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Abstract
Using Afrobarometer survey data covering 36 countries (N ≈ 94,000), this study examines the 
relationship between experiences of ethnic discrimination and patterns of identification among 
Africans. The regression analysis indicates that as the frequency of ethnic discrimination increases, 
so does the likelihood that individuals will prioritize their ethnic identity over their national identity. 
Furthermore, the results demonstrate that the negative association between ethnic discrimination 
and exclusive national identification is substantially stronger than the positive association between 
ethnic discrimination and exclusive ethnic identification. These regression results are robust to the 
use of a binary measure of ethnic discrimination and to the employment of a different estimation 
method. One possible explanation for these findings is that experiences of ethnic discrimination foster 
feelings of exclusion from the broader national community, prompting individuals to reaffirm their 
attachment to their ethnic group as a source of belonging, support, and identity.
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Introduction

After gaining independence from colonial rule, many African countries experienced vio-
lent conflicts, often with a pronounced ethnic dimension (Ekwe-Ekwe, 1990; Greenland, 
1976; Mazrui, 1969; Nnoli, 1974). Reflecting on the fragile unity of newly independent 
African states, anthropologist Clifford Geertz famously observed that “removing 
European rule has liberated the nationalisms within nationalisms” (Geertz, 1973: 237), 
underscoring the resurgence of ethnic identities following the withdrawal of colonial 
authority. Building on this insight, scholars have argued that postcolonial political dynam-
ics often encourage citizens, political elites, and institutions to prioritize ethnic group 
interests over those of the broader nation (Ake, 1973; Bates, 1974; Osaghae, 1990). 
Consequently, ethnic hostilities remain a persistent challenge across many African coun-
tries (e.g. Beseng et al., 2023; Eke, 2022; Kefale, 2013; Nyaura, 2018; Onyemechalu and 
Ejiofor, 2026). Against this backdrop of persistent ethnic tensions, examining the social 
processes that sustain such divisions remains critical.
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This exploratory study shifts the focus away from ethnic violence to ethnic discrimination 
and its implications for identity formation. Using large-scale Afrobarometer survey data 
from 36 African countries (N ≈ 94,000), it examines whether experiences of ethnic discrimi-
nation reduce the likelihood of individuals identifying more strongly with their national iden-
tity than with their ethnic identity. The study further investigates whether disidentification 
with the nation intensifies as the frequency of ethnic discrimination increases. Understanding 
how ethnic discrimination shapes identity formation is crucial because ethnic discrimination 
is far from benign. As Allport (1954) argues, discrimination represents a critical stage in the 
escalation of prejudice, forming part of a broader trajectory that can culminate in overt hostil-
ity and violence toward ethnic out-groups. In The Nature of Prejudice, Allport (1954) out-
lines five escalating stages of prejudice—antilocution, avoidance, discrimination, physical 
attack, and ultimately extermination—each more severe than the last.

A growing body of scholarship has examined the determinants of ethnic and national 
identification. In a cross-country study covering 16 African countries, Robinson (2014) 
shows that educational attainment, urban residence, and ethnic diversity increase the like-
lihood of individuals feeling closer to their nationality than to their ethnicity. Focusing on 
Nigeria, one of Africa’s most ethnically diverse countries, Tuki (2026) finds that experi-
ences of ethnic discrimination weaken national identification while strengthening ethnic 
identification, with particularly strong effects observed among members of the Igbo eth-
nic group, who have historically experienced marginalization from central political 
power. Beyond the African context, Hakim et al. (2018) demonstrate that ethnic discrimi-
nation among Arab Americans is associated with lower levels of American identification 
and stronger ethnic and religious identification. Similarly, research on Latin American 
immigrants in Spain finds that experiences of discrimination are negatively correlated 
with feelings of national belonging (Lobera, 2021).

The empirical patterns observed in these studies can be interpreted through Andreas 
Wimmer’s concept of boundary-making, which is central to identity formation (Wimmer, 
2008, 2013). Wimmer challenges the notion that ethnic identity is intrinsic, arguing 
instead that it is relational. Boundary-making, a cognitive process, creates distinctions 
between “us” and “them,” clearly identifying those who belong to an in-group and those 
who do not. These distinctions, in turn, shape individuals’ behavior toward those per-
ceived to be on their side and those on the other side of the boundary. When individuals 
categorize others and treat them differently on the basis of characteristics such as ethnic-
ity or religious affiliation, they are effectively reinforcing boundaries—that is, boundaries 
are enacted through differential treatment. Importantly, Wimmer also emphasizes that 
power asymmetries are crucial to the construction of boundaries: dominant groups may 
impose exclusionary boundaries on minorities, which can, in turn, trigger mobilization 
among subordinate groups seeking to defend their interests.

Furthermore, two complementary theoretical frameworks—the “Rejection–
identification” and “Rejection–disidentification” models—provide additional leverage 
for interpreting these dynamics. The Rejection–identification model posits that experi-
ences of ethnic discrimination strengthen ethnic identification by prompting individuals 
to rely more heavily on co-ethnics as a source of social support (Branscombe et al., 1999). 
At the same time, the Rejection–disidentification model suggests that such experiences 
may weaken identification with the nation, as ethnic discrimination within one’s own 
country signals exclusion from the national community (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2009; Wu 
and Finnsdottir, 2021). Taken together, these frameworks offer clear expectations about 
how ethnic discrimination may simultaneously reshape both ethnic and national attach-
ments. This study tests whether these theories hold in the broader African context.
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To situate this contribution within the existing literature, it is important to distinguish 
the present study from those conducted by Robinson (2014) and Tuki (2026), which also 
rely on Afrobarometer data. First, this study uses the more recent round 7 and 8 data, 
covering 36 countries (N ≈ 94,000), unlike Robinson’s, which is based on round 3 cover-
ing only 16 countries (n = 22,155), and Tuki’s, which focuses solely on the Nigerian case. 
Second, Robinson’s work does not specifically examine how experiences of ethnic dis-
crimination shape identification. Although the study by Tuki (2026) does address this 
issue, its measure of ethnic discrimination is collapsed into a binary variable, thereby 
obscuring potential variation in the intensity of those experiences. While the present 
study also employs a binary measure of ethnic discrimination for comparative purposes, 
it goes a step further by treating ethnic discrimination as a factor variable and explicitly 
modeling how changes in its frequency influence identification.

Before proceeding to the analysis, it is also important to clarify the concept of ethnic 
discrimination employed throughout this paper. Fibbi et al. (2021: 19) define discrimina-
tion as “the unequal treatment of otherwise similar individuals due to their ascribed mem-
bership in a disadvantaged category or group.” They observe that for discrimination to 
occur, a reference category is necessary, as an individual must be treated unfairly com-
pared to another. They further note that the criterion by which an individual is treated 
unfairly is their ascribed membership in a group such as race, ethnic origin, or color—
traits that cannot easily be changed. These conditions are consistent with the observation 
of Auer and Ruedin (2019: 222): “For discrimination to occur, we need at least two actors. 
One of these actors unfairly treats the other based on an irrelevant criterion such as eth-
nicity, country of origin, or gender.” Allport (1954) observed that discrimination is rooted 
in prejudice, the latter of which he defined as “an aversive or hostile attitude towards a 
person or group, simply because they belong to that group, and are therefore presumed to 
have the objectionable qualities ascribed to the group” (p. 7).

Within the context of the present study, I adopt a subjective, self-reported measure of 
ethnic discrimination. Specifically, I rely on an item asking respondents how frequently 
they were treated unfairly based on their ethnicity in the past year, with responses recorded 
on a Likert-type scale ranging from “never” to “always.” A particular strength of this 
approach is that it respects the subjective reality of the individual.1 However, this self-
reporting approach also has the limitation that it may underestimate the scale of discrimi-
nation. This is because, “self-reports depend on a person being aware of being treated 
unfairly, but discrimination may be completely unnoticed” (Smith, 2002: 9–10).

Having outlined the study’s contribution and conceptual framework, the remainder of 
the paper is organized as follows: the next section introduces the data, describes the vari-
ables used in the regression analysis, and outlines the analytical technique, alongside a 
descriptive overview of the data. The third section presents and interprets the regression 
results, while the final section summarizes the main findings and provides concluding 
remarks.

Data and methodology

Data

This study draws on data from rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys, conducted 
across 36 African countries between 2016 and 2021.2 Table 4 in the Appendix lists the 
countries and the total number of observations drawn from each. The round 7 and 8 sur-
veys include 45,823 and 48,084 observations, respectively, yielding a combined sample 
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of 93,907 respondents. All participants were at least 18 years old, with an equal gender 
distribution (50:50 male-to-female ratio). Although data from the more recent round 9 
survey (conducted between 2021 and 2023) are publicly available, they were excluded 
from this analysis because the question used to construct the explanatory variable was not 
included in that round. A limitation of the Afrobarometer dataset is its exclusion of certain 
countries experiencing conflict—such as Libya, the Central African Republic, and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. However, it is notable that some countries with a high 
incidence of conflict such as Mali, Nigeria, Burkina Faso, and Ethiopia, are included in 
the sample. Because Afrobarometer employs probabilistic sampling methods, the data are 
nationally representative for each of the 36 countries included in the survey.3

Measures

Dependent variable
Nationality > Ethnicity measures the degree to which respondents identify with their 
nationality relative to their ethnicity. The variable was derived from the following 
question:

Let us suppose that you had to choose between being a [Respondents nationality] and being a 
[Respondent’s ethnic group]. Which of the following statements best expresses your feelings?

Responses were recorded using a five-point ordinal scale with the following categories:

1 = I feel only [Respondent’s ethnic group]

2 = I feel more [Respondent’s ethnic group] than [Respondents nationality]

3 = I feel equally [Respondent’s nationality] and [Respondent’s ethnic group]

4 = I feel more [Respondent’s nationality] than [Respondent’s ethnicity]

5 = I feel only [Respondent’s nationality]

I treated “Don’t know” and “Refused to answer” responses as missing observations, 
applying this rule to all variables. Figure 1 depicts the dependent variable using a simple 
bar chart. A glance at the figure shows that the majority of Africans (45%) identify equally 
with their ethnicity and nationality. Fourteen percent either feel an exclusive sense of 
belonging to their ethnicity or feel closer to their ethnicity than to their nationality. Some 
9% identify more with their nationality than their ethnicity, while 32% feel an exclusive 
sense of belonging to their nationality.

To better assess the extent of ethnic identification among Africans, I calculated the 
share of respondents in each country who either identify exclusively with their ethnic 
group or report a stronger attachment to their ethnic identity than to their national identity. 
Figure 2 presents the 12 countries with the highest levels of ethnic identification. South 
Africa ranks first, with 26% of respondents exhibiting strong ethnic identification, fol-
lowed by Ethiopia at 24%. Nigeria (22%) and Mozambique (20%) occupy the third and 
fourth places, respectively, while Benin and Mali are tied for fifth, each with 19% of 
respondents expressing strong ethnic identification. Table 4 in the Appendix shows the 
levels of ethnic identification across all 36 countries in the sample.
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Explanatory variable
Ethnic discrimination measures how often respondents experienced ethnic discrimination 
over the past year. The variable was derived from the question: “In the past year, how 
often, if at all, have you personally been discriminated against based on any of the follow-
ing: your ethnicity?” Responses were recorded on a four-point ordinal scale ranging from 
“0 = Never” to “3 = Many times.” Using “Never” as the reference category, I constructed 
dummy variables for the remaining three categories: “Once or twice,” “Several times,” and 
“Many times.” For example, the variable Once or twice is coded as 1 if a respondent expe-
rienced ethnic discrimination once or twice during the past year, and 0 if they either did not 

Figure 1.  National versus ethnic identification in Africa.
The figure visualizes responses to a question asking Africans about the extent to which they identify with 
their nationality relative to their ethnicity. The vertical axis displays levels of identification, while the 
horizontal axis shows the percentage of respondents at each level. The figure is based on pooled data from 
rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted between 2016 and 2021.

Figure 2.  African countries seeing the highest levels of ethnic identification.
The vertical axis represents the percentage of the population in each country that identifies exclusively 
with their ethnic group or more strongly with their ethnic group than with their nationality. The horizontal 
axis lists the 12 countries with the highest levels of ethnic identification, while the vertical axis shows the 
percentage of respondents from each. The data are drawn from rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys 
conducted between 2016 and 2021.
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experience discrimination or experienced it several times or many times. Figure 3 presents 
the distribution of the explanatory variable using a bar chart. A glance at the figure reveals 
that the vast majority of Africans (82%) reported no experience of ethnic discrimination, 
while 18% reported experiencing it at least once or twice. Due to the strong clustering 
around the “Never” category, I also created a binary version of the explanatory variable—
Ethnic discrimination (Binary)—for use in a robustness check. In this version, respondents 
who reported never experiencing ethnic discrimination are coded as 0, while those who 
reported any experience of such discrimination, regardless of frequency, are coded as 1.

To assess how widespread experiences of ethnic discrimination are across Africa, I 
calculated the share of respondents in each country who reported experiencing ethnic 
discrimination based on ethnicity at least once in the past year. Figure 4 presents the 12 

Figure 3.  Self-reported ethnic discrimination in Africa.
The vertical axis displays the frequency with which respondents experienced ethnic discrimination in the 
past year, while the horizontal axis shows the percentage of respondents in each category. The figure is 
based on pooled data from rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted between 2016 and 2021.

Figure 4.  African countries seeing the highest levels of self-reported ethnic discrimination.
The vertical axis represents the percentage of the population in each country that experienced ethnic dis-
crimination based on their ethnicity at least once during the previous year, while the horizontal axis lists the 
12 countries with the highest levels of self-reported ethnic discrimination. The data are drawn from rounds 
7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted between 2016 and 2021.
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countries with the highest incidence of self-reported ethnic discrimination. Ethiopia, 
Angola, and Cameroon are jointly ranked first, with 33% of respondents in each country 
reporting at least one experience of ethnic discrimination during the previous year. Nigeria 
follows in fourth place at 31%, while Uganda, Namibia, and Gabon are tied for fifth, each 
with 29% of respondents reporting ethnic discrimination. Table 4 in the Appendix shows 
the level of ethnic discrimination across the 36 countries in the sample.

Control variables
Trust president is derived from the question, “How much do you trust each of the follow-
ing, or haven’t you heard enough about them to say? The President.” Responses were 
measured on a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from “0 = Not at all” to “3 = A lot.” 
Individuals who have high levels of trust in the central government may identify more 
strongly with their nationality than with their ethnicity because they perceive the govern-
ment as legitimate, impartial, and effective. This, in turn, reduces their reliance on ethnic 
networks and may also weaken the salience of their ethnic identity. Previous research has 
found a positive correlation between government trust and national identification (e.g. 
Lenard and Miller, 2018; Yin and Zhang, 2025).

Rural is coded as 1 if a respondent lives in a rural area and 0 if they reside in an urban 
center. Previous research shows that urban residents are more likely to prioritize their 
national identity over their ethnic one (Robinson, 2014).

Education level.  The original variable is measured on a scale with ten ordinal categories 
ranging from “0 = No formal schooling” to “9 = Postgraduate education.” I recoded this 
variable into four categories: No education, Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary. No educa-
tion is coded as 1 for respondents with no formal schooling or who attended only informal 
institutions, such as Koranic schools, and 0 otherwise. Primary education is coded as 1 
if the respondent attained some primary education or completed primary school, and 0 
otherwise. Secondary education is coded as 1 if the respondent attained some secondary 
education or completed secondary school, and 0 otherwise. Tertiary education is coded 
as 1 if the respondent has any form of post-secondary education (e.g. a diploma, uni-
versity degree, or postgraduate training), and 0 otherwise. Using respondents with no 
education as the reference category, I include the remaining three education categories as 
dummy variables in the regression models. Consistent with the contact hypothesis (All-
port, 1954), education may weaken ethnic identification by increasing contact between 
individuals and members of diverse ethnic out-groups.

Demographic covariates.  Because the dependent and explanatory variables are meas-
ured at the individual level, I include basic covariates such as age and gender. Gender is 
coded as 1 for male and 0 for female, while age is recorded in years.

Table 1 presents the summary statistics for all variables used in the regression analy-
ses. The dependent variable Nationality > Ethnicity has a relatively large number of miss-
ing observations compared to the other variables because the question from which it was 
derived was not asked in Sudan (n = 3000) and Tunisia (n = 2399), resulting in the loss of 
5399 observations. In addition, an earlier filter question asked respondents to identify 
their ethnic group; those who either refused to answer or did not identify themselves in 
ethnic terms were not subsequently asked about the strength of their national versus eth-
nic identification. This pattern is particularly pronounced in countries such as Eswatini, 
São Tomé and Príncipe, and Cabo Verde, where a substantial share of respondents reported 
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that they do not view themselves in ethnic terms and were therefore excluded from the 
dependent variable measure. Notably, this exacerbated the issue of listwise deletion in the 
regression models.

Analytical technique

To examine the relationship between ethnic discrimination and identification, I consider 
a model of the following general form:

		  � � � � � �ijt i j t iiEthnic discrimination� � � � � � ��0 1 2� � 	 (1)

In this equation, γ ijt is the dependent variable, which measures the degree to which 
Respondent i, living in Country j  at Year t , identifies with their nationality relative to 
their ethnicity. Ethnic discriminationi′ is a vector of explanatory variables measuring the 
frequency with which respondents experienced ethnic discrimination in the previous 
year; �� i  is a vector of control variables; α0  is the constant term; α1  is a vector of coeffi-
cients for the explanatory variables; α2  is a vector of coefficients for the control varia-
bles; Π j  and τ t  denote fixed effects (FE) for the country in which respondents live and 
the survey year, respectively.

Country FE account for time-invariant characteristics unique to each country—such as 
colonial history, geography, and cultural norms—that might influence identification pat-
terns. Year FE capture shocks that affect all observations over time, such as global eco-
nomic trends or regional political developments. Finally, µi  represents the error term.

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics.

Variable
Number of 
observations

Missing 
values Mean

Standard 
deviation Minimum Maximum

Nationality > Ethnicityσ 81,678 12,229 3.52 1.194 1 5
Ethnic discrimination
Never (Ref) 91,934 1973 0.823 0.381 0 1
Once or twice 91,934 1973 0.074 0.263 0 1
Several times 91,934 1973 0.069 0.253 0 1
Many times 91,934 1973 0.034 0.18 0 1
Ethnic discrimination (binary) 91,934 1973 0.177 0.381 0 1
Trust president 90,758 3149 1.657 1.166 0 3
Rural (Ref: Urban) 93,867 40 0.55 0.498 0 1
Education level
No education (Ref) 93,453 454 0.198 0.398 0 1
Primary 93,453 454 0.282 0.45 0 1
Secondary 93,453 454 0.362 0.481 0 1
Tertiary 93,453 454 0.158 0.365 0 1
Male (Ref: Female) 93,907 0 0.5 0.5 0 1
Age 93,849 58 37.105 14.863 18 120

σ indicates the dependent variable. “Ref” is the reference category. The values are based on data from 
rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted between 2016 and 2021. “Missing values” denote 
the number of respondents who were not asked the question of interest, chose “don’t know” responses, or 
declined to answer the question. Given that the total sample comprises 93,907 observations, the number of 
missing cases for each variable was calculated by subtracting the number of valid responses from that.
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Because the dependent variable is measured on an ordinal scale with few categories, I 
estimate the model using an ordered logit regression. This approach is appropriate because 
it accounts for the ordinal nature of the dependent variable and enables the estimation of 
associations between the explanatory variables and each category of the outcome. I also 
conduct a robustness check using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression as an alterna-
tive estimation method. To account for potential correlations between observations within 
the same country, standard errors are clustered at the country level.

Results and discussion

Table 2 presents the regression results. As earlier noted, the reference category for the 
three explanatory variables is the subsample of respondents who reported no experi-
ence of ethnic discrimination in the past year. In model 1, which includes only the 
explanatory variables, all coefficients are negative and statistically significant at the 1% 
level. This indicates that experiencing ethnic discrimination—regardless of fre-
quency—reduces the likelihood that respondents identify more strongly with their 
nationality than with their ethnicity. In other words, exposure to ethnic discrimination 
shifts identification away from the nation and toward ethnicity. Moreover, a closer 
inspection of the coefficients reveals that their magnitudes increase with the frequency 
of ethnic discrimination. This suggests that the more often individuals experience eth-
nic discrimination, the greater their disidentification with national identity. A plausible 
explanation for this pattern is that ethnic discrimination fosters feelings of exclusion 
from the national community. Such exclusion can weaken attachment to national iden-
tity while strengthening identification with one’s ethnic group, which may provide 
emotional safety, belonging, and mutual support (e.g. Branscombe et  al., 1999; 
Lindemann and Stolz, 2021; Sarigil and Fazlioglu, 2014; Tuki, 2026).

In model 2, the inclusion of control variables does not alter the direction or the statis-
tical significance of the ethnic discrimination coefficients. All control variables are sta-
tistically significant. Trust in the president has a positive coefficient, indicating that 
higher levels of trust in the central government are associated with stronger national 
identification relative to ethnic identification. This likely reflects a perception of the 
state as legitimate, inclusive, impartial, and effective, which reduces the salience of eth-
nic identity. When individuals view the state as capable of providing public goods and 
security, they are less reliant on ethnic groups to fulfill these functions, thereby dimin-
ishing the instrumental value of ethnicity. This finding is consistent with studies con-
ducted in China (Yin and Zhang 2025) and Nigeria (Tuki, 2024, 2026). Another plausible 
explanation for this result is that it reflects advantageous treatment by the state toward 
certain groups, which induces trust in the central government and ultimately fosters 
stronger national identification.

Rural residency has a negative coefficient. This indicates that, compared to individuals 
living in urban centers, rural residents are less likely to prioritize their national identity 
over their ethnicity. A plausible explanation for this finding is that social, economic, and 
political life in rural areas is often organized around customary institutions rather than 
national ones, resulting in individuals being strongly embedded in ethnic and kinship 
networks (Gurgler and Flanagan, 1978; Hao et  al., 2025; Wicomb and Smith, 2011). 
Moreover, individuals in rural areas may have more limited exposure to national institu-
tions such as social services and public goods. In this context, the lower visibility of the 
state may render national identity less salient than ethnic identity. Notably, this finding is 
consistent with Robinson (2014).
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Table 2.  Ordered logit models regressing identification on ethnic discrimination in Africa.

Nationality > Ethnicityσ (1) (2) (3) (4)

Ethnic discrimination
Never (Ref)
Once or twice -0.208***

(0.045)
-0.209***
(0.044)

 

Several times -0.391***
(0.071)

-0.398***
(0.068)

 

Many times -0.438***
(0.092)

-0.434***
(0.09)

 

Ethnic discrimination 
(Binary)

-0.319***
(0.056)

-0.321***
(0.053)

Trust president 0.044**
(0.02)

0.045**
(0.02)

Rural (Ref: Urban) -0.182***
(0.035)

-0.181***
(0.035)

Education level
No education (Ref)
Primary 0.157***

(0.044)
0.157***

(0.045)
Secondary 0.24***

(0.05)
0.241***

(0.049)
Tertiary 0.306***

(0.065)
0.308***

(0.064)
Male (Ref: female) 0.105***

(0.021)
0.105***

(0.021)
Age 0.002*

(0.001)
0.002*

(0.001)
Intercept 1 -2.607***

(0.148)
-2.411***
(0.158)

-2.602***
(0.148)

-2.405***
(0.158)

Intercept 2 -1.75***
(0.139)

-1.55***
(0.149)

-1.746***
(0.139)

-1.545***
(0.148)

Intercept 3 0.58***
(0.116)

0.795***
(0.124)

0.583***
(0.117)

0.799***
(0.124)

Intercept 4 1.017***
(0.12)

1.237***
(0.128)

1.021***
(0.121)

1.241***
(0.128)

Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 81203 78617 81203 78617
Pseudo R2 0.037 0.04 0.037 0.039
Log pseudolikelihood -102807.5 -99243.641 -102828.01 -99263.76
AIC statistic 205635 198521.3 205672 198557.5
BIC statistic 205728 198678.9 205746.5 198696.6

σ denotes the dependent variable, which measures the degree to which respondents identify with their 
nationality relative to their ethnicity. Clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. All models are es-
timated using an ordered logit regression. “Ref” denotes the reference category; “FE” denotes fixed effects. 
AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. The regression models are based 
on pooled data from rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted between 2016 and 2021.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10.
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Educational attainment is also positively associated with national identification. 
Compared to individuals with no formal education, those with primary, secondary, and 
tertiary education are increasingly more likely to identify with their nationality than with 
their ethnicity. The coefficients grow monotonically with educational level, suggesting 
that national identification strengthens as individuals attain higher levels of education. 
One plausible mechanism is that education increases cross-ethnic contact, which can 
weaken ethnic attachment and reinforce national identity, consistent with the contact 
hypothesis (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998). Moreover, education may expose individuals 
to civic education, which in turn strengthens national patriotism.

The gender indicator carries a positive coefficient, suggesting that men are more likely 
than women to prioritize national over ethnic identity. This pattern may be linked to gen-
dered access to education and participation in the public sphere. In patriarchal contexts 
where men have greater exposure to education, politics, protest activity, and labor mar-
kets, they are more likely to interact across ethnic lines. By contrast, women’s concentra-
tion in domestic roles may limit such exposure, reinforcing more localized or ethnic 
forms of identification. Age is also positively associated with national identification, indi-
cating that older individuals are more likely to prioritize nationality over ethnicity.

Finally, models 3 and 4 show that the main results are robust to the use of a binary 
operationalization of ethnic discrimination, in which the three frequencies (once or twice, 
several times, and many times) are collapsed into a single category. Furthermore, the 
results are also robust to the use of OLS regression as an alternative estimation method 
(see Table 3 in the Appendix).

To illustrate the strength of the associations reported in Table 2, I plotted the predicted 
probabilities in Figure 5. A glance at the four panels shows that the association between 
ethnic discrimination and identification is strongest in the fifth response category of the 
dependent variable, where respondents report an exclusive sense of belonging to their 
nationality. By contrast, the association is weakest in the fourth category, where respondents 
indicate that they identify more strongly with their nationality than with their ethnicity. 
Notably, as shown at both extremes of the response scale, the negative association between 
ethnic discrimination and an exclusive national identity is substantially stronger than the 
positive association between ethnic discrimination and an exclusive ethnic identity.

Panel A of Figure 5 shows that, compared to the reference category (i.e. respondents 
who did not experience ethnic discrimination), those who experienced ethnic discrimina-
tion once or twice are 1.2 percentage points more likely to identify exclusively with their 
ethnicity and 4.2 percentage points less likely to identify exclusively with their national-
ity. Panel B indicates that individuals who experienced ethnic discrimination several 
times are 2.3 percentage points more likely to feel an exclusive sense of ethnic belonging 
and 7.9 percentage points less likely to feel an exclusive sense of national belonging. 
Panel C reveals that those who experienced ethnic discrimination many times are 2.6 
percentage points more likely to identify exclusively with their ethnicity and 8.8 percent-
age points less likely to identify exclusively with their nationality. Notably, and consistent 
with the regression results in models 1 and 2, the magnitude of these associations at both 
extremes is smallest among those who experienced ethnic discrimination only once or 
twice and increases steadily with the frequency of ethnic discrimination. Finally, Panel D, 
which is based on the binary measure of ethnic discrimination, shows that any experience 
of ethnic discrimination—regardless of frequency—is associated with a 1.9 percentage 
point increase in exclusive ethnic identification and a 6.4 percentage point decrease in 
exclusive national identification.
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Figure 5.  Predicted probabilities showing the association between ethnic discrimination and 
identification in Africa.
Panels A, B, and C (based on model 1 in Table 2) show the association between the various levels of ethnic 
discrimination and each category of the dependent variable, which measures the extent to which respon-
dents identify with their nationality relative to their ethnicity. Panel D (based on model 3 in Table 2) shows 
the association between the binary measure of ethnic discrimination and the dependent variable. Confidence 
intervals are set at the 95% level. “nat’” denotes national identity, while “ethnic” denotes ethnic identity.
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Conclusion

This exploratory study examined the relationship between ethnic discrimination and 
identification using survey data from 36 African countries. The regression analysis shows 
that, as the frequency of experiencing ethnic discrimination rises, the likelihood that indi-
viduals identify more strongly with their national identity than with their ethnic identity 
steadily declines. In other words, ethnic discrimination appears to encourage individuals 
to prioritize their ethnic identity over their national identity. The results further indicate 
that the negative association between ethnic discrimination and exclusive national identi-
fication is substantially stronger than the positive association between ethnic discrimina-
tion and exclusive ethnic identification. One plausible explanation for these results is that 
individuals who experience ethnic discrimination come to feel excluded from the broader 
national community. In response, they may retreat into their ethnic group as a source of 
solidarity, support, and belonging, thereby reinforcing their attachment to that identity.

These findings carry important policy implications. They suggest that policymakers 
should prioritize initiatives that promote an inclusive national identity—one that recog-
nizes and values ethnic diversity—in order to reduce feelings of exclusion among margin-
alized groups. In addition, strengthening anti-discrimination laws and ensuring their 
effective enforcement are essential. By addressing ethnic discrimination, governments 
can help prevent polarization and foster a sense of belonging among all citizens. Finally, 
improving access to education and promoting interethnic dialogue can engender inter-
group trust and mutual understanding, thereby reducing the tendency for individuals to 
retreat into exclusive ethnic identities in response to perceived marginalization.

It is important to note that this study is correlational and does not make causal claims. 
Future research should focus on examining these relationships using experimental and 
quasi-experimental approaches that attenuate the potential problem of confounders and 
enable causal identification. Moreover, future research could also examine these relation-
ships using qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews and focus group discus-
sions, as this would provide a deeper understanding of individual experiences, shedding 
more light on the mechanisms underlying the observed statistical relationships.
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Notes
1.	 Self-reported measures of discrimination have been widely used in research, with studies finding them to 

be robust predictors of a sense of belonging in society (Nguyen et al., 2025; Wu and Finnsdottir, 2021), 
interpersonal trust (Wilkes and Wu, 2019), trust in government institutions (Dilmaghani, 2019; Levitt, 
2015), and mental health (Straiton et al., 2019; Wu and Schimmele, 2021), among others.

2.	 To access the Afrobarometer data and survey questionnaire, visit: https://www.afrobarometer.org/
3.	 For more information on the sampling strategy employed by Afrobarometer, visit: https://www.afroba-

rometer.org/surveys-and-methods/sampling/
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Table 3.  Replicating the results in Table 2 using OLS.

Nationality > Ethnicityσ (1) (2) (3) (4)

Ethnic discrimination
Never (Ref)
Once or twice -0.181***

(0.044)
-0.173***
(0.043)

 

Several times -0.313***
(0.071)

-0.307***
(0.069)

 

Many times -0.329***
(0.072)

-0.307***
(0.072)

 

Ethnic discrimination (binary) -0.258***
(0.054)

-0.248***
(0.052)

Trust president 0.028**
(0.013)

0.029**
(0.013)

Rural (Ref: Urban) -0.088***
(0.024)

-0.088***
(0.024)

Education level
No education (Ref)
Primary 0.15***

(0.03)
0.15***

(0.03)
Secondary 0.198***

(0.034)
0.198***

(0.034)
Tertiary 0.271***

(0.047)
0.272***

(0.047)
Male (Ref: female) 0.06***

(0.018)
0.06***

(0.018)
Age 0.001*

(0.001)
0.001*

(0.001)
Constant 3.258***

(0.012)
3.075***

(0.033)
3.253***

(0.011)
3.069***

(0.032)
Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 39,051 37,658 39,051 37,658
R-squared 0.086 0.093 0.086 0.093
AIC statistic 121,515.6 116,813.8 121,530.8 116,827.7
BIC statistic 121,541.4 116,899.1 121,539.4 116,896

σ denotes the dependent variable, which measures the degree to which respondents identify with their 
nationality relative to their ethnicity. Clustered robust standard errors are in parentheses. All models are 
estimated using ordinary least squares regression. “Ref” denotes the reference category; “FE” denotes fixed 
effects. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. The regression models are 
based on pooled data from rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted between 2016 and 2021.
*p < 0.10. **p < 0.05. ***p < 0.01.

Appendix
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Table 4.  Countries surveyed and percentages of their populations that identify strongly with 
their ethnicity and have experienced ethnic discrimination.

Country
Number of 
observations

Ethnic 
identification (%)

Experienced ethnic 
discrimination (%)

Benin 2400 19 20
Botswana 2398 14 14
Burkina Faso 2400 11 8
Cabo Verde 2400 7 9
Cameroon 2402 16 33
Cote d’Ivoire 2400 13 15
eSwatini 2400 14 8
Gabon 2399 12 29
Gambia 2400 10 15
Ghana 4800 10 16
Guinea 2394 9 20
Kenya 3999 8 28
Lesotho 2400 17 5
Liberia 2400 10 23
Madagascar 1200 13 5
Malawi 2400 14 18
Mali 2400 19 8
Mauritius 2400 14 22
Morocco 2400 5 12
Mozambique 3502 20 20
Namibia 2400 15 29
Niger 2399 16 10
Nigeria 3199 22 31
Sao Tome and Principe 1200 10 5
Senegal 2400 12 7
Sierra Leone 2400 12 12
South Africa 3440 26 24
Sudan† 3000 XX 21
Tanzania 4798 6 4
Togo 2400 12 22
Tunisia† 2399 XX 6
Uganda 2400 18 29
Zambia 2400 12 20
Zimbabwe 2400 16 15
Angola 2400 17 33
Ethiopia 2378 24 33
Total 93,907  

The first and second columns list the countries in the sample and the total number of observations collected 
from each. The third column shows the percentage of the population in the respective countries that identi-
fies exclusively with their ethnic group or more strongly with their ethnic group than with their nationality. 
The fourth column shows the percentage of the population in each country that experienced discrimination 
based on their ethnicity at least once during the previous year.
†Countries for which the question on national versus ethnic identification was not asked. The table is based 
on data from rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer survey, conducted across 36 countries between 2021 and 
2023.




