relation to women’s 
poverty because women may not necessarily be able to 
access it”. Brown et al. (2017) use nutritional status as a 
proxy for vulnerability and find that, in Mali, undernourished 
women and girls are spread across different levels of 
household wealth and consumption. Since a large share 
of undernourished women live in non-poor households, 
targeting approaches should be adapted at an individual 
level. Proxy means test targeting is often based on models 
predicting poverty at a household level, which might exclude 
a large proportion of women that are vulnerable. Given the 
limitations of using household poverty to assess poverty 
among women, the chapter will only focus on the incidence 
of household poverty by age group and by marital status. 
It is nevertheless important that policymakers consider 
alternate classifications when using interventions to 
assist poor women, if they are targeted at households. We 
disaggregate the figures for households living in urban and 
rural areas because half of the country’s rural population 
is classified as living in a poor household, compared to 
18 percent of the urban population. Furthermore, three-
quarters of women live in rural areas (EHCVM 2018/19). 

5.2 POVERTY AND GENDER IN MALI
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Figure 5.1 Urban Poverty Rate by Age Group 

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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POVERTY BY AGE GROUP 

There are significant gender differences in household 
poverty rates based on age group54. An analysis of poverty 
rates by age group shows young women aged 15 to 19 are 
less likely to live in poor households than boys this age, 
regardless of location (Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2). In urban 
areas women in this age group are 6.41 percentage-points 
less likely to live in poor households than men. In rural 
areas women are 6.48 percentage-points less likely to live 
in poor households. Girls aged 10 to 14 that live in rural 
areas are 6.29 percentage-points less likely to live in a poor 
household than boys in this age group. However, women 
aged 30-39 in both urban and rural areas are more likely 
to live in a poor household than their male counterparts. 
In urban areas they are 5.72 percentage-points more likely 
to live in a poor household, and in rural areas they are 9.21 
percentage-points more likely to live in a poor household 
than men in this age group. Moreover, women aged 25-29 
who live in rural areas are 5.49 percentage-points more 
likely to be members of poor households than men in this 
age-cohort. Figure 5.3 shows that the profile of household 
poverty rates for girls and women below the age of 50 in 
Mali is similar to the profiles of Chad and Niger. Boudet 

54 All the differences presented in this section have p-values that are less than 0.05.

et al. (2018) find that, globally, women aged 25 to 34 are more 
likely to be living in poor households. They note this gap 
“coincides with the peak  productive and reproductive ages 
of men and women, and can be related to factors such as 
household formation and income generation for both men 
and women” (ibid :13). Women’s labor force participation 
also decreases during their reproductive years, especially 
for those women that have young children. 

POVERTY BY MARITAL STATUS 

The household poverty rate among women is the highest 
for those in polygamous marriages living in rural areas 
(Figure 5.4 and 5.5). Women in polygamous marriages 
may also be more likely to be disadvantaged by the intra-
household allocation of resources. For example, wives 
with lower standing may be given less food and financial 
support. In rural areas, women are far more likely to be in 
polygamous marriages and less likely to have never been 
married than their urban counterparts (Table 5.1). Women in 
both urban and rural areas are more likely to be widowed 
than men, and very few women or men are divorced or 
separated in Mali. 
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Source: EHCVM 2018/19.

Figure 5.2 Rural Poverty Rate by Age Group 
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Figure 5.3 Poverty Rate by Age Group for Females in Comparator Countries

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Table 5.1. Share of Population by Marital Status

Urban Rural

Marital Status Male Female Male Female

Never married 41.79 28.39 33.84 14.10
Monogamously married or living together 48.09 45.24 46.03 43.41
Polygamously married 8.84 15.72 18.82 34.06
Widowed 0.49 8.90 1.02 7.53
Divorced or separated 0.78 1.76 0.29 0.89

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: : Boys and girls younger than 15 years old are not included.

Figure 5.5. Rural Poverty Rate by Marital Status Figure 5.4 Urban poverty Rate by Marital Status

Male Female

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: Boys and girls younger than 15 years old are not included.
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LITERACY 

The EHCVM 2018/19 survey shows that literacy rates in 
Mali are the highest for girls and boys aged 10-14. For this 
age group, there is almost no gap in literacy rates between 
girls and boys in rural areas (Figure 5.7). The gender gap in 
literacy rates between girls and boys aged 10-14 in urban 
areas is also less pronounced than it is for women and men 
in older age groups (Figure 5.6). Mali is one of the poorest-
performing countries in the world in terms of the gender 
gap in educational attainment. There has, however, been 
significant improvement in the primary and secondary 
enrollment rates of girls. Using differences in educational 
attainment as a measure of learning may, nevertheless, be 
misleading, as there is likely considerable heterogeneity in 
the quality of schooling when access is expanded. Therefore, 
this section focuses on the impact of these improvements 
on literacy, which is an indicator of the learning and 
consequent empowerment of girls and women. 

While the gender gap in literacy is small for younger 
cohorts, literacy rates are, nevertheless, much lower in 
rural than urban areas. Almost half of all girls aged 10-14 
in rural areas are illiterate, compared to fewer than one-
quarter of girls in urban areas, and the literacy rate of older 
women in rural areas is low. Moreover, 69.32 percent of 
women aged 25-29 are literate in urban areas, compared 
to 26.07 percent in rural areas. It is possible that educated 
women are more likely to migrate from rural to urban areas, 
and this may be one of the reasons why literacy rates are 
lower in rural areas, despite the implementation of policy 
measures to improve learning outcomes in these areas. 
However, this is only likely to account for a small proportion 
of the gap.     

55 The p-values for these differences are less than 0.01.
56 These differences are, however, not statistically significant.

The urban-rural gap explains, in part, why there is large 
variation in the literacy rate of girls and young women 
across different regions. For girls aged 10-14, the literacy 
rate varies from 80 percent in the Bamako region to 40 
percent in the Ménaka region (Table 5.2). There is, however, 
considerably variation in gender parity rates for literacy 
across the different regions. For example, the literacy rates 
for boys aged 10-14 in the Bamako and Kayes regions are 
higher than they are for girls in the same age group (10.18 
and 8.97 percentage-points respectively55). Still, it appears 
that the gender gap in literacy has been closing in most 
regions. In Gao and Kidal, the literacy rate among girls aged 
10-14 in the EHCVM 2018/19 sample is higher than that of 
boys in the same age group56.

The large gaps in literacy between women and 
men contribute to poverty among, and reduces the 
empowerment of, women. While literacy is only one 
measure of learning outcomes, the figures we have 
presented show there are reasons to be optimistic that 
narrowing the gender gap for younger age groups will lead 
to higher levels of empowerment among women, when 
compared to men, in years to come. Nevertheless, Figure 5.8 
shows that the literacy rates for females aged 10-19 in Mali 
are still below those of Burkina Faso. Policymakers will have 
to continue to expand access to quality education for girls 
and young women. Meanwhile, policymakers need to adopt 
measures aimed at improving the educational outcomes 
of many women in older age groups who are illiterate or 
less educated than men. The literacy rates for females 15 
and older in Mali are much lower than they are in Chad. 
Dieterich et al. (2016) find that better-educated women 
in Africa are more likely to transition out of agriculture 
into higher-productivity household enterprises and that 
improving their educational outcomes will enable women 
to obtain higher-paying wage employment. Boudet et al. 
(2018) also point out that, globally, poverty among women 
declines as their education increases. 

5.3 GENDER GAPS IN HUMAN CAPITAL ENDOWMENTS
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Figure 5.6 Urban Literacy Rate by Age Group

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 5.7 Rural Literacy Rates by Age Group 

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Table 5.2. Regional Literacy Rates by Age Group 

10 to 14 15 to 19 20 to 24

Region Male Female Male Female Male Female

Kayes 68.28 59.5 67.44 48.44 66.82 46.44
Koulikoro 69.73 69.59 72.94 61.83 72.76 56.31
Sikasso 50.86 48.16 51.99 53.31 49.07 38.32
Ségou 57.28 56.37 56.24 49.78 61.27 39.29
Mopti 51.1 53.37 41.11 52.26 40.54 21.8
Tombouctou 52.57 46.43 49.09 43.69 38.47 32.97
Gao 58.97 64.53 66.12 60.4 54.19 43.01
Kidal 57.48 65.32 60.22 55.76 66.53 50.13
Bamako 91.66 81.49 90.13 63.52 93.27 76.09
Taoudeni 50.03 51.31 66.72 53.61 49.99 14.77
Ménaka 41.83 39.94 44.29 25.03 56.11 16.31
Total 62.12 60.1 61.6 54.44 63.42 47.49

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.

Figure 5.8 Literacy Rates by Age Group for Females in Comparator Countries

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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HEALTH

While Mali performs poorly on the WEF Global Gender 
Gap Index in terms of health and survival, it has made 
significant progress in various health indicators over the 
last two decades. Life expectancy for women increased 
from 48 years (47 years for men) in 2000 to 59 years (58 
years for men) in 2018 (World Development Indicators). 
As mentioned, the maternal mortality ratio fell from 834 
per 100,000 live births in 2000 to 587 in 2017 (World Bank 
2019c). According to the DHS 2018, the infant and under-
five mortality rates (per 1,000 live births) in 2018 were also 
considerably lower for girls (56 and 91, respectively) than 
they were for boys (67 and 103, respectively). Moreover, the 
share of women ages 15-49 who reported having had at least 
one live birth in the five years preceding the survey and who 
received no antenatal care during the pregnancy that led to 
their most recent live birth fell from 42 percent in 2001 to 
19 percent in 2018. In the 2018 DHS, 40 percent of women 
who had given birth in the two years preceding the survey 
did not receive a postnatal checkup in the first 42 days after 
birth, down from 52 percent in the 2012/13 DHS. In 2018 girls 
under the age of five are less likely to suffer from stunting, 
severe wasting, or wasting than boys (World Development 
Indicators). Nevertheless, one-quarter of girls under the 
age of five suffer from stunting, and approximately half of 
all girls under age five are malnourished. This may have 
an impact on their subsequent education and labor market 
outcomes (Dewey and Begum 2011). 

57 There are no comparable figures for men in the DHS 2018.

Even though women’s health outcomes have improved 
considerably, there are nevertheless limitations to 
women’s access to healthcare. These are partially due to 
constraints such as financial limitations or distance, but the 
lack of women’s agency is also fundamentally constraining 
their access to healthcare and fertility decisions. 47 percent 
of the country’s women report difficulty in accessing 
healthcare57 (DHS 2018). Access to healthcare is limited by 
lack of money for treatment (32.4 percent in urban areas 
and 43.4 in rural areas) and long distance to a healthcare 
facility (17.5 percent in urban areas and 32.4 in rural areas). 
Also, more than one-quarter of women (26.3 percent 
in urban areas and 27.3 in rural areas) indicate that they 
need permission to get treatment, and one in five women 
(8.9 percent in urban areas and 24 percent in rural areas) 
report that they do not want to go to a health facility 
alone. All of these constraints are more severe for women 
in poorer households. Furthermore, 20 percent of women 
in Mali aged 15-49 indicate that they do not want to have 
any more children, compared to only 12 percent of men. 
Approximately one third (34.2 percent) of women cannot 
decide their own sexual relations, and only 20.1% percent 
can decide about contraceptive use. This highlights the 
importance of elevating women’s voices and improving 
their agency within the household to ensure that women 
can determine their own health and fertility. 
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5.4 GENDER GAPS IN PRODUCTIVE ENDOWMENTS

PHYSICAL ASSETS

Gender-disaggregated data on the ownership of physical 
assets in Mali are limited. The available information 
nevertheless shows that land ownership among women 
is limited. Meinzen-Dick et al. (2019) review the literature 
on women’s land rights as a pathway to poverty reduction. 
While there is no evidence on the direct link between 
women’s land rights and poverty reduction, they find 
there is a positive relationship between these rights and 
bargaining power and decision-making on consumption, 
human capital investment, and intergenerational transfers. 
The World Bank (2012) also notes that a lack in the security 
of land tenure among women may reduce access to credit 

and inputs and reduced agricultural yields when compared 
to men. Table 5.3 presents house and land ownership by 
gender for urban and rural areas. Both men and women 
in rural areas are more likely to own a house or land (only 
a small proportion of the population in urban areas own 
land). However, the gap in ownership between men and 
women is more pronounced in rural areas. In addition, the 
DHS 2018 shows that 58 percent of women in Mali own a 
mobile phone, compared to 87 percent of men. In urban 
areas, 92.8 percent of men own a mobile phone compared 
to 82.4 percent of women. In rural areas, 85.4 percent of men 
own a mobile phone compared to 49.8 percent of women. 
These figures suggest that women own fewer assets more 
generally, particularly in rural areas. 

Table 5.3. House and Land Ownership by Gender

Urban Rural

Home and land ownership Men Women Men Women

Own a house alone 10.9 3.4 30.7 3.6
Own a house jointly 10.4 10.7 17.1 28.5
Own a house alone and jointly 1.2 3 4.5 2.9
Do not own a house 77.6 82.9 47.8 65
Own land alone 3.5 3 24.8 16.3
Own land jointly 6 5.5 18.8 20.2
Own land alone and jointly 0.6 0.4 5.8 2.2
Do not own land 90 91.1 50.7 61.3

Source: DHS 2018.
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ACCESS TO FINANCE 

There are large disparities in the share of men and 
women with access to financial services. Table 5.4 presents 
the gaps for both urban and rural areas. In urban areas, 
approximately 24 percent of men have an account with 
a classic bank compared to 8 percent of women. Only 3 
percent of men and less than 1 percent of women in rural 
areas have a classic bank account. 

Mobile banking represents a promising opportunity to 
reach unbanked women, particularly in rural areas that 
have mobile phone connectivity. According to the DHS 
2018 data, the gap in mobile-phone ownership between 
men and women is 29 percentage points, but 32 percent of 
women and 44 percent of men report using a mobile phone 
for financial transactions—a gap of 12 percentage points. In 
urban areas, 66.4 percent of men use a mobile phone for 
financial transactions compared to 50.9 percent of women. 
In rural areas, 34.7 percent of men use a mobile phone for 
financial transactions compared to 21 percent of women. 

58 The difference between the proportion of women in urban areas with a classic bank account and a mobile banking account is not statistically 
significant. All the differences in the use of mobile phones for financial transactions have p-values that are less than 0.05.

Table 5.4 shows that, in the EHCVM 2018/19 sample, women 
in both rural and urban areas are more likely to have 
mobile banking bank accounts than bank accounts with 
other financial institutions (although the proportion of 
women that have mobile banking bank accounts in rural 
areas is very low)58. 

Among the population that has access to bank accounts, 
the EHCVM 2018/19 data shows only 3 percent of men and 
1 percent of women have applied for credit with a formal 
financial institution. For both men and women, the main 
reasons given for not applying for credit is low repayment 
capacity or not meeting the necessary requirements. 
Approximately one-third of women who have a bank 
account and did not apply for credit report that they do 
not need financing. However, while we could not find data 
on the share of the population that use informal savings-
and-loan schemes, it is likely that these tools are the most 
common way in which women save and obtain loans to 
smooth consumption and invest in agriculture and income-
generating activities. 

Table 5.4. Share of Population with a Bank Account at Selected Financial Institution

Urban Rural

Institution Men Women Men Women

Classic Bank 23.84 8.13 3.19 0.59
Post 0.21 0.01 0.07 0.00
Rural Savings Bank, MFI 2.62 0.91 3.00 0.50
Mobile Banking 11.97 8.64 6.24 2.53
Prepaid card 1.28 0.66 0.15 0.03

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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One of the main drivers of poverty among women in Mali 
is their lack of access to paid employment opportunities. 
Even when women are wage employed, they earn less than 
men. Women are also less likely than men to participate 
in the labor force, as they are expected to perform 
household duties and provide care for children and other 
dependent family members. When women are unemployed 
or employed in low-paid work, they have to rely on their 
spouses/friends/family or on government programs for 
food and financial support. 

LABOR MARKET OUTCOMES 

The labor force participation rate of women in both urban 
and rural areas is much lower for women than it is for 
men (Figure 5.9 and Figure 5.10).59 Labor force participation 
rates among women in Mali are also much lower than 
they are in Chad, Niger and Burkina Faso (Figure 5.11). The 
unemployment rate among both men and women is low, 
although it is not possible to estimate what proportion of 
Malians not in the labor force are discouraged job seekers 
(i.e., they would like to work but they have given up on 
searching for work or establishing a business). According to 
Comblon (2017), 90 percent of employed workers in Mali are 
in the informal sector. A majority of women who participate 
in the labor force in urban areas are self-employed. Only 
11.9 percent of women in urban areas are wage employed 
outside of agriculture, compared to 31.6 percent of men. 
In rural areas, both men and women are more likely to be 
employed in agriculture than in other sectors. In addition, 
almost half of all women who work in agriculture in rural 
areas are unpaid, compared to approximately one-quarter 
of male workers.60

59 These figures were obtained from the EHCVM 2018/19, but there is some discordance with the ILO figures for the labor force participation of wom-
en presented by the World Bank (2019). The latter estimates that the labor force participation rate among women is more than 60 percent.
60 The data that is available does not distinguish between unpaid subsistence farmers and unpaid labor for cash crops. 
61 Some of them also work and study at the same time.

Despite the gap in labor market outcomes between men 
and women, there is suggestive evidence that education 
reforms that narrowed the gender gap in literacy are 
having an effect on the youth labor market in urban areas. 
The labor force participation rate both of young women and 
of men (aged 15-24) in urban areas is lower than that of the 
working-age population as a whole. Nevertheless, the share 
of young women in these areas who have a wage job or are 
self-employed is similar to that of young men (Figure 5.12 
and Figure 5.13). In urban areas, young men are, however, 
more likely to engage in unpaid work than their female 
counterparts, which may be a disadvantage to women, as 
the experience gained from unpaid work could be a step 
toward paid employment. In rural areas, the majority of 
young workers are in the agriculture sector, and many are 
not paid for their work. There is also a large gender gap in 
rural areas among young workers. For example, 64 percent 
of young women in rural areas are out of the labor force, 
compared to 31 percent of young men. These figures are 
similar to those for the working population as a whole in 
rural areas. 

The differences in labor force participation rates between 
urban and rural areas highlight the need for programs that 
allow young women to return to school or access tertiary 
education in rural areas. The labor force participation rate 
of young men and women aged 15 to 24 in urban areas 
is lower than that of the overall working-age population 
because a large number of young workers are still in school 
or engaged in tertiary education61. In urban areas, 48 percent 
and 37 percent of young men and women, respectively, are 
still in school, and approximately 12 percent of young men 
and almost 13 percent of young women are engaged in 
tertiary education. In rural areas, 21 percent of young men 
and almost 15 percent of young women are in school, and 4 

5.5 GENDER GAP IN LABOR MARKET OUTCOMES AND 
USE OF TIME 
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percent of young men and 4.6 percent of young women are 
engaged in tertiary education. (EHCVM 2018/19) 

Female wage workers earn much less than male 
counterparts and employed women in both urban and 
rural areas are more likely than men to be unpaid workers. 
Figure 5.14 and Figure 5.15 present kernel density estimates 
of the logged annual earnings, for urban and rural areas, 
of women and men in paid employment that excludes the 
agriculture sector (only a very small proportion of men and 
women are salaried employees in agriculture). While the 
EHCVM 2018/19 does not include data on self-employment 
earnings, Comblon et al. (2017) find that in Mali the gender 
gap in earnings is much larger for self-employed workers 
than for wage workers. 

The agricultural productivity of female plot managers in 
Mali is estimated to be 20 percent lower than that of male 
plot managers (Singboa et al., 2020). Data from developing 
countries shows that female farmers generally have lower 
output per unit of land. This is largely due to access to 
agricultural inputs and other resources including services 
(Croppenstedt et al. 2013). In the case of Mali, Singboa et al. 
(2020: 32) find the endowment effect in the gender gap in 
agricultural output “is driven by plot managers’ education 
and age, the use and quantity of organic and inorganic 
fertiliser, male family and hired labour, hired female labour, 
the use of purchased seeds and the production of millet 

and groundnut crops.” Men are more likely to grow millet 
while women farmers are more likely to grow groundnuts. 
It is noteworthy that more male family labour is devoted 
to male-managed plots. This suggests that social norms 
may also constrain the output of female-managed plots. 
O’Sullivan et al. (2014) find that in Niger, where male-
managed plots produce 66% more per hectare than female-
managed plots after accounting for plot size and regional 
variation, household male laborers are also less productive 
working for female farmers when compared to male farmers. 

There are large differences in the proportion of men 
and women working in different sectors. The limited 
participation of women in male-dominated sectors presents 
policymakers with an opportunity to target interventions 
that increase the share of female workers in these sectors. 
In Mali, almost all workers in the construction and transport 
and communication sectors are men (Figure 5.16). More 
than two-thirds of workers in personal services are men, 
and almost two-thirds of workers in the education and 
health sectors are men. Moreover, approximately two-thirds 
of workers in the agriculture sector are men. It is only in 
the hotel and restaurant sector where there are a far larger 
share of women employed than men. Devadas and Kim 
(2020) note that occupational disparities often contribute 
more to the gender wage gap than differences in  
education levels. 

Figure 5.10 Share of the Rural Population Aged 15-65 by 
Labor Market Status 

Figure 5.9 Share of the Urban Population Aged 15-65 by 
Labor Market Status 
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Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 5.11 Labour Force Participation Rates by Gender for Comparator Countries
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Source: EHCVM 2018/19. 
 Note: The figures are for workers aged 15 to 65.
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Figure 5.13 Share of Rural Population Aged 15-24 by Labor 
Market Status

Figure 5.12 Share of the Urban Population Aged 15-24 by 
Labor Market Status
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Figure 5.15 Distribution of Annual Earnings from Wage 
Employment (Excl. Agriculture) in Rural Areas

Figure 5.14. Distribution of Annual Earnings from Wage 
Employment (Excl. Agriculture) in Urban Areas
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Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: The figures are for workers aged 15 to 65.

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: The figures are for workers aged 15 to 65.

Figure 5.16 Share of Men and Women Working by Sector

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
Note: Data include both wage and self-employment as well as unpaid work. The figures are for workers aged 15 to 65.
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USE OF TIME

The gender gap for unpaid house and care work is 
large, and even larger for women in rural areas. Among 
both rural and urban women, this gap is largest during 
women’s potentially most productive years. In Mali, there 
are widespread cultural norms related to the roles and 
responsibilities of women within the household, and these 
are socialized at an early age. Women are often responsible 
for childcare, eldercare, and other household work. In urban 
areas, women aged 25-34 spend an average of 15 hours a 
week on housework or care and as much as 5 hours on other 
chores, much more than the average of less than 2 hours 
and approximately 1 hour their male counterparts spend 
on housework or care and other chores, respectively (Figure 
5.17).  In rural areas, women aged 20-39 spend an average 
of 19 hours each week on housework or care, much more 

than the average of less than 5 hours spent by their male 
counterparts (Figure 5.18). In addition, women aged 30-34 in 
rural areas spend almost an average of 7 hours per week 
going to the market or fetching water or wood, compared 
to less than 3 hours that men spend doing the same (Figure 
5.20). The amount of time dedicated to work within the 
household leaves very little time for women in both urban 
and rural areas to engage in paid work during the most 
productive period of their lives, and it reduces the time girls 
and young women, when compared to boys and young men, 
can dedicate to their human capital development. It is likely 
that the uneven distribution of household responsibilities 
between men and women is one of the main reasons 
for Mali’s low female labor force participation rate when 
compared to men. If more women are going to contribute 
to the country’s economic development, policymakers will 
have to find ways to address this uneven burden. 

Figure 5.17 Hours Spent on Housework, Childcare, or Eldercare during the Last Week in Urban Areas 

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 5.18 Hours Spent on Housework, Childcare, or Eldercare during the Last Week in Rural Areas 

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 5.19 Hours Spent Going to the Market or Fetching Water or Wood during the Last Week in Urban Areas

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Figure 5.20 Hours Spent Going to the Market or Fetching Water or Wood during the Last Week in Rural Areas 

Source: EHCVM 2018/19.
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Very few women in Mali are empowered within their 
households. The DHS 2018 shows that only one in five 
women report that they have the final say in their own 
healthcare. Similarly, one in five women report that they 
have the final say in making large purchases, and only 28 
percent report they have the final say when it comes to 
visiting family, relatives, or friends. 63% of women report 
that they do not have the final say in any of these decisions. 
Women’s decision making is particularly limited in rural 
areas (Table 5.5). Almost four out of five married women 
in Mali report that their husbands mainly make decisions 
about their healthcare; three-quarters report that their 
husbands are mainly responsible for making decisions 
about major household purchases; and 70 percent report 
that their husbands generally make the decisions about 
when someone in the household can visit family or  
other relatives.

Two out of every five women in Mali report that they have 
experienced either physical violence or both physical and 
sexual violence. When asked about violence committed by 
their husbands or partners, 38 percent of women report they 
have experienced emotional violence, 37 percent report they 
have experienced physical violence, and 12 percent report 
they have experienced sexual violence. However, more than 
two-thirds of women (68.3 percent) who have experienced 
intimate-partner violence have never sought help or told 
anyone they know about it. One explanation for why so few 
survivors seek help, aside from the limited availability of 
support, is that many women appear to have internalized 
violence as something that commonly happens. A large 
proportion of women agree that physical violence by a 
partner is justified. In the DHS 2018, 69 percent of women 
said that a husband is justified in beating his wife if she 
argues with him, and 63 percent believed the husband is 
justified in beating his wife if she refuses to have sex with 
him. Only one in five women report that they do not believe 
husbands are justified in beating their wives for any of the 
five reasons presented in the survey. 

5.6 VOICE, AGENCY, AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 

Table 5.5. Women’s decision making

Final say in decision Urban Rural

Own health care 25.7 18
Making large purchases 26.7 18.4
Visits to family, relatives, friends 40.7 24.3
All 18.3 8.1
None 53.4 65.7

Source: DHS 2018. 
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Targeting poverty among women in Mali requires a 
multidimensional approach. As mentioned, the World Bank 
(2012) suggests that policymakers should focus on human 
capital endowments (education and health), reducing 
earnings and productivity gaps between women and men, 
and improving the voice and agency of women when 
compared to men. While progress has been made in reducing 
the gender gaps in education and health, policymakers 
should continue to prioritize efforts to improve the learning 
outcomes of girls and young women and expanding access 
to healthcare, particularly in rural areas. Another priority 
is to secure the land rights of women, including widows 
who are disadvantaged by inheritance laws. Policymakers 
should also, where possible, implement programs that 
facilitate gender equality. These include helping women 
find higher-paying wage employment once they enter the 
labor force; train female entrepreneurs; increase women’s 
access to finance; and improve the productivity of female 
farmers. The government must extend the rule of law in a 
manner that reflects the structural disadvantages of women. 
Policymakers will need to collaborate with rural and urban 
communities to address discriminatory social norms that 
inhibit women from contributing to economic development 
and resilience. Programs are urgently needed to assist 
the many women around the country who are survivors 
of emotional, physical, and sexual violence. Finally, it is 
imperative that during the COVID-19 crises policymakers 
provide support to the most vulnerable females (including 
ever-widowed women). 

Addressing Gender Disparities in Human Capital Formation 
and Access to Productive Factors

Reducing the cost of schooling and improving schools 
overall could help increase the country’s literacy rates, 
with positive effects on poverty and vulnerability among 
women. Although literacy rates have increased and the 
gender gap in literacy has declined for younger cohorts, 

a large share of young girls and women remain illiterate, 
particularly in rural areas. Evans and Yuan (2019: 11) find 
that “reducing the cost of schooling is likely the single 
most effective way to bring girls into school,” and Evans 
and Yuan (2019: 14) argue that “the most practical approach 
to help girls learn may be to make schools better for all 
children.” Evans et al. (2020) highlight the wide gender 
gap in educational attainment in countries with a history 
of conflict, inadequate state capacity, and limited social 
protection systems, and they propose increased advocacy 
to narrow gender gaps when political, cultural, and social 
constraints are binding.

While further analytical work is needed, interventions 
targeting school-aged girls may also improve educational 
outcomes. Vigneri and Berta (2017) find that the Girls Can 
project, which implemented activities for school-aged girls, 
led to higher transition rates into secondary school while 
raising girls’ awareness of the risks of early pregnancy, 
increasing their confidence in reporting acts of violence 
perpetrated on their peers, and improving perceptions of 
their environment as being supportive of their education. 
Aurino et al. (2109) estimate the effects of emergency 
school feeding and generalized food distribution (GFD) on 
children’s education during the conflict in Mali. They find 
that school feeding decreased the participation and time 
spent in work among girls, and that it had larger gains in 
education attainment among girls than it did for boys. 
Although there is currently no information on its effects, the 
Sahel Women’s Empowerment and Demographic Dividend 
(SWEDD) project in Mali, provides girls with: (i) bicycles for 
travelling to school; (ii) school kits with books, notebooks, 
and bags; and (iii) sanitary kits with soap and sanitary 
pads. In addition, participating girls’ households receive 
grains and other food, and the project provides classes in 
certain subjects and trains teachers, school counselors, and 
religious and community leaders on the rights of learners 

5.7 POLICY OPTIONS
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and how traditional practices such as early marriage and 
pregnancy, the lack of protective health, and GBV affect 
girls’ educational outcomes.62

Improving the health and nutrition of women and girls 
could be achieved by reducing child malnutrition, 
expanding access to healthcare, and addressing social 
constraints limiting such access. Shekar et al. (2015) 
present a set of cost-effective approaches to reduce child 
malnutrition. To increase women’s access to healthcare, the 
authorities need to expand the coverage of health services 
as well as reduce their cost (or provide poor women with 
financial support to access services). Policymakers also 
need to address the social constraints that prevent girls 
and women from receiving healthcare when they need it. 

Adopting tested policies that secure women’s land tenure 
could improve agricultural productivity by promoting 
investments in their land and could allow women to invest 
in nonagricultural activities. For example, a program in 
Rwanda that enforced compulsory joint land registration for 
all married couples had a positive impact on women’s land 
investments and led to an increase in nonfarm activities 
(Ali et al. 2014). However, this program initially required a 
marriage certificate, which weakened the tenure security 
of women who were not formally married. These types of 
requirements do not need to be compulsory. Moreover, a 
relatively low-cost information and conditional incentives 
program in Uganda increased the demand for co-titling 
of spouses (Cherchi et al. 2019), and a land titling pilot in 
Ghana led to an increase in the profits of women-owned 
businesses and a decrease in household land holdings 
because of an increase in land valuations (Agyei-Holmes 
et al. 2020). Still, the design of any program that aims to 
formalize the tenure rights of women needs to consider any 
potential unintended effects. Goldstein et al. (2018) tested 
a relatively simple land formalization and demarcation 
program in Benin. Although land managed by women was 
more likely to be left fallow, they also found that women 
shifted their investments from more secure to less secure 
and less fertile parcels to protect the latter, which widened 
the gender gap in agricultural productivity. 

Assuring women more control over their own money 
through complementary interventions and innovative 
solutions could increase women’s access to finance. 
Baro and Beaman (2013) show that the Saving for Change 

62 Source: https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2018/07/25/a-bike-for-school-in-mali.

(SfC) program in Mali, which formed rotating credit and 
savings groups for women, increased both savings and 
borrowing among the participants as well as improving 
their food security. Simon et al. (2002) find that women in 
Mali who participate in village credit schemes are more 
likely to feel in control of their own money than women 
who do not. However, Baro and Beaman (2013) find that the 
SfC program had no effect on women’s bargaining power 
within the household. Therefore, these types of programs 
may require complementary interventions to ensure that 
they empower poor women. For example, Falb et al. (2015) 
show that gender dialogue groups in Cote d’Ivoire for 
female members of village savings and loans associations 
and their male partners or family members reduce the 
incidence of economic abuse. However, women in Mali may 
not have sufficient collateral to access credit, as they have 
only limited rights to land and other fixed assets. This fact 
requires innovative solutions to increase access to finance. 
Recent evidence suggests that using psychometric testing 
to determine who receives loans may increase repayments 
among female borrowers (Alibhai et al. 2018). In certain areas, 
it may even be possible to introduce lending products that 
allow women to use movable assets (including inventory) 
or their cash flow from income-generating activities   
as collateral. 

Alleviating Constraints on Productivity

Prioritizing certain skills-development programs could 
reduce poverty among older women by facilitating 
entrepreneurship, which is especially critical due to 
the limited opportunities for wage employment in Mali. 
Buvinic et al. (2020) find that entrepreneurship training 
programs that enable participants to practice skills 
immediately are more likely to achieve their objectives. The 
impact of these programs may also depend on the ability 
to target the participants most likely to succeed, which 
can be done through business-plan competitions, such 
as those held in Nigeria (McKenzie 2015) or Tanzania, that 
target more experienced entrepreneurs (Bardasi et al. 2017). 
There is also emerging evidence that shows that targeting 
noncognitive skills may be more effective than targeting 
traditional management skills. For example, an innovative 
psychology-based training course in Togo that focused on 
developing the entrepreneurial mindsets of women was 
more effective in improving business performance than 
a more traditional business training program (Campos et 
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al. 2017). In addition, evidence from Ethiopia and Uganda 
shows that women entrepreneurs who operate in male-
dominated sectors earn more than their counterparts who 
operate in sectors dominated by women (Alibhai et al. 2017; 
Campos et al. 2015). Training programs that support women 
entrepreneurs in accessing male-dominated sectors may 
raise their incomes. While these types of programs could 
also assist women in finding higher-paying employment, 
they need to help them deal with discrimination and other 
potential risks they will likely face when entering male-
dominated employment sectors. Any training should also 
target the disproportionate burden women face in terms of 
the time they spend on household work. 

Implementing specific innovative interventions that 
address the underlying constraints women farmers 
face could narrow the gender gap in the agriculture 
sector. These may include: (i) providing women farmers 
with access to productive inputs; (ii) having agricultural 
extension officers develop strategies that target the 
needs of female farmers; (iii) supporting community-
based childcare so that women have more time to engage 
in farming activities; and (iv) providing women farmers 
with access to credit to hire farm labor.63 The Agriculture 
Femmes et Développement Durable (AgriFeD) program, 
which is being implemented by UN Women in Mali, helps 
women farmers in rural areas modernize their cultivation 
techniques by adopting innovative tools to manage water 
usage, schedule crops, and utilize pesticide and fertilizer.64 
Innovative interventions that leverage mobile phones could 
also benefit women farmers. The BuyFromWomen initiative 
is a digital platform that connects women farmers to the 
agricultural supply chain through text messaging services, 
and it provides farmers with information on market prices, 
economic opportunities, and gender equality. Aker and 
Ksoll (2016) show that a program targeting female farmers 
in Niger using mobile phones increased the variety of crops 
they planted. Beaman and Dillon (2018) demonstrate that 
there are large gender differences in the flow of information 
between farmers in Mali. Because women are less likely to 
receive information, channeling support through social 
networks without providing women with increased network 
access could exacerbate gender inequality.  

63 Source: https://news.cals.wisc.edu/2017/02/28/helping-women-farm-in-mali/.
64 Source: https://medium.com/@SandraKreutzer/climate-smart-innovations-improve-agriculture-and-livelihoods-of-rural-women-in-ma-
li-41ad4a90999.

Female farmers tend to have limited access to capital, 
which weakens their productivity. In Mali, offering grants 
to female farmers has been found to increase household 
investments in inputs for cultivation, improving agricultural 
output and revenue (Beaman et al. 2014). Heckert et al. 
(2019) show how a program in Burkina Faso that included 
community activities to promote women’s access to 
land and provided mothers of infants with agricultural 
training and inputs as well as information on health and 
nutrition, reduced child wasting and increased women’s 
empowerment. Female farmers in Mali may, however, be 
reluctant to invest in agricultural inputs, even when they 
are not credit constrained. For example, Beaman et al. (2013) 
show that providing female farmers with fertilizer grants 
increased their rice yields but not profits. Delavallade el 
al. (2015) also found that female farmers in Senegal and 
Burkina Faso were less likely to invest in insurance products 
than their male counterparts. 

Enhancing Voice and Agency and Reducing   
Gender-Based Violence

Facilitating dialogue on household and community 
norms, women’s experiences of poverty, and their overall 
contribution to poverty reduction may improve measures 
of gender equity. In Rwanda, the Bandebereho couples’ 
intervention engaged men and their partners in small 
participatory discussion groups that addressed issues 
related to gender and power relations, fatherhood, couples’ 
communication and decision-making, domestic violence, 
caregiving, child development, and male engagement in 
reproductive and maternal health. This intervention led 
to improvements in men’s involvement in domestic and 
childcare tasks, and it increased shared decision-making 
among couples (Doyle et al. 2018). Furthermore, there is 
evidence that similar interventions can change men’s 
attitudes to their wives’ economic activities. In Uganda, 
Blattman et al. (2013) found that including male partners 
in discussions on gender relations and a training on cash 
transfers and business skills led to an increase in men’s 
support for their partners’ businesses. 
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A blend of agents of change, sensitization at a community 
level and couples training may reduce IPV. There is a large 
literature on interventions aimed at reducing IPV. Kerr-
Wilson et al. (2020) provide a review of the evidence on the 
effects of these interventions. There are two interventions 
that have had large effects and may be of particular relevance 
to the context in Mali. The Start, Awareness, Support, Action 
(SASA!) program in Uganda is a community mobilization 
intervention that targeted community attitudes, norms 
and behaviors related to gender inequality and violence 
(Abramsky et al., 2014). It reduced the social acceptance of 
IPV among women and men, increased acceptance that a 
woman can refuse sex among women and men, lowered 
the past year experiences of physical and sexual IPV, and 
women survivors of violence were more likely to receive 
supportive community responses. Dunkle et al. (2020) 
evaluate a couple’s training intervention that formed 
part of the Indashyikirwa program in Rwanda. Women 
that participated in the couples’ training were less likely 
to report physical and/or sexual IPV. Men were also less 
likely to report perpetrating physical and/or sexual IPV. In 
addition to other benefits, the intervention was also found 
to have increased household earnings and food security. It 
should be noted, though, that any programs targeting IPV 
should be thoroughly tested before they are implemented 
at a large scale. Depending on the context, there may be a 
potential backlash from husbands/partners and negative 
spillovers in communities.  

There is emerging evidence that suggests out-of-school 
training programs benefit girls and young women. In 
Uganda, the Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescents 
(ELA) program established girls-only clubs to deliver training 
and a safe space for adolescent girls. This training was held 
after regular school hours, which allowed girls both in and 
out of school to attend. The girls in the ELA program were 
less likely to have a child, be married, and be pressured 
into having sex. They were also more likely to be engaged 
in income-generating activities and had higher earnings 
in self-employment (Bandiera et al. 2018). A similar ELA 
program in South Sudan had a positive impact on nonfarm 
self-employment and savings among a group of targeted 
adolescent girls65 (Buehren et al. 2017). In addition, Ashraf et 
al. (2020) show how a negotiation skills training program in 
Zambia improved adolescent girls’ school enrollment and 
educational investment, in part because it allowed them 
to signal that they would transfer more of the gains from 
education to their parents. 

65 The civil war in Sudan interrupted the evaluation, which made it difficult to assess the impact of the program on girls in conflicted-affected areas.

Cautiously addressing and appealing to traditional social 
norms can increase women’s voice and agency and reduce 
poverty among women. Interventions related to social 
norms should target: (i) human capital investments; (ii) 
customary practices related to the ownership of land and 
other assets; (iii) the timing of marriage and childbearing; 
(iv) more equitable decision-making in the household and 
the community; (v) the division of labor in the household 
and agriculture; and (vi) GBV. It may be possible to use radio 
and, in some cases, television to engage the population. 
Community dialogue is another important channel through 
which policymakers may be able to address the adverse 
impact of restrictive social norms. However, policymakers 
should take a cautious approach when targeting traditional 
practices. Gottlieb (2016) tested a civic education course in 
Mali and found that pre-existing social norms led women 
to limit their civic participation and men to create barriers 
to the participation of women. Instead, interventions could 
appeal to existing norms that help women and girls. For 
example, it may be possible to draw attention to health 
concerns to address early childbearing.

Providing Social Protection for Poor Women During and 
After the COVID-19 Crises

Targeted cash transfers could alleviate the constraints 
faced by poor women and girls. Evidence from 
unconditional cash-transfer (UCT) programs in Sub-Saharan 
Africa shows that they may increase livestock assets, non-
farm business activity, and on-farm investment in fertilizer 
and seeds (Handa et al. 2018). In Mali, the Jigisémèjiri social 
safety-net program provided targeted cash transfers (CT), 
accompanying measures (AMs), and preventive nutrition 
packages (PNPs) to poor households (Hidrobo et al. 2020). 
The AM component provided information on areas such as 
social protection, education, maternal and child health, and 
nutrition, including infant and young child feeding. The PNP 
component provided fortified flour to children aged 6-59 
months and pregnant and lactating women. An evaluation 
of the program shows that the combination of the CT and AM 
interventions increased household welfare, food security, 
dietary diversity, and savings and assets. Even though the CT 
and AM interventions had no effect on maternal knowledge 
of child nutrition and health, and child anemia, stunting, 
and wasting persisted, the addition of PNPs improved the 
nutrition of children. While the program reduced intimate-
partner violence in polygamous households (Heath et 
al. 2020), and women reported being happier, it had no 
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effect on measures of women’s empowerment, which 
may suggest that transfers need to be targeted to both 
the household head and a female household member. As 
Hidrobo et al. (2020) note, doing this may increase women’s 
involvement in the program and potentially increase their 
self-efficacy and decision-making power. Moreover, Handa 
et al. (2018) find that an UCT in Zambia that targeted 
vulnerable households with a female or elderly head and 
family members who were orphans or disabled led to an 
improvement in food security, consumption, and productive 
outcomes. Targeting women may have other advantages. 
For example, a cash transfer program aimed at mothers in 
Burkina Faso increased children’s school enrollment (Akresh 
et al. 2016). As mentioned, one particularly vulnerable group 
that has not received assistance in Mali are widows. Van 
de Walle (2013) points out that pensions for widows have 
been adopted in a number of countries. These may be 
targeted to all women that have lost a husband, where the 
amounts may be determined by the number of dependents. 
In addition to UCTs, there is also evidence that conditional 
cash transfer (CCT) programs may benefit girls and young 
women. In Burkina Faso, a CCT based on school attendance 
increased enrollment rates among girls (Akresh et al. 2013), 
and a similar program in Malawi reduced childbearing and 
marriage among young women (Baird et al. 2010). 

Programs that simultaneously target multiple constraints 
faced by poor women in rural areas have also proven 
effective. The Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program 
(ASPP) has reached almost 2 million people across Burkina 
Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, and Senegal66. As part 
of the program, an evaluation is currently being conducted 
to assess the impacts of different packages of productive 
interventions on the wellbeing and other outcomes of 
a group of 50,000 beneficiaries (who are predominantly 
women) in four of these countries. The interventions that 
form part of these packages include basic consumption 
support; coaching and group formation, savings groups, 
workshops on aspirations and social norms, life-skills 
training, micro-entrepreneurship training, and a large 
lump-sum cash grant.  Results67 from Niger show that these 
interventions have allowed households to diversify their 
economic activities. Further, among other impacts, the 
individual beneficiaries had higher levels of food-security 
and women reported having more decision-making power 

66 Source: https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sahel-adaptive-social-protection-program-trust-fund.
67 Source: https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sahel-adaptive-social-protection-program-trust-fund#6. 
68 Source: https://cfi.co/africa/2019/01/world-bank-on-social-protection-in-africa-burkina-faso-mobile-childcare-scheme-could-transform-public-
works/. 

over their resources. Further, the program improved gender 
attitudes at a community level. A similar initiative in Zambia, 
the Supporting Women’s Livelihoods (SWL) program, is being 
led by the Government. It provides 75,000 poor women who 
are the breadwinners in their households with productive 
grants and consumption support (using mobile phones that 
were given to the beneficiaries), life-skills and business 
training, and access to village savings and loans groups. 
Both the ASPP and SWL programs are based on evidence 
from an evaluation of this so-called “graduation” approach 
in six countries, including Ghana and Ethiopia. The results 
show that a comparable package of interventions can have 
a cost-effective impact on consumption (related to an 
increase in income from self-employment) and positive 
effects on the wellbeing of targeted households (Banerjee 
et al. 2015). Bedoya et al. (2019: 3) also demonstrate how 
such a “big-push” intervention “can reduce poverty in one 
of the most difficult settings in the world, Afghanistan, 
when most recipients are women.” This program had a large 
impact on household consumption, assets, psychological 
wellbeing, total time spent working, financial inclusion, and 
women’s empowerment. 

Public works programs are another policy option to assist 
poor women. Alik-Lagrange et al. (2020) estimate the impacts 
of the Londö public works program in the Central African 
Republic. The program provided temporary employment 
to beneficiaries. They find that it raised monthly earnings 
for both men and women by 10 percent well after the 
intervention was completed. Women beneficiaries were 
able to engage in secondary activities, notably business and 
trade. However, they also find the impacts were negligible 
for women from poorer households. Consequently, they 
suggest that supplementary interventions are required 
to alleviate the constraints faced by these women. This 
includes the delivery of childcare services for women from 
poor households during the work requirement. For example, 
an innovative program was launched in Burkina Faso that 
provided mobile childcare for women as they moved to 
different work sites68. 
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