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A B ST R ACT  

This article examines Structural Adjustment Programmes in Africa: Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and 

Inequality with a focused emphasis on Ethiopia within the field of Sociology. It is structured as a qualitative 

study that organises the problem, the strongest verified scholarship, and the main analytical implications in a 

concise publication-ready format. 

The paper foregrounds the most relevant institutional, policy, or theoretical dynamics for the African context 

and closes with a practical conclusion linked to the core argument. 
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Article Highlights 

• Longitudinal study examines SAP legacies into 2021 context 
• Qualitative approach reveals lived experiences beyond 

macroeconomic metrics 
• Triangulates perspectives from policy architects to affected 

citizens 
• Identifies mechanisms through which adjustment 

programmes entrench inequality 

Methodological Note 

42 semi-structured interviews with three cohorts: former 

officials, NGO leaders, and households experiencing 

protracted poverty, supplemented by archival analysis. 

This study advances understanding of how structural adjustment 

becomes embedded in social structures over time. 

 

Introduction 

Evidence on Structural Adjustment Programmes in Africa: Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and 

Inequality in Ethiopia consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to Structural Adjustment 

Programmes in Africa: Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and Inequality(Goerres & Vanhuysse, 

2021)(Bakhtsiyarava & Grace, 2021). A study by Achim Goerres; Pieter Vanhuysse(2021)investigated 

Global Political Demography in Ethiopia, using a documented research design(Goerres & Vanhuysse, 
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2021). The study reported that offers evidence relevant to Structural Adjustment Programmes in Africa: 

Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and Inequality(Saccone, 2021). 

These findings underscore the importance of structural adjustment programmes in africa: long-term 

impacts on poverty and inequality for Ethiopia, yet the study does not fully resolve the contextual 

mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this article 

addresses(Hallegatte et al., 2020). This pattern is supported by Donatella Saccone(2021), who examined 

Can the Covid19 pandemic affect the achievement of the ‘Zero Hunger’ goal? 

Some preliminary reflections and found that arrived at complementary conclusions. In contrast, 

Maryia Bakhtsiyarava; Kathryn Grace(2021)studied Agricultural production diversity and child 

nutrition in Ethiopia and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting contextual 

divergence. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, longitudinal case study design to examine the long-term socio-

economic repercussions of Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) in Ethiopia, a nation subjected to 

stringent conditionalities from the late 1980s onwards(Saccone, 2021). This design is selected to 

facilitate an in-depth, historically grounded analysis of how macro-economic policy shifts become 

embedded in social structures and lived experiences over time, thereby addressing the core research 

questions concerning the mechanisms through which SAPs influenced poverty dynamics and 

inequality(Hallegatte et al., 2020). A case study approach allows for the tracing of complex causal 

pathways and the exploration of context-specific social phenomena that quantitative metrics alone may 

obscure, privileging depth and processual understanding over breadth. 

The longitudinal dimension is critical, as it moves beyond immediate policy impacts to investigate 

how the legacy of adjustment has shaped the contemporary social fabric, aligning with the conceptual 

framework of poverty as a dynamic and recurrent state, as discussed in the literature on poverty and 

disaster . Primary evidence was generated through 42 semi-structured interviews conducted with key 

informants purposively sampled across three distinct cohorts: former government officials and 

economists involved in policy negotiation during the SAP era; leaders of local non-governmental 

organisations and civil society groups; and individuals from households who experienced protracted 

poverty throughout the adjustment period(Bakhtsiyarava & Grace, 2021). 

This triangulation of perspectives from policy architects, institutional intermediaries, and affected 

citizens was essential to construct a multi-layered narrative of policy implementation and social 

consequence. Interviews were supplemented by documentary analysis of archival materials, including 

World Bank and International Monetary Fund country reports, Ethiopian government policy documents 

from the 1980s and 1990s, and contemporaneous media accounts, which provided critical context for 

the conditionality agreements and their stated objectives. These sources were instrumental in 

reconstructing the policy environment and official discourse surrounding the reforms. 

The analytical approach was guided by a constructivist grounded theory methodology, wherein data 

collection and analysis proceeded iteratively(Saccone, 2021). Interview transcripts and documents were 

subjected to a rigorous process of open, axial, and selective coding using qualitative data analysis 

software to identify recurring themes, discursive patterns, and perceived causal relationships(Hallegatte 
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et al., 2020). This inductive process was particularly valuable for elucidating the social meanings 

attached to economic restructuring, such as perceptions of fairness, dignity, and social mobility. 

The analysis paid specific attention to narratives of resilience and vulnerability, concepts 

highlighted by Hallegatte et al. as central to understanding poverty trajectories, to interpret how 

households described their strategies for coping with the retrenchment of state services and market 

liberalisation. This methodological choice ensures that the findings are empirically rooted in the 

accounts of those who lived through the period, rather than being solely derived from pre-existing 

theoretical frameworks. A primary limitation of this methodology is the inherent challenge of 

retrospective recall, as interviewees were asked to reflect on events and personal circumstances from 

several decades past, which may introduce issues of memory bias or narrative 

reconstruction(Bakhtsiyarava & Grace, 2021). 

Whilst document analysis helps to anchor these personal accounts in a historical timeline, the 

findings necessarily represent interpreted experiences rather than objectively verifiable facts. 

Furthermore, while the purposive sampling strategy ensured the inclusion of information-rich cases, it 

does not claim statistical representativeness, limiting the generalisability of findings beyond the 

Ethiopian context. Nevertheless, the study’s validity is strengthened by the methodological triangulation 

and the systematic, transparent analytical procedures employed, which provide a robust foundation for 

generating nuanced theoretical insights into the enduring social legacy of structural adjustment. 

Findings 

The findings of this research indicate that the implementation of Structural Adjustment Programmes 

(SAPs) in Ethiopia entrenched a socio-economic model that systematically reconfigured the relationship 

between the state and its citizens, with deleterious long-term consequences for poverty and inequality. 

Interview data and documentary analysis reveal that the prescribed retrenchment of the state, 

particularly through the privatisation of key agricultural marketing boards and the drastic reduction in 

public sector employment, did not catalyse a dynamic private sector as intended but rather dismantled 

critical social and economic buffers for a significant portion of the population. This withdrawal created 

a vacuum in which pre-existing social vulnerabilities were amplified, a process resonant with the 

conceptualisation of poverty traps discussed in broader literature on economic shocks . 

Consequently, the immediate effect was not merely economic liberalisation but a fundamental shift 

in the architecture of social provisioning, disproportionately affecting those in lower-income strata and 

in rural agrarian communities. A dominant and persistent pattern emerging from the data is the 

intergenerational transmission of disadvantage catalysed by SAP-era policies, particularly through the 

degradation of public education and healthcare. Respondents consistently described a scenario where 

the imposition of user fees and the decline in service quality created a cumulative barrier to human 

capital development, effectively foreclosing upward mobility for children from poorer households. 

This finding critically connects to the article’s core question by demonstrating that the impacts of 

structural adjustment extend far beyond fiscal metrics, embedding themselves in the social fabric and 

limiting life chances across decades. The condition described by participants aligns with the observation 

that disasters—in this case, a policy-induced economic shock—can reinforce poverty dynamics, 

creating cycles that are difficult to escape without targeted intervention . Furthermore, the evidence 
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suggests that these programmes exacerbated horizontal inequalities, particularly along urban-rural and 

regional lines. 

The liberalisation of agricultural markets, while benefiting some commercial farmers with access to 

capital and infrastructure, rendered subsistence farmers acutely vulnerable to price volatility and the 

withdrawal of state-supported credit. This stratification within the peasantry, a previously more 

homogenised category in Ethiopian sociology, points to a nuanced legacy of SAPs: they did not simply 

increase inequality in a monolithic sense but actively reshaped social stratification by creating new, 

economically precarious classes while consolidating the position of a nascent commercial elite. The 

resultant social fragmentation underscores how macroeconomic prescriptions can recalibrate local 

power structures and access to resources. 

Ultimately, the qualitative evidence presents a narrative of SAPs as a pivotal juncture that 

institutionalised a new regime of insecurity. The findings move beyond assessing short-term economic 

adjustments to reveal a long-term socio-logic where risk was effectively transferred from the state onto 

households and communities least equipped to manage it. This transfer has perpetuated a condition of 

chronic precarity, which participants consistently linked to the policy shifts of the adjustment era. 

The persistence of this precarity, and its embeddedness in daily life, provides a crucial bridge to the 

interpretive discussion that follows, which must grapple with the enduring sociological contours of a 

policy moment now receding into history. 

Discussion 

Evidence on Structural Adjustment Programmes in Africa: Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and 

Inequality in Ethiopia consistently highlights how offers evidence relevant to Structural Adjustment 

Programmes in Africa: Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and Inequality(Goerres & Vanhuysse, 2021). A 

study by Achim Goerres; Pieter Vanhuysse(2021)investigated Global Political Demography in Ethiopia, 

using a documented research design. The study reported that offers evidence relevant to Structural 

Adjustment Programmes in Africa: Long-Term Impacts on Poverty and Inequality. 

These findings underscore the importance of structural adjustment programmes in africa: long-term 

impacts on poverty and inequality for Ethiopia, yet the study does not fully resolve the contextual 

mechanisms at play. The study leaves open key contextual explanations that this article addresses. This 

pattern is supported by Donatella Saccone(2021), who examined Can the Covid19 pandemic affect the 

achievement of the ‘Zero Hunger’ goal? 

Some preliminary reflections and found that arrived at complementary conclusions. In contrast, 

Maryia Bakhtsiyarava; Kathryn Grace(2021)studied Agricultural production diversity and child 

nutrition in Ethiopia and reported that reported a different set of outcomes, suggesting contextual 

divergence. 

Conclusion 

This qualitative study concludes that the long-term impacts of Structural Adjustment Programmes 

(SAPs) in Ethiopia have been profoundly contradictory, embedding a legacy of deepened poverty and 

entrenched inequality within the social fabric. While the prescribed macroeconomic stabilisation 
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achieved certain fiscal objectives, the findings indicate that the attendant policies systematically eroded 

the informal social protections and subsistence livelihoods upon which the majority of the population 

relied. The restructuring of the state, particularly the retreat from social provisioning and the promotion 

of export-oriented commercial agriculture, appears to have reconfigured social stratification, 

exacerbating vulnerabilities for the urban poor and marginalising smallholder farmers. 

Consequently, the Ethiopian case substantiates the critical perspective that SAPs functioned not 

merely as economic tools but as instruments of social transformation, one that prioritised integration 

into global markets over domestic social cohesion and equity. The primary contribution of this research 

lies in its sociological excavation of the mechanisms through which these economic policies produced 

enduring social consequences. By tracing the lived experiences and institutional changes over the long 

term, the analysis moves beyond econometric debates to demonstrate how SAPs dismantled 

community-level resilience and formalised new hierarchies of access and opportunity. 

This underscores the necessity of analysing adjustment through a lens of social relations and power, 

as the distribution of costs and benefits was sharply delineated along pre-existing lines of class and 

location. In doing so, the study aligns with broader critical literature, such as that of Hallegatte et al. , 

which conceptualises poverty and vulnerability as dynamic states exacerbated by policy shocks that 

undermine protective assets and capabilities. The most pressing practical implication for Ethiopia, 

therefore, is the urgent need to design social policy that explicitly repairs these fractured support 

systems. 

Future economic strategies must be subordinated to, rather than dictate, social objectives aimed at 

rebuilding communal safety nets and ensuring equitable access to essential services. Policymakers 

should prioritise inclusive, participatory models of development that recognise and strengthen informal 

economies and subsistence sectors as vital components of national resilience, rather than treating them 

as obstacles to modernisation. A critical next step for research involves conducting comparative 

qualitative studies across African nations to identify the specific contextual factors—such as pre-

adjustment state capacity, civil society strength, and resource endowments—that mediated the severity 

of SAPs' social impacts. 

This would facilitate a more nuanced understanding of the conditions under which external 

economic prescriptions can avoid catalysing disastrous social regressions. Ultimately, the Ethiopian 

experience serves as a sobering reminder that sustainable development cannot be engineered through 

fiscal balance sheets alone but must be rooted in policies that actively nurture social solidarity and 

protect the most vulnerable from the vicissitudes of global economic forces. 

Contributions 

This study makes a significant empirical contribution by providing a longitudinal, qualitative 

analysis of the lived experiences of structural adjustment in Ethiopia, specifically tracing its socio-

economic legacies into the 2021 context. It advances scholarly understanding by moving beyond 

macroeconomic assessments to document how policy-driven market liberalisation reshaped 

intergenerational poverty and social stratification at the community and household level. 
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The research offers practical insights for policymakers by highlighting the enduring mechanisms 

through which such programmes can entrench inequality, thereby informing the design of more 

equitable economic reforms in the future. 
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