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Brief PointsResearch suggests that there is a clear 
correlation between large youthful 
age cohorts – so-called ‘youth bulges’ 
– and the risk of political violence. 
High unemployment and political 
and economic marginalization have 
been highlighted as some of the 
structural reasons why countries 
facing these forms of demographic 
challenges are more susceptible to 
armed conflict and terrorism. Does 
the presence of youth bulges explain 
the increasing security challenges in 
the Sahel region – especially Mali? 
This policy brief explores the relation-
ship between population, peace and 
security, and offers reccomendations 
for how to address the region’s inse-
curities in the long term.
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• Demographic transition such as 
large youthful age cohorts or ‘youth 
bulges’ increases the risk of armed 
conflict occurrence and other 
security threats such as terrorism.

• To address the current security 
threats and fragility in the Sahel, 
focus should be on development 
of accurate demographic policies 
encouraging lower fertility, and 
implementation of effective political 
and economic reforms boosting 
employment among youth.

• Large youth populations do not 
inherently have to be a problem for 
security dimensions; with accurate 
policies, this phenomenon can be 
leveraged to achieve development.

Bintu Zahara Sakor Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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Introduction

Does the risk of security challenges increase 
with the presence of large youth cohorts or 
‘youth bulges’? Given the complex effects of 
population distribution and demographic chal-
lenges, analysis of the consequences of this 
social phenomenon on peace, conflict and de-
velopment have varied widely, with some stud-
ies pointing out the positive implications while 
others have focused on the challenging out-
comes.1 For those emphasizing the positive as-
pects, the case of the four Asian Tigers (Hong 
Kong, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan) has 
been used as an example to demonstrate how 
adapting policies that encourage a lower fertil-
ity rate while simultaneously capitalizing on 
young people’s working forces can effectively 
contribute to economic growth.

In other regions such as sub-Saharan Africa, 
evidence has shown that the link between 
population growth and poor economic condi-
tions can in fact contribute to insecurities and 
set the scene for violent conflict. For example, 
the combination of large youth cohorts and 
pressure on resources – such as land or water 
and basic social services (education and health) 
– is considered to have contributed to the emer-
gence of armed conflicts and extremist terror-
ism in the African Sahel region. The situation 
in the Sahel demonstrates the importance of 
comprehensively understanding the dynamics 
between population, peace and conflict.

This policy brief analyzes the relationship 
between demography – especially large youth 
populations – and political violence, with a 
focus on the Sahel. The case of Mali is used 
to effectively demonstrate the implications 
of large youth cohorts on peace and security 
dimensions. The case illustrates how a large 
youth population with a sense of political and 
economic exclusion can potentially become a 
severe security issue.

Demography and Security Challenges

To understand the relationship between de-
mography and security threats, researchers 
have focused on the role of large youth cohorts, 
and how the combination of this phenomenon, 
extensive youth unemployment, resource scar-
city, high levels of social inequality and poor 
governance can create motivations for rebel-
lion.2 Research highlights that countries with 

large youthful age structures are generally not 
only less democratic but tend to also be less 
developed and have a high risk of experiencing 
armed conflict. The correlation between youth 
and political violence has been confirmed in 
several cases. In fact, “six out of nine new out-
breaks of civil conflict between 2000 and 2006 
occurred in countries with very young or youth-
ful age structures”.3

However, it is important to point out that civil 
conflict is not the only security threat faced by 
countries with large youth cohorts, as the range 
of these challenges varies from terrorism and 
crime to major nonviolent campaigns, as shown 
in Figure 1. The figure shows the distribution 
of nonviolent resistance onset by percentage of 
youth bulges. The pattern observed in the figure 
follows the distribution expected; countries with 
a high percentage of youth cohorts are more 
likely than those with a lower proportion of 
youth to experience onset of nonviolent conflict.

Defining Youth: The African Context

Despite fertility rates declining in several 
African countries over the last two decades, 
high fertility is still a major driving factor in 
Africa’s rapid population growth. While an 
average European woman’s fertility rate is as 
low as 1.6, in Africa, the average woman could 
expect to have 4.5 children.4 According to 
United Nations population data, by 2050 the 
continent’s population is likely to be four times 
larger than its current size in 2020. Meanwhile, 
a study carried out on the relationship between 
youth bulges and political violence estimates 

that the risk of civil war is 150% higher for a 
country where the youth population makes up 
more than 35% of the total adult population 
compared to countries with population struc-
tures at the OECD average.5

These findings have immense policy implica-
tions for African states, as they imply that 
African governments emphasizing the foster-
ing of peace, democracy and development may 
face real security challenges following from 
youthful age structures that, if mismanaged, 
can undermine development prospects. This 
is because while the majority of these young 
people are often politically, socially and eco-
nomically active, a large youthful age structure 
can limit the socio-economic and political op-
portunities available, as is currently observed 
in many African societies. 

The obstacles faced in securing basic needs 
such as education, jobs and family have stalled 
many young men’s transition to adulthood.6 
Scholars use the case of Northern Africa to 
point out how the inability of these states to 
provide for their growing populations – espe-
cially youth – through access to basic resources 
such as free education, good health care, stable 
employment opportunities and political par-
ticipation have resulted in many people post-
poning the transition into full adulthood and 
involuntarily delaying family formation. This 
in turn can have severe socio-economic and se-
curity implications. This trend is also observed 
in the Sahel region.

Figure 1: Distribution of nonviolent resistance onset by percentage of youth bulges
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Security Threats in the Sahel

Plagued by multiple challenges ranging from 
economic instability, environmental degrada-
tion, climate change and food insecurity to 
armed conflict, terrorism and organized crime, 
the Sahel region is at the centre of international 
political debates. Geographically, the harsh 
environmental conditions in the region have 
made parts of it almost unsuitable for human 
existence, thereby making the region difficult 
to secure. This situation is further exacerbated 
by the massive influx of migrants from other 
African countries and the existence of terrorist 
groups such as Al Qaeda in the northern region 
and other jihadist groups including the separat-
ist Tuareg forces and Boko Haram.

Made up of some of the world’s weakest coun-
tries, such as Burkina Faso, Chad, Niger, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Mali and Mauritania, the 
Sahel region remains one of the most underde-
veloped and complex areas in the world. Agbiboa 
argues that “although the exact impact of the 
Sahelian crisis has varied from country to coun-
try, the overall sub-regional dynamics highlight 
that certain cross-cutting issues are shared by 
all of the countries”.7 The situation in the region 
is additionally complicated by the presence of 
international and bilateral security alliance 
forces such as the G5 Sahel, funded by various 
European countries including France. These se-
curity frameworks have a goal of providing secu-
rity services in order to combat the increasingly 
transnational security threats in the region.

However, the lack of effective security solutions 
achieved so far with these mechanisms in place 
has warranted the perspective that counter-
ing the widespread insecurity challenges and 
fragility in the Sahel requires a more holistic 
approach. This can be achieved by focusing on 
addressing the driving political and socio-eco-
nomic structural causes of conflict, instead of 
the current strategy of seeking a military solu-
tion, which has had limited success.8 As advised 
by Agbiboa, “it is critical to devise strategies that 
send reassuring messages to the beleaguered 
populations living in these Sahelian countries, 
especially the youth who constitute the vast ma-
jority of inhabitants”.9

Consequently, many academics have argued that 
the key driving forces behind the security insta-
bility in the Sahel is the large youth cohort and 
the government’s inability to effectively absorb 

this segment of the population economically 
(through e.g. education and employment op-
portunities), politically (democracy) and socially 
(marriage). For many of these youths, lacking 
employment opportunities and the financial 
capability to cater for themselves creates favour-
able conditions for these youths to turn to crime 
or other forms of violence. Drawing on the case 
from Northern Mali, the following section illus-
trates in more detail how demographic dynam-
ics such as large youth cohorts can increase the 
risk for security challenges.

Case Study of Northern Mali

With a continuously declining economic 
growth, a high fertility rate of 5.92 per woman 
and a population of 20 million – a 3.02% in-
crease from 2019 – Mali is considered to have 
one of the highest shares of youth populations 
in the region. The country, which is also home 
to some of the region’s most complex security 
challenges (e.g. terrorism), is expected to ob-
serve a population increase to up to 40 million 
by 2050.10 Considered to be one of the poorest 
and weakest nations in the world, the Malian 
government has struggled to effectively manage 
the increasing demographic pressures.

Poor governance combined with the state’s in-
ability to provide basic needs such as education, 

health, food and stable employment have left a 
majority of its population feeling politically ex-
cluded and economically marginalized. Similar 
to its neighbouring countries in the region, the 
majority of Mali’s population consists of youth 
as a result of very high fertility rates. The vast 
bulk of these youth are often young unemployed 
men who, as a result of the unfavourable labour 
market conditions, remain unmarried. 

Given that youth make up a large proportion of 
Mali’s population, the high rate of unemploy-
ment can therefore lead to an increase in poverty 
and frustration, especially in the urban areas. 
This in turn has had severe implications for the 
country’s security, as it has often resulted in vio-
lent conflict.11 The combination of demographic 
challenges, poor governance, and economic 
instability together with environmental degrada-
tion such as droughts not only undermines the 
country’s human and economic development 
prospects, it has also resulted in an increase in 
extremist terrorism and organized crime (e.g. il-
licit drug, human and weapon trafficking).

In many cases, marginalized youth seeking 
economic opportunities have chosen to become 
a part of a terrorist group just so that they can 
finance their social needs, such as emigration. 
As claimed by Sciubba, “the issue of terrorism 
highlights the feedback cycle between security 
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Figure 2: Population Pyramid for Mali, 2019. Source: United Nations & PopulationPyramid.net, 2020
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opportunities to create greater prosperity and 
security for the state. The four Asian Tigers 
provide examples of countries that were able to 
efficiently and significantly reduce fertility rates 
while exploiting the labour force resource repre-
sented by large youth bulges.13

A policy recommendation for tackling the in-
security in the Sahel, including Mali, would 
therefore be that governments in the region im-
plement appropriate mechanisms that not only 
contribute to a further decline in fertility, but 
also deal with the severe economic and politi-
cal struggles faced by youths. Employing such 
policies may not only strengthen youths’ faith 
in political institutions, but also reduce youth 
unemployment, and thereby prevent them from 
emigrating, participating in armed conflict, or 
being recruited to terrorist groups.

For the Sahel, with its current demographic 
structures and socio-economic constraints, the 
youth bulge issue is most likely to continue to 
have a profound negative impact on the general 
development of the country. Further research is 
therefore crucial for the development of accurate 
demographic, political and economic policies to 
tackle the immense security challenges in the 
Sahel as a whole.  
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for the state and security for the individual. It is 
logical that large proportions of disadvantaged 
and disenfranchised youth would be more sus-
ceptible to terrorist recruitment”.12

A Demographic Threat for the Sahel?

Drawing on current research literature and 
demographic data, this policy brief analyzes the 
correlation between population growth, peace 
and structural security, and illustrates how 
youth bulges can potentially pose a threat to na-
tional security. In order to fully understand how 
youth bulges can increase insecurity issues such 
as armed conflict, terrorism and other forms of 
violent behaviours, the brief has examined the 
role played by the youthful African age structure 
in increasing the risk of violent conflict, with a 
particular focus on the Sahel region. 

While the current humanitarian and insecurity 
issues facing the Sahel region today require 
urgent international and regional attention, any 
attempts to tackle these issues may prove inef-
fective in the long term if limited resources are 
deployed to address structural issues such as 
demography and population growth. 

Despite facing unique challenges, factors 
such as longstanding poor governance and 
political, social and economic marginalization, 
combined with lack of access to resources like 
jobs, education and marriage have lowered the 
cost for youth in the Sahel to engage in violent 
behaviours in order to achieve their objectives. 
Consequently, the conditions fostering instabil-
ity and armed rebellion in the region can solely 
be tackled through implementation of effective 
demographic policies and inclusive political and 
economic reforms.

Likewise, it is important to note that large youth 
populations do not inherently have to be a se-
curity problem. They may in fact also present 
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