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 A B S T R A C T

Gender-based violence (GBV) is widespread across the world. While the majority of the literature focuses on 
women as the victims of GBV, this paper studies men’s justifications for and perpetration of GBV in Mali, 
one of the countries with the highest GBV prevalence rates in the world. We elicit the prevalence of eight 
GBV-related opinions and behaviors among men in Bamako, the capital city, by administering a set of list 
experiments that we compare to a set of direct questions to estimate response biases. We find large support for 
GBV: nearly one respondent in two supports female genital mutilation or intimate partner violence. Besides, 
one in four has already physically hit an adult woman. Our results also show that several questions suffer 
from significant response biases when asked directly. Support for female genital mutilation is overreported, 
with actual approval being lower than openly stated. Conversely, justification of intimate partner violence 
is underreported, likely due to social pressure against it. While response bias varies little with respondent 
characteristics, prevalence rates are systematically lower among men with a secondary level of education. Our 
results are in line with response bias being shaped by the legal framework addressing GBV as well as prevailing 
social norms, highlighting the need for caution when using data collected through direct questioning.
 
 

1. Introduction

Gender-based violence (GBV), in every shape and form, is both 
widespread globally and largely justified according to standard surveys. 
African countries report the highest prevalence of violence against 
women in terms of Intimate Partner Violence (IPV), child marriage 
and Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) (UNSTAT, 2015, 2020). The 
use of violence against women is widely supported and justified by 
persistent discriminatory gender social norms rooted in patriarchal 
societies, even more so in low-income countries and especially in 
Africa (Jayachandran, 2015; Alesina et al., 2021).

The perpetration of GBV and its justification appear to be decreasing 
in many of the countries where data are available (UNSTAT, 2020). 
However, at a time when international organizations strongly campaign 
against these practices and governments are banning violence against 
women, people may be inclined to underreport their use and support 
for GBV because of shame or fear of lack of confidentiality (Tourangeau 

∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: olivia.bertelli@dauphine.psl.eu (O. Bertelli), thomas.calvo@ird.fr (T. Calvo), emmanuelle.lavallee@dauphine.psl.eu (E. Lavallée), 

arion.mercier@cnrs.fr (M. Mercier), sandrine.mesple-somps@ird.fr (S. Mesplé-Somps).
1 For instance, research shows that in Ethiopia, where FGM has become illegal, the indirectly elicited support among both men and women for FGM is in fact 
igher than the one measured with standard direct question surveys (De Cao and Lutz, 2018; Gibson et al., 2018).
2 For a recent review on the use of LEs in social sciences see Chuang et al. (2021).

and Yan, 2007). Therefore, standard survey data may not be accurate 
and may generate biased prevalence rates.1

Recent works highlight the role of male social norms for improving 
attitudes and behaviors towards women (Jewkes et al., 2015; Bursztyn 
et al., 2020; Vaillant et al., 2020), pointing towards the need to assess 
men’s attitudes towards violence against women in the fight against 
GBV. Accounting for the men’s perspective is also intended at facili-
tating the design, implementation and acceptance of anti-GBV policies 
and at encouraging the targeting of men and boys to prevent GBV.

In this study, we set out to examine male perspectives on GBV, 
one that is rarely explored. We assess male justifications for and use 
of GBV in terms of verbal, physical and sexual violence, as well as 
support for FGM and female child marriage among a representative 
sample of 1,200 adult males living in Bamako, the capital city of Mali.
To limit response bias, we rely on a set of list experiments (LEs), a
survey technique commonly used in social sciences to estimate ar-
guably unbiased prevalence rates.2 LE reduces respondents’ reluctance 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2025.103479
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to reveal the truth by asking questions indirectly rather than directly, 
masking respondents’ answers both to interviewers and researchers. We
administer both LEs and Direct Questions (DQs) to provide evidence of 
response bias, that is the extent to which opinions and behaviors are
concealed in DQs.

To our knowledge, this is the first analysis providing prevalence 
rates arguably net of response bias of men’s GBV-related opinions and
behaviors in West Africa. The context under study, Bamako, is the 
capital city of one of the countries with the worst conditions for women 
in the world, presenting among the highest rates of GBV victimization, 
FGM and child marriage. In Mali, the legal age of marriage is 16 for 
women (vs. 18 for men) and no law against domestic violence or FGM
exists, as attempts to pass such laws have systematically failed amid
the opposition of Muslim national movements.

Our main results show that male justification of violence towards 
women is widespread, even netted out from response bias. Using the 
LE technique, about 44% of respondents report that a good wife is a
cut wife, 54% are in favor of having the genitalia of an hypothetical 
daughter cut, 43% justify IPV if a woman disrespects her husband. 
One third supports female child marriage and perceives as normal for 
husbands to control the spending of their wives’ money. Men with 
secondary education are the ones supporting GBV the least, whereas 
other characteristics — such as age or ethnic group — do not seem to
matter.

Comparison of prevalence rates across the two survey techniques 
shows that three out of five self-reported opinions are significantly 
biased. Respondents underreport IPV justification (−10.2 percentage 
points) and massively overreport their support for wife and daughter 
genital mutilation (respectively, +24.9 and +21.6 percentage points). 
Interestingly, these response biases are fairly homogeneous in the study 
population, and do not vary according to respondent age, education 
level or ethnic group. The only notable difference pertains to men with 
low levels of formal education who underreport support for IPV. The
fact that support for FGM is about 30% lower in the LE than openly 
stated is even more striking given that FGM prevalence rate in Mali is 
among the highest in the world. It may signal room for policy reforms.

A second set of results concerns the perpetration of violence, for 
which we find similar prevalence rates with the two survey techniques. 
About 26% of respondents declare having ever physically hit an adult
woman, while 1% report having ever raped a woman. While the lack
of response bias is somehow surprising, it would be in line with a
perceived general social acceptance of GBV, whereby perpetrators are
not ashamed to tell the truth. Comparing these results with those 
pertaining to the justification of GBV reveals that wife-beating is, on
average, more justified (44%) than practiced (26%) by men, suggesting 
that justification of violence is not an ex-post rationalization of violent 
behaviors.

Our work contributes to the literature on the inaccuracy of stan-
dard direct question techniques for the measurement of sensitive atti-
tudes and behaviors. The existing literature shows that misreporting is 
present in a wide range of sensitive issues: homophobia (Coffman et al.,
2017), voting behavior (Holbrook and Krosnick, 2010; Rosenfeld et al., 
2016), loan use (Karlan and Zinman, 2012), sexual behavior (Jamison 
et al., 2013; Coffman et al., 2017; Plummer et al., 2004), the use of 
condoms among female sex workers (Treibich and Lépine, 2019; Lépine 
et al., 2020) and child labor (Jouvin, 2023).3 More specifically, our 
work contributes to the set of studies aiming to identify unbiased GBV
prevalence rates. A number of articles explore reporting biases about 
IPV — in particular, Joseph et al. (2017) in Kerala in India, Bulte and
Lensink (2019) in Vietnam, Traunmüller et al. (2019) about sexual
violence during the Sri Lankan civil war, Lépine et al. (2020) in rural 
Burkina Faso, Agüero and Frisancho (2022) in Lima’s poor districts in 
Peru, Cullen (2022) in the Kebby state of Nigeria, and Gibson et al.

3 See Blair et al. (2020) for a recent review of LEs in political science.
 u

2 
(2022) in a South Central Ethiopian community. Support for child 
marriage is also found to be affected by misreporting in Bangladesh 
(Asadullah et al., 2021), as is the support for FGM in two different 
regions of Ethiopia (Gibson et al., 2018; De Cao and Lutz, 2018).

The novelty of our work lies in studying potential perpetrators 
rather than victims. Very few studies have so far included male respon-
dents. We add to this scarce body of work by exploring men’s attitudes 
and behaviors in a West African capital city, a context of stark gender 
inequalities. To the best of our knowledge, the first attempt to measure 
support for FGM by comparing answers to a standard direct question 
with a list experiment is the work by Gibson et al. (2018), in the Arsi 
Oromo region of Ethiopia, where both women and men are surveyed. 
The authors find that support for cutting daughters and daughters-in-
law is generally underreported. Male respondents are also surveyed 
by Gibson et al. (2022) who investigate justification for domestic 
violence in the same Ethiopian region and find that men significantly 
underreport it by 17 percentage points. Finally, Cullen (2022) reports 
in the supplementary appendix the results of a list experiment ran in 
Rwanda surveying couples about domestic violence. Men, in particular, 
are asked about whether in the past twelve months they tried to limit 
their wife’s contacts with her family and whether they have tried to 
hurt her or someone close to her. She finds evidence in line with a
significant underreporting only for the first item by 31.8 percentage 
points.

This article also contributes to the debate about the heterogeneity 
in response bias as measured with list experiments. A number of studies 
highlight heterogeneity in misreporting of GBV-related items across 
education levels, though in opposite directions.4 Joseph et al. (2017)
also observe that the youngest and oldest respondents underreport 
domestic violence more than those of the middle-age cohort. We do not 
find systematic heterogeneity across respondent characteristics, with 
the exception of support for IPV that is more underreported by men 
with lower levels of formal education.

We also add to the recent debate about the capacity of LEs to mea-
sure unbiased prevalence estimates and their relevance when response 
bias is small. Lépine et al. (2020) discuss the trade-off between potential 
bias reduction from minimizing misreporting and efficiency loss given 
LEs’ higher variance. Blair et al. (2020) highlight that bias in sensitive 
items in political science is often small — around 5 percentage points 
— limiting the contribution of LEs. We take part in this debate by
showing that, when it comes to male support for GBV in Mali, response 
bias can in fact be substantial — consistent with the results of Cullen
(2022), Lépine et al. (2020) and Asadullah et al. (2021) in different 
frames.

Finally, our study adds to the emerging literature evaluating inter-
ventions aimed at fighting violence against women by engaging boys 
and men (Hossain et al., 2014; Doyle et al., 2018; Vaillant et al., 
2020). While most studies do not find a significant decrease in IPV
prevalence, male self-reported attitudes towards IPV often appear to 
improve. Our study warrants about a possible social desirability bias
reinforced by the intervention itself, leading to an overestimation of 
the true intervention’s impact on men’s self-reported attitudes. More 
broadly, our results call for caution in using declarative data about 
GBV-related attitudes.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides 
some insights on the Malian context, Section 3 presents the sample, the 

4 In particular, women’s education is positively related to the underreport-
ing of IPV in Kerala (Joseph et al., 2017), in Nigeria (Cullen, 2022) and among 
emale micro-credit clients in Lima (Agüero and Frisancho, 2022), and support 
for FGM is mostly underreported by educated respondents in Ethiopia (Gibson 
et al., 2018). On the contrary, support for IPV is mostly underreported by
uneducated adults in Ethiopia according to Gibson et al. (2022), and De Cao
and Lutz (2018) observe that uneducated women are particularly prone to 
nderreporting their support for FGM in the Afar region in Ethiopia.
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Fig. 1. Share of male respondents supporting IPV or FGM in Mali by DHS survey year.

randomization design, the lists of items under scrutiny and provides ev-
idence supporting the validity of the experimental design. In Section 4
we outline the empirical specifications for data analyses. Section 5
reports the results. We first present the results on GBV justification and
then examine whether misreporting GBV justification is homogeneous 
in our sample. Second, we turn to the results on GBV perpetration. 
Section 6 draws the main conclusions.

2. The Malian context

This study is carried out in Bamako, the capital city of Mali, one of 
the lowest ranked countries in the world in terms of the Human Devel-
opment Index (188th out of 193 countries) and the Gender Inequality 
Index (172th out of 181 countries) (UNDP, 2024). According to the 
latest available Demographic and Health Survey (DHS, 2018), GBV is 
widespread in Mali. Almost one Malian woman out of two has been 
victim of GBV in her lifetime, 92% underwent FGM, and 60% were 
married during childhood (i.e., before the age of 18) — against 2%
of Malian men. Discriminatory gender norms are also widely accepted 
as 80% of women justify wife-beating — the second highest rate in the 
world after Afghanistan (UNSTAT, 2020) — and 76% of women declare 
that FGM should continue.5

Nevertheless, the civil society — particularly Malian women’s as-
sociations — and international organizations, as well as the Malian
government, have taken action to fight GBV (Alcalde et al., 2015). In
1985, Mali ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women; and the Ministry for the Promotion of 
Women, Children and the Family was set up in 1997. The first national 
program to fight the practice of FGM was adopted in 2002; and for 
many years Mali has actively taken part in the International Day for the 
Elimination of Violence against Women, through national information 
and awareness-raising campaigns.

Yet, various initiatives undertaken by the government to legislate on
intra-family relations have been subject to tensions with the country’s 
Muslim authorities (Schulz, 2012). The reform of the family code 
adopted in 2009 by the parliament provoked strong opposition from
the High Islamic Council of Mali (HCIM).6 The resulting protests and
demonstrations were successful enough to have the law changed. In
December 2011, an amended version of the code incorporating the 
notion of a wife’s duty of obedience to her husband, the legalization of 

5 Note that DHS surveys do not provide information on opinions about child
arriage.
6 The HCIM was created in 2002 by the Malian government, with the aim
f providing a single official interlocutor to the political authorities for all
uestions related to the practice of Islam.
3 
religious marriage, the non-recognition of children born out of wedlock 
and the reduction of the female minimum age of marriage to 16 years 
old was adopted and promulgated, thus satisfying most of the HCIM
demands (Koné and Calvès, 2021; Whitehouse, 2022).

Besides intra-family relations, FGM is also a major political issue 
in Mali, seized by Malian Muslim movements. Various draft laws to 
ban FGM have failed to gain approval and pass through parliament. 
Most recently, on the International Day of Zero Tolerance for FGM in 
February 2017, the Minister of Justice stated his intention to legally
ban the practice of FGM by the end of the year. The leader of the 
HCIM immediately denounced this issue as being introduced by the 
West to foment disorder and ensure control over Mali, and threatened 
that the mobilization against such a law would spread throughout the 
country (28toomany, 2018; Amselle, 2018). The draft law was never 
submitted to the parliament, and no other law against any form of GBV 
has been on the political agenda since then.

Thus, while being characterized by high levels of GBV, Mali ex-
perienced both attempts to fight violent practices towards women 
and conservative resistance. In this context, looking at all available 
DHS surveying men provides a snapshot of the trend in Malian men’s 
declared opinions about IPV and FGM. This exercise suggests the 
existence of contrasted patterns (Fig.  1). The share of men justifying 
IPV considerably decreased over time, from 61% in 2001 to 46% in 
2018 (and from 52% to 26% in Bamako). This echoes the fact that, 
according to the 2022 Afrobarometer data, 74% of men consider that 
the government should do more to promote women’s rights (Coulibaly 
et al., 2022). This decreasing trend is also consistent with the multiple 
information campaigns against GBV implemented in the past few years, 
and with the growing militancy in the civil society repeatedly calling
for laws to punish the perpetrators of GBV.

These figures, however, contrast with those revealing a persis-
tent support for FGM that was as high as 75% in 2018 (73% in 
Bamako). Available DHS data show that support for FGM, in fact, 
slightly increased since 2001 (73% in Mali and 67% in Bamako).
While male justification of domestic violence seems to decline over 
time, possibly due to social pressure, the practice of FGM appears 
to be constantly supported across the country, possibly in line with 
the influence of conservative Islamist movements and/or deep-rooted 
traditions. Notwithstanding, these trends could signal either sincere at-
titudes and/or the internalization of perceived prevailing social norms 
— be they against IPV or in favor of FGM.

3. Survey experiment

3.1. Sampling design and randomization

The face-to-face survey was carried out in November 2022 by our lo-
cal research partner GREAT (Groupe de recherche en économie appliquée 
et théorique) among 1,200 adult men representative of the adult male 
population in Bamako. The survey was conducted by a team of local 
male enumerators and took place in 150 enumeration areas (EA) of the 
six communes of the capital city. The EAs were randomly selected from
the list established in 2022 by the National Statistics Office (INSTAT) 
during the mapping phase of the last General Population Census. Within 
each EA, we implemented a random walk protocol to select the sam-
pling households. In each household, enumerators randomly selected 
one permanent adult male member speaking Bambara or French to be 
surveyed.7

Respondents were randomly assigned to the treatment or control 
group in the following way. Each enumerator was assigned to interview 

7 The selected individuals were given the opportunity to reschedule the 
interview to another date. Those refusing the interview were replaced by
another man living in a different household selected in the same EA using 
the same random walk protocol. Bambara and, to a lesser extent, French are
the vernacular languages in Mali.
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Table 1
Randomization balance checks.
 Control Treatment

 Obs. Mean S.D. Obs. Mean S.D. Diff.  
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)  
 Age 600 37.76 15.99 600 36.76 15.41 −0.994 
Under 26 years old 600 0.28 0.45 600 0.30 0.46 0.027 

 Primary education achieved 600 0.73 0.44 600 0.75 0.43 0.017 
 Secondary education achieved 600 0.42 0.49 600 0.45 0.50 0.036 
 Married 600 0.61 0.49 600 0.59 0.49 −0.024 
Never married 600 0.32 0.47 600 0.35 0.48 0.035 

 Spouse lives in HH 366 0.92 0.28 353 0.92 0.27 0.003 
 At least one adult woman in HH 600 0.95 0.21 600 0.95 0.21 −0.005 
High FGM prevalence ethnic group 600 0.77 0.42 600 0.76 0.43 −0.015 
Mother tongue Bambara 600 0.66 0.47 600 0.67 0.47 0.003 

 HH head 600 0.47 0.50 600 0.47 0.50 0.003 
 HH head’s father 600 0.03 0.18 600 0.03 0.18 −0.001 
HH head’s son 600 0.25 0.43 600 0.27 0.45 0.024 

 HH head’s relative 600 0.23 0.42 600 0.21 0.41 −0.021 
HH member unrelated 600 0.02 0.15 600 0.02 0.13 −0.005 

 Joint F-test 0.59  
 𝑝-value 0.836  
Notes: column (7) reports the estimated coefficient of the treatment dummy variable
egressed against each characteristic reported in the first column, controlling for
numerators’ fixed-effects. *𝑝 < 0.10, **𝑝 < 0.05, ***𝑝 < 0.01.

100 men, half of whom were assigned to the treated group and half 
to the control group. All enumerators alternated control and treatment 
questionnaires. The first questionnaire was a control one if the enu-
merator ID number was even and a treatment one if the enumerator ID
number was odd.8 The difference between the two groups relied only 
on the types of lists administrated. The treatment group answered eight 
lists each one with a sensitive item. The control group was presented 
the same eight lists but without the sensitive items, that were instead 
administrated with a standard direct-question technique.

Results reported in Table  1 show that respondents assigned to
the treatment and control groups are not statistically significantly 
different across a set of observable characteristics. It is worth noticing 
that almost three quarters of respondents completed at least primary 
education while about 43% completed secondary education,9 60%
are married and the vast majority live with an adult woman in the 
household. High FGM prevalence ethnic groups correspond to groups 
(defined based on respondent mother tongue) with rates of genital 
cutting close to 90% as documented in Diabate and Mesple-Somps 
(2019). They include (among others) the Bambara, Malinke, Fulani and
Senufo.

Survey participation was high, above 93%. In Online Appendix 
F.2, we show that, reassuringly, participation does not significantly 
correlate with the treatment status. Moreover, few respondents refused 
to answer certain questions. In the same Appendix, we show that 
individual characteristics as well as enumerator fixed effects do not 
explain refusals to answer, which is reassuring regarding their potential 
non-randomness. Still, we explore the implications of refusals to answer 
and show that they barely affect our measures of response biases.

3.2. Lists of items

In a list experiment, respondents are randomly allocated to a control 
and a treatment group. They are given a list of statements and asked 

8 This allocation of respondents per enumerator avoids potential biases 
between the treatment and the control groups resulting from differences in
he way the interviewers administered the questionnaires.
9 Data from the representative Permanent and Modular household survey 

(EMOP) collected contemporaneously with ours by INSTAT indicate that 
72.8% of adult men living in Bamako have primary education or more and
35.3% have secondary education or more.
4 
how many of these statements they experienced or agree with, without 
specifying which ones. In the control group, lists are made of 𝐽 so-
called ‘‘baseline’’ items, while in the treatment group they are made of 
𝐽 + 1 items, the additional item being the sensitive one representing
the research object. Given the random allocation of respondents into 
the two groups, the prevalence rates of the baseline items should not 
differ across groups. The difference between the two groups average 
responses provides an estimate of the sensitive item prevalence in the 
sample.

Our survey contains eight list experiments, each one with a different 
sensitive item about a specific GBV-related behavior or opinion. The 
eight sensitive items were also administrated to the control group under 
the form of a direct ‘‘Yes/No’’ question, where the ‘‘Yes’’ answer indi-
cates having committed or justifying the act of violence to which the 
sensitive item refers to. The sensitive items, as formulated in the lists or 
directly asked about, are reported in Table  2.10 Three items concern the 
perpetration of violence (verbal, physical, and sexual violence), while 
the other five are related to opinions about GBV (economic control, 
female child marriage, female genital cutting, and physical intimate 
partner violence). Their ranks in the lists were randomly determined.

It is important to mention that we did not randomize the order of 
lists across respondents, implying a possible risk of fatigue for the final 
lists.11 To mitigate this risk to the fullest extent, we made the survey 
as short as possible — interviews were, in most cases, between 15 to 
20 minutes long. Moreover, to encourage respondents to complete the 
questionnaire, we provided them with FCFA 1,000 of air time at the 
end of the interview. This was announced just after their consent to 
answer our survey was obtained.

This survey design allows us to compute two measures of the preva-
lence rate of each sensitive item: one from the LE, based on the com-
parison between the counts declared by respondents in the treatment 
and control groups; and one from the direct question administrated to 
the control group. 

3.3. Validity of the list experiment

The validity of a list experiment rests on the no-liar assumption, 
which implies the absence of any floor or ceiling effects, and the hy-
pothesis of no design effect. We follow Blair and Imai (2012) and Glynn 
(2013) to explore the plausibility of these assumptions in our data.

A floor effect is likely to occur when respondents disagree with all
the baseline items. Two scenarios would then bias treated respondents’ 
answers in the list experiment: (i) if they agree with the sensitive item 
only, but fear their true preference will be revealed by reporting 1,
they could choose to report 0. This would yield an underestimation 
of the LE prevalence rate; (ii) on the contrary, if they disagree with 
all items including the sensitive one, they could be reluctant to answer 
0 — which mechanically reveals their opinion — but rather prefer to 
hide their true preference by answering 1, yielding an overestimation 
of the LE prevalence rate.

A ceiling effect, by contrast, takes place when respondents agree 
with all items including the sensitive one. While answering 𝐽 +1 (with 
𝐽 being the number of baseline items in the list) would reveal their 
response to each item, respondents may prefer to answer 𝐽 to hide their 
true preference for the sensitive item, leading to an underestimation of 
the LE prevalence rate.

To minimize the risk of ceiling and floor effects, LEs should avoid
baseline items either too rare (resulting in a large share of ‘‘No’’
answers) or too common (resulting in a large share of ‘‘Yes’’ answers). 
In order to identify baseline items limiting floor and ceiling effects, 
we conducted a pilot survey in October 2022 (see Online Appendix

10 Table  A.1 in the Appendix A also presents the non-sensitive items.
11 Somewhat reassuringly, all respondents fully completed the questionnaire 
after giving their consent.
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Table 2
Items and questions about gender-based violence behaviors and opinions.
 Item (LE) Direct question (DQ)  
 I1. Verbal violence Sometimes my words make my wife cry Do your words ever make your wife cry?  
I2. Physical violence I have already hit one or more women Have you ever hit one or more women?  
I3. Rape I have already forced a woman to have sex with me Have you ever forced a woman to have sex with you (although she didn’t 

want to)?
 

 I4. Husband’s control It’s up to the man to decide how his wife’s money should be spent Is it up to the man to decide how his wife’s money should be spent?  
I5. Child marriage It’s better for a girl to get married before the age of 18 Is it better for a girl to get married before the age of 18?  
I6. FGM wife A good wife is a cut wife Is a good wife a cut wife?  

 I7. FGM daughter If I were to have a daughter today, I would have her cut If you had a daughter today, would you have her cut?  
 I8. IPV justified A wife who does not respect her husband deserves to be hit Does a wife who doesn’t respect her husband deserve to be hit?  
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B). A number of possible baseline items were administered under the 
form of direct ‘‘Yes/No’’ questions to identify high-prevalence and low-
prevalence items, as well as possible sensitive items, more frequently 
refused to be answered by respondents when asked directly. We ex-
cluded items with more than 5% of refusals to answer or that were 
not generating enough variance, and designed the lists accounting for 
correlations between baseline items following the guidelines of Chuang 
et al. (2021). The pairwise correlations between items are not too 
large and, for most of the lists, are both positive and negative, limiting 
the risks of floor and ceiling effects (see Tables B1 and B2 in Online
Appendix B).12

Following Glynn (2013), we explore whether we face such risks in 
our final data by looking at the shares of individuals agreeing with 𝑗
items for each list (with 𝑗 = 0, 1, 2, 3 for the controls and 𝑗 = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4
for the treated). Fig.  2 is a graphic representation of these shares by
treatment status (see Table C1 in Online Appendix C for the precise 
proportions). Attention should be paid to the tails of the distributions 
in the control group, as a high share of zeros could signal floor effects 
while a high share of threes could signal ceiling effects.

Reassuringly, the share of respondents in the control group that do 
not conform with any baseline item is always lower than the share 
of respondents agreeing with one or two items. It is below 5% in the 
majority of lists (lists 1, 2, 4, 5 and 8) and below 15% in two other lists 
(lists 3 and 6), in line with results from other studies. It is, however, 
higher in list 7, where 20% of the control respondents do not agree 
with any item, possibly signaling a floor effect. As explained above, in 
such a case, treated respondents whose true answer is 1 may declare 0,
whereas those who would answer 0 may choose to answer 1 to conceal 
their true preference. The share of treated respondents answering 0 is 
equal to 8% in list 7, which suggests that if the former effect is at play,
it is of relatively small magnitude. However, we cannot fully exclude
that some treated respondents answered 1 instead of 0 to hide their 
disagreement with the sensitive item, thus yielding an upward bias in 
the acceptance of an hypothetical daughter genital mutilation measured 
with the LE — a risk that will be kept in mind when interpreting our 
results. Nevertheless, the correlations between answers to the baseline 
items from the pilot survey, which are not too high and both positive 
and negative, somehow mitigate the concern of a floor effect affecting 
list 7 (see Table B2 in the Online Appendix B).

Turning to the risk of ceiling effect, lists 1, 5 and 8 present shares 
of respondents in the control group agreeing with all three baseline 
items above usual thresholds (between 18% and 24%). However, they 
remain below the share of respondents who agree with one or two 
items. These shares are even smaller in lists 3, 4, 6 and 7 (between 3
and 11% of respondents in the control group). The share of respondents 
agreeing with all three baseline items in list 2 is greater than the share 
of those agreeing with one item only, but lower than the share of 

12 Note that five baseline items present in the final lists were not tested 
nder the form of direct questions in the pilot, because we replaced some 
f the items tested in the pilot that were unsatisfactory with new ones, and
ecause list number 4 (attitudes to women’s financial autonomy) was added
o the survey after the pilot was completed.
 e
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those agreeing with two items. It suggests a possible ceiling effect, with 
treated respondents answering 3 rather than 4 to hide their agreement 
with the sensitive item, which would lead our LE to underestimate the 
prevalence rate of physical violence.

The validity of a list experiment also rests on the assumption of no
design effect. This arises when the inclusion of a sensitive item affects 
the answers to the baseline items. To explore the risk of design effect, 
we follow Glynn (2013) and compare the proportions of respondents 
in the treatment and control groups reporting at least 𝑗 (𝑗 = 1, 2, 3)
items. We expect a higher share of respondents declaring at least 
one/two/three items in the treatment group, given the longer list of 
items compared to the control group. A negative difference between 
the treated and control group shares would signal the presence of a
design effect. Though Table  3 shows a small negative difference in the 
proportions of respondents reporting at least one item for lists 1 to 5,
which could yield a downward bias in the estimated LE prevalence, 
none of these differences are significant, except for list 1, significant at
10% level.

We run two more tests to examine whether these negative differ-
ences are due to luck or to the list experiment design. The first one tests 
the null hypothesis that none of the joint probabilities Pr(R = r,S = 0)
— where R are the baseline items and S is the sensitive item — are 
smaller than zero. The second one tests the null hypothesis that none 
of the joint probabilities Pr(R = r,S = 1) are smaller than zero. The 
rejection of one or the other of these two hypotheses would signal a risk 
of design effect. We report standard p-values and Bonferroni-adjusted p-
values for each test and each item in Table C2 (Online Appendix C). The 
results show that we cannot reject the hypothesis of no-design effect for 
all items, except item 1. Based on these results and those of Table  3,
we prefer to exclude item 1 from the rest of the analysis.13

4. Empirical strategy

The first empirical step of our analysis consists in measuring the 
prevalence rates with the two survey techniques for each sensitive item 
and comparing them to estimate possible response bias.

The prevalence rate of sensitive item 𝑘 measured with the DQ-
technique, 𝑔̂𝑘, can be obtained with a regression of the direct answers 
on a constant: 
𝑍𝑖,𝑘 = 𝑔𝑘, (1)

where 𝑍𝑖,𝑘 equals 1 if individual 𝑖 answers ‘‘Yes’’ to sensitive question 
𝑘, and 0 otherwise.

The prevalence rate of sensitive item 𝑘 using the LE technique, 𝛾̂𝑘, 
is measured by comparing the control and treatment groups in the 
following regression: 
𝑌𝑖,𝑘 = 𝛼𝑘 + 𝛾𝑘𝑇𝑖 + 𝜆𝑘𝑊

′
𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖,𝑘 (2)

13 We also test the hypothesis of no-design effect for each sub-group under 
study in the heterogeneity analysis. We cannot reject the hypothesis of no-
esign effect for all items and sub-groups, except for men with secondary 
ducation and under 26 years old in item 3. Results are available upon request.



O. Bertelli et al. Journal of Development Economics 176 (2025) 103479 
Fig. 2. Share of respondents agreeing with 𝑗 items, by list and treatment status.
Table 3
Share of respondents answering at least 𝑗 items by list and treatment status.
 I1 I2 I3 I4 I5 I6 I7 I8  
 At least one item (T) 97.73 99.00 89.00 95.67 97.00 92.67 92.00 98.50 
 At least one item (C) 99.45 99.50 91.33 96.67 98.00 87.33 80.00 96.67 
 Diff. T–C −1.72* −0.50 −2.33 −1.00 −1.00 5.33 12.00 1.83  
 At least two items (T) 78.19 84.00 44.83 71.67 76.33 64.83 59.67 80.83 
 At least two items (C) 67.21 77.67 45.17 64.50 68.17 47.67 33.33 71.17 
 Diff. T–C 10.97 6.33 −0.33 7.17 8.17 17.17 26.33 9.67  
 At least three items (T) 42.21 43.00 10.50 27.17 35.67 27.33 19.17 44.17 
 At least three items (C) 19.95 34.00 6.33 3.33 18.83 11.17 5.17 23.83 
 Diff. T–C 22.26 9.00 4.17 23.83 16.83 16.17 14.00 20.33 
*: 𝑝 < 0.10, **: 𝑝 < 0.05, ***: 𝑝 < 0.01.
 

 

 
 

 

where 𝑌𝑖,𝑘 denotes the response given by individual 𝑖 to the list of items 
containing 𝑘 (𝑌𝑖,𝑘 ranges from 0 to 3 for respondents of the control 
group and from 0 to 4 for respondents of the treatment group), 𝑇𝑖 is a
dummy variable equal to 1 if 𝑖 is in the treatment group and to 0 if 𝑖 is in 
the control group, and 𝜖𝑖,𝑘 is the error term. Eq.  (2) yields an accurate 
estimate of the prevalence of item 𝑘 provided that the assignment to
treatment is random. To increase the estimates’ precision, we introduce 
a vector of control variables 𝑊 ′

𝑖 , that includes enumerator fixed effects 
to account for potential systematic differences across enumerators, 
along with a number of respondent characteristics — namely, a set of 
binary variables: having completed secondary education, being from
a high FGM-prevalence ethnic group, a set of age dummies as well
as of dummies characterizing the respondent’s relationship with the 
household head.14

14 Table F1 in Online Appendix F shows that our results are robust to 
controlling only for enumerator fixed effects without any other control 
variable.
6 
To detect response bias, we test whether 𝑔̂𝑘 and 𝛾̂𝑘 are significantly 
different from each other. For each sensitive item, the difference be-
tween the LE and DQ prevalence rates can be interpreted as the size of 
the declarative bias, showing the value-added of using the LE-technique 
rather than the DQ one.

The second empirical step of our analysis consists in exploring 
whether response biases vary across respondent characteristics —
namely, education, age, and ethnic group. Sociodemographic charac-
teristics are likely to influence the social norms to which individuals 
aim to comply, the degree to which they are attached to these norms, 
the feeling of shame that they associate with certain behaviors or 
how sensitive they are to societal pressure against GBV — hence the 
social desirability bias. Individual characteristics might also determine 
their fear of a lack of confidentiality, their perception of the possible 
consequences of their answers being disclosed to third parties, and/or 
their willingness to keep their personal information private.

Following Blair and Imai (2012), we compute prevalence rates by
education level, age category (less than 26 years old or 26 and older), 
and ethnicity. We expect these characteristics to matter for preva-
lence rates and response biases. In fact, respondent education and age 
are heterogeneity dimensions highlighted by previous works (Joseph 
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et al., 2017; Gibson et al., 2018; De Cao and Lutz, 2018; Agüero and
Frisancho, 2022; Cullen, 2022), while ethnic group practice of FGM
is expected to be relevant in the Malian context.15 We differentiate 
between groups with high and low FGM prevalence rates based on Dia-
bate and Mesple-Somps (2019). Based on data from 2009, they observe 
a rate of FGM among girls below the age of 14 close to or even larger 
than 90% in the Bambara, Soninke, Malinke, Senufo, Fulani and Dogon 
groups, while it is less than 50% among Bobo and Songhai girls.

The DQ prevalence rate of each sensitive question is estimated using 
the following equation: 
𝑍𝑖,𝑘 = 𝑔𝑘 + 𝜇𝑘𝑋𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖,𝑘 (3)

where 𝑍𝑖,𝑘 denotes the answer given by individual 𝑖 to sensitive ques-
tion 𝑘 and 𝑋𝑖 is one of the dimensions under scrutiny captured with 
a dummy variable (secondary education, below 26 years of age, high 
FGM-prevalence ethnic group). The DQ prevalence rate of sensitive 
question 𝑘 is then given by 𝑔̂𝑘 for the omitted category of variable 𝑋𝑖,
and by 𝑔̂𝑘 + 𝜇̂𝑘 for the category under study.

The LE prevalence rate of each sensitive question is estimated with 
the following equation: 
𝑌𝑖,𝑘 = 𝛼𝑘 + 𝛽𝑘𝑋𝑖 + 𝛾𝑘𝑇𝑖 + 𝛿𝑘𝑋𝑖 × 𝑇𝑖 + 𝜆𝑘𝑊

′
𝑖 + 𝜖𝑖,𝑘 (4)

where we interact the treatment status 𝑇𝑖 with one of the dummies of 
interest. The estimated term 𝛾𝑘 + 𝛿𝑘 captures the LE prevalence rate 
among individuals with 𝑋𝑖 = 1 while 𝛾𝑘 measures the prevalence for 
those with 𝑋𝑖 = 0. As before, 𝑊 ′

𝑖  is the vector of enumerator fixed
effects and individual controls.

To assess whether response bias varies across respondent character-
istics, we compare 𝑔̂𝑘 and 𝛾̂𝑘 on the one hand, and 𝑔̂𝑘 + 𝜇𝑘 and 𝛾̂𝑘 + 𝛿𝑘
on the other, based on the coefficients estimated in Eqs. (3) and (4).

In all our estimations, we cluster standard errors at the enumeration 
area-level.16

5. Results

5.1. The justification of GBV

Table  4 presents the average prevalence rate of each sensitive item 
related to the justification of GBV, measured with the two survey tech-
niques (i.e., 𝑔̂𝑘 estimated from Eq.  (1) and 𝛾̂𝑘 estimated from Eq.  (2)),
along with the difference between these two. The information declared 
under DQ suffers from a reporting bias if the difference between LE and
DQ is significantly different from zero.

The LE prevalence rates reveal that a large share of respondents 
justify GBV practices. About 53% of men are in favor of FGM for an
hypothetical daughter, about 43% consider that a good wife is a cut
wife, and 43.6% justify IPV if a wife disrespects her husband. The
dimensions that encounter the least support are female child marriage 
(31.6%) and husband’s control of his wife’s monetary resources (32%).
These results show a relatively good acceptance of women’s economic 
independence and a relatively weak support for female child marriage, 
whereas support for FGM and IPV appears to be widespread.

Some of these prevalence rates are subject to a declarative bias 
when measured with direct questions, in particular, those for the two 
items concerning the support for FGM and the item concerning IPV

15 Following the pre-analysis plan, we also explore possible heterogeneity 
depending on whether the respondent is the household head, completed 
primary school or not, is married or not and, as far as married respondents 
are concerned, whether he is in a polygamous or monogamous union. These 
dimensions do not appear to matter for heterogeneity of neither the prevalence 
rates nor the response biases. We do not have the information on whether 
respondents have at least one daughter.
16 All our results are robust to not clustering the standard errors (results 
available upon request).
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justification. When asked directly, more than two-thirds of respondents 
approve FGM: 68% declare that a good wife is a cut wife and 74.5%
report that, if they had a girl, they would have her cut. These preva-
lence rates are consistent with those found in the latest available DHS
data for Mali (2018) where 73% of men in Bamako declare that female
excision should continue. For both questions, the bias is large and
statistically significant: support for FGM is overreported by 24.9 and
21.6 percentage points, respectively, corresponding to 37% and 29%
of the respective DQ-prevalence rates.17

This considerable misreport provides a sense of the sensitivity of 
FGM among the male population of Bamako, and suggests that openly 
expressing reservations about FGM practices is problematic. The Malian 
religious and institutional context likely explains the opposite results 
we find compared to De Cao and Lutz (2018) and Gibson et al. (2018),
who show that support for FGM is underreported when elicited via
standard direct questions in rural communities in Ethiopia, where FGM
is illegal and gradually disappearing. By contrast, in Mali where FGM is 
not illegal, widely practiced, and supported by Muslim organizations, 
support for FGM is overreported in DQ. This misreporting might, 
at least partly be explained by the (mis)perception of the prevalent 
FGM social norm, resulting in a substantial social desirability bias and
pointing towards a possible pluralistic ignorance.

With regard to IPV justification, our results also emphasize a sig-
nificant response bias. When asked directly, 33% of men justify IPV
when a woman disrespects her husband. This figure is close to those 
provided by the DHS data (2018) where 26% of men in Bamako (31%
of men in urban areas) justify wife beating. However, a significantly 
larger share of men appears to justify IPV according to the LE. This 
proportion reaches nearly 44% in the LE, revealing a statistically sig-
nificant 10.2 percentage point bias that corresponds to one third of the 
DQ prevalence rate.

Answers obtained under DQ suffer in this case from a negative 
bias, suggesting that, contrary to support for FGM, it is not socially 
desirable for Malian men to openly justify IPV. This result is in line 
with the study by Gibson et al. (2022) who highlight an underreporting 
of IPV justification among men in Ethiopia — though statistically 
significant only for men without secondary education. In Bamako, such 
underreporting can be interpreted in light of the decreasing trend in IPV
justification by men observed in the DHS data, potentially reflecting 
greater social pressure against domestic violence.18

Overall, opinions about FGM and IPV appear to be sensitive sub-
jects, leading to biased responses when directly asked. This calls for 
exercising caution with regard to using data collected with standard
direct technique.

Finally, neither the support for husband’s economic control nor 
for early marriage appear to be affected by response biases. This 
suggests that revealing information about these personal opinions is 
not perceived as sensitive.19 As far as support for child marriage is 
concerned, the absence of response bias differs from the underreporting 
found among women in Bangladesh (Asadullah et al., 2021), a country 
where child marriage is banned, contrary to Mali where girls are legally
authorized to get married starting from the age of 16.

As shown in Table  4, the results are robust to 𝑝-value correction 
for false discovery rate (Benjamini et al., 2006; Anderson, 2008).
Besides, it is worth mentioning the trade-off between bias reduction and
precision loss that characterizes LEs. In fact, while they are meant to 
produce unbiased estimates, LEs also increase the variance of estimates. 

17 As discussed above, a possible floor effect concerning the item on daughter 
FGM could lead to an overestimation of the LE-based prevalence rate. The 
response bias would then be underestimated by our protocol.
18 Men’s IPV justification drops from 52% in 2001 to 26% in 2018 in Bamako 
Fig.  1.)
19 Unfortunately, we cannot compare these prevalence rates with those 
ound by other sources, as these questions are not collected in DHS-type 
urveys.
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Table 4
GBV justification: prevalence rates and response biases.
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
 Husband’s control Child marriage FGM wife FGM daughter IPV justified
 LE 0.320*** 0.316*** 0.431*** 0.530*** 0.436***  
 (0.042) (0.054) (0.054) (0.050) (0.051)  
 DQ 0.325*** 0.382*** 0.680*** 0.745*** 0.333***  
 (0.020) (0.020) (0.018) (0.019) (0.019)  
 LE-DQ −0.005 −0.067 −0.249 −0.216 0.102  
 𝑝-value 0.912 0.220 0.000 0.000 0.043  
 Sharpened 𝑞-value 0.544 0.282 0.001 0.001 0.094  
 N LE 1200 1200 1200 1200 1200  
 N DQ 597 591 556 569 594  
Notes: OLS estimations; LE equations include enumerator and age fixed effects, as well as dummies denoting secondary 
education level, belonging to an ethnic group characterized by a high prevalence of FGM, and the relationship with the 
household head.
Robust standard errors in parentheses (adjusted for clustering at enumeration area level); *: 𝑝 < 0.10, **: 𝑝 < 0.05, ***: 𝑝 < 0.01.
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Following Blair et al. (2020) and Lépine et al. (2020), we estimate 
the minimum sample size for which our LEs are likely to produce 
more valid results than DQs. Results are reported in Online Appendix
D, Table D1. They show that our sample size, given the two survey 
techniques prevalence rates and baseline items’ variance, is adequate 
for detecting biases for all items with regard to justification of GBV
except for husband’s control over his wife’s monetary resources. 

5.2. Heterogeneity in GBV justification and its misreporting

We investigate whether responses and response biases regarding 
the justification of GBV vary according to respondents’ education, age
and ethnicity, that we measure as dummy variables. Specifically, we 
distinguish men with at least secondary level of education from those 
with a lower level of education; men aged under 26 years old from
those older; and men belonging to an ethnic group with high vs. low
FGM prevalence. Columns 1 and 2 of Table  5 show the LE-based preva-
lence rates of the omitted and non-omitted categories, and column 3
the difference between them. Columns 4 and 5 display the reporting 
biases, namely the difference between the LE-based and the DQ-based 
prevalence rates for the omitted category (𝛾̂𝑘− 𝑔̂𝑘) and the non-omitted 
category ((𝛾̂𝑘+𝛿𝑘)−(𝑔̂𝑘+𝜇̂𝑘)), respectively. As explained in Section 4, the 
analysis relies on the comparison between the results of the estimation 
of Eqs. (3) and (4). The significance levels of the differences based on
the p-values and the adjusted q-values are reported, respectively, in 
superscript and in squared parentheses.

Looking at the prevalence rates measured with the LEs reveals a
number of interesting patterns (columns 1–3 of Table  5). As highlighted 
above, FGM is the form of GBV that is most widely approved, and this 
is generally true across respondent characteristics.

The widest prevalence gap is observed between men with and with-
out secondary education. In turn, young and older men, or those from
high- and low-FGM prevalence ethnic groups, exhibit similar levels. In
particular, men with secondary education are much less likely to be 
in favor of husbands controlling their wife’s money (16.1%, against 
44.3% of men without secondary education), to prefer a genitally 
mutilated wife (24.0% against 57.8%), to support FGM for an hypothet-
ical daughter (39.8% against 63.2%) or to justify IPV (32.6% against 
52.1%). Support for child marriage is also lower among men educated 
to secondary level, though the difference is not statistically significant. 
Men with secondary education thus appear to be less conservative 
towards GBV across all items. It is worth mentioning that, somehow 
surprisingly, the younger generation does not appear to approve less 
GBV than the older generation — prevalence rates among men under 
or above 26 years old being non-significantly different to one another. 
Lastly, while respondents from high-FGM prevalence ethnic groups are
more likely, on average, to support FGM, the difference with men
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from low-FGM prevalence groups is not large enough to be statistically 
significant.

Overall, misreporting appears homogeneously distributed in our 
sample. Irrespective of respondent education, age or ethnic group, 
support for FGM is consistently overreported when directly asked. In
contrast, the underreporting of IPV justification is mostly driven by men 
without secondary education. Results remain robust after correcting for 
multiple hypotheses testing. 

5.3. GBV practices

We further investigate whether the reporting of actual behavior, 
i.e., the perpetration of violent acts against women, suffers from re-
sponse bias. Results show that the LE and DQ techniques yield similar 
prevalence rates: about 26% of respondents have ever committed physi-
cal violence against an adult woman, and 1% have ever raped a woman. 
Somewhat surprisingly, answers provided to DQs do not appear to be 
affected by misreporting (see Fig.  3 and Table E1 for detailed results).20 
A possible explanation for this is that male respondents perceive GBV 
to be generally accepted by the Malian society, making it unnecessary 
to conceal it. It is worth mentioning that, as discussed in Section 3.3,
a possible ceiling effect may lead to an underestimation of the LE 
prevalence of physical violence, altering our estimation of the response 
bias.21

Turning to possible heterogeneity in prevalence rates and misreport-
ing, Fig.  4 reports the main estimates across respondent sub-groups.22 
The LE prevalence rates are smaller for young men, for men from
high FGM prevalence ethnic groups and for men educated to secondary 
level (respectively 22.3%, 22.7% and 22.2%) compared to older men, 
those from low FGM-prevalence groups, and those with lower levels 
of education (respectively 28%, 37.7% and 29.5%). However, none 
of these prevalence rates are significantly different across sub-groups 
(see Panel B column (3) of Table E1 in Online Appendix E). In terms 
of response bias, we find that men belonging to ethnic group with 
high FGM prevalence significantly overreport physical violence by 11.5
percentage points (see Fig.  4 and Panel B column (2) of Table E1 in 
Online Appendix E), but this result does not survive to correcting for 
multiple hypotheses testing.

20 Verbal violence against one’s wife is excluded from our analysis given the 
list’s likely violation of the no design effect assumption (see Section 3.3).
21 Table D1 in Online Appendix D show that our sample size, given the two 
urvey techniques prevalence rates and baseline items’ variance, is adequate 
or detecting biases for physical violence but not for rape.
22 We do not investigate heterogeneity of response bias characterizing the 
question about rape, due to very low prevalence rates and potential design 
effects on rape by sub-groups (see footnote 13).
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Table 5
Prevalence rates and response biases across sub-groups.
 Prevalence rate Response bias (LE-DQ)
 0 1 Difference 0 1  
 Item Characteristic (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)  
 Husband’s control Secondary education 0.443 0.161 −0.282*** 0.064 −0.088  
 (0.055) (0.064) (0.087) [0.529] [0.444]  
 Under 26 years old 0.346 0.260 −0.086 0.020 −0.064  
 (0.047) (0.076) (0.089) [0.677] [0.924]  
 High FGM prevalence ethnic groups 0.362 0.307 −0.055 0.024 −0.014  
 (0.084) (0.048) (0.099) [1.000] [1.000]  
 Child marriage Secondary education 0.361 0.256 −0.105 −0.073 −0.053  
 (0.066) (0.075) (0.095) [0.529] [0.721]  
 Under 26 years old 0.313 0.323 0.010 −0.111* 0.048  
 (0.057) (0.096) (0.105) [0.852] [0.172]  
 High FGM prevalence ethnic groups 0.444 0.275 −0.169 0.025 −0.096  
 (0.108) (0.056) (0.117) [1.000] [0.261]  
 FGM wife Secondary education 0.578 0.240 −0.338*** −0.177** −0.332***  
 (0.071) (0.085) (0.114) [0.058] [0.003]  
 Under 26 years old 0.476 0.323 −0.153 −0.216*** −0.325***  
 (0.063) (0.096) (0.118) [0.011] [0.011]  
 High FGM prevalence ethnic groups 0.403 0.439 0.036 −0.277** −0.241***  
 (0.112) (0.055) (0.119) [0.064] [0.003]  
 FGM daughter Secondary education 0.632 0.398 −0.234** −0.206*** −0.215***  
 (0.064) (0.074) (0.099) [0.017] [0.017]  
 Under 26 years old 0.552 0.476 −0.076 −0.211*** −0.223***  
 (0.060) (0.073) (0.093) [0.017] [0.010]  
 High FGM prevalence ethnic groups 0.459 0.552 0.093 −0.242** −0.206***  
 (0.104) (0.053) (0.115) [0.085] [0.003]  
 IPV justified Secondary education 0.521 0.326 −0.195** 0.154** 0.039  
 (0.058) (0.076) (0.091) [0.048] [0.852]  
 Under 26 years old 0.424 0.464 0.040 0.093 0.124  
 (0.056) (0.089) (0.103) [0.362] [0.261]  
 High FGM prevalence ethnic groups 0.399 0.447 0.048 0.090 0.106*  
 (0.084) (0.057) (0.099) [0.529] [0.172]  
Notes: Column 1 reports the LE-based prevalence rate of the subgroup of the omitted category (𝛾̂𝑘), while column 2 reports that of the non-omitted 
subgroup (𝛾̂𝑘 + 𝛿𝑘). Column 3 reports the difference between the prevalence rates for the omitted and non-omitted category (𝛿𝑘). Column 4 
reports the difference between the LE-based and the DQ-based prevalence rate for the subgroup of the omitted category, while column 5 reports 
the same difference for the non-omitted subgroup.
Secondary education refers to the achievement of a secondary education level; Under 26 years old equals one if the respondent is 25 years old 
or younger; High FGM prevalence ethnicity equals one if the respondent belongs to a high FGM prevalence ethnic group.
OLS estimations; LE equations include enumerator and age fixed effects, as well as dummies denoting secondary education level, belonging to 
an ethnic group characterized by a high prevalence of FGM, and the relationship with the household head.
Robust standard errors clustered at the EA level in parentheses. Adjusted 𝑞-values correcting for false discovery rate following Benjamini et al. 
(2006) and Anderson (2008) are in squared brackets. *𝑝 < 0.10, **𝑝 < 0.05, ***𝑝 < 0.01.
 

 

Fig. 3. GBV practices: prevalence rates and size of response biases.

Finally, it is interesting to compare these results with those on IPV
justification — keeping in mind that the phrasing of the two items 
is not fully symmetric.23 The LE results show that violence is more 

23 IPV justification relates to a man beating his wife if she disrespects him,
while the question about the use of violence refers more generally to a man
 u

9 
Fig. 4. Perpetration of physical violence: prevalence rates and size of response biases 
by sub-groups.

justified (43.6%) than it is actually practiced (26.3%), suggesting that 
the justification of violence is not (only) an ex-post rationalization 

hitting a woman, regardless of whether she is his wife and of the reason for 
sing violence.
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of a violent behavior. This is true in all subgroups, with men with 
a secondary education level being those who justify and practice it 
the least (respectively, 32.6% and 22.2%), and men without secondary 
education being those justifying it (52.1%) and practicing it the most 
(29.5%).

Several rationales, non-exclusive from each other, can be proposed 
in an effort to explain this discrepancy between support and perpetra-
tion. For instance, it could be that women, aware of men’s opinions and
afraid of being hit, behave in such a way to avoid being victimized. 
Men’s opinions would thus constrain women’s behavior — eventually 
reducing the perpetration of violence. The difference in the LE rates 
for the perpetration of physical violence across respondent education 
levels would then imply that men with secondary education interact 
with women who ‘‘behave’’ — resulting in a lower IPV prevalence —
while low-educated men interact with women who ‘‘misbehave’’ more 
often — resulting in a higher IPV prevalence.

Another possible interpretation for the difference between behaviors 
and opinions prevalence is linked to a change of social norms. There 
is qualitative evidence that changes in gendered social norms can be 
conducive to gaps between attitudes and behaviors, in a direction that 
is difficult to predict (Watson, 2014; Jewkes et al., 2015; Rost, 2021).
Despite the absence of any legal sanctions against IPV today in Mali, the 
government and civil society have conducted regular campaigns against 
GBV in the past few years. Our finding that low-educated men are more 
in favor of IPV than those with higher educational attainment could
signal an ongoing evolution of norms.

While other hypotheses could be drawn to explain it, we believe that 
the result suggesting that violence is more justified than practiced paves 
the way for future interesting research dedicated to understanding 
how social norms dynamics can shape opinions and actual behaviors 
differently.

6. Conclusion

Mali is one of the countries in the world where women’s living 
conditions are the hardest amid high gender inequality. Biased gender 
social norms are probably among the major obstacles in achieving gen-
der equality and empowering all women and girls. They can influence 
patterns of violence against women, as when individuals believe that 
violence is acceptable they might also directly enforce it. In this respect, 
opinions of men, who are most often the perpetrators of GBV, are key 
in the fight for gender equality, as their attitudes and behaviors may 
sustain the use of gender-based violence.

This article studies men’s opinions and behaviors related to GBV
in Mali. We conduct a LE to measure practices and support of an
extensive set of GBV dimensions (wife-beating, rape, child marriage, 
husband’s control of wife’s spending and FGM) among men in Bamako. 
By eliciting answers to the sensitive questions using a LE technique, we 
limit the risk of response bias and we identify the extent to which views 
and behaviors are misreported with the DQ survey method.

Indirect questioning reveals that violent behaviors towards women 
as well as justification of GBV are widespread among men in Bamako. 
About one-quarter of men have already hit a woman, nearly a third 
is in favor of husbands exercising financial control and female child 
marriage. About half justify IPV, think that a good wife is a cut 
woman and would have their daughter’s genitalia cut if they had one. 
Moreover, the share of respondents who support IPV is larger than the 
share of those engaging in its practice: the LE shows that wife-beating 
is more justified (43.6%) than it is practiced (26.3%).

Though violence against women is widely approved, different di-
mensions of GBV appear to be subject to contrasted degrees of conser-
vatism. In particular, the control of women’s economic resources as well
as female child marriage are not endorsed by a majority of men. The
latter result suggests that a reform raising girl’s legal age of marriage 
at 18 could be supported by the male population. In contrast, IPV and,
to a greater extent, FGM, remain popular. However, these practices 
10 
being connected to each other, delaying the age of marriage could 
raise girls’ education, possibly substituting for the need of pursuing 
FGM with the aim of a positive marriage match, as found by García-
Hombrados and Salgado (2023), and/or possibly reducing IPV exposure 
in line with Wilson (2019).

Turning to response biases, our study shows that men are not 
reluctant to openly state whether they have already hit or raped a
woman. However, we find substantial misreporting of the justification 
of IPV and support for FGM. Men are found to conceal justification of 
IPV while they overstate their support for FGM when asked directly. 
These contrasted patterns are consistent with respondents adapting 
their answers to the perceived prevalent social norm — be it more or 
less conservative than their real attitudes. In the case of IPV, the unfa-
vorable perceived social norm may be related to the important efforts 
to raise public awareness undertaken by local NGOs and international 
organizations as well as by the Malian government. In the case of FGM,
the persistence of a perceived conservative social norm may be related 
to the discourse of national Muslim organizations. Results thus call for 
caution with regards to the use of data collected using direct questions.

An important takeaway from our results is that support for FGM is 
much lower than commonly thought, despite men preferring to conceal 
their true opinions. An interesting path for future research would be 
to investigate the reasons for this considerable response bias, whether 
a misperception of social norms related to FGM exists, and assess 
whether providing information about the unbiased support for FGM
would succeed in changing people’s opinions and behaviors. Moreover, 
amid the slow decline in FGM rates across the whole of Africa (Kandala
et al., 2018), the response bias we find might suggest that female
genital cutting is a social norm that is likely evolving in Mali, possibly 
leaving room for policy reform.
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Table A.1
Lists and questions about gender-based violence behaviors and opinions.
 Treatment group List (LE) Control group Direct Questions (DQ)  
 1. If married:  
 - I rarely get angry.  
 - It is the man who should have the last word at home.  
 - Sometimes my words make my wife cry. Do your words ever make your wife cry?  
 - Women should be able to access the same jobs as men.  
 2. - My father always helped me when I needed it.  
 - I have already hit one or more women. Have you ever hit one or more women?  
 - Men should comfort babies as much as women do.  
 - A woman should always go out accompanied.  
 3. - I know people who are in favor of abortion.  
 - No one ever divorced in my family.  
 - A man and a woman should decide together about their 

contraception.
 

 - I have already forced a woman to have sex with me. Have you ever forced a woman to have sex with you (although she didn’t want 
to)?

 

 4. - My neighbors have financial problems  
 - It’s up to the women to do the housework  
 - It’s up to the man to decide how his wife’s money should be spent Is it up to the husband to decide how his wife’s money should be spent?  
 - I know people with HIV  
 5. - I trust people in my neighborhood  
 - I prefer to eat apart from the women in my household  
 - It’s better for a girl to get married before the age of 18 Is it better for a girl to get married before the age of 18?  
 - If I were to get married today, I would choose a woman 

educated to the same level as me
 

 6. - I recently attended a relative’s wedding  
 - We often argue in my family  
 - A good wife is a cut wife Is a good wife a cut wife?  
 - I trust women in politics  
 7. - Boys should participate in household chores  
 - If I were to have a daughter today, I would have her cut If you had a daughter today, would you have her cut?  
 - I know one or more unfaithful men  
 - I know one or more people who had Covid  
 8. - My parents always got along  
 - In the evening, women are not safe in the street  
 - Corporal punishment should never be used in school  
 - A wife who does not respect her husband deserves to be hit Does a wife who doesn’t respect her husband deserve to be hit?  
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