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Abstract

Despite growing concerns about political instability, research on insecurity and institutional trust has
overwhelmingly focused on democracies, leaving authoritarian and conflict-affected countries largely
unexplored. This study examines how insecurity influences institutional trust in Mali, a fragile and
conflict-affected country. Using data from Afrobarometer rounds 8 and 9, combined with secondary
data on conflict events from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) project, we
construct indices of subjective and objective insecurity and estimate multiple linear models including
guadratic terms to assess relationships before and after the coups of August 2020 and May 2021.
Our results reveal power-contingent, non-linear dynamics. Under civilian rule, objective insecurity,
seen as observed violence, traces a U-shaped curve. However, under the military regime, the curve
turns bell-shaped. Conversely, subjective insecurity, mildly corrosive before the coups, instead
becomes U-shaped afterward, meaning only extreme perceived danger activates the rally-around-
the-flag effect. While these patterns highlight potential differences between regime types, they are
drawn from two time points in a single country and should be interpreted with caution.
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1. Introduction

Trust is the foundation of most social relationships and plays an important role in human well-
being and economic development (Hwang, 2017; Perry, 2021). When that confidence is
directed toward public authorities — what scholars call institutional trust — it underpins state
legitimacy, smooths policy implementation, and encourages civic engagement (Cook, 2001;
Hitlin & Shutava, 2022; Mishler & Rose, 2005). High levels of institutional trust facilitate
governance and foster social inclusion (Khan & Krishnan, 2021; Kumagai & lorio, 2020; Smith,
2009). Conversely, deep distrust can weaken compliance with laws and sap the authority of
elected leaders (Freitag & Ackermann, 2016; Marien & Hooghe, 2011). A low level of
institutional trust can create a social environment in which it is more difficult for political
leaders to govern and implement legislation. In short, government quality often hinges on
citizens’ willingness to trust the institutions that govern them (Blanco & Ruiz, 2013).

Following the rise of democratic systems around the world since the 1990s, scholars have
observed a decline in institutional frust. Data from Afrobarometer’s Round 9 (2021/2023)
surveys attest to the magnitude of this trend. Across 39 African countries, only 46% of adults
report frusting their president, and 37% trust the legislature — declines of 12 and 19 percentage
points, respectively, relative to the 2011/2013 survey wave (Adaba & Boio, 2024). Maliis one
of the countries with the biggest drops in institutional trust. Between 2014 and 2019, trust in the
president fell from 70% to 47%, while confidence in the legislature slid from 61% to 39%.!

A leading explanation is the rapid spread of political violence and insecurity, especially in
developing regions, which corrodes social cohesion and fuels disillusionment with state
performance (Blanco, 2011; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022). Crucially, insecurity has two faces.
Objective insecurity refers to tangible violent events — battles, terrorist attacks, banditry — while
subjective insecurity captures the personal fear and vulnerability those events (or even
rumours of them) provoke. The two do not always move in lockstep, yet most research
conflates them or focuses only on perceived danger.

North and West Africa illustrate why both dimensions matter. Since the early 2010s, layered
rebellions and Jihadist incursions have generated unprecedented levels of fear and
uncertainty in the Sahel (Walther, Radil, & Russell, 2021), eroding interpersonal and institutional
trust alike (Rockmore, 2017; Sulemana, 2015; Tapsoba, 2023). Still, only a handful of studies —
mainly from Latin America and Asia — have linked insecurity directly to institutional trust
(Blanco, 2013; Mukherjee, 2024; Uddin, 2025), and virtually none examine how that
relationship might change in the wake of a military coup. This omission is striking because
coups create sharp ruptures in the political order, amplifying uncertainty about the state’s
capacity to deliver security and basic services (Celestino, Lee, & Kivimaki, 2025). While most
literature finds that insecurity depresses trust, emerging evidence suggests that coups can
paradoxically boost social trust (Brailey, Harding, & Isbell, 2024), raising the question of
whether insecurity might sometimes increase confidence in institutions when a coup resets
public expectations.

This study addresses the following research question: To what extent does insecurity influence
institutional trust in Sahelian countries, and how does this relationship shift in the affermath of
a military coup?

The existing literature has predominantly examined the relationship between insecurity and
institutional trust in democratic settings (Blanco, 2013; Mukherjee, 2024; Uddin, 2025). By
conftrast, relatively little is known about how this relationship operates in authoritarian regimes,
and even less in African contexts affected by conflict and coups d'état. This gap underscores
the need for a comparative investigation of the effects of insecurity on institutional frust under
both civilian and military regimes.

Maliis a suitable case study for several reasons. First, since 2012, Mali has been facing a socio-
political and territorial crisis marked by three military coups in less than 10 years, which has

! Author's calculation based on Afrobarometer data from Round 6 (2014/2015) and Round 8 (2019/2021).
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intensified the climate of insecurity (Cissé, Coulibaly, Fané, Haidara, & Sougané, 2023). The
Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED, 2024) records more than 9,200 violent
incidents and 7,500 conflict-related deaths between 2012 and 2023. According to the Global
Terrorism Index 2023, sub-Saharan Africa recorded the biggest increase in the number of
deaths due to terrorism in 2022. Furthermore, four of the 10 countries most affected by
terrorism in 2022 were in the Sahel region, with Mali ranked second behind Burkina Faso?in
sub-Saharan Africa and fourth globally (Institute for Economics & Peace, 2023). Also, Mali
alone recorded an increase of 944 deaths (56%) due to terrorism compared to 2021 (Institute
for Economics & Peace, 2023). Second, among the reasons put forward by the military junta
to justify the coup were the high level of insecurity in the country, under-resourced armed
forces, poor governance, and corruption. Third, the availability of representative data on
citizens’ perceptions of insecurity and institutional trust before and after the coups of August
2020 and May 2021 supports the implementation of the study, as the Afrobarometer surveys,
particularly Round 8 (March-April 2020) and Round 9 (July-August 2022), were carried out
before and after the coups of August 2020 and May 2021. By geo-matching these surveys
with ACLED counts of nearby violent events, we can disentangle the impacts of objective
violence and subjective insecurity under civilian and military rule.

Our analysis constructs an institutional frust index via factor analysis and parallel indices for
objective and subjective insecurity. Multiple regressions reveal power-contingent, non-linear
dynamics. Under civilian rule, objective insecurity fraces a U-shaped curve, i.e. trust falls at first
but rises once conflict grows intense as citizens rally behind a protective state. After the
coups, the curve turns bell-shaped, showing that limited unrest increases institutional trust
while intense violence leads to a significant collapse. This outcome is consistent with the
responsibility-attribution framework and the resilience-threshold concept,’ as the junta is held
directly accountable for its security pledge and loses credibility beyond a critical point.
Subjective insecurity, mildly corrosive before the coups, instead becomes U-shaped
afterward, meaning that only extreme perceived danger activates the rally-around-the-flag
effect.

By illuminating this regime-contingent dynamic, the study makes three contributions. First, it fills
a major geographic gap in the insecurity-trust literature by focusing on an African context
marked by conflict and coups. Second, it demonstrates how coups can invert expected
relationships by reshaping citizens' performance benchmarks. Third, it offers policy-relevant
insights for rebuilding legitimacy in conflict-affected states. Durable improvements in
institutional trust will require effective security operations that keep violence below the
resilience threshold, rigorous anfi-corruption crackdowns, fransparent service delivery that
reaches both urban and rural citizens, and risk-sensitive communication that fempers fear
while showcasing genuine state responsiveness.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a literature review.
Section 3 describes the Malian context. Section 4 introduces the data and methodology.
Section 5 presents the findings. Section 6 discusses the results, and Section 7 draws
conclusions and policy implications.

2 |n addition, the Sahel is the world’s worst-affected region, accounting for 43% of terrorism-related deaths
worldwide. Burkina Faso and Mali account for 73% of deaths in the Sahel and 52% of deaths in sub-Saharan
Africa.

3 The responsibility-attribution framework suggests that citizens adjust their trust in institutions depending on
whether they hold authorities responsible for insecurity (Blanco, 2013; Blanco & Ruiz, 2013; Uddin, 2025). The
resilience-threshold concept posits that public trust can withstand moderate levels of threat but collapses once
violence exceeds a tolerable limit (Béland, 2005; Huddy, Feldman, Taber, & Lahav, 2005; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984).
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2. Literature review: Institutional performance, insecurity, and citizens’ trust

In organisational psychology, Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) define trust as a willingness
to accept vulnerability to another’s actions, grounded in positive expectations of that actor’s
performance. Transposed o the public arena, citizens become the vulnerable party, and the
“other” is the set of institutions empowered to make, execute, and adjudicate rules (Mattes &
Moreno, 2017). Institutional trust therefore hinges on the belief that state bodies will act
competently and fairly even when ordinary people lack the means to monitor them directly.

2.1. Institutional performance

Early work by Miller (1974) framed political frust as a running tally of institutional performance.
Later studies argued that governments earn trust when they safeguard property rights, curb
corruption, deliver services, and foster growth (Berg & Hjerm, 2010; Suh, Chang, & Lim, 2012;
LUhiste 2006). Afrobarometer data echo this logic across sub-Saharan Africa: Better-rated
service provision and macro-economic management systematically predict higher
confidence in presidents, legislatures, and courts (Little & Logan, 2009; Mattes & Bratton,
2007). Comparable results appear in China (Yang & Tang, 2010) and Ghana (Godefroidt,
Langer, & Meuleman, 2017).

Yet critics stress that a narrow output focus neglects citizens’ lived encounters with the state.
Gérxhani and Wintrobe (2021) emphasise that repeated interactions — fair or exploitative — at
police checkpoints, tax offices, or clinics shape frust more than abstract performance scores.
Moreover, the performance lens says little about how citizens react when basic security
cannot be taken for granted, a chronic reality in fragile Sahelian states such as Mali.

2.2. Insecurity and the security mandate

Insecurity encompasses multiple dimensions ranging from psychological states to tangible
threats. Ewetan and Urhie (2014, p. 43) define insecurity as a situation involving “the absence
of security, danger, risk, uncertainty, lack of protection, and lack of safety.” At the subjective
pole, Béland (2005) treats insecurity as a persistent state of fear or anxiety due to absence or
lack of protection. Stress-appraisal research shows such fear erodes perceived control and, in
turn, social trust (Molteni, 2020; Shuval, Massey, Caughy, Cavanaugh, Pillsbury, & Groce, 2012;
Zuberi, 2018). Blanco (2013) confirms that people who feel unsafe systematically report lower
frust in state institutions.

Easton’s (1965) performance-based legitimacy theory extends naturally to security provision:
Every violent incident signals state failure. Yet crisis psychology identifies a counter-intuition —
the rally-around-the-flag effect — whereby citizens facing existential threats suspend criticism
and close ranks behind authority (Mueller, 1970; Hetherington & Nelson, 2003). Responsibility-
attribution theory deepens this. Citizens judge governments against their own security

pledges, so a junta that seizes power on a law-and-order platform may reap an early

credibility dividend but incur harsher blame when violence resurges (Powell & Whitten, 1993).

Maliillustrates the dual challenge of uneven service delivery and endemic insecurity. Limited
state reach and patchy public goods strain legitimacy on several fronts (see Section 3).
Whether citizens punish civilian and military regimes in the same way — or whether insecurity
interacts with regime type - remains an open question.

2.3. Research hypotheses

This study explores how insecurity influences institutional frust in Mali, a country facing both
persistent armed conflict and regime change. Rather than specifying exact functional forms
a priori, we examine whether these relationships vary according to whether the regime is
civilian or military. We distinguish between objective insecurity, measured by observed violent
events, and subjective insecurity, based on citizens' perception of risk. Our main analysis
focuses on objective insecurity, while subjective insecurity is considered as an alternative
analysis fo check robustness and explore individual perceptions.
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We build on existing research that views political regimes not only as institutional structures but
also as interpretive contexts that fundamentally shape how citizens understand and evaluate
state performance (Newton, 2001; Mattes & Moreno, 2017; Godefroidt et al., 2017). In military
or authoritarian regimes, which often derive their legitimacy from promises of order and
effective governance, moderate levels of insecurity may be framed as evidence of state
resolve and capacity, thereby enhancing institutional trust (Yang & Tang, 2010; Mishler &
Rose, 2005). Conversely, civiian and democratic regimes typically derive their legitimacy
from electoral accountability and the rule of law, making persistent insecurity more likely to
be interpreted as governance failure that erodes institutional trust (Blanco & Ruiz, 2013;
Blanco, 2013; Zmerli & Newton, 2008). Beyond these regime-type differences, prior studies on
the relationship between insecurity and institutional frust suggest that the effect of violence is
not necessarily linear. Limited or contained insecurity may be tolerated, or may even
strengthen institutional support, if citizens perceive it as a demonstration of regime
commitment, but once violence escalates beyond a certain threshold, it becomes
unsustainable and erodes institutional trust regardless of regime type (Escribd-Folch, 2013;
Uddin, 2025; Mukherjee, 2024). These insights help us anticipate that the insecurity-trust
relationship depends on both the nature of the regime and the intensity of violence.

Based on this reasoning, in this study, we formulate three hypotheses. First, higher levels of
insecurity are expected to be associated with lower institutional trust, reflecting citizens’
perception of government failure to maintain security and public order (H1). Second, the
relationship between insecurity and institutional frust may vary depending on the type of
regime, with moderate violence potentially sustaining trust under military rule but reducing it
linearly under civilian rule (H2). Third, the relationship may be non-linear, as low to moderate
violence may be tolerated or interpreted positively, signaling regime commitment, but
beyond a critical threshold, further escalation of insecurity is likely to sharply undermine trust
(H3).

3. Mdadlian context

In this section, we discuss the political crisis that has plagued Mali since 2012; changes in the
level of insecurity, including violent events and deaths; and the measures and actions taken
by the military government after the coups.

3.1. An unstable political situation since 2012

Since 2012, Mali, once cited as a benchmark for good governance, secularism, tolerance,
and democracy, has been plunged intfo a profound political, identity, and security crisis. The
2012 coup d'état orchestrated by Captain Amadou Haya Sanogo, followed by the
insurrection of rebel and separatist groups, led to the takeover of almost two-thirds of Mali’s
geographical territory, causing the displacement of more than 400,000 Malians (Bleck &
Michelitch, 2015).

Operation Serval, a military operation launched by the French government and supported by
an African mission, repelled the insurgents and restored most towns to central government
control in 2013.4 This was followed by a democratic election, making lbrahim Boubacar Keita
president of Mali; he was re-elected in 2018. Despite several years of Keita's rule and peace
accords signed in Ouagadougou (2013) and Algiers (2015), conditions in Mali's center
deteriorated once again amid daily armed violence, banditry, a climate of generalised
insecurity, and the rise of new insurgent groups with ethnic and communal grievances
(Bertelli, Calvo, Lavallée, Mercier, & Mesplé-Somps, 2023; Devermont, 2019; Sandor, 2017).

4 Boeke and Schuurman (2015) provide very detailed information on the French operation and the collaboration
between African forces in the fight against the insurrection launched by the Tuareg rebellion and its allies in
2012.
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In their study, Korotayev and Khokhlova (2022) trace the key elements that led to the
collapse of President Keita's administration and the military’s rise to power. They highlight the
military losses, the escalation of corruption and nepotism, the mismanagement of the
administration, and the deterioration of economic conditions due to the COVID-19
pandemic, among other factors. This situation led to a popular uprising and a lack of frust in
the country’s government institutions and political leaders. Operation Barkhane and the
cooperation of the G5 Sahel Joint Force have failed to halt the spread of insecurity (Wing,
2020).

From a political point of view, successive postponements of parliamentary elections until
March 2020, when they were initially scheduled for November 2018, led to discontent among
opposition parties (Korotayev & Khokhlova, 2022). Compounding the situation, the
Constitutional Court annulled provisional tallies in several constituencies — overturning victories
that had initially been credited to 31 opposition candidates — while more than 270 polling
stations were shut for security reasons, a combination that drove turnout down sharply, even
in the capital, Bamako.

On August 18, 2020, Keita and his prime minister were arrested by special forces led by
Colonel Assimi Goita. Following the coup, Bah N'Daw, former minister of defense, was
appointed president. Differences in their visions for the country’s development, and in
particular on the security crisis, between the French-backed N'Daw and Goita, who sought
partnerships with Russia, led to a second coup d'état on May 24, 2021 (Korotayev &
Khokhlova, 2022). A military junta led by Goita arrested and deposed the president and
prime minister of the transition. Goita was recognised by Mali's Constitutional Court as the
counftry’'s president on May 28.

3.2. Insecurity trends in Mali

Since 2012, Mali has faced growing security tension. The number of violent events has
increased over several phases (Figure 1). After a period of relative calm in the aftermath of
Operation Serval and the election of a democratic government, violence increased
eightfold between 2014 and 2018, resulting in more than 2,280 deaths. Beyond the anti-
insecurity protests that rocked Mali's political landscape, escalating attacks on the national
army fuelled a sharp rise in violence from 2019 onward. In 2020, more than 1,000 violent
events and 867 deaths were recorded.

Figure 1: Evolution of violent events and fatalities, 2012-2023
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Violence continued to rise following the double coup d’état of August 2020 and May 2021,
though the number of deaths declined by 8% between 2022 and 2023. Different types of
violent events follow similar trends, with violence against civilians being the most significant
over the years (see Figure A.1 in the Appendix). The intervention of the state and its allies has
resulted in a considerable increase in strategic security operations, which grew seven-fold
between 2020 and 2023, including disrupting weapons use, making arrests, and establishing
military bases. Violence arising from protests has followed a downward trend since 2020,
falling from 122 cases to 68 cases in 2023, i.e. a drop of 44%.

3.3. Measures taken by the military junta

The military junta, led by Goita, took various measures to ensure the fransition, starting with
the appointment of a civilian as prime minister. These measures were ostensibly geared
tfoward the restoration of security, economic recovery, and the provision of basic social
services.

3.3.1. Restoring security

On the security front, the government set about revitalising the National Strategy for Security
Sector Reform and investing in military equipment. Military expenditures rose from FCFA 299.1
billion in 2019 to FCFA 459.4 billion in 2022, an increase of 53.6% (Boudombo, 2023). Arms
imports were estimated at U.S. $58 million in 2022, up 61% from 2021 (Perspective Monde,
2024). Funding and modernisation have improved the ranking of the Malian army to third-
most-powerful in West Africa, behind Nigeria and Ghana (Global Fire Power, 2022). Military
operations have included the famous Maliko/Kéletigui"® campaign, and the recapture of the
town of Kidal, which had been under rebel confrol since 2014 (Africa News, 2023). Between
May 2021 and August 2022, there were more than 245 military operations by the Malian army
not involving civilians, including 52% armed confrontations and 26% air strikes (ACLED, 2024).
However, initiatives by the Malian army and its allies have also resulted in numerous civilian
casualties, estimated at more than 290 during the first year after the army took power.

3.3.2. Economy and basic social services recovery

In terms of economic recovery, the fransitional government has worked to improve the
business environment by updating the mining and investment codes and reforming the tax
code (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2024). It has also taken steps to improve access to basic social
services and build affordable housing, roads, and a major cement plant (World Bank, 2023;
Djiguiba, 2022).

Health insurance and social benefits are offered fo salaried employees and civil servants on a
state-subsidised basis, with an affordable premium (Secrétariat Général du Gouvernement,
2022). However, as in neighbouring countries, the predominance of the informal sector
means that these services benefit only a tiny proportion of the population working in the
public or formal sectors. Initiatives aimed at youth employment and poverty reduction have
also been launched, but these programmes often run up against major funding problems
due to the government’s considerable budget deficits since the 2020 coup (Bertelsmann
Stiftung, 2024).

In response to the coups, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)
decreed the closure of Mali's borders with other member states, as well as an economic and
financial embargo (Bertelli et al., 2023). However, the economy has shown signs of resilience,
with gross domestic product growth estimated at 3.5% in 2022, reflecting a rebound in cereal
production and the resilience of the mining sector (World Bank, 2024).

5 The Maliko/Kéletigui operation is a Malian military campaign targeting armed groups in central and northern
Mali. Maliko, active since 2020, covered the central and eastern regions, while Kéletigui, launched in December
2021, replaced Maliko in central Mali. Kéletigui is characterised by large-scale operations combining airstrikes
and ground forces (Gouvy & de Bruijne, 2022).
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4. Methodology

4.1. Data

The data used in this study are from Afrobarometer Round 8 (March-April 2020) and Round 9
(July-August 2022) surveys in Mali. The choice of these two rounds is justified by the fact that
the data allow individual-level comparisons of Malian opinions before and after the coups of
August 2020 and May 2021. Afrobarometer uses national probability samples designed to
generate samples representative of all citizens aged 18 and above (Afrobarometer, 2023).
The Afrobarometer team in Mali, led by the Groupe de Recherche en Economie Appliquee
et Theorique (GREAT), interviewed 1,200 Malians in each round. A sample of this size yields
country-level results with margins of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence
level.

We also use secondary data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED, 2024)
Project. ACLED provides a geo-localised record of all political violence and demonstrations
reported in the media (Raleigh, Linke, Hegre, & Karlsen, 2010). It compiles data from
newspaper articles, news agency dispatches, and reports from non-governmental and
international organisations and provides information on dates, actors, deaths, and GPS
coordinates of political violence and protest events reported around the world.

Since Afrobarometer data provide GPS coordinates for each enumeration area (EA) that is
visited, we first compute the Euclidean distance between each EA cenfroid and the
locations of violent events recorded in ACLED. We then count all incidents occurring within a
5km radius of the EA in which the survey respondents reside and merge the two data sefs via
the EA identifier. This merge gives us a precise measure of respondents’ exposure to violence,
which we employ as an objective indicator of insecurity.

Although data on violent events in Mali have been reported since May 1997, most are
recorded after the 2012 crisis (Bertelli et al., 2023). However, we only consider the periods
surrounding Afrobarometer Round 8 and Round 9, i.e. the period from March 2020 to August
2022, as shown in Figure A.2 in the Appendix.

4.2. Conceptualisation and operationalisation

4.2.1. Institutional trust

In this paper, the outcome of interest is Malians’ level of institutional frust. Since institutions are
diverse, papers in the literature often measure institutional frust (at the individual level) using
direct or indirect survey questions and construct a simple index combining highly correlated
variables on tfrust in various institutions (Bouraima, Diallo, & Hekponhoue, 2025; Ivanov, 2023).
Usually, researchers measure trust in the country’s Parlioment, legal system, political parties,
and police (Beesley & Hawkins, 2022; Mattes & Moreno, 2017).

In this study, we use several questions that measure citizens’ frust in political institutions. In line
with other authors, we consider the Parliament (Kaasa & Andriani, 2022), courts and fribunals
(Beesley & Hawkins, 2022), and police (Beesley & Hawkins, 2022; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022).
Drawing on Mattes and Moreno (2017) and the Malian context, we add trust in the president,
the army, and local councillors. Infroducing trust in the president allows us to consider the
importance of the president in decision making before and after the coups. The proliferation
of self-defense groups in Mali over the past few years underpins our interest in individual frust
in the army. And citizens’ relationship with their local councillors — a more accessible part of
government than the judiciary, Parliament, or the president — plays an important role in the
trust they place in them, and in institutions in general.

We use factor analysis to construct the institutional frust index. The various items are coded on
a scale of 0-3, ranging from "Not at all" to "Very much,” reflecting the degree of trust in each

institution. We use the Bartlett's test of sphericity and Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling
adequacy to assess the suitability of scale items for factor analysis. Unless otherwise stated, all
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factor analyses employ maximum likelihood as the extraction method. Following the factor
analysis, the infernal consistency of the scales is assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (a).

Table A.1in the Appendix shows the factor loadings, percentages of the total variance
explained by the factor, and validity and reliability measures for the institutional trust index.
Overall, the results indicate that the selected items are suitable for factor analysis, with good
internal consistency.

4.2.2. Insecurity indicator

Insecurity can be studied from an objective and a subjective angle. From an objective point
of view, this means considering the actual level of risk of being a victim of violence or crime.
The subjective approach, on the other hand, is associated with the perception, feeling, or
fear of facing this same risk (Huesca Gonzdlez, Grimaldo-Santamaria, & Quicios Garcia,
2021). While these two approaches generally go hand in hand, researchers in some counfries,
particularly in the West, have confronted the paradox of a decline in objective insecurity with
a simultaneous rise in feelings of insecurity (Huesca Gonzdlez et al., 2021).

This study uses two indicators of insecurity. From a subjective point of view, feeling of insecurity
is constructed by using two Afrobarometer questions: “"Over the past year, how often, if ever,
have you or anyone in your family: Felt unsafe walking in your neighbourhood? Feared crime
in your own homee" The responses are coded from 0O to 4, ranging from “Never” to “Always.”
As we only have two variables related to feelings of insecurity, we employ principal axis
factoring as the extraction method (Table A.1).

From an objective point of view, we approximate the level of exposure to insecurity by the
frequency of violent events in the vicinity of the respondent’s place of residence. For this, the
Euclidean distance defined below is used to determine the number of violent events
occurring within a 5km radius of the EA.

2
d= j[(wz—wl)km]u (hy = 1)k cos (2222

where ¢ = Iatfitude, 1 = longitude, k,,=111,320m per degree, and the cosine term adjusts the
longitudinal distance for latitude, using the average latitude %. This formula is accurate to
well under 1% for distances up to about 10km (Snyder, 1987).

4.2.3. Control variables

Corruption perception

For corruption perception, we also use factor analysis to construct an index by exploiting
responses to the following questions: "How many of the following people do you think are
involved in corruption: The president and officials in his office? Members of Parliamente Civil
servantse Local government councillors¢ Police¢ Judges and magistratese” These items are
coded on a scale of 0-3, ranging from "None" to "All of them."

Socio-demographic characteristics

Individual characteristics can also affect institutional trust. We include the main control
variables used in previous studies of institutional frust: gender, age, education, and urban-
rural residence (Booth & Seligson, 2009; Bouraima et al., 2025; Chang, 2013; Hakhverdian &
Mayne, 2012; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022; Mattes & Bratton, 2007).
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4.3. Statistical analysis

To examine whether insecurity affects institutional frust, we estimate a multiple linear
regression using ordinary least squares. For each individual i and period p (before, after), we
specify the following equation:

DV? = a + ByInsecurity] + B, (Insecurityip)2 + AControl! + €’ (1)

where DV; denotes the dependent variable, which is the institutional trust index, and
Insecurity is insecurity measured as feeling insecure in the neighbourhood/home (subjective
measure) and the frequency of violent events near the EA (objective measure). Control refers
to perceptions of corruption, gender, age, education, and residential location (urban or
rural). The parameters p; and B, provide, respectively, the insecurity indicator and ifs
quadratic effect of institutional frust. All estimates are made separately before and after the
Coups.

5. Findings

5.1. Violent events and institutional trust

Table 1 presents estimates for the relafionship between objective insecurity and institutional
frust. The results show that institutional trust reacts non-linearly to insecurity. Under civilian rule,
the first- and second-order coefficients have opposite signs (8, = —0.005,p < 0.001; B, =
+0.014,p < 0.001), indicating that low-level violence initially erodes trust but that higher levels
of violence prompt citizens to “rally” behind the incumbent government. Under military rule,
the pattern reverses (B; = +0.007,p < 0.001; B, = —0.021,p < 0.001), suggesting that the junta
enjoys a certain credibility at low-to-moderate incident counts, but as soon as the violence
intensifies and crosses a new inflection point, frust rapidly collapses.

Table 1: Effect of objective insecurity on institutional trust before and after the coups
of August 2020 and May 2021

Before After
Insecurity -0.005%** 0.007***
(0.002) (0.002)
Insecurity squared 0.014*** -0.021 ***
(0.004) (0.005)
Corruption perception -0.499%** -0.376***
(0.032) (0.034)
Gender (female=1) -0.050 -0.065
(0.046) (0.044)
Age 0.001 0.002
(0.002) (0.002)
Education -0.033 -0.030
(0.024) (0.024)
Residence (rural=1) 0.027 0.170%**
(0.063) (0.056)
Constant 2.387%** 2.368%**
(0.111) (0.106)
Observations 1,038 1,005
F-test 46.13%** 29.60***
R-squared 0.241 0.186

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Source: Author's construction from Afrobarometer Round 8,9 data.
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However, perceived corruption is the most powerful and consistently negative predictor,
underscoring that integrity concerns dominate security considerations in citizens’ trust
calculations. Gender, age, and education do not achieve significance in any specification,
indicating that these demographics play little role in trust variation within this conflict-focused
sample. But rural residence becomes strongly positive after the coups (1 = +0.170,p < 0.01),
suggesting that outlying communities either benefited disproportionately from early security
deployments or were more receptive to junta messaging.

A graphical representation, after confrolling for other factors, allows for a visual assessment of
the relationship between the number of violent events and institutional frust. Figure 2 shows
that, under civilian rule, objective insecurity follows a pronounced U-shaped association with
institutional trust. In other words, small increases in insecurity undermine trust, even when
actual violence is still modest. It is only when the number of violent incidents in the vicinity
exceeds around 200 — a level likely to signal an existential threat — that objective insecurity
begins to revive confidence. In contrast, under military rule, the result is a bell-shaped curve:
Limited violence initially boosts confidence in the junta, but once events exceed a threshold
of around 120 incidents, trust plummets.

Figure 2: Relationship between violent events and institutional trust

Before the coups of August 2020 and May 2021 After the coups of August 2020 and May 2021
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Source: Author’s construction from Afrobarometer Round 8-9 data

5.2. Perception of insecurity and institutional trust

Table 2 shows estimates of the effect of subjective insecurity on institutional trust. Under
civilian rule, it appears that the relationship is not quadratic, as both coefficients have the
same sign and are noft significant. The linear relationship reveals that institutional trust is
negatively associated with subjective insecurity (8, = —0.067,p < 0.001). Each one-unit
increase in the percepftion of insecurity index is associated with a decrease in frust of roughly
0.07 points.

Under military rule, subjective insecurity exhibits a nonlinear association with institutional frust,
as indicated by a negative linear term (8, = —0.099,p < 0.10) and a positive, significant
coefficient (8, = +0.034,p < 0.05). In concrete terms, mild to moderate fear sfill depresses
tfrust under junta rule, but once subjective insecurity crosses a threshold, further fear is
associated with higher confidence, reflecting a “rally-around-the-flag” inflection that was
absent under civilian leadership.
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Table 2: Effect of subjective insecurity on institutional trust before and after the coups

Before
. - After
Linear Quadratic
Insecurity -0.067*** -0.052 -0.099*
(0.016) (0.053) (0.052)
Insecurity squared -0.004 0.034**
(0.013) (0.014)
Corruption perception -0.480*** -0.480%** -0.373%**
(0.033) (0.033) (0.034)
Gender (female=1) -0.060 -0.061 -0.063
(0.046) (0.046) (0.044)
Age 0.000 0.000 0.001
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Education -0.040* -0.040* -0.024
(0.024) (0.024) (0.024)
Residence (rural=1) 0.087 0.087 0.150***
(0.058) (0.058) (0.053)
Constant 2.412%** 2.407*** 2.405***
(0.105) (0.106) (0.107)
Observations 1,038 1,038 1,003
F-test 58.43*** 49 97*** 2421 %**
R-squared 0.248 0.248 0.173

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Source: Author's construction from Afrobarometer Round 8-9 data

Figure 3 illustrates this striking reversal in the relationship between perceived insecurity and
predicted institutional trust once power shifts from elected officials fo the military. Under
civilian rule, rising subjective insecurity correlates almost linearly with declining trust. In
contrast, after the coups of August 2020 and May 2021, the curve becomes U-shaped,
meaning frust initially dips as insecurity rises from low to moderate levels, but beyond a
threshold, further increases in perceived danger bolster confidence in the junta.

Figure 3: Relationship between perception of insecurity and institutional trust
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6. Discussion

This study investigates the link between insecurity and institutional trust in a context marked by
recurrent coups d'état. We identify three non-linear dynamics linking objective and
subjective insecurity to institutional trust. Before the coups, the objective analysis of insecurity
corresponds directly to performance-based legitimacy logic (Easton, 1965; Levi, 1997). Each
additional violent incident is perceived as a sign of failure, and trust rebounds only once a
critical threshold — approximately 200 incidents — has been surpassed, illustrating the same U-
shape observed in other fragile contexts. Concurrently, the “rally-around-the-flag” theory
(Hetherington & Nelson, 2003; Mueller, 1970) is confirmed when the threat becomes
inevitable. In our case, the ascending part of the objective U-curve shows that once violence
reaches a certain level, Malians rally their frust around the incumbent government.

After the coups, objective insecurity follows an inverted-U (bell-shaped) pattern reflecting the
existence of a resilience threshold - or tipping point — beyond which citizens’ frust in
institutions declines as violent incidents steadily increase. When the military came to power,
citizens expected it to effectively combat insecurity, as promised. As noted above, the junta
stepped up its military operations, which inevitably involved some violence. In this context, a
moderate level of violence might be deemed acceptable, reflecting the government’s
commitment to curb insecurity (Powell & Whitten, 1993). However, beyond a certain
threshold, continued escalation of violent incidents may signal an inability to resolve
insecurity, prompting citizens to reassess their trust in the junta. Our results confirm that
maintaining violence at low levels lends military rule a degree of credibility with respect to ifs
security commitments. However, once violence surpasses a cerfain threshold, responsibility is
attributed squarely to the military, leading to a sharp collapse in frust.

Subjective insecurity is best interpreted through stress appraisal and coping theory (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). Before the coups, increasing fear undermines trust in an almost linear fashion,
as Hakhverdian and Mayne (2012) already demonstrated for South Africa. In the absence of
collective coping mechanisms, any rise in fear franslates into systematic distrust. Indeed, any
feeling of insecurity can be interpreted as institutional failure, which in furn reduces people’s
frust in those institutions. Moreover, a high level of insecurity engenders chronic fear among
citizens, who may reduce travel, for example, negatively affecting their activities, productive
hours, income, and, ultimately, well-being (Oriazowanlan & Erah, 2019). Surveys show that
citizens who feel unsafe consistently distrust state bodies (Blanco, 2013; Molteni, 2020).

Prior to the 2020 and 2021 coups, several demonstrations erupted in response to repeated
aftacks on Malian forces and widespread perceptions of poor governance, which together
generated high levels of insecurity among the population and eroded state legitimacy
(Wing, 2023). Two-thirds (66%) of Afrobarometer survey respondents said they had feared
crime in their own homes and 60% had felt insecure in their neighbourhoods during the
previous year. This reflects the level of citizens’ fear and anxiety before the coups, which no
doubt explains the low level of institutional frust. After the coups, our subjective U-shape
suggests a bifurcation of coping. Moderate fear continues to depress frust, whereas extreme
fear friggers a perceived solidarity — a phenomenon also documented by Huddy, Feldman,
Taber, and Lahav (2005) in their “conditional rally-around-the-flag” framework, where a sense
of absolute threat can momentarily revive trust even in a non-democratic regime.

Moreover, coups often trigger uncertainty among citizens by disrupting political expectations
and heightening perceptions of instability. This can create security vacuums that extremist
groups exploit, potentially intensifying violence and further undermining state authority
(Afriyie, 2024; Demuynck & B&hm, 2023). Also, the period immediately following a coup d'état
is crucial, as populations may be deprived of access to basic social services managed by the
government (Brailey et al., 2024). From this point of view, the first decisions and actions of the
new public authorities can have an impact on citizens’ perceptions and trust. In Mali,
however, the military junta’s arrival in power was met with widespread public acceptance,
even celebration in some quarters. In Afrobarometer surveys, the share of respondents who
expected economic conditions to improve over the coming year rose from 51% before the
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coups to 76% after them. It thus seems that the coups d'état have raised the level of
expectation of a better life among cifizens.

Furthermore, perceptions of official corruption exert a strongly negative and consistently
significant effect on institutional trust, confirming its primary role in citizens’ evaluations
(Habibov, Afandi, & Cheung, 2017; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022). Overall, socio-demographic
factors such as gender, age, and education play only a limited role in shaping institutional
trust, with education showing a weak negative association under civilian rule and when
insecurity is assessed subjectively. However, rural residence is significantly associated with
higher trust, suggesting that rural populations maintain or increase their confidence in
response to security efforts and public services that are more visible outside urban centres.

While this study highlights the non-linear dynamics of insecurity and institutional trust —
demonstrating U-shapes and bell-shapes according to regime type and insecurity
dimension — it also has certain limitations. First, the use of two cross-sectional surveys limits
causal inference and the ability to distinguish regime-change effects from other contextual
factors, as observed differences may also reflect episodic shocks or unmeasured dynamics.

Second, the objective insecurity indicator captures only the number of violent events, not
their severity or direct impact on households, while subjective insecurity measures rely on
perception indices that may overestimate or underestimate actual exposure. Third, the
decline in model fit post-coups suggests the presence of unobserved factors — such as
propaganda, local governance initiatives, or fluctuations in aid — that could not be
incorporafted due to data constraints, thereby limiting the explanatory reach of the identified
dynamics.

Fourth, potential endogeneity between institutional trust, insecurity, and corruption
perception could arise if a lack of trust leads people to overestimate violence or corrupt
practices. However, according to stress appraisal theory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), external
stimuli (media, direct experience) primarily shape subjective insecurity, making it more
plausible that perceived fear influences trust rather than the reverse. Likewise, using
geolocated ACLED data, objective insecurity is freated as an exogenous shock, supporting
the notion that actual violence affects trust rather than the obverse. Finally, we argue that
perceived corruption drives institutional trust, rather than vice versa. Indeed, external signals —
such as audif reports and media investigations — inform cifizens about the extent of
corruption, thereby shaping their assessment of corruption and, by extension, their level of
trust in instfitutions (Bouraima et al., 2025; Kaasa & Andriani, 2022).

7. Conclusions and policy implications

This is among the first studies to explore the relationship between insecurity and institutional
tfrust in the context of a coup. Our analysis demonstrates that institutional frust in Mali responds
to insecurity in distinctly non-linear ways depending on both the mode of insecurity (objective
vs. subjective) and the prevailing regime (civilian government vs. military junta). Under civilian
rule, objective violence initially erodes frust until violence reaches a tipping point — after
which citizens rally behind elected authorities. Subjective insecurity, in contrast, produces a
nearly linear decline in confidence. Following the coups, these patterns reverse: The junta
enjoys a certain credibility at low-to-moderate levels of violence but suffers a precipitous
collapse of trust once violence crosses a new threshold, whereas high levels of subjective fear
alone rekindles public solidarity in a conditional rally-around-the-flag effect. Throughout,
perceived corruption remains the most powerful and consistently negative predictor of trust,
while demographic factors do not play an important role in shaping responses to either type
of insecurity.

The results of this study have important political implications. Political decision makers and
stakeholders can leverage these insights to design multipronged interventions that
simultaneously address insecurity and promote good governance by combating corruption,
thereby strengthening institutional frust and legitimacy. To achieve this may require the
government to ensure the unobstructed movement of goods and people by reinforcing its
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presence along key transport corridors, installing strategically placed police stations that
serve multiple villages, and conducting regular patrols to deter violence and reassure
communities. Complementary public-awareness campaigns could highlight the disparity
between actual violence and subjective perceptions of insecurity, creating a more informed,
less anxious citizenry in both urban and rural areas. Finally, integrating these security measures
with robust anti-corruption initiatives — such as anonymous reporting channels, legal
protections for whistle-blowers, and transparent audit mechanisms — will tackle both the real
and perceived drivers of insecurity. By synchronising urban and rural security operations with
anti-corruption efforts and community engagement, policy makers can prevent violence
from breaching critical thresholds, reduce fear, and rebuild citizens’ confidence in state
institutions.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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Table A.1: Results of the factor analysis, before and after the coups of August 2020 and May 2021

Institutional trust President 0.77 0.82 53.59 0.00 0.82 0.58 0.71 40.32 0.00 0.69
Parliament 0.83 0.55
Local councillors 0.65 0.44
Legal system 0.63 0.56
Police 0.62 0.54
Army 0.44 0.53
Citizen insecurity Feeling insecure in neighbourhood 0.83 0.50 84.14 0.00 0.81 0.79 0.50 81.44 0.00 0.77
Feeling insecure in house 0.83 0.79
Corruption Office of the President 0.64 0.83 57.22 0.00 0.85 0.70 0.84 64.32 0.00 0.88
Members of Parliament 0.72 0.76
Civil servants 0.71 0.82
Local councillors 0.74 0.79
Police 0.71 0.73
Judges and magistrates 0.65 0.73

Source: Author's estimation from Afrobarometer Round 8-9 data
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Trends in violent events and fatalities over the study period

Figure A.2 shows the frend in the number of violent events and fatalities between March 2020
and August 2022. From March to April 2020, corresponding to the Round 8 data-collection

period, there were an average of 99 violent events and 132 fatalities. From that date

onward, the frequency of violence followed a downward trend, despite the first coup d’'état

on 18 August 2020. However, the number of deaths resulting from violence peaked in

October 2020. Thereafter, violence declined until April 2021, the eve of the second coup

d'état on 24 May 2021. Although violent events showed a downward trend, fatalities
continued to rise until January 2022. The first half of 2022 was marked by an upsurge in
violence, with fatalities reaching a record (195) in August 2022.

Figure A.2: Evolution of violent events and fatalities, March 2020-August 2022
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Descriptive analysis

The various indices were constructed using factorial methods. As shown in Table A.2, average
values for all the indices improve over the study period. Comparing values before the coups
and after the coups, the index of institutional trust (1.48-2.02) rose sharply. On the other hand,
the citizen insecurity index (1.79-1.35) and the corruption perception index (1.74-1.39)
decreased slightly between the two periods.

Table A.2: Descriptive statistics, before and after the coups of August 2020
and May 2021

Before After
. Std. . Std.
N Min. Max. Mean N Min. Max. Mean

dev. dev.

Institutional trust (index) 1130 O 3 1.48 0.82 1095 O 3 2.02 0.74

Perception ofinsecurity 1,05 4 179 146 1197 0 4 135 145
(index)

Corruption perception ., 3 174 075 1065 O 3 139 078
(index)

Gender (female=1) 1200 0 1 0.50 0.50 1200 0 1 0.47 0.50

Age 1200 18 89 38.13 14.51 1200 18 92 4099 15.88

Education 1200 0 3 0.79 1.00 1200 0 3 0.81 1.00

Residential area (rural=1) 1200 O 1 0.75 0.43 1200 O 1 0.75 0.43

Source: Author’s construction from Afrobarometer Round 8-9 data

Table A.3 shows socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. Before the coups
d’'état, i.e. for Round 8, as many women as men responded to the survey. By contrast, in
Round 9, 53% of respondents were men, vs. 47% women. The age distribution also changed
slightly. In Round 8, half (50%) of respondents were aged 18-35, and 11% were elderly. In
Round 9, just 44% of respondents were young and 16% were elderly, although the 36-59
remained unchanged. There was virtually no difference between the two rounds in ferms of
level of education and urban vs. rural location.

Table A.3: Gender, age, education, and residential location of respondents (%)

Before After

Gender

Male 49.9 53.4

Female 50.1 46.6
Age

18-35 years 50.1 43.6

36-59 years 39.1 40.7

60 and over 10.8 15.7
Education

No formal education 52.5 51.9

Primary 26.3 25.4

Secondary 11.1 12.8

Post-secondary 10.2 9.9
Residential location

Urban 24.7 24.7

Rural 75.3 75.3

Source: Author’s construction from Afrobarometer Round 8,9 data.
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Social desirability bias check

Table A.4 reveals that after the coups, respondents were markedly more likely to believe that
the interview was commissioned by Afrobarometer or its national partner (GREAT) (rising from
36.1 % to 53.4 %) and, to a lesser extent, by the government (from 31.7% to 34.7%). This shift
suggests an increased perception of official or semi-official sponsorship under the new
regime. When individuals think a survey is linked to state actors, they may feel greater
pressure to provide “acceptable” answers, potentially inflating expressions of institutional
support or downplaying crificism. The concurrent declines in “Other institutes” and “Private
company” further concentrate perceived sponsorship, likely heightening social-desirability
concerns on politically sensitive items.

By contrast, the interviewer-respondent rapport, as captured in Table A.5, is overwhelmingly
positive both before and after the coups, with more than 90% of interactions rated “friendly,”
“cooperative,” “interested,” “patient,” "at ease,” and "“honest.” Although there are slight
post-coup upticks in “hostile” responses (0.2 % to 0.9 %), these changes remain minimal. This
overall stability indicates that interviewer behaviour and general survey environment
remained largely unchanged, suggesting that any changes in response patterns are more
likely driven by broader contextual factors, including changes in perceived sponsorship,
rather than by variations in interpersonal dynamics during the survey.

Table A.4: Perceived commissioning of the Afrobarometer interview, before and after
the coups of August 2020 and May 2021 (%)

Before After
No one 0.4 0.7
Afrobarometer or GREAT 36.1 53.4
Other institutes (other than Afrobarometer and GREAT) 7.4 1.6
Non-governmental or religious organisation 2.2 24
Private company 6.9 0.3
Media 0.5 0.1
Political party/Politicians 2.8 0.4
Government 31.7 34.7
International organisation or another country 0.7 0.0
God 0.8 0.2
Other 3.2 2.4
Don’t know 7.3 3.6

Source: Author’s construction from Afrobarometer Round 8-9 data
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Table A.5: Respondents’ attitude during the interview, before and after the coups
of August 2020 and May 2021 (%)

Before After
Friendly 94.3 92.6
In between 5.5 6.6
Hostile 0.2 09
Interested 93.9 93.2
In between 5.5 6.6
Bored 0.6 0.2
Cooperative 93.7 92.8
In between 5.9 7.1
Uncooperative 0.4 0.1
Patient 88.6 90.9
In between 7.6 6.8
Impatient 3.8 2.3
At ease 91.9 91.3
In between 6.6 7.8
Suspicious 1.5 0.9
Honest 94.4 93.3
In between 5.4 6.6
Misleading 0.2 0.1

Source: Author’s construction from Afrobarometer Round 8-9 data
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