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Mauritanian youth see government as failing            

on their priority concerns, including education 

and jobs 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 874 | Stephen Quansah 

 

Summary  

More than six in 10 Mauritanians are under the age of 25 (UNFPA, 2024). This youthful 

demographic has the potential to bring youth issues to the forefront of national policy 

discussions. 

The government, recognising the importance of education in national development, has 

integrated youth education into its broader strategic plans, focusing on the socio-economic 

integration of young people through curriculum improvements and targeted education and 

training programmes (Tammey, 2022; World Bank, 2020). Initiatives such as My Project-My 

Future aim to empower young entrepreneurs by providing them with necessary skills and 

resources. The government's review of previous youth policies ensures alignment with the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

Despite government efforts, high unemployment and underemployment persist among 

Mauritanian youth, exacerbated by job losses during the COVID-19 pandemic (World Bank, 

2022; International Labour Organization, 2023). 

Youth advocates in Mauritania also stress the need for young people to be involved in 

governance and policy making to ensure the development of effective and responsive 

programmes (UNICEF, 2020). However, youth participation is often hindered by barriers such 

as the high costs of election campaigns, which limit opportunities for young candidates 

(International Foundation for Electoral Systems, 2023).  

Afrobarometer survey data offer insights into the situation facing Mauritania’s youth. Findings 

show that young adults are more likely than their elders to be educated, indicating 

significant gains in educational attainment over time. However, nearly half of young and 

early middle-aged citizens are unemployed. 

Education and health top the list of young people’s priorities for government action, followed 

by poverty and unemployment. Few youth applaud the government’s performance on any 

of these issues. 

Despite these challenges, a majority of young Mauritanians are optimistic about the country's 

overall direction and offer positive assessments of the country’s economy and their own living 

conditions. 

When it comes to making their voices heard, findings suggest that youth differ only modestly 

from older age groups in political and civic participation. One exception is voting: Among 

those old enough to vote in the last general election, young citizens are about 20 

percentage points less likely than older respondents to say they cast a ballot.  
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Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 9 surveys 

(2021/2023) cover 39 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in Mauritania, led by SISTA Consult, interviewed a nationally 

representative sample of 1,200 adult Mauritanians in November-December 2022. A sample of 

this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% 

confidence level. This was the first Afrobarometer survey conducted in Mauritania. 

Key findings 

▪ Four in 10 Mauritanian youth (aged 18-35) report having secondary or post-secondary 

education (41%), outpacing older cohorts. While 30% of youth have no formal 

education, that reflects a sharp drop from previous generations. 

▪ Despite higher education levels, nearly half (47%) of young Mauritanians don’t have a 

job but are looking for one, an unemployment rate that slightly exceeds the national 

average (44%).  

▪ According to young Mauritanians, the most critical issues that the government must 

address are education and health, followed by poverty and unemployment.  

▪ Only about one-quarter of youth say the government is performing well on education 

(27%), health care (25%), and poverty reduction (22%), with even lower approval on 

job creation (15%).  

▪ Even so, more than half (54%) of young citizens believe Mauritania is headed in “the 

right direction.” 

o Nearly two-thirds (63%) rate the country’s economic condition as “fairly good” or 

“very good,” and (53%) offer positive assessments of their personal living 

conditions.  

o But only one-quarter (25%) of youth think Mauritania’s economic condition has 

improved in the past year, while 41% say it has worsened. About 35% expect the 

country’s fortunes to improve over the coming year. 

▪ Youth are about as likely as older adults to reach out to elected officials and 

collaborate with others to voice their concerns. But they are significantly less likely to 

vote: 59% of youth who were old enough to vote in 2020 say they did so, compared 

to 77%-81% of older cohorts. 

Education and employment status 

Mauritania’s youth (aged 18-35) are better educated than their elders. Four in 10 young 

respondents (41%) report having secondary or post-secondary education, compared to 35% 

of 36- to 45-year-olds, 17% of 46- to 55-year-olds and 14% of those aged 56 and above 

(Figure 1). Three in 10 youth (30%) have no formal education, less than one-third the rate 

among senior citizens (69%). 
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Figure 1: Educational attainment | by age group | Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: What is your highest level of education? 

 

Despite their higher education levels, young Mauritanians are also more likely than their 

elders to be unemployed. Nearly half (47%) of the country’s youth say they are not employed 

and are looking for a job, a rate to that among the early middle-aged (49% of 36- to 45-year-

olds) but 10-15 percentage points higher than among older citizens (Figure 2). Additionally, 

one-fourth (26%) of young respondents say they are neither working nor looking for work. 

Figure 2: Employment status | by age group | Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you have a job that pays a cash income? [If yes:] Is it full time or part time? 

[If no:] Are you currently looking for a job? 
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One-tenth (10%) of young adults identify as students (Figure 3). They are split between those 

who are looking for work (6%) and those who are jobless but not searching for work (4%).  

This pattern of high unemployment among the youth, despite greater educational 

attainment, mirrors a challenge faced in other developing countries, where job opportunities 

often do not align with the educational qualifications or skills of the younger population 

(International Labour Organization, 2020). 

Figure 3: Employment and student status | respondents aged 18-35 years                             

| Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked:  

Do you have a job that pays a cash income? [If yes:] Is it full time or part time? [If no:] Are you 

currently looking for a job? 

What is your main occupation? [If not currently working:] What was your last main occupation? (% 

who say “student”) 

Priorities for action and government performance 

In the eyes of young Mauritanians, the most important issue that the government must 

address is education, cited by 45% of 18- to 35-year-olds, followed by health (43%), poverty 

(39%), and unemployment (35%) (Figure 4).  

Young adults do not differ greatly from their elders in their priorities for government action. 

However, young respondents are notably more likely than older cohorts to focus on 

education (by 5-7 percentage points) and less likely to prioritise corruption (by 5-19 points). 

Given the elevated unemployment rates among the youth and early middle-aged, it is not 

surprising to see that both groups place more emphasis on this issue than older citizens. 
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Figure 4: Most important problems | by age group | Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (Up to three responses per person; figure shows % of respondents 

who cite each problem among their three priorities.) 

 

Like their elders, young Mauritanians are highly critical of the government’s performance on 

some of their core priorities. Only about one-fourth of youth say the government is doing 

“fairly well” or “very well” on addressing educational needs (27%), improving basic health 

services (25%), and improving the living standards of the poor (22%) (Figure 5). Even fewer 

(15%) approve of the government’s efforts on job creation. 

On all these issues, youth assessments match the national average, typically reflecting 

somewhat greater approval among middle-aged citizens and less approval among seniors. 
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Figure 5: Approval of government performance on youth priorities | by age group            

| Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say? (% who say “fairly well” or “very well”) 

The country’s direction and economic situation 

Despite widespread frustration with the government’s performance on key priorities, young 

Mauritanians’ views of the country’s economic condition and its overall trajectory are 

decidedly more positively. 

A slim majority (54%) of youth believe that Mauritania is heading in “the right direction,” while 

45% disagree (Figure 6). Only 46- to 55-year-olds offer a significantly different assessment, 

reflecting greater optimism (64%) about the country’s overall direction. 

Figure 6: Country’s direction | by age group | Mauritania | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: Would you say that the country is going in the wrong direction or going in the 

right direction? 
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Similarly, a majority (63%) of young Mauritians describe their country’s economic condition as 

“fairly good” or “very good” (Figure 7). This assessment aligns with those of other age groups 

except for senior citizens, who are significantly less likely to see the economic situation in a 

positive light. 

A slimmer majority (53%) of youth describe their personal living conditions as “fairly good” or 

“very good.” Other age groups are less satisfied with their living conditions, dropping to 32% 

approval among those over age 55. 

Figure 7: Positive assessments of country’s economy and personal living conditions             

| by age group | Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: In general, how would you describe: The present economic condition of this 

country? Your own present living conditions? (% who say “fairly good” or “very good”)  

 

Only one-fourth (25%) of young respondents think the country’s economic condition has 

improved over the past year, while 41% say it has worsened and 34% think it is unchanged 

(Figure 8). 

And youth are only modestly more optimistic about the near future: 35% think things will 

improve during the coming year, while 29% expect them to deteriorate and 35% foresee no 

change. 

Young Mauritanians don’t differ dramatically in their assessments from their elders, although 

the over-55 group is both most likely to say things have gotten worse (46%) and most likely to 

think they will keep getting worse in the near future (33%). 

  

47%

61%

32%

48%

37%

61%

48%

63%

53%

63%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Personal living conditions are fairly

good/very good

Country's economic condition is fairly

good/very good

18-35 years 36-45 years 46-55 years 56 years and above National average



                                             

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2024  8 

 

Figure 8: Retrospective and prospective assessment of country’s economic 

conditions | Mauritania | 2023 

 
Respondents were asked: Looking back, how do you rate economic conditions in this country 

compared to 12 months ago? Looking ahead, do you expect economic conditions in this country to 

be better or worse in 12 months’ time? 

Political engagement 

Considering their dissatisfaction with the government’s performance, to what extent do 

Mauritania’s youth engage in political and civic processes in pursuit of change? Survey 

findings indicate that young people are about as likely as other adults to reach out to 

elected officials and collaborate with others to voice their concerns. However, there is 

significant scope for increasing their impact at the ballot box. 

Roughly one-third of young respondents report contacting a local government councillor 

(36%) or member of Parliament (30%) at least once during the previous year about some 

important problem or to share their views (Figure 9). These rates are similar to the national 

averages.  

But younger citizens are significantly less likely than their elders to vote: 59% of youth who 

were old enough to vote in the 2020 election say they did so, compared to 77%-81% of older 

cohorts (Figure 10). One reason for lower participation rates at the ballot box might be that 

younger individuals are less likely to identify with a political party: Only 41% of young people 

say they “feel close to” a political party, compared to 45%-50% among older groups.  

Participation in community activities shows minimal variation across age groups. At least 

once during the preceding year, 26% of young respondents attended a community meeting 
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(vs. a national average of 28%), 28% joined others to raise an issue (identical to the national 

average), and 12% joined in a community protest (vs. 10% of all adults).  

Figure 9: Contacted political representatives | by age group | Mauritania | 2023 

  
Respondents were asked: During the past year, how often have you contacted any of the following 

persons about some important problem or to give them your views? (% who say “only once,” “a few 

times,” or “often”) 

Figure 10: Political participation | by age group | Mauritania | 2023 
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Here is a list of actions that people sometimes take as citizens. For each of these, please tell me 

whether you, personally, have done any of these things during the past year: Attended a 

community meeting? Got together with others to raise an issue? Participated in a demonstration 

or protest march? (% who say “once or twice,” “several times,” or “often”) 
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Conclusion  

Both more educated and less employed than older generations, Mauritania’s youth are 

largely dissatisfied with their government’s performance on their priority concerns, including 

both education and job creation. 

At the same time, a majority of young people offer positive assessments of the country’s 

economy and their personal living conditions and are in agreement with the country’s overall 

direction. 

Mauritanian youth are about as likely as older citizens to engage in political and civic 

processes to ensure that their voices are heard and their needs are addressed, with the 

glaring exception of voting in elections. 
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