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This policy brief investigates the potential role of African migrants in the 

strengthening of African democratic institutions by taking Mali as a case study. 

By conducting different survey among migrants and non-migrants, we observe 

that migrants and returnees coming from democratic countries are more prone to 

be interested in politics and tend to participate more to associations or village 

and commune councils. However, expectations with regards the capacity of 

migrants abroad and returnees to consolidate democratic institutions in their 

country of origin should not be too high. 

 

 

 

Western-African countries are facing hard challenges in their transition towards democracy. While 

some countries like Senegal, Ghana or Burkina Faso managed to rather smoothly consolidate their 

democratic political institutions, some others like Mali, Liberia, Sierra Leone or Côte d'Ivoire went 

through costly civil wars and are still fragile democracies. The risk of further destabilisation in the 

sub-region and the new religious dimension of armed movements in this area have made the Western 

African political situation one of the main challenges for both African and European countries. The 

political situation of Sub-Saharan region is especially critical since the porosity of borders and the 

weakness of African States facilitate the circulation of young armed mercenaries. Moreover, the 

political and economic situation of the Sub-Saharan region generates concerns about increasing 

migration flows to European countries.  
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Recent research studies have brought to light a different point of view on the role of mobility and 

circulation among Sub-Saharan people.  It has been shown in different contexts that emigration could 

raise the left behinds’ exposure to different political and social norms and values – through contacts 

with returnees or with diaspora networks – which in turn could influence home countries’ political 

institutions.
1
  Given that Sub-Saharan Africa has a long-standing history of migration, can migration 

from this region constitute a force for political changes? Can migrants contribute to improving African 

democratic institutions and their functioning? Are they a vehicle of new political norms that could 

strengthen and consolidate democratic institutions?  

This is the scope of a recent research program using Mali as a case study. Migration to African and 

OECD countries constitutes long-standing practices of Malian people: 11% of Malians aged 18 years 

or more have already had a migration experience abroad, more than 20% of Malians have a family 

member currently in migration and more than 40% of Malians live in a household with at least one 

return migrant. At the same time and although Malian transition to democracy was cited as an example 

during the 1990s, the 2012 crisis
2
 revealed that, beyond the spread of radical Islam and the recurrent 

question of how to manage the Sahelian part of the country and integrate it to the southern part of 

Mali, democratic institutions were still very fragile.  

 

 

 

In order for migrants to transfer political norms to their community of origin, it is essential that they 

have been exposed to different political opinions and practices in their destination country, and have 

adopted these new norms. This is the question we focus on in a recent paper (Chauvet et al., 2016): do 

migrants adopt new political norms during their migration experience? We conducted simultaneous 

surveys on a sample of voting migrants during the Malian 2013 presidential election in France, Côte 

d’Ivoire (the main African destination country of Malian people), and Mali. These exit-poll surveys 

suggest that as regards their level of trust in Malian institutions, respondents interviewed in France 

tend to be more skeptical and less trustful than their non-migrant counterparts. By contrast, 

respondents interviewed in Côte d’Ivoire which is considered by international rankings as a defective 

democracy have higher levels of trust in Malian democracy and in various Malian institutions 

including justice and the police. Regarding their interests in politics and more particularly their interest 

in the 2013 presidential elections, we found the opposite result: migrants who live in Côte d’Ivoire are 

less interested in Malian politics than migrants in France. These results suggest that migrants have 

different perceptions of Malian democratic institutions than their non-migrant counterparts, but also 

that the institutional context of the host country matters for the adoption of political norms. Moreover, 

the extent to which Malian migrants trust (or distrust) the institutions of their home country and the 

interest they have for Malian political life are found to depend on the characteristics of the country 

they reside in.  

                                                
1
 Cf.  Pérez-Armendáriz and Crow(2010), Docquier et al. (2011),  Batista and Vicente (2011), Pfutze (2012), 

Mahmoud et al. (2013). 

2
 On March 22nd 2012, a coup led by Captain Sanogo overthrows Amadou Toumani Touré who were in charge 

since 2002, one month before the presidential election to which he was not a candidate. One of the reasons for 

the military coup was the discontent of some part of the army regarding the way the government had dealt with 

the war which started in Northern Mali in January 2012.  As a collateral damage from the coup d’Etat the 

Northern rebellion took advantage of the political instability to capture the main cities of the Northern region. By 

the beginning of April 2012, the rebellion had taken the cities of Kidal, Gao, and Timbuktu, and was heading 

towards Bamako, triggering the military intervention of France. After one year of transition, the presidential 

election was finally organised in July and August 2013, and brought to power Ibrahim Boubacar Keïta who was, 

during 1994 and 2000 the prime minister of Konaré's government.  

   

 EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS  
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The opportunity for migrants to learn and adopt new values and norms also depends on the quantity 

and quality of their interactions with the host society, which are likely to vary depending on the 

migrants’ socio-economic characteristics and their cultural distance with the host society.  Our 

research on Malian migrants in France confirms that interactions with the host society are a 

precondition to the acquisition new political norms. For instance, being exposed to French media is 

correlated to a stronger interest in French political affairs together with a higher level of skepticism 

towards Malian institutions and politicians and a lower interest in Malian politics. Malians who are 

member of a French union and those who do not live in foyers (French name for residences in which 

migrants are concentrated) are also found to be more critical about Malian political institutions. 

Another channel through which migration might induce changes in political beliefs relates to the 

economic improvement it brings to migrants. Indeed, individuals who increase their personal 

economic resources during their migration experience may be tempted to adopt the values and ideas of 

the country that they perceived as being the source of this expansion. In line with this idea we find that 

being highly-educated is associated with having a higher interest in Malian politics, as well as a 

stronger distrust of Malian institutions.  

Migrants may transfer social and political norms while in migration (the “diaspora channel”) but also 

upon return (the “return channel”). These exchanges can be even more intense as return migrants live 

in the origin country and are likely to have more contacts with their community of origin. On the 

contrary, they could be mitigated by the fact that when migrants come back it is not so obvious that 

they keep the perceptions and political attitudes adopted abroad. It much depends on whether beliefs 

are conditioned by the environment, on whether return migrants keep in touch with their diaspora and 

host country networks and on whether they still have access to the media of their previous country of 

residence. Results from a nationally-representative survey conducted in 2013 in Mali show that return 

migrants are much more interested in politics than non-migrants:  42% of returnees say that they are 

interested in Malian politics against 36% for non-migrants (Chauvet et al., 2017). Men coming from 

democratic countries such as France, other European countries, the United-States, Niger, Senegal and 

Ghana tend to express stronger interest in Malian political affairs than other return migrants or non-

migrants. These differences hold even after controlling for education, age, and other individual 

characteristics. Moreover, return migrants from these democratic countries are found to be more 

involved in local democratic institutions. For instance they have a higher propensity to be part of some 

associations and to attend village or commune councils than non-migrants.  

Last but not least, people living in households with return migrants coming from these democratic 

countries are found to be more prone to be interested in politics and tend to participate more to 

associations or village and commune councils. Malian return migrants seem therefore to transfer 

political norms to their family. These results are in line with Chauvet and Mercier (2014) who show a 

positive impact of the stock of return migrants on participation rates and on electoral competitiveness, 

an effect mostly driven by returnees from non-African countries. They also show that the impact of 

returnees on turnout goes beyond returnees’ own participation, and that it is relatively stronger in areas 

where non-migrants are poorly educated, which can be interpreted as evidence of a diffusion of 

political norms from returnees to non-migrants. 

 

 

Overall, these results provide some useful policy insights on how host and origin countries could 

enhance the political impact of migration. Since migrants’ integration is found to facilitate their 

acquisition of new norms, host countries having well-functioning democracy should do their best to 

integrate them and help them to acquire new skills. For example, host countries could subsidize 

language or literacy classes for migrants or implement housing policies that promote social mixity. 

This would not only improve the living conditions and welfare of Malian migrants, but also contribute 

to increase their propensity to adopt the norms of their new country of residence. To favor the transfer 

 POLICY IMPLICATIONS  
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of new norms, the circulation of migrants between their host and origin country should be facilitated. 

In the same vein, any measure aims at decreasing the cost encountered by migrants for interacting and 

transacting with the left behinds  - financial costs as well as visa procedure- should contribute to 

facilitate political transfers and the diffusion of new democratic norms. Host countries could also 

encourage the temporary return of skilled migrants as is done for e.g. by UNDP’s TOKTEN program 

(Transfer of Knowledge Through Expatriate Nationals) not only to enhance the transfer of knowledge 

but also to facilitate the transfer of norms.  

Of course, and this is especially true for a country such as Mali, expectations with regards the capacity 

of migrants abroad and returnees  to consolidate democratic institutions in their country of origin 

should not be too high. In the case of Mali, a lot of complex factors prompted the 2012 crisis, and it 

would be totally unrealistic to imagine that migrants alone might solve it. Especially so as migrants to 

and returnees from democratic countries are only a minority among those who have chosen to move 

abroad. Indeed, among the 361,000 returnees recorded in the 2013 survey, only 52,000 were from a 

democratic country. Moreover, almost half of them were concentrated in one region of Mali (Kayes). 

This said, it remains nevertheless true that international organisations whose objective is to consolidate 

democratic institutions in Mali should try to rely on the returnees’ community. By involving them, 

they could strengthen their interventions and potentially favour the renewal of the Malian political 

elite.   

Another insight from our study is that the transition of Côte d’Ivoire, the main destination of Malian 

migrants, to an effective democratic system could have some positive externalities on Mali, through 

the diaspora channel. 

 

 

The empirical results of this research rely on first-hand data. We implemented an original multi-sited 

exit-poll survey which was conducted during the Malian 2013 presidential election simultaneously in 

Mali, France, and Côte d’Ivoire to investigate whether Malian migrants have different perceptions and 

political behavior than their non-migrant counterparts. 188 Malian voters in France, 225 in Côte 

d’Ivoire, and 658 in Mali (338 and 320 voters respectively in Bamako and Kayes) were interviewed. 

In the meantime, in partnership with the Malian National Statistical Office, a survey on return 

migration as well as on political opinions and political involvements was conducted in 2013 among 

4,565 households (composed of 14,686 individuals aged 18 or more). The analysis of the acquisition 

of political norms by Malian migrants and the differences in political opinions and implications 

between return migrants and non-migrants have been performed using econometric tools. The 

methodological challenge lies in the identification of a causal link between migration status and 

political outcomes. Biases due to unobserved characteristics of migrants and potential selection 

process are mitigated through Two-Stage Least Square estimations using a quasi-experiment approach. 

We use variation in destination countries’ political and economic situation (French growth rate, 

intensity of conflict in Côte d’Ivoire) as a source of exogenous variation in return migration to Mali.  
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