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Abstract

The problem of traditional leadership is often conceived as one of low accountability due to
a single unelected leader having unchecked power within communities. Instead, we argue there
are strong norms of collective deliberation in most traditional political institutions. As a result,
a key constraint on inclusive decision-making and broad accountability is the composition of
traditional leaders’ advisers and councils. We test whether encouragement to broaden advisers
to village chiefs in Zimbabwe can result in better decision-making outcomes using a field
experiment in 270 villages. The field experiment included two treatment arms, one which
provided village chiefs with information on laws and norms encouraging inclusive decision-
making through workshops and one that additionally included a local civil society leader in
the workshops. We find that including a civil society leader results in more inclusive decision-
making processes and improved outcomes for the village chief’s political opponents, including
fairer court decisions and less partisan food aid distribution. These results have important
implications for how scholars conceptualize traditional leadership and indicate the possibility
for improved representation through incremental changes to traditional political institutions.
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Scholars and political leaders have long viewed traditional political institutions as fundamental
obstacles to ensuring the equal treatment of all citizens (Mamdani 1996; Nelson 1994; Mondlane
1969, 169). Traditional leaders have been documented as making decisions that are biased against
women and out-groups (Chanock 1985; Cooper 2018). Insofar as one quarter of the population of
UN member states belong to ethnic groups known to have active traditional political institutions,
this is a major challenge to equality and inclusion (Baldwin and Holzinger 2019). !

In explaining the low accountability of traditional leadership, scholars have often conceptual-
ized decision-making in traditional institutions as the decision of a single unelected leader with
unchecked power. Traditional chiefs have famously been conceived as “decentralized despots”
(Mamdani 1996). Scholars frequently explain unaccountable governance by traditional institu-
tions as the result of the weak electoral accountability of the office of chief (Acemoglu, Reed and
Robinson 2014; De Kadt and Larreguy 2018). Scholars with a more positive take on traditional
leaders have also largely focused on variation in the attributes of individual leaders in explaining
their performances (Baldwin 2016; Muriaas et al. 2019).?

However, this perspective misses the importance of advisory institutions and collective delib-
eration in most traditional political institutions. Traditional leaders rarely rule without advisory
councils, and many traditional political institutions include hereditary leadership positions that
have special responsibility for checking the power of chiefs.? The role of advisers in explaining tra-
ditional governance has been overlooked by political scientists, probably in part because traditional
advisers have not been formally recognized by colonial and post-colonial administrations (Mam-

dani 1996). However, even without formal recognition, recent research suggests that traditional

'For further evidence of the continued influence of traditional chiefs and traditional institutions in di-
verse settings, see Bleck and Michelitch (2015) on Mali, Diaz-Cayeros, Magaloni and Ruiz-Euler (2014)
on Mexico, Goist and Kern (2018) on Uganda, Murtazashvili (2016) on Afghanistan, and Van der Windt
and Voors (2020) on Sierra Leone.

For important exceptions, see Magaloni, Diaz-Cayeros and Ruiz Euler (2019); and Murtazashvili
(2016).

3These include female advisers, such as queen mothers in Ghana, and traditional advisers with joking
relationships to the chief (in the anthropological sense), such as muzukuru in Zimbabwe.



councils and systems of advisers have been institutionally resilient. Baldwin and Holzinger (2019)
and Magaloni, Diaz-Cayeros and Ruiz Euler (2019) show that advisory councils are widespread
in traditional political institutions around the world, and that these councils typically engage in
deliberation as part of the decision-making process.

As a result, in explaining how well traditional institutions reflect the interests of diverse con-
stituents, the composition of traditional chiefs’ advisers would seem critical. The literature on de-
liberative democracy suggests that if advisers do not adequately represent certain demographic, so-
cial or political groups within communities, then the interests of these groups will not be adequately
reflected in deliberative debates and subsequent decision-making (Mansbridge 1980, Mansbridge
1999;(Mendelberg, Karpowitz and Goedert, 2014)). Most commonly, traditional political insti-
tutions are criticized for overrepresenting elderly men from politically dominant local families
(Chanock 1985; Goldstein and Udry 2008).

We argue that recognizing the importance of advisory councils and other advisory relationships
in traditional decision-making is an important conceptual advance in understanding how traditional
political institutions operate. In addition, it suggests new avenues for improving the accountability
of traditional political institutions to citizens as a whole. If advisers have real influence over
traditional leaders’ decision-making, then it should be possible to make decision-making processes
more inclusive and decision-making outcomes more egalitarian by broadening their set of advisers.

We test the possibility of generating more inclusive governance by activating a broader group
of potential advisers to traditional leaders through a field experiment in 270 rural Zimbabwean
villages. In particular, we study an intervention with two treatment arms designed to encourage
village chiefs to govern in an inclusive manner. In the first arm, village chiefs attended a workshop
on laws and norms promoting inclusion in village governance. In the second arm, new civil soci-
ety leaders, previously excluded from the traditional advisory council, also attended the workshop

alongside village chiefs, which positioned them to subsequently advise on decision-making pro-



cesses.* We study whether these treatments result in more inclusive decision-making procedures
and improved outcomes of traditional institutions through a multi-method approach, including
surveys of village chiefs, community leaders and households, and qualitative research involving
open-ended interviews with individuals and groups.

Our results indicate that positioning a new civil society leader to advise the village chief can
generate significant improvements in decision-making. In villages in which a new civil society
leader was mobilized alongside traditional leaders to attend the workshops, village-level decision-
making became more open and political opponents of the village chief received better outcomes,
including fairer court decisions and less partisan food aid distribution. These findings have im-
plications both for how we conceptualize these institutions as scholars and how we engage with
them as policy-makers (Acemoglu, Reed and Robinson 2014; Baldwin 2016; Diaz-Cayeros, Ma-
galoni and Ruiz-Euler 2014). This suggests advisers have significant influence within traditional
political institutions, and incremental improvements in the decision-making of traditional leaders

is possible by broadening the interests represented by traditional leaders’ advisers.

Accountability and Inclusion in Customary Institutions

We are interested in the accountability of traditional political institutions, defined as institutions
that make decisions governing collective life whose legitimacy is based partly on their association
with the customary mode of governing a community.’ This definition requires that traditional
political institutions are associated with custom in the popular imagination, not that they are faithful
reflections of historical practice (Ranger 1993). Traditional political institutions encompass a broad

range of institutions, from traditional kingships, such as the Kabaka of Buganda and the Zulu King,

“In its focus on changing engagement within traditional political institutions, the intervention differs in
strategy from many recent community-driven development experiments. For reviews, see Casey (2018) and
King and Samii (2014).

SFor similar definitions, see Logan (2013) and Holzinger, Kern and Kromrey (2016).



to village assemblies.

A significant body of research on traditional institutions highlights their weakness in guaran-
teeing equal rights for all citizens. For example, studies from Ghana, Senegal and Zambia show
that individuals with higher customary status have higher land security in customary land tenure
systems (Goldstein and Udry 2008; Honig 2017). Research from Liberia and Papua New Guinea
indicates women’s weaker rights under customary justice systems compared to state legal systems
(Cooper 2018; Sandefur and Siddiqi 2013). Traditional political institutions have been demon-
strated to be in tension with women’s political participation in Afghanistan and Lesotho (Beath,
Christia and Enikolopov 2013; Clayton 2014).

In explaining the failure of traditional political institutions to represent the interests of many
citizens, the existing literature has focused largely on the lack of electoral democracy in the se-
lection of chiefs (Acemoglu, Reed and Robinson 2014; Mamdani 1996; Ntsebeza 2005). In this
view, traditional chiefs are able to privilege the interests of a small number of cronies because
they are not popularly elected in regular competitive elections. From this perspective, there is little
that can be done to reform traditional governance insofar as the introduction of open elections for
the position of chiefs fundamentally alters whether the office qualifies as a traditional leadership
position.

However, this perspective misses the fact that the office of chief is typically only one com-
ponent of traditional political institutions. Historically, traditional leaders from Afghanistan to
Zimbabwe have been expected to rule-in-council, making decisions with a group of advisers (Mur-
tazashvili 2016; Bourdillon 1976). These councils were able to influence rulers by providing new
perspectives during deliberation, and the councils were sometimes highly inclusive. For exam-
ple, Comaroff and Comaroff (1997) write that sovereigns in Botswana “were expected to surround
themselves with advisers to guide the everyday life of the polity, men for whose advice and actions
they were held responsible ...” and “to ensure that the hierarchy of courts over which they presided

did not favor the rich over the poor, royals over commoners, or men over women ...” (Comaroff and



Comaroff 1997, 131). In Kuba chiefdoms, Vansina describes the council, which included represen-
tatives of all the founding Kuba subgroups, as being more powerful than the chief (Vansina 1966,
120). More generally, Stasavage (2020) shows that deliberative councils were pervasive across the
pre-modern world as a result of rulers” dependence on advisers for information in contexts of weak
state capacity.

The balance of power between chiefs and councils changed significantly in the colonial period,
with colonial administrators typically empowering chiefs without giving corresponding authority
to their advisory councils. In Mamdani’s influential account (1996), chiefs became “decentralized
despots” during the colonial period. Similarly, the existing literature in political science and politi-
cal economy has tended to view traditional advisory groups and other associations as being rubber
stamps that are co-opted by chiefs’ interests rather than having independent influence (Acemoglu,
Reed and Robinson 2014).°

However, this perspective is inconsistent with growing empirical evidence on the continued
importance of advisory councils in contemporary traditional political institutions (Diaz-Cayeros,
Magaloni and Ruiz-Euler 2014; Murtazashvili 2016). Descriptive statistics from the new TradGov
Group data set, which collected information on the contemporary practices of more than 1400 tra-
ditional political institutions worldwide, are particularly illuminating on this point. Group-specific
experts reported that the vast majority of traditional political institutions include advisory bodies
to chiefs, and that decision-making in these bodies is typically consensual rather than hierarchi-
cal, with traditional leaders regularly expected to justify actions to these groups (Baldwin and
Holzinger 2019). Similarly, data collected by the Program on Governance and Local Development
in Malawi and Zambia indicate that the majority of village-level traditional leaders have advisory

councils with whom they meet every month.”

For empirical evidence of the large effects of facilitators on deliberative groups in non-customary set-
tings, see Humphreys, Masters and Sandbu (2006).

See appendix B for more details on how village-level traditional institutions compare in Malawi, Zam-
bia and Zimbabwe.



As a result, we start from the position that advisory councils and other advisory relationships
have influence on decision-making in traditional political institutions via deliberative processes.
Decisions pronounced by traditional chiefs are not purely individual decisions but are the outcome
of a decision-making process that involves some type of consultation, and the chiefs’ preferred out-
come may change as a result of discussions with advisers. Furthermore, we view the deliberative
process as involving not just Bayesian updating on the part of the chief but also the possibility the
chief is persuaded by alternative views of his advisers. As in the model of Hafer and Landa (2007),
chiefs will only be persuaded by individuals to whom they invest in listening, and we argue chiefs
are constrained in the extent to which they listen to individuals they do not recognize as advisers.

Thus, we reframe the problem as being the diversity of social groups represented in the group
of recognized advisers. Some chiefs have advisory councils that represent diverse interests, and
some chiefs have advisory councils that represent narrow interests; some chiefs regularly engage
representatives of different social groups before making important decisions, and some do not.
There are local differences in the breadth of individuals with status as advisers.

We build on the literature on deliberative democracy in hypothesizing that the diversity of
chiefs’ advisers have implications for both the quality of decisions rendered and the legitimacy of
the decision-making process (Chambers 1996; Gutmann and Thompson 2004; Mansbridge 1980).%
We argue that there are likely to be multiple benefits of having diverse demographic and social
groups recognized as advisers.

First, we expect that more inclusive sets of advisers will produce fairer decisions as a result of
their deliberations. The interests of social groups within a community are less likely to be ignored
in deliberations when leaders from these groups are included among advisers. The importance
of descriptive representation of diverse social groups has been argued to be particularly important

for deliberative processes, which often proceed in ex ante unpredictable directions, giving group

8 A third category of benefits theorized to arise from broad deliberation is “better citizens,” which we set
aside in this study. See Karpowitz and Mendelberg (2011).



members an advantage in communicating and informing on-going debates (Mansbridge 1980).
Second, we expect a broader set of advisers to lead to more effective problem management as a
result of their increased knowledge and information about diverse aspects of the problems to be
tackled (Chambers 1996; Gutmann and Thompson 2004). Finally, we expect more inclusive sets
of advisers to have benefits that extend beyond the quality of deliberation; more inclusive advisory
groups are also expected to cause increased legitimacy of traditional political systems by making
more citizens feel represented in them (Mansbridge 1980; Mansbridge 1999).

Thus, we hypothesize that the diversity of traditional leaders’ advisers is critical in ensuring
unbiased, effective and legitimate decision-making. In cases where traditional leaders’ advisers
are drawn from a small pool of customary elites, they may influence leaders to make decisions that
favor them and their families. In cases where leaders consult diverse groups before rendering deci-
sions, outcomes are likely to be fairer. We expect that the consultation of members of historically
marginalized groups is likely to be especially important in ensuring inclusive decision-making and
equitable outcomes insofar as these individuals are likely to both represent new interests and to
have a stake in maintaining inclusive decision-making procedures.

What can be done to broaden traditional leaders’ advisers to make them more representative
of the communities they lead? The composition of traditional advisers reflects local histories and
power dynamics. Often, chiefs inherit councilors not entirely of their choosing due to councilors’
own customary and social status within communities.” Existing advisers have interests in defend-
ing their privileged access to the chief, and may resist the adoption of more inclusive processes. !

Although chiefs are constrained in their ability to listen to individuals without status as ad-

visers, there are possibilities for changing who is recognized as an adviser. The ability of chiefs

9Many traditional political institutions distinguish between advisers who inherit their position and advis-
ers who serve at the discretion of the chief. For example, Bemba political institutions distinguish between
the hereditary tribal councilors (the bakabilo) and the chief’s appointed councilors (the bafilolo). Richards
(1951).

OFor evidence on the negative effects of close relatives on chiefs’ decisions in Malawi, see Carlson and
Seim (2020).



to choose some advisers creates both challenges and opportunities, creating possibilities for the
representation of women and non-indigenous groups who may not have had adequate represen-
tation historically. Many traditional political institutions also recognize a role for multiple types
of consultative bodies (the chief’s council, ancillary councils representing particular interests (i.e.
women’s councils), traditional (village) assemblies), and the extent to which the accepted process
of decision-making involves the consultation of broader institutions also affects the diversity of
perspectives included in deliberations.!!

We adopt two approaches to trying to encourage chiefs to increase the diversity of interests
included in decision-making processes, one which appeals to norms of broad consultation and one
which also casts a local civil society leader as a new potential adviser. The first arm of our field
experiment provides traditional chiefs with information and normative frames that encourage them
to adopt inclusive governance practices because they are in line with historical practice and the ex-
isting legal framework. Insofar as this nudges leaders to associate broader consultation with local
norms, it could plausibly result in more inclusive governance. The second arm of our field exper-
iment also positions a local civil society leader to provide advice to the chief by including them
in the workshops, thereby giving them increased information on traditional governance, privileged
access to the chief and potentially new status as someone to be consulted on governance matters.'?

The findings from our experiment have implications both for applied debates about how to
reform traditional political institutions and for theoretical debates about the nature of traditional
political institutions. From the perspective of scholarship that views traditional leaders as “decen-
tralized despots,” attempts to broaden traditional leaders’ advisers should make little difference to
decision-making processes and outcomes (Mamdani 1996). In contrast, if one views traditional
decision-making as the result of more complex systems of (informal) institutions, including ad-

visory councils, then attempts to broaden traditional leaders’ advisers may be consequential if

"10n the prevalence of different consultative bodies, see Baldwin and Holzinger (2019).
12We define civil society leaders and describe circumstances under which they can broaden the interests
represented in traditional decision-making in the next section.



successful (Diaz-Cayeros, Magaloni and Ruiz-Euler 2014; Murtazashvili 2016). We are able to
encourage village chiefs to recognize new leaders as advisers in the second arm of our experiment,
generating changes in decision-making procedures and outcomes that are evidence in favor of the

latter perspective.

Village-Level Traditional Institution in Zimbabwe

We study the possibility of encouraging more inclusive decision-making in traditional institutions
in the context of 270 villages in Mutare District in eastern Zimbabwe. Our study villages are small
communities, containing an average of 168 households. Demographically, almost all of the people
in these communities identify with an ethnic group that falls within the broader Shona ethnolin-
guistic group (with most identifying with a particular Shona chiefdom, and others identifying with
a Shona dialect).!?

These villages are led by village chiefs (called “village heads” in this context), who oversee
village courts that resolve local disputes, allocate land within the village, chair village meetings (in-
cluding village assemblies), and help to broker a wide range of development programs, including
food aid distribution. Village chiefs inherit their positions from within their village or chiefdom’s
founding family and rule for life.'*

On many dimensions, Shona traditional political institutions were historically very inclusive,
egalitarian and participatory. The chieftaincy was inherited from within the patrilineal lineage that
founded the village or chiefdom, but villages tended to be mixed lineage due to easy in-migration
of people from other lineages, some with matrilineal relations to the ruling lineage and some from

unrelated lineages (Holleman 1969, 6). Aside from the ability to inherit the chieftaincy, individuals

3Because some individuals identify with language groups and some individuals identify with chiefdom
groups, the villages appear quite diverse on measures of ethnic diversity that do not account for this nesting.

14 Around one quarter of the villages in our study do not fall on customary land, but even in these villages,
90 percent of village chiefs inherit their positions from within ruling families at the village or chiefdom
level.
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from the ruling lineages were not particularly socioeconomically privileged.'>

By custom, chiefs made day-to-day decisions with councils of advisers, some of whom had
power by virtue of representing sub-sections of the chief’s territory and some of whom were ap-
pointed by the chief, but who were also typically from diverse lineages (Holleman 1969, 20). At
the village level, all family heads expected to be included in major decisions. Anthropological
accounts acknowledge that some chiefs flouted these norms of broad consultation in the past, but
emphasize that traditional decision-making was supposed to be inclusive (Bourdillon 1976, 123,
132).

The inclusive and participatory nature of decision-making in Shona traditional political institu-
tions is well summarized by the descriptions of dispute resolution in Bourdillon (1976), based on
research conducted in the late 1960s and early 1970s:

“Ideally, the chief is not so much a judge as a chairman or president of his court. When a case is
being tried, any man present who feels he has anything to say on the matter has a right to express
his opinions ...” (132)

“The traditionally run courts are open to all and all may speak; cases are ideally decided on a
consensus of public opinion ... ” (165).

Although Shona traditional political institutions were generally inclusive of all male family
heads, women and unmarried men were not treated as equals, and women were not able to repre-
sent themselves in disputes. That said, there was sometimes flexibility in practices so that women
and young men achieved political representation. In our study area, there is a long tradition of
headwomen. More generally, Bourdillon notes an evolution of customary practices so that women
were often given standing to represent themselves in chiefs’ courts in the 1960s and 1970s (Bour-
dillon 1976, 71-73).

We provide a detailed history of village-level traditional political institutions over time in Zim-

151n fact, the chief’s sister’s son (or maternal aunt’s son), who was not part of the ruling patrilineal lineage,
customarily had a special role in expressing direct criticism of the chief. Holleman 1969, 21; Bourdillon
1976, 51.
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babwe in appendix A. Traditional political institutions were challenged by guerrillas during Zim-
babwe’s independence war. Post-independence in 1980, the ZANU-led government tried to estab-
lish elected systems of village government. However, in most rural communities, the government
proved unable to reduce the power of village-level traditional leaders (Alexander 1996, 187). The
report of the Rukuni Commission on land tenure, published in 1994, concluded that village heads
remained much more powerful than elected village government and continued to perform wide-
ranging functions (Ncube 2011, 94). In recent decades, the government has shifted its approach
toward traditional authorities, adopting a strategy of working through them. Simultaneously, this
has created concerns that traditional authorities have become less inclusive and accountable in their
governance (Muyengwa and Child 2017).

In contemporary Zimbabwe, councils remain an important feature of village-level traditional
institutions. Almost all of the village chiefs in our study area (94 percent) have advisory councils
made up of around 6 additional people.'® Village chiefs are also expected to chair village assembly
meetings, including all adult members of the village, on a regular basis, and the vast majority of
them (93 percent) organize community meetings at least once in the past year.!”

However, the village chiefs vary in how broadly representative their advisers are and how
regularly they engage in consultation with their wider communities. For example, in the control
villages in the study, one fifth of village chiefs did not include any women on their court, one third
did not make the records of court decisions publicly available, and half of chiefs did not consult any
auxiliary councils (women’s councils, resource management councils) when making decisions. In
addition, the inclusive ideal of customary decision-making was strained by fierce partisan divisions

within Zimbabwe at the time of our study in 2012-2013 (Young 2019). The village chiefs in the

16The Traditional Leaders Act (1998) has created an expectation that village heads’ advisory committees
should be made up of 6 people. In reasserting the power of village chiefs, this act collapsed the distinction
between traditional councils and six-member village development committees (VIDCOs), legally estab-
lished in the 1980s, which were initially supposed to be independent of chiefs. Half of village chiefs report
that their advisory councils have six or seven members (with some chiefs possibly including themselves in
the total). The history of village-level governance in Zimbabwe is discussed in more detail in appendix A.

17We provide more background statistics on the position of village chiefs in Zimbabwe in appendix B.
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area we study had diverse political affiliations, with some supporting the ruling party (ZANU-
PF) and others supporting the main opposition party (MDC-T). The fiercely contested national
elections in 2008 hardened partisan identities in Zimbabwe, and political affiliations were generally
well-known within villages. Both ZANU-PF and MDC-T affiliated village chiefs were accused of
favoritism towards citizens who shared their partisan identity (Ncube 2011; Mutopo 2014), and
individuals who identified as having different political views from the village chief were less likely
to view their decisions as fair in our control villages. '

A local church leader in one of our study villages described the lack of transparency and bias
in decision-making in his village prior to our study:

“[The village chief’s] way of dispute management was frightening offenders and people were
afraid to bring issues to the [village chief’s court]. He had advisers at the [court] but he hardly
consulted them or the villagers when resolving cases. He had the ultimate decision-making powers
and used political statements to intimidate people on the [court]... There were biased resolutions
done on political lines.”"

The sets of councils and assemblies overseen by village chiefs are the decision-making bodies
that govern Zimbabwean villages as collectives, and they are the lowest level of traditional political
institutions. Zimbabwean citizens also elect district-level and national governments, and political
parties have organizations at the local level. But, in addition to these political organizations, most
villages have numerous associations that we consider to be part of civil society.

We conceive of civil society as associations among citizens that are wider than family units
and that are not explicitly part of government; in the context of this study, this means that they are
associations that are not explicitly affiliated with either traditional institutions or political parties.
As Posner notes, in developing countries, these associations often look more like service providers

than watchdogs, and both types of associations can serve the purpose of building trust and bonds

18See evidence in appendix C.
YInterview with civil society leader in village 31729.
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between individuals (Posner 2004). The civil society groups in our study villages are associated
with churches, farming and service provision. The vast majority of adults belong to at least one of
these civil society groups (86 percent in our sample), and many adults belong to multiple groups
(38 percent in our sample).?’

We are interested in the possibility of broadening traditional governance by giving civil society
leaders new recognition as advisers to village chiefs. In our study villages, civil society leaders
include religious leaders, farmers’ group leaders, volunteer village health workers and caregiver
group leaders. We argue that the inclusion of these leaders in deliberations with the village chief
could broaden the social groups considered in village-level decision-making insofar as (a) these
leaders are from social groups who are underrepresented among existing advisers or (b) these
leaders’ activities in the community tie their interests to social groups who are underrepresented
among existing advisers. As a result, the potential of civil society leaders to broaden representation
will be context specific. We consider whether civil society leaders are from underrepresented
groups in our study villages in the following paragraph, and we discuss their service provision
activities in appendix D.?!

Do civil society leaders differ in their social groups from village chiefs and existing traditional
advisers so that their inclusion in traditional governance could potentially broaden representation?
We can make inferences about this by comparing demographic and opinion data from surveys that
we conducted with village chiefs, their advisers and other civil society leaders. We describe the
process of collecting the survey data in more detail in the next section on research design.?> The
data presented in Table 1 indicate the average attributes of village chiefs (column 1), their advisers

(column 2) and other civil society leaders (column 3) in the villages that served as the control for

200n the vibrancy of civil society in Zimbabwean villages, see Barr (2004).

21n appendix D, we provide details on the activities in which these civil society leaders typically engage,
and also show that the set of civil society leaders identified in our study villages is very similar to the set of
“influential people” listed by households in rural Malawi and rural Zambia.

22In each village, we surveyed the village chief and then surveyed at random either a traditional adviser, a
religious leader, a farmer’s group leader, a village health worker, a caregiving group leader or a development
group leader.
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our study.

Table 1 shows that, on some dimensions, civil society leaders differ from traditional advisers,
whose interests tend to be more closely aligned with those of the village chief. Focusing on the
dimensions on which we observe notable differences, women, recent migrants and citizens who do
not support the governing party are underrepresented in traditional decision-making institutions.
Only 9 percent of village chiefs are women and only one third of traditional advisers are female,
while two thirds of civil society leaders are female. Fully 81 percent of village chiefs’ parents
were living in the village when they were born, and 56 percent of their traditional advisers were
also born in the village, but only 37 percent of other civil society leaders were. Almost one third
of village chiefs have posters broadcasting their affiliation with the governing ZANU-PF party on
their houses, as do 24 percent of their traditional advisers; in contrast, only 14 percent of other
civil society leaders post such signs on their houses, suggesting they have less pro-government
political positions. As one might expect, both village chiefs and their traditional advisers are
strong advocates for the power of the chief’s court, with about three quarters recommending an
increase in the power of this institutions, while other civil society leaders express considerably less

support for this idea and slightly more support for individual rights.
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Table 1: Comparing Village Chiefs to Traditional Advisers and Other Civil Society
Leaders

Village Traditional  Civil
Chiefs  Advisers  Society

Leaders
ey (2) 3)
Panel A. Demographics, Economic Status and Partisanship

Female VC 0.0859 0.353 0.663
(0.281) (0.485) (0.475)

Age (Years) 63.51 47.59 51.73
(15.66) (11.66) (14.12)

Finished Primary Education 0.717 0.941 0.853
(0.452) (0.239) (0.356)

Cattle wealth (log) 1.049 0.867 0.904
(0.717) (0.717) (0.712)

Born Village 0.805 0.559 0.368
(0.398) (0.504) (0.485)

ZANU-PF Sign 0.315 0.235 0.137
(0.466) (0.431) (0.346)

Same ethnic identity as Village Chief 0.517 0.397
(0.509) (0.493)

Related to Village Chief 0.618 0.537

(0.493) (0.501)

Panel B. Knowledge and Opinions

Court Should Have More Power (0-1) 0.727 0.765 0.473
(0.447) (0.431) (0.502)

Support for Individual Rights (1-4) 2.859 2912 2.975
(0.402) (0.310) (0.408)

Knowledge of Law (0-1) 0.661 0.716 0.693

(0.231) (0.199) (0.214)

Notes: This table reports means with standard deviations below in parentheses. The means
aggregate data from 128 village chiefs, 35 traditional advisers and 95 other civil society leaders
in the control villages.

Together, the data in Table 1 suggest the potential value in broadening village chiefs’ advisers.
Existing traditional advisers fail to represent the diversity of interests and opinions that exist within
village-level civil society on some dimensions. There is typically a greater breadth of interests and

opinions held among other civil society leaders in these villages, presenting the possibility of
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broadening representation by encouraging traditional chiefs to consult additional leaders.

Research Design

Intervention

We test the effects of nudging traditional chiefs to broaden consultation by partnering with a pair
of NGOs (one international, one local) working in eastern Zimbabwe. This team implemented an
intervention that included two arms designed to encourage wider consultation by village chiefs.
The arms of the intervention were randomized across all villages in rural Mutare District in 2012-
2013. This is a district that was deeply politically divided between ZANU-PF and opposition
supporters following the contested 2008 Zimbabwean election (Human-Rights-Watch 2008).

The first arm of the intervention involved providing village chiefs with information on regula-
tions and norms encouraging inclusiveness and transparency in their decision-making. These were
communicated to selected chiefs via a series of multiple-day workshops led by the local NGO,
which had significant previous experience working on similar issues with higher-level traditional
leaders in Zimbabwe. The workshops emphasized the variety of local stakeholders who should
be represented and consulted in various types of decision-making (including gender issues, en-
vironmental management and local conflicts) both per existing Zimbabwean law and customary
practices. The content was covered over six days, divided into two three-day workshops with a
gap of several months in between. All workshops were held at a conference facility in the district,
with all travel and accommodation expenses covered for the invited chiefs. Fully 96 percent of the
invited village chiefs attended the sessions.

The second arm of the intervention added an additional nudge to broaden consultation. In
this arm, the village chief was asked to invite a local community leader, not currently included in

their traditional council, to attend the training session alongside them. In this way, the second arm
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of the intervention gave a new civil society leader information and augmented their relationship
with the village chief in a way that was hoped to encourage village chiefs to turn to them for
advice, while also ensuring that inclusive governance was a salient topic on which to provide
advice. In randomizing the request that local leaders invite one new civil society leader to attend the
workshop with them, this arm left village chiefs quite a bit of leeway over the process of broadening
consultation, as is likely to be the case in most attempts to reform traditional institutions. In this
arm, 98 percent of the village chiefs attended the sessions, and 97 percent brought an additional
leader with them.

In Table 2, we compare the leader type and demographic attributes of the civil society leaders
selected to attend the training (column 1) compared to the pool of leaders eligible for selection
(column 2), existing traditional advisers (column 3) and households in the study village (column
4).2 There was significant non-compliance with the instruction to bring someone who was not
currently included in their traditional council; of the chiefs assigned to this arm, 71 percent com-
plied with this instruction, with 26 percent bringing a leader who was already part of their council.
Otherwise, the demographic attributes of the selected civil society leaders suggest that — on average
— they were from groups who were not already well-represented in traditional decision-making; 54
percent were female and only 11 percent were from the village’s ruling lineage, indicating that vil-
lage chiefs were less likely to invite a related civil society leader than one would expect by chance.
Some of the civil society leader types selected with greatest frequency — village health workers and
caregiver group leaders — also tend to serve underrepresented groups within the community.**

Both arms of the intervention nudged traditional leaders to institute more inclusive governance
within existing traditional institutions. In this way, the intervention differs from many policies
and programs run by governments and development partners that instead deal with the problem

of non-representative traditional institutions by building parallel structures (Beath, Christia and

23We measured only a few attributes of the civil society leaders who attended the workshops (with this
data collected during these sessions), and so Table 2 contains fewer variables than Table 1.
24For further discussion of activities of different leaders, see appendix D.
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Table 2: Comparing Selected and Eligible Civil Society Leaders

(1) (2) 3) 4)
Selected Leaders Eligible Leaders Existing Advisers ~ Other Adults

Traditional Adviser 0.270 0.000 1.000

Caregiver Group Leader 0.206 0.143 0.000

Farmer’s Group Leader 0.048 0.128 0.000

Religious Leader 0.063 0.260 0.000

Village Health Worker 0.301 0.250 0.000

Other Leaders 0.112 0.219 0.000

Female 0.540 0.582 0.344 0.540
Family Member 0.111 0.287 0.287 0.252
(Patrilineal)

Notes: Column 1 presents proportions from data collected from the 63 CLs who actually attended the
training. Column 2 presents proportions from our random sample of 196 CLs eligible to

attend the training in these villages. Column 3 presents proportions from our sample of 61

traditional advisers. Column 4 presents proportions from our household survey.

Figure 1: Design of Experiment

|
| |

No treatment Workshops for village chief

136 villages 134 villages

{
l |

Workshops did not include Workshops included
additional civil society leader additional civil society leader

69 villages 65 villages
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Figure 2: Project Timeline

Workshops (Part 1) Workshops (Part 2) Data
for VCs and CLs in for VCs and CLs in collection
assigned villages assigned villages

| |

September January May September
2012 2013 2013 2013

Enikolopov 2013; Fearon et al. 2015).

Randomization into the treatment arms was done by blocks of villages, with all villages in the
same ward and on the same land classification assigned to the same block. Within each of the
35 blocks, half of the villages were selected for participation in a workshop as part of the field
experiment; within this group, half were assigned to the variant in which a civil society leader
was also invited to the same workshops, as indicated in Figure 1. Balance statistics indicate good
balance across treatment arms.”> The workshops were held between September 2012 and May
2013, with the selected village leaders invited to a series of two three-day workshops during this
time frame. Endline data collection, discussed in more detail in the next section, was conducted
more than three months after the last workshop in August and September 2013.2° The timeline for

project implementation and data collection is indicated in Figure 2.

2 These are compiled in appendix F.

Z6Following the conclusion of the endline survey in September 2013, the implementing partner subse-
quently held workshops for the villages who served as the treatment for the purposes of this study, making
the design effectively a randomized roll-out.
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Data Collection

This project involved a multifaceted data collection effort, combining quantitative and qualitative
measurement and allowing triangulation of data from different sources. In August and September
2013, we conducted surveys of village chiefs, civil society leaders, and a random sample of eight
households in each of the villages in the study.?’” We were able to conduct household surveys in
each of the 270 villages (N=2160), to interview the village chief in 91 percent of them (N=247)
and to interview a randomly selected civil society leader in 96 percent of villages (N=257).

We are interested in whether our experimental arms generated effects on decision-making pro-
cesses, decision-making outcomes and the legitimacy of traditional institutions.”® We measure
inclusive decision-making processes through an index that averages information on the diversity
of advisory council membership (the proportion of female advisers), the extent to which the vil-
lage chief consults other village-level governance bodies (women’s council, resource management
committee), and the transparency of local decision-making proceedings (record availability, fees).
These are measures of inclusive decision-making that were recommended in the workshops and
could therefore have plausibly changed as a result of either arm of the training.?® These were prin-
cipally measured through questions posed to the village chief, but the same questions were also

asked of the surveyed civil society leader to address concerns about social desirability bias.

270ur survey of civil society leaders includes one randomly selected civil society leader per village, se-
lected from a list of the leaders of religious groups, farmer’s groups, development groups, care groups,
village health workers and senior traditional advisers living in the village; this list was determined in con-
sultation with the village chief. We also collected basic demographic data on the civil society leaders who
were invited to the training. See appendix E.

2Index construction, including the wording of questions included in the indices, are reported in appendix
G. The analysis was pre-registered with EGAP. We indicate and justify any deviations from the pre-analysis
plan in appendix L.

2In Table 1.2 in appendix I, we show that the results are similar if we construct an alternative measure of
consultation that focuses specifically on the diversity of chiefs’ advisers: the proportion of women on the
chief’s court, the proportion of respondents not from the chief’s clan (totem in Zimbabwe) on the chief’s
court, the chief’s consultation of a women’s council and the chief’s consultation of a resource management
committee. We do not consider the number of advisers due to the fact that the Traditional Leaders Act
(1998) has created an expectation that village head’s advisory committees should be made up of 6 people;
villages heads who are mindful of this legal framework should rotate advisers rather than adding advisers.
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We are also interested in effects on decision-making outcomes. In particular, we are interested
in whether the interventions cause more impartial outcomes, more effective outcomes (in terms
of problem management), and more legitimate institutions. We measure these outcomes using
the household survey, focusing especially on the impartiality and effectiveness of decision-making
related to food insecurity and local disputes, as these are the most important activities overseen by
village heads in this region.*

To measure impartiality in decision-making, we consider outcomes for respondents who iden-
tify as having different political views from the village chief, as this is the most important cleavage
identified within villages in our study. Specifically, we construct an impartiality index that mea-
sures the receipt of food aid and judgments of the village court’s decisions by respondents who
say they are not politically aligned with their village chief (28 percent of respondents).?! To opera-
tionalize the effectiveness of problem management, we consider the extent to which food security
and disputes are well-managed for households in the village. Using the full sample of respondents,
we code households as having well-managed problems if they do not have a need for assistance
(i.e. they have adequate food or they have no disputes) or if that need is met (through the receipt
of food aid or adequate dispute resolution); households are coded as having unmanaged problems
if they have an unmet need for assistance. Finally, we measure the legitimacy of traditional leaders
through an index of four components, two of which relate to trust in the village chief (perceived
trustworthiness of the village chief, perceived quality of relationship with the village chief) and two
of which relate to compliance with the village chief’s institutions (perceptions of other villagers’
obedience to the village chief, likelihood of using the village chief’s court).

One year after the completion of the quantitative surveys, we returned to 10 villages in our sam-

ple to conduct qualitative research on the mechanism through which civil society leaders influenced

39For justification of this claim, see Appendix B.

3'We only have this measure for two thirds of wards due to variation in ward-level approvals of the survey
instrument. This does not affect balance in the sample because we randomized within wards. We expect
partisan identity to be durable throughout the study, and we provide evidence that responses to this question
were not affected by the treatment for any demographic subgroup in appendix I.
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village chiefs. Because our main goal for this research was to focus on the process behind our main
effects, we selected 10 villages that were “good fit” cases in the sense that we estimated there was
little improvement in governance if only the village chief was trained but a large improvement in
governance if both the village chief and the community leader were trained (Lieberman 2005).%? In
these villages, we conducted interviews with the village chief alongside advisers of his choosing,
interviews with the civil society leader included in the training sessions (or, in cases where no civil
society leader had been trained, the civil society leader the village chief said he would have liked

to have included), and two mixed gender focus groups with villagers. 33

Main Experimental Results

We estimate the effects of the two arms of the experiment and the difference between them using

the following equation:

Yie = Bo + L1V Ce + B2C L, + o + €c (D

where V' C. is a dummy variable indicating whether the village chief is assigned to attend the
workshop, C'L, is a dummy variable indicating whether a civil society leader in the village is also
assigned to attend, and «; are strata fixed effects for the strata used in the randomization lottery.
Standard errors are clustered at the village level. For outcomes measured at the village level, we
replace y;. with y. and ¢;. with €¢.. The effect of the village chief (VC) being invited to attend is
[, the effect of the village chief and the civil society leader (VC + CL) being invited to attend is

B1 + B, and the additional effect of the civil society leader (CL) being invited is (.3* We present
y g p

320nce we had identified all of the “good fit” cases, we selected matched villages falling within the same
geographic strata but exposed to different variants of the training for inclusion in this part of the study.

33In each village, a random sample of adult citizens was invited to participate in the first focus group, and
the village chief organized participants in the second focus group.

34Because this is not a fully crossed experimental design, the effect of a civil society leader is estimated
contingent on a workshop being held.
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our results graphically, with each graph indicating these three effects in sequence and including 95
percent confidence intervals indicated in bars around the estimates.*

First, we present the three estimated effects on our index of inclusive decision-making in Figure
3. The variant of the intervention in which only the village chief attends the workshops (the VC
effect) is not significantly different from zero, indicating that providing information on legal and
customary precedents for inclusion is not sufficient to change behavior in this context. This arm
is not sufficient to encourage more inclusive decision-making in traditional political institutions,
whether due to inertia on the part of the village chief or resistance from existing advisers.

In contrast, the variant of the intervention in which a civil society leader is included (the VC
+ CL effect) causes significantly more inclusive decision-making processes; this variant of the in-
tervention increases the index of inclusive decision-making by more than half a standard deviation
(p-value<0.01, two-tailed test). The additional effect of including a civil society leader alongside
the village chief (the CL effect) is an improvement of half a standard deviation in the index of
inclusive decision-making (p-value<0.05, two-tailed test). We find very similar effects when using
the parallel measure of inclusive decision-making procedures constructed from the survey of civil
society leaders.® Importantly, these results indicate that the suggestion of a new adviser subse-
quently made decision-making procedures more inclusive not just in the sense that this individual
was consulted but on multiple dimensions of inclusiveness.?’

We next consider whether nudges to broaden consultation also cause substantive improvements
in decision-making outcomes and political legitimacy in Figure 4. We begin by considering the
effects of the treatments on impartiality in decision-making. There is little effect of the village
chief alone attending the workshops on the benefits that their political opponents receive. How-

ever, there is a large improvement in outcomes for these respondents when a civil society leader

33We present the results in tables in appendix H.
35Results are reported in Table 12 in appendix 1.

37The effects on each component variable of the inclusiveness index are reported in Table 11 in appendix
L
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Figure 3: Treatment Effects on Village Chiefs’ Decision-Making Processes. Bars denote 95
percent confidence intervals

attends the workshops alongside the village chief. This causes a 13 percentage point improvement
in the benefits received by the village chief’s political opponents (p<0.01, two-tailed test). The
additional effect of training a civil society leader alongside the village chief is a 12 percentage
point improvement in the benefits received by this group (p<0.05, two-tailed test).

Next, we consider whether the arms of the experiment improved the village chief’s efficacy in
managing local problems, in particular food insecurity and dispute resolution. Although only the
arm that includes a civil society leader has a statistically significant effect (p<0.10, two-tailed test),
substantively both variants of the intervention have similar effects on problem management. The
difference in the size of the effects of the two interventions on our index of problem management is
very small and statistically insignificant. We discuss this issue further below, when we disaggregate
our indices by distinct issue areas.

Finally, we consider the effects of the experimental arms on the village chief’s legitimacy. We
find that the village chief alone attending the workshop has a slight negative effect on the village

chief’s legitimacy, and the village chief and a civil society leader attending the workshop has a

25



slight positive effect on the village chief’s legitimacy. As a result, the additional effect of including
a civil society leader on legitimacy is positive (p<0.10, two-tailed test), suggesting legitimating
effects relative to the condition in which only the village chief is trained.

In Figure 5, we consider the robustness of our findings on impartiality and problem manage-
ment, examining the effects of the experimental arms on the distribution of benefits and manage-
ment of problems by our two issue areas: food security and dispute resolution. The first column
shows that the effects on impartiality are very similar across the two issue areas; whether consider-
ing the likelihood of village chiefs’ political opponents receiving food aid or viewing their courts’
decisions positively, there are null effects when the village chief alone attends the workshop, and
there are positive effects when a civil society leader attends (p-value<0.10, two-tailed). In contrast,
the second column shows the effects on problem management differ by issue area. When the vil-
lage chief alone attends the workshops, this significantly improves the percentage of households
whose food needs are addressed, but it has a negatively signed effect on dispute management. In
contrast, when the village chief attends workshops alongside a civil society leader, this has small
but consistently positive effects on both types of problem management. This suggests new advis-
ers make a greater difference to managing disputes than to managing food security, which may be
more dependent on intervillage rather than intravillage allocations.®

Considering these results as a whole, we find that casting a new civil society as an adviser
to village chiefs can improve decision-making in traditional institutions in several ways. The
inclusion of a new civil society leader makes decision-making processes more inclusive, decision-
making outcomes more impartial, and management of local disputes more effective. Considering
the immense challenges that policymakers have faced in trying to mitigate the influence of biased
traditional leaders through the alternative strategies of bypassing or replacing them (Burr and Kyed

2007; Casey 2018), these are important findings.

380ne possible interpretation of the results in Figure 5 is that the government reduced food aid allocation
to villages with more impartial within-village allocation.
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Figure 4: Treatment Effects on Village Chiefs’ Decision-Making Qutcomes. Bars denote 95
percent confidence intervals.

Additional Evidence on Mechanism

We have hypothesized that traditional political institutions can be made more accountable to cit-
izens by broadening the interests represented in advisory institutions and we have presented ex-
perimental results that are consistent with this theoretical perspective. Our theoretical claim is that
civil society leaders gain new recognition as advisers to the village chief as a result of being invited
to the workshop. In this arm of the experiment, they gain some combination of greater informa-
tion about village governance, privileged access to the village chief, and new status as a potential
adviser on governance issues. This makes village chiefs more likely to deliberate with them in
making decisions about procedures and outcomes.

The theoretical mechanism that we propose is distinct from two plausible alternative mecha-
nisms. We view the deliberative process we outline as distinct from village chiefs simply gaining
higher capacity to recall and implement the inclusive procedures recommended in the workshop
when two community leaders, rather than one, are trained. This alternative mechanism views the

key constraint as village chiefs’ capacity to recall information.

27



Impartiality
index

N

VC Effect VC +CL Effect  CL Effect

Impartiality:
Food aid receipt
<
~
N

VCEffect VC + CL Effect  CL Effect

Impartiality:
Fair court decisions

N

VC Effect VC +CL Effect  CL Effect

Problem management
index

N

VCEffect VC +CL Effect  CL Effect

Problem management:
Food secure

i

N

VC Effect VC + CL Effect CL Effect

Problem management:
No unresolved disputes

N

VC Effect VC +CL Effect  CL Effect

Figure 5: Treatment Effects on Village Chiefs’ Decision-Making Outcomes By Issue Area.

Bars denote 95 percent confidence intervals.
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We also view the deliberative process as distinct from village chiefs changing their behavior
as a result of increased monitoring by civil society leaders. In this view, village chiefs are likely
to shirk in the absence of monitoring, but once a civil society leader is informed about village
governance, they are likely to change their behavior due to the increased possibility of sanctions.

We note that our field experiment was not explicitly designed to distinguish between these
mechanisms, but there are distinct observable implications of each mechanism that we can examine
to help adjudicate between them. In particular, the deliberative mechanism is distinct from the
capacity mechanism in that the effect should be dependent on new civil society leaders, rather
than existing advisers, being invited. The deliberative mechanism is distinct from the monitoring
mechanism in that it should generate changes not only in village chiefs’ behavior but also in how
they understand village governance. The deliberative mechanism also emphasizes the direct role
civil society leaders play in deliberating with the village chief, rather than their role as monitors
that trigger top-down or bottom-up sanctions (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984, Popkin 1979). We

draw on additional quantitative evidence and qualitative findings to examine these implications.

Quantitative Analysis

We test the observable implications of our theory vis-a-vis alternatives by examining the effects
of the experimental arms on variables with differential relevance for alternative mechanisms and
by re-estimating the effects presented in the previous section by sub-groups that should be differ-
ently affected per alternative mechanisms. We begin by examining (i) whether the experimental
arms influence not only village chiefs’ behavior but also their understanding of village governance
(distinguishing the deliberative mechanism from the monitoring mechanism), and (ii) whether the
effects on village chiefs’ understandings and behavior are concentrated among village chiefs who
actually comply with the instruction to bring a new civil society leader versus an existing adviser

(distinguishing the deliberative mechanism from the capacity mechanism).
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The columns in Figure 6 represent different outcomes of interest. The first column examines
whether the experimental arms affect village chiefs’ knowledge of regulations and recommenda-
tions regarding village governance, and the second column examines whether the experimental
arms affect their attitudes toward inclusive procedures.® A change in these outcomes would in-
dicate a change in village chiefs’ understanding of village governance. The next three columns
examine the decision-making processes and outcomes for which we observed effects in the previ-
ous section.

The rows in Figure 6 distinguish between villages where the village chiefs was likely to bring
a new civil society leader or an existing adviser with them to the workshops. All village chiefs
were instructed to bring a new civil society leader, but about one quarter did not comply with this
instruction, bringing existing traditional advisers, for example, their village secretary. We use this
variation to develop a model predicting whether or not village chiefs would have brought a new
civil society leader with them to the workshop if assigned to this arm of the treatment.*” Then we
divide village chiefs based on their predicted propensity to pick new leaders or existing advisers,
allowing us to examine the effects of assignment to the civil society leader arm by sub-group. The
sub-group analysis allows us to examine both whether any positive effects are concentrated in the
sub-group likely to bring a new civil society and whether there are negative effects in the sub-group
likely to bring an existing leader, as this could potentially lead to greater exclusion by giving new
information, strengthened access and higher status to an already favored adviser.*!

The results in Figure 6 indicate that the arm of the experiment that includes a civil society leader
changes village chiefs’ knowledge of village governance in addition to their decision-making pro-

cedures and outcomes, but only in instances in which village chiefs are likely to include a new

3Both of these outcomes are indices measured via the survey of village chiefs.

40We predict selection of an existing adviser using a logit model based on the village chief’s vehicle
ownership, income from non-farm sources (dichotomous), education (above primary) and family roots in
the village. This simple model classifies 93 percent of cases in the civil society leader arm of the intervention
correctly. For more details, see appendix J.

4 For this reason, an instrumental variable approach is not appropriate in this case.
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civil society leader in the training. In these villages, the civil society arm increases village chiefs’
knowledge (p-value<0.05, two-tailed), the inclusiveness of their decision-making (p-value<0.01,
two-tailed) and the impartiality of their decision-making (p-value<0.01, two-tailed); the civil soci-
ety arm also has positive (but statistically insignificant effects) on village chiefs’ attitudes toward
inclusive procedures and households’ views of their village chief’s legitimacy. In contrast, in the
subset of places where village chiefs are predicted to pick an existing adviser, the inclusion of an
adviser in the training might actually harm the village chiefs’ attitudes toward inclusive gover-
nance, decrease the inclusiveness of decision-making processes and increase bias against political
opponents relative to the arm in which only the village chief is trained. This suggests that civil
society leaders must represent new interests and groups if they are to make local decision-making
more inclusive rather than less. The positive effects of the civil society leader arm on village
chiefs’ knowledge is more consistent with the deliberative mechanism than the monitoring mech-
anism, and the concentration of effects among village chiefs predicted to bring a new adviser is
more consistent with the deliberative mechanism than the capacity mechanism. In appendix K,
we present additional quantitative evidence that suggests neither capacity nor monitoring are the

mechanism behind our results.

Qualitative Findings

We also draw on our qualitative research to describe the mechanism by which the newly mobilized
civil society leaders subsequently influence local decision-making. This research illuminates two
points. First, it shows that the newly mobilized civil society leaders influence local decision-
making through deliberation with the village chief, rather than by activating top-down or bottom-
up pressure. Second, it suggests how the second arm of the intervention works to broaden village
chiefs’ advisers by giving the trained civil society leaders new information valued by the village

chief, new access to the village chief, and new status as an adviser.
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Figure 6: Treatment Effects on Village Chiefs’ Understanding and Decision-Making By
New or Existing Advisers. Bars denote 95 percent confidence intervals.

The follow-up qualitative research shows that trained civil society leaders affect decision-
making via existing customary institutions. They almost always become formal or informal ad-
visers to the village chief subsequent to the training sessions. As an example, when we asked
village chiefs to invite their close advisers to meet with us for discussion, 80 percent of the village
chiefs who were trained alongside civil society leaders included the trained civil society leader
in this group, while only 25 percent of village chiefs trained alone invited the person they subse-
quently said they would choose for inclusion in the training if given the option. In addition, we
observed the trained civil society leaders spoke freely during our subsequent discussions with the
village chief and the group of assembled advisers.

The qualitative research also indicates that civil society leaders believe the best way to influence
outcomes is through direct deliberations with the village chief. When civil society leaders were

asked what they could do if the village chief was not making decisions in a proper manner, they
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emphasized that they would speak with him directly about the issue, either individually or together
with other advisers.*? In contrast, we find little evidence that the trained civil society leaders
constrain the village chief by acting as “fire alarms” (activating sanctions from higher level leaders)
or community mobilizers (activating community pressure).

Our open-ended interviews with civil society leaders also underscore how they use deliberation
combined with appeals about the importance of deliberative processes to influence the decision-
making of village chiefs. When civil society leaders were asked how they could change the behav-
ior of village chiefs, they described a process that involved providing advice and communicating
expectations of good behavior to the leader. For example, one civil society leader was confident the
village chief would “listen [to him] and change his behavior because he is an open minded person
who respects the laws”, while other civil society leaders described their village chiefs as likely to
take advice because they were “so keen to learn and lead his people correctly,” “level-headed” and
“unlike the hot-heads [elsewhere in the district].”*

The interviews with civil society leaders and village chiefs also provide suggestive evidence on
why the second arm of the intervention works to generate more inclusive governance, suggesting
it gives the trained civil society leaders new information and strengthened relationships with the
village chief that make them valued confidantes. Trained civil society leaders emphasized that the

99 <6

experience had made them the “close confidante[s]”, “strategic partners” or “mutual friends” of the

f,44

village chief.** Village chiefs emphasized how the training had provided the civil society leaders

with important information and resulted in increased collaboration.*’

“Interview with CL in village 20515; interview with CL in village 21202; interview with CL in village
21507; interview with CL in village 22909; interview with CL in village 23510; interview with CL in
village 31729; interview with CL in village 20517.

“Blnterview with CL in village 21115; interview with CL in village 22909; interview with CL in village
21202; interview with CL in village 21507.

“Interview with CL in village 20515; interview with CL in village 20202; interview with CL in village
21507; interview with CL in village 22909; interview with CL in village 23510; interview with CL in
village 31729.

“lInterview with VH in village 31729; interview with VH in village 22909, interview with VH in village
20515.
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Together with the evidence presented in earlier sections, this suggests that traditional political
institutions have the potential to improve inclusion and representation through incremental steps.
One arm of the intervention we study was effective in broadening the advisers who participated
in deliberations with the village chief in traditional political institutions, resulting in significant

improvements in some decision-making outcomes.

Conclusion

This study has important implications both for how scholars conceive of traditional political in-
stitutions and how policymakers engage with them. Political leaders concerned with bias in these
institutions have typically tried to supplant them, often with limited success and/or negative unin-
tended consequences (Burr and Kyed 2007). A growing body of literature shows the limited gov-
ernance benefits from donor-funded projects that seek to improve decision-making by supplanting
traditional political institutions with new democratic committee structures as part of Community-
Driven Development programs (Casey 2018).

In contrast, our research shows the possibility of reforming traditional institutions through
incremental changes within them that broaden advisers and councils. In doing so, it contributes to
a growing literature on how traditional legacies can both harm and help accountability depending
on context (Englebert 2000; Tsai 2007; Wilfahrt 2018). Although customary institutions often
include components that fall short of ideals regarding democracy and individual rights, they also
have the potential to adapt to become more inclusive and representative.

Our research shows the viability of creating more inclusive and impartial decision-making by
broadening advisers within traditional institutions. This suggests many possibilities for reform.
Even absent national-level reforms, significant improvements in inclusiveness are possible at the
local level. Our research highlights a mechanism that could plausibly be used to reduce bias in

traditional decision-making on numerous dimensions, including gender bias, ethnic bias, religious
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bias and political bias.

Further research is necessary to examine the viability of achieving reform by broadening con-
sultation within traditional institutions in other locations and via other types of interventions. Still,
we are optimistic about the possibility of employing this type of reform in other contexts. Most
contemporary traditional political institutions include advisory councils and deliberative processes
(Baldwin and Holzinger 2019). Data from the Program on Governance and Local Development
indicates advisory councils are regularly consulted by local-level traditional leaders in rural Zam-
bia, rural Malawi and (peri-)urban Malawi but that these councils vary in size and composition,
suggesting the possibility of making governance more inclusive through diversification of advisers
in these setting.*® One can imagine a variety of interventions and shocks that might give new civil
society leaders’ status as advisers, including policy changes, economic shocks and in-migration.*’
Research in other contexts has shown the value of engagement with new perspectives, especially as
presented by elites and community members with similar social status, in changing views (Chang
and Peisakhin 2019; Paler et al. 2020).

Future research should also examine the effects of broadening traditional chiefs’ advisers on
inclusive governance over the long term. Importantly, the intervention we study managed not just
to bring new civil society leaders into traditional institutions but to bring in civil society leaders
representing historically marginalized groups, such as women and members of politically weak
families. To the extent that greater descriptive representation of marginalized groups can generate

better decision-making, this is a promising step.

46See appendix B.

470n the effect of long-term state-building processes on social networks in sub-Saharan Africa, see
MacLean (2010).
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