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How can patrimonial local-level governance be reformed? 
Debates on this topic have focused largely on the possibility 
of reform via pressure from above (superordinate leaders) or 
below (citizens). This paper tests whether horizontal pres-
sures from civil society leaders can reform local governance 
in a context where neither of these mechanisms operates 
effectively. The study analyzes an experimental intervention 
in Zimbabwe intended to reduce abuse of power by village 
heads. Analytic leverage comes from the fact that the 270 
study villages were randomly assigned to two variants of the 
intervention, one in which only village heads were trained 

on the framework governing village leadership, and one in 
which civil society leaders were trained alongside village 
heads. The results suggest that horizontal pressure from civil 
society leaders increased village heads’ knowledge of and 
compliance with regulated procedures, improved their man-
agement of issues and raised citizens’ trust in their leadership. 
A quantitative and qualitative analysis of the mechanisms 
through which the trained civil society leaders had these 
effects suggests they accomplished reform by directly apply-
ing social pressure on village heads to abide by regulations.
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1 Introduction

In many countries of the world, village-level political leaders remain the main government structures with

which citizens interact. However, the quality of village-level governance is very uneven, remaining patrimo-

nial and personalistic in many places. For example, village heads in Indonesia, village maliks in Afghanistan

and panchayat leaders in India often make decisions based on their own interests and biases, begging the

question of how best to reform these structures to reduce cronyism and corruption (Olken, 2010; Murtaza-

shvili, 2016; Veron et al., 2006).

Much of the debate on this topic has focused on the possibility of reform via pressure from above, in-

volving sanctioning by higher-level leaders to whom these leaders report, or pressure from below, especially

through popular elections for village-level leaders (Grossman, 2014; Tendler, 1997). But these two mech-

anisms for reforming local governments may not always be available or effective, especially when village

leaders have high socio-economic status in their community independent of their bureaucratic appointment

or electoral legitimacy. Furthermore, although the policy community has favored community monitoring

interventions that promote reform from below, investing hundreds of millions of dollars into them (Molina

et al., 2013), a growing body of evidence suggests that these interventions have limited effects on governance

(Banerjee et al., 2010, 2015; Lieberman, Posner and Tsai, 2014; Olken, 2007). In view of the mixed suc-

cess of community monitoring interventions on governance, we consider the effectiveness of an alternative

strategy which promotes horizontal pressure from existing civil society leaders.

Our theoretical framework builds on a long tradition of emphasizing the importance of civil society

leaders for checking the influence of government and improving development outcomes (Putnam, Leonardi

and Nanetti, 1994; De Tocqueville, 1956). We use the term civil society leaders broadly to refer to individu-

als who have status by virtue of their leadership of a community-based group, regardless of how democratic

the purposes or goals of the group are. This non-normative definition follows a tradition of defining civil

society as a force that can be mobilized for a variety of ends (Krishna, 2007; Berman, 1997). The effective-

ness of horizontal pressures from existing leaders in reforming village-level governance is thus a plausible

but empirically uncertain proposition.

We test the efficacy of using civil society leaders to hold village-level leaders to account in Zimbabwe,
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a context where citizens often express grievances against local leaders but top-down and bottom-up mech-

anisms for reform are weak. We study the effectiveness of horizontal pressure for reforming village-level

governance by examining the differential effects of two variants of a randomized capacity-building inter-

vention for village leaders, run by an international NGO in collaboration with local partners in 270 villages.

In both arms of the intervention, the village head received training on rules, regulations and best practices

pertaining to village-level governance in Zimbabwe. Our analytical leverage comes from the fact that in

one arm only, another local civil society leader was trained alongside the village head and also learned the

rules, regulations and best practices he (or, in rare instances, she) was supposed to follow in his (or her)

decision-making.

Our empirical findings reveal that horizontal pressure from civil society leaders can improve the quality

of governance at the local level. Specifically, the inclusion of a civil society leader in the training sessions

increased village head’s knowledge of and compliance with regulated procedures, improved their manage-

ment of local issues and raised trust in their leadership among citizens compared to a control condition

in which only the village head was trained. This finding suggests that civil society leaders can serve as a

mechanism of change even in the absence of complementary pressures from above or below. Furthermore,

we draw on ancillary quantitative and qualitative evidence to probe the mechanisms through which civil

society leaders had this effect. The results of these analyses suggest that civil society leaders caused change

not through competition with village heads but through direct social pressure and, to some extent, increased

human resource capacity.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section two provides a brief overview of the empirical literature linking

community monitoring interventions to governance reform, highlighting in particular inadequate attention to

horizontal pressure, and points to a number of mechanisms linking horizontal pressures to local-level gover-

nance outcomes. Section three provides a brief background to village level governance in Zimbabwe, while

section four discusses the intervention under study and our identification strategy. Section five discusses our

measurement strategy and data collection and section six discusses our main findings. Section seven probes

a number of potential mechanisms discussed in the theoretical section and section eight concludes.
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2 Theoretical framework

2.1 Local-Government Reform

Local government around the world is often characterized as highly patrimonial in that local leaders make

decisions based on their personal whims, and citizens’ access to resources is conditional on their personal

relationships with these leaders (Weber, 1922). The results are cronyism and corruption that harm the

interests of the majority of local citizens. Most of the scholarly debates on the best path to reforming

patrimonial local governments have focused on the merits of top-down versus bottom-up reform.

In favor of top-down reforms, scholars have shown that reform-minded higher-level governments can

sometimes be very effective in reducing cronyism and clientelism in local-level politics (Malesky, Nguyen

and Tran, 2014; Tendler, 1997). In cases where higher-level political leaders have both the incentive to

reform local politics and the capacity to sanction local leaders who do not adhere to reforms, top-down

reforms may be very effective. However, in cases where higher-level politicians lack the political will to

implement reforms, this path to reform is a non-starter. In addition, even if higher-level politicians have

the political will to implement reforms, this mechanism is also dependent on adequate capacity to monitor

the actions of local leaders and sufficient control over their career prospects to motivate reform. In cases

where the central state is weak and/or local leaders have independent sources of legitimacy based on their

own political, economic or social standing within their communities, sanctioning from the higher-ups may

be inadequate.

Alternatively, reform may be possible via pressures from below. In particular, when local-level leaders

are popularly elected, citizens have a tool for sanctioning politicians who engage in corruption or cronyism

(Grossman, 2014; Martinez-Bravo et al., 2014). However, in the absence of elections for local leaders,

the prospects for reform from below are more nebulous. In some circumstances, citizens may be able to

apply non-electoral pressure on local leaders to govern well. For example, Tsai (2007) argues that citizens

can apply moral pressure on local leaders when they are embedded in encompassing community networks,

and Baldwin (2016) notes that citizens can use economic sanctions against leaders who depend on citizen

contributions for their material upkeep. However, in other instances, the power differentials between citizens

and local leaders and the collective action dilemma faced by communities in holding them to account are
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insurmountable.

Yet, a third model of reform, via the empowerment of civil society leaders, is also possible. This model

is distinct from the bottom-up model in that it depends on local leaders, rather than citizens themselves, to

encourage political leaders to reform their behavior. As a result, horizontal pressure has a separate logic and

may be effective in improving governance even in situations where bottom-up pressure is weak.

2.2 Community Monitoring Interventions

In recent years, international institutions have devoted significant resources to fostering bottom-up reform.

In particular, they have invested huge amounts in community monitoring interventions, programs intended

to facilitate the ability of communities to pressure policymaking bodies and service delivery organizations

without fundamentally increasing citizens’ power to discipline them.1 Information campaigns, scorecards,

social audits and capacity building for oversight institutions have all become common in developing coun-

tries (Mansuri and Rao, 2012; Molina et al., 2013).

On balance, the evidence that community monitoring interventions improve local service provision is

mixed. Banerjee, Deaton and Duflo (2004) find that civilian engagement and monitoring in rural Rajasthan

was not associated with improved health provision or outcomes. Cilliers et al. (2016) test two monitoring

schemes–one in which the headteacher was required to report on teachers’ attendance and another in which

they were required to report on teachers’ attendance in exchange for bonus payments–and find that neither

intervention was associated with improvements in teachers’ attendance. Similarly, Lieberman, Posner and

Tsai (2014) find little evidence that community report cards improved educational outcomes in Kenya.

Other studies point to positive effects of community monitoring. For instance, in the education sector

in Kenya, Duflo, Hanna and Ryan (2012) find that when communities selected, monitored, and assessed

the performance of primary school teachers, educational performance improved. Likewise, in a randomized

field experiment in Uganda that involved community-based monitoring of public primary health providers,

Bjorkman and Svensson (2009) find that disseminating information about local health facilities and encour-

aging civilian engagement/oversight significantly improved the quality of healthcare delivery and health

outcomes in treatment areas. A study by Aker, Ksoll et al. (2015) investigated the effects of mobile moni-

1Molina et al. (2013) reports on the large budgets of a number of NGOs and initiatives in this sector.
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toring of teacher effort and student outcomes in Niger, finding that the intervention substantially improved

students’ performance.

The mixed evidence in favor of community monitoring interventions is not surprising from the per-

spective of many theories of civic participation. One problem is that many political actions are subject to

collective action dilemmas. Each citizen may avoid taking action, preferring that other citizens bear the

costs entailed in doing so (Olson, 1965). A second problem is the power differentials between citizens and

powerholders. The average citizen may not have access to the ear of the targeted leader, or may not be-

lieve he or she has the power to influence them (Gamson, 1968). Indeed, Acemoglu, Reed and Robinson

(2014) suggest that these types of power differentials make civil society organizations in Sierra Leone tools

of traditional leaders. Especially in contexts in which the targets of community monitoring interventions are

not hired or elected by citizens, there are numerous ways the causal chain between increased monitoring by

citizens and better behavior by leaders could break down (Lieberman, Posner and Tsai, 2014).2

How then can these obstacles be overcome? One variant on community monitoring that could provide

an answer is “horizontal pressure” from established civil society leaders. Instead of providing training

and information to citizens with the goal of having them hold targeted leaders to account, organizations

could provide training and information to other community leaders. This has not been widely promoted

as a mechanism for improving accountability, probably due to reasonable concerns that leaders could have

distinct interests from the citizenry as a whole (Olson, 1982) and the potential for collusion among leaders

at the expense of citizens (Gottlieb, 2015; Mattingly, 2016). But other considerations weigh in favor of

horizontal pressures. In particular, civil society leaders often have actions available to them that most citizens

do not. As a result, they may be able to motivate reforms through mechanisms distinct from bottom-up

pressure, as elaborated in the next section.3

2For further discussion of the challenges of transparency initiatives in settings without electoral account-
ability, see Kosack and Fung (2014) and Malesky, Shuler and Tran (2012).

3Interestingly, two recent training interventions for committee members, rather than community mem-
bers more generally, show promising results, especially when complemented with increased linkages to key
decision makers (Barr et al., 2012; Pradhan et al., 2014).
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Figure 1: Mechanisms through which horizontal pressures could cause reform

2.3 Horizontal Pressures for Reform

There are a number of different mechanisms through which the empowerment of civil society leaders could

result in local governance reform. Specifically, civil society leaders could cause village leaders to reform

their behavior as a result of: (1) leadership competition (2) capacity upgrading or (3) increased monitoring.

These channels are displayed in figure 1 and elaborated below.

2.3.1 Leadership competition

Competition from other civil society leaders to serve as the most important intermediary between citizens

and the outside world may be sufficient to reduce cronyism and corruption by local leaders. Even absent

electoral competition for key political posts, market competition may induce better behavior from leaders.

When community members have an outside option for helping to fix their problems, established leaders

may need to start offering them better terms. A number of empirical studies point to the relevance of this

mechanism. For instance, Krishna (2007) finds that competition from a new generation of local “fixers”
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motivates better governance from established leaders in northern India. However, in contrast, Acemoglu,

Reed and Robinson (2014) find that traditional leaders in chiefdoms with more ruling families (i.e., more

elite competition) enjoyed less legitimacy and lower levels of social capital than chiefdoms with fewer ruling

families.

2.3.2 Capacity upgrading

Human capital deficiencies are also frequently a key constraint on public sector performance in many de-

veloping countries, especially at the local level where there has traditionally been a shortage of staff skills

in specialized areas of governance (World Bank, 2000). Thus, training community leaders to fulfill gover-

nance functions may improve outcomes by bridging this capacity gap. If the key constraint on reforming

local governance is not the incentives of local political leaders but their capacity, the empowerment of other

civil society leaders may provide the skills and resources necessary to enact reforms. By acting as an addi-

tional human resource at the local level, civil society leaders may be able to improve local governance.

2.3.3 Increased monitoring

Finally, civil society leaders may induce reforms by monitoring village leaders. Increased monitoring by vil-

lage leaders may induce changes in behavior three ways, corresponding to three types of sanctions: (i) civil

society leaders may apply direct pressure upon political leaders, using their own status vis-a-vis politicians

to threaten social sanctions for poor behavior (ii) civil society leaders may serve as fire alarms that allow

higher level politicians to sanction bad behavior by local leaders; or (iii) civil society leaders may mobilize

the community as a whole to pressure local leaders to reform their actions.

Civil society leaders may be able to directly pressure political leaders to change their behavior due to the

desire of politicians to remain in good social standing in their eyes. Social incentives and social recognition

have been found to be important motivators of public officials in a variety of contexts (Levi and Sachs, 2009;

Ashraf, Bandiera and Jack, 2014; Ahmed et al., 2012). Furthermore, compared to citizens, who typically

face power differentials and collective action problems in monitoring and sanctioning political leaders, civil

society leaders may be better positioned to employ social sanctions (Tendler, 1997, p. 66-69).

In addition, civil society leaders may operate as a fire alarm to alert higher level authorities to poor
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village-level governance (McCubbins and Schwartz, 1984). The idea of fire alarm, which fits with the stan-

dard shirking model, presumes that the principal has difficulty observing the agent’s efforts due to costly

monitoring. Compared to higher level authorities, local civil society leaders may be able to observe the

behaviors of village heads more easily. In contexts in which civil society leaders can communicate trans-

gressions to superordinate political leaders who will then sanction bad behavior, this may motivate local

leaders to improve their actions.4 In this way, monitoring by civil society leaders may feed into top-down

pressures for reform.

Finally, civil society leaders can also coordinate sanctions from the community as a whole. In communi-

ties facing large collective action dilemmas with regard to both observing transgressions by local leaders and

then mobilizing to hold them accountable, civil society leaders can play a critical facilitating role (Popkin,

1979). In this way, civil society leaders can activate bottom-up pressures.

It should be noted that most of these mechanisms depend on civil society leaders having incentives to

implement reforms. Especially given our non-normative definition of civil society leaders, this is likely

to vary among places and among different civil society leaders. In contexts where leaders do not have

adequate incentives to push for reforms, they may collude with or be co-opted by government (Mattingly,

2016). However, in many places, the diversity of interests among village elites will create a constituency for

reform within this group (Tendler, 1997).

Our primary goal in this paper is to test the effectiveness of mobilizing village-level civil society leaders

to press for local government reform, assuming that any such effects could occur through either one (or

a combination) of the afore-discussed channels. Although we present preliminary evidence on the mech-

anisms through which civil society leaders influence local governance, we cannot definitively adjudicate

between mechanisms, and indeed, it is quite likely that more than one mechanism is at work.

4In this regard, community leaders may be playing the same theoretical role as the cheap mobile moni-
toring in the Niger experiment by Aker, Ksoll et al. (2015), which was shown to contribute to adult education
outcomes. However, the Cilliers et al. (2016) study on locally monitored performance of teachers in Ugan-
dan primary schools suggests that monitoring by itself may be inadequate to induce desired behaviors. In
their study, effects on teacher attendance were the result of monitoring combined with financial incentives,
rather than monitoring alone.
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3 Village-Level Governance in Zimbabwe

Village governance in Zimbabwe has been resistant to pressures from either above or below. Villages are

led by village heads; local leaders who allocate land, run village courts and help to broker a wide range of

development programs, including food aid distribution. There are an estimated 24,000 village heads across

Zimbabwe (Zamchiya, 2011). These leaders remain the most important point of contact for most rural

villagers (Ncube, 2011), but they are frequently accused of bias and abuse of power.

The possibility for bottom-up reform is limited due to the fact that these leaders are not subject to regular

election. The vast majority of these leaders inherit their positions from within their village’s founding

family and rule for life.5 Community members have little formal recourse against village heads who govern

poorly, although they may be able to apply social or moral pressure under some circumstances. Importantly,

Shona village heads have traditionally worked with a handful of senior kinsmen to hear disputes and make

decisions, and these councils of advisers historically provided a check on their decision-making.(Bourdillon,

1976, p. 79).

The possibility for effective top-down reform has been constrained by central government’s capacity and

incentives. At independence in 1980, the Zimbabwean government was committed to reigning in patrimonial

village-level governance. However, as the state became more politicized, this may have further complicated

the central government’s interactions with village heads.6 At that time, lack of capacity made it difficult for

the central government to check the power of village-level leaders.

Specifically, in the 1980s, the Zimbabwean government tried to reduce the influence of village-level

traditional leaders by stripping them of powers. It set up 6-member elected village-level development com-

mittees – VIDCOs – which were intended to check the power of village heads and push forward legal and

agricultural reforms. Interestingly, two of the six members of VIDCOs were supposed to be chosen by civil

society organizations to represent women and youths (Munro, 1998, p.243). However, in most rural com-

5Our survey asked the current village head when and why the previously village head was removed from
office. The vast majority of village heads ruled until they died or were bed-ridden by illness; only 5 percent
of village heads had been removed for reasons related to performance or community divisions. Similarly,
94 percent of the village heads in our sample said they did not fear being demoted by anyone, including
community members and government officials.

6The government of national unity formed following the contentious 2009 elections made little differ-
ence to this general trend.
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munities, the government proved unable to reduce the power of village heads (Alexander, 1996, p.187). The

Report of Land Tenure Commission, published in 1994, concluded that village heads remained much more

powerful than VIDCOs and continued to perform wide-ranging functions (Ncube, 2011, p.94). Another

study noted that where VIDCOs were successful, it was because they served as advisers to rather than rivals

to the village head (Munro, 1998, p.270).

Since the mid-1990s, the government has focused on trying to regulate village heads, rather than creating

parallel institutional structures. Village heads now have official recognition and receive small salaries of

$25 per month from the state. They have official duties per Zimbabwean law, including collecting levies and

taxes, maintaining an up-to-date population register, and allocating land. There are regulations regarding

the procedures through which they are supposed to make decisions and how to treat villagers. However,

village heads continue to have much more de facto power than they do under the law, and they frequently do

not follow regulated procedures. Indeed, many village heads have retained a measure of independence from

both formal legal regulations and informal partisan pressures to support Zimbabwe’s ruling party. Village

heads are much more divided in their political loyalties than higher-level traditional leaders, who have been

more thoroughly co-opted by state patronage.7

The main complaints against village heads are that they abuse their power by allowing their personal

interests and biases to enter into their decision-making. In particular, they do not follow regulations requiring

broader consultation before making decisions and they are frequently accused of self-interested behavior

and favoritism, especially, in Zimbabwe’s polarized political system, along partisan lines.8 Village heads

are often accused of favoring their co-partisans in food distribution and court cases. Importantly, many but

not all of these complaints are against village heads affiliated with the ruling party; village heads affiliated

7An underground pro-democracy organization in Zimbabwe, Sokwanele, attempted to collect compre-
hensive information on the political affiliations of traditional leaders in three constituencies in Manicaland
that experienced violence during the 2008 elections. In their sample, 89 percent of higher-level traditional
leaders (chiefs and headmen) were supporters of the ruling party, 0 percent were supported the main op-
position, with the remaining 11 percent considered politically “neutral”; in contrast, 69 percent of village
heads were supporters of the ruling party and 31 percent of the main opposition. See Sokwanele (2011).
When we asked the village heads in our survey an open-ended question about whether they felt close to any
“masangano”, a Shona term for organization that connotes both political and non-political organizations,
44 percent of village heads in our sample said that they felt close to the ruling party, 13 percent said that
they felt close to an opposition party and 43 percent did not offer a political response, either because they
did not feel politically affiliated or because they self-censored in response to the question.

8For more on the politicization of all spheres of life in Zimbabwe, see LeBas (2006).
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with opposition parties are also regularly accused of partisanship.9

An interview with the local church leader in one of our study villages clearly demonstrates the perils of

village heads having unchecked power:

“[The village head’s] way of dispute management was frightening offenders and people were afraid to

bring issues to the dare [village head’s court]. He had advisers at the dare 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 dare. The disadvantage of this process was that it was only the village head with all

the unregulated power to pass resolutions without the people’s contributions. There were biased resolutions

done on political lines.”10

This anecdote describes how village heads can fail to follow procedures that could potentially check

their power, and how – in the Zimbabwean context – this is associated with favoritism along partisan lines.

To assess how broadly village heads fail to follow regulations intended to increase consultation and curb bias,

we consider village heads’ adherence to five regulated procedures in our study control villages. According

to Zimbabwean regulations, village heads are supposed to consult other village institutions prior to making

certain decisions, including the local resource management council and the local women’s council, they are

supposed to include women in decision-making, they are supposed to make their court’s decisions available

to the public, and they are not allowed to accept payments from citizens when hearing cases. However, as

table 1 indicates, most village heads reported that they did not follow regulated procedures prior to exposure

to the intervention at the center of this study. In particular, we observe low levels of consultation with

other village institutions and women in particular, and a high tendency to take illegal payments for hearing

disputes. Village heads did well only in the area of making court decisions publicly available.

We also draw on household survey data from our control villages to consider whether there is systematic

evidence that village heads are (or are perceived to be) biased against villagers who share different political

opinions in the distribution of food aid and the resolution of court cases. Respondents are coded as having

different political opinions from the village head based on their responses to a direct question about this.11

9See Sokwanele (2011, p. 11).
10Interview with community leader in village 31729.
11Specifically, respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement “My own

political views are very similar to those of the village head.” Unfortunately, even though the district author-
ities initially approved a questionnaire containing this question, we were asked to remove it two-thirds of the
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Table 1: Village Heads’ Adherence to Regulated Procedures (Control Group)

Mean in Control Group N

Consultation of resource management council 0.389 126
Consultation of women’s council 0.226 124
Proportion of female dare members 0.262 125
Access to records 0.645 124
No payments 0.336 119
Table reports means of each variable in the villages that did not receive
any training in year 1.

In table 2, we observe that the amount of bias in favor of the village head’s co-partisans is actually relatively

small (and statistically insignificant) in the case of food aid distribution – people who said they had different

political views from their village head were only five percentage points less likely to receive food aid than

people who said they had the same political views as their village head. 12 However, we find substantial

perceived bias in the case of court decisions; people with different political views from their village head

were 20 percentage points less likely to believe that most of the village court’s decisions were fair and 8

percentage points less likely to take the most common local disputes – disputes over the destruction of crops

by livestock – to them for resolution.

Thus, the widespread bias in village heads’ decision-making gives many citizens grievances against

them. The question of how to reform village-level governance is tricky because of the low potential for

top-down reform and the weak mechanisms in place for achieving change from the bottom up. Instead, the

intervention described in the next section draws on the tradition of senior community members providing

advice to village heads as a potential mechanism of reform.

way through surveying, so we do not have data on this question for one-third of respondents. Fortunately,
because the survey was proceeding geographically and we randomized by geographic blocks, the sample is
still well balanced across experimental arms. In table 8 of the appendix, we consider how the villages for
which we have political data differ from the villages for which we do not.

12Interestingly, these results are not simply the result of the village head’s personal biases being over-
whelmed by biases against opposition supporters. There is even less evidence that supporters of the ruling
party are favored in the distribution of food aid in our study villages, as indicated in the results in table 2
of the appendix. Much of the food aid in these villages comes from international organizations, which may
explain the limited bias.
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Table 2: Biases in Village-Level Decision Making (Control Group)

Different Political View Same Political View Difference N

Received Food Aid Last Year 0.420 0.466 0.046 632
(0.036) (0.024) (0.043)

Believe Most Decisions by 0.439 0.634 0.200*** 619
Village Head’s Court Fair (0.036) (0.023) (0.043)

Took Case to Village Head’s 0.396 0.472 0.076* 453
Court if Had Dispute (0.032) (0.025) (0.042)

The first two columns report means with standard errors below in parentheses. The third
column reports the differences between column two and column three, with the standard
error of the difference reported in parentheses below. Only villages that did not receive
any training in year 1 are included in the calculations.

4 Intervention and Research Design

We study the effectiveness of horizontal pressure in reforming village-level governance in Zimbabwe by

comparing two variants of a training intervention for village heads. An international NGO working in rural

Manicaland noted that many village heads in the region were not following regulations or recognizing best

practices when making decisions and they worried that this was both increasing the bias of their decisions

and decreasing the legitimacy of their leadership. The concern was that any bias in the village head’s

decision-making is problematic both insofar as it violates norms regarding impartiality but also because it

decreases their ability to manage village problems. For example, if village heads provide food aid on the

basis of partisanship rather than objective need, it reduces their effectiveness in addressing food security

issues. If village heads adjudicate cases in a biased manner, it may reduce the effectiveness of their courts in

resolving local disputes. More generally, village heads who are more biased and less efficacious in managing

village problems may have their legitimacy reduced, thereby leading to a vicious cycle in which citizens’

poor perceptions of them make it difficult for them to resolve village issues (Levi, 1988; Levi and Sachs,

2009; Levi, Sachs and Tyler, 2009).

As a result, the international NGO worked with a local NGO to develop a series of training sessions

that would inform village heads of the regulations governing their activities and “best practices” in conflict
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management techniques. The training sessions were divided into two three-day modules, with about a three-

month gap in between the two sessions. In one variant of the training session, only the village head attended.

But, due to concerns that simply informing village heads of the laws regulating their activities would not be

sufficient to change their behavior, there was also a second variant of the training sessions in which another

community leader was trained alongside the village head on the rules constraining them. By comparing

the effectiveness of these two variants, we can parse the effects of civil society leader involvement from the

effects of training the village head. This effect is estimated contingent on the village head also being trained,

as it was not deemed feasible to have a third variant of the intervention in which only the community leader

was trained.

Crucially, both the timing and the variant of the training to which villages were exposed were randomly

assigned. Specifically, we randomly selected the villages that would be trained in the first year of the

analysis, and those that would not be trained until year 2. Then, within the villages selected for training

in year 1, we randomly determined in which villages only the village head would be trained and in which

villages both the village head and a community leader would be trained. At the end of the first year of

training, the year 2 villages served as the comparison group to determine the effectiveness of each training

variant.

In total, 270 villages were included in the randomized roll-out of the intervention. The roll-out of the

two interventions across villages is described in table 3. Randomization was done by blocks of villages in

the same ward and on the same land classification to improve the likelihood of achieving balance across

the experimental group. Balance statistics, which are compiled in Table 1 of the appendix, indicate good

balance across treatment arms.

Compliance with treatment assignment was very high. Fully 96 percent of the village heads assigned

to the “village head only” training attended the sessions, 98 percent of the village heads assigned to the

“village head plus civil society leader” training attended, and only 1 percent of the village heads assigned to

the “no training” variant attended training sessions. Similarly, 97 percent of civil society leaders assigned to

the “village head plus civil society leader” training attended sessions, and civil society leaders from just 4

percent of the villages assigned to the “village head only” training and 1 percent of the villages assigned to

“no training” attended training sessions.
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Table 3: Roll-Out of Intervention

Number of Villages

No training in year 1 136

Training for VH only 69

Training for VH + CL 65

The civil society leaders invited to attend the sessions were required to be from the “non-traditional”

sector, and included village health workers, representatives of farmers’ groups, church leaders, represen-

tatives of NGOs and school development committee members.13 These same sets of leaders have often

been represented on VIDCOs and tasked with implementing reforms via that institution (Munro, 1998, p.

308-314, 340-324). The expectation was that these leaders would provide a constituency for reform because

they had less stake in the traditional system than the village head. Indeed, table 4 compares data from our

surveys of village heads and our surveys of a representative sample of civil society leaders in these villages

to show that – on average – civil society leaders are more pro-reform than village heads.14

Specifically, the top panel of table 4 shows that civil society leaders are often from demographic groups

who would benefit from the reform of village-level governance. For example, a majority of civil society

leaders in these village are female. In addition, they are younger and less likely to be visible supporters of

the ruling party than the village head (as measured by whether they had a sign displayed outside their home

during our interviews, which were shortly after the 2013 elections). At the same time, the profile of the

average civil society leader suggests low power differentials between them and the village head. They are

significantly more educated than village heads, and they report higher levels of income and wealth. These

findings suggest civil society leaders often have both an interest in and the ability to check the village head’s

power. We also find that 57 percent of all civil society leaders have a family relationship to the village head.

13The exact breakdown of the civil society leaders who were selected to participate in the sessions is
indicated in table 6 of the appendix.

14We exclude dare members, who were included in the survey but not eligible for the training, from the
sample of civil society leaders described in this table.
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In many contexts this would suggest a favored relationship between these two leaders. However, in the

villages we study 50 percent of all households were related to the village head.

The bottom panel of table 4 further considers whether civil society leaders can realistically be viewed

as a mechanism for checking the power of village heads by comparing the attitudes and legal knowledge of

village heads and civil society leaders prior to the intervention (by looking at the statistics for control villages

only). Importantly, a slight majority of civil society leaders favored checks on the power of the village head’s

court. In addition, civil society leaders express significantly higher levels of support for individual rights

than village heads.15 Knowledge of the laws and procedures regulating village governance is approximately

equal between village heads and civil society leaders.

This evidence suggests that the average civil society leader in these villages has both the incentive and

the ability to check the power of village heads. However, it is noteworthy that the NGO depended on the

village head to identify civil society leaders living in his or her village, and to select which one to invite. Our

expectation was that this would reduce the probably of finding differential effects across the two training

variants insofar as village heads should choose to invite civil society leaders over whom they have more

influence. In table 6 in the appendix, we compare the traits of the trained civil society leaders to our random

sample. We find village heads were more likely to invite female leaders and NGO officers to accompany

them and less likely to invite religious leaders; these patterns are interesting insofar as they suggest village

heads chose people who likely had an interest in reform but perhaps had weaker independent power bases.

5 Data Collection and Measurement of Key Variables

We conducted surveys of village heads, a randomly selected civil society leader, and a random sample of

eight households in each of the villages in the study three months following the completion of the training

sessions, in late August and early September 2013. We contracted a local survey firm to conduct the survey

after training from the research team. We were able to conduct household surveys in each of the 270 villages

and to interview the village head in 91 percent of them. We also interviewed a randomly selected civil society

leader in 96 percent of villages. Most questions on the questionnaires were closed-ended and retrospectively

15The differences in support for individual rights and beliefs about whether the dare should have more
power are both statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level.
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Table 4: Comparing Village Heads to Civil Society Leaders

Village Head Civil Society Leader

Demographics, Economic Status and Partisanship (All Villages)

Female 0.07 0.58
(0.25) (0.49)

Average Age (Years) 64.1 51.7
(15.7) (14.2)

Sign for Ruling Party 0.30 0.16
(0.46) (0.37)

Finished Primary Education 0.69 0.86
(0.46) (0.35)

Average Income ($) 959.7 1023.7
(1537.5) (1806.8)

Average Cattle Wealth 2.98 4.30
(3.69) (28.45)

Related to Village Head 0.57
(0.50)

Knowledge and Opinions (Control Villages Only)

Dare Should Have More Power 0.73 0.47
(0-1) (0.45) (0.50)

Average Support for Individual Rights 2.86 2.98
(1-4) (0.40) (0.41)

Average Knowledge of Law 0.66 0.69
(0-1) (0.23) (0.21)

Table reports means with standard deviations below in parentheses.
The means in the top panel aggregate data from 247 village heads
and 196 community leaders across all villages. The means in the bottom
panel aggregate data from 128 village heads and 95 community leaders in
the control villages.
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self-reported.

In Zimbabwe, individuals’ political opinions are often a very sensitive issue and members of the public

are often reluctant to express these openly (Bratton, 2011; LeBas, 2006). As a result, the study was de-

signed and implemented to ensure multiple levels of protection for respondents. For example, to protect

respondents, we collected identifying information on separate cover sheets that could not be linked back to

the main surveys in the field. To maintain confidentiality of village heads and villages as a whole, we used

codes for different communities, which were filled out in advance before teams entered the field to avoid

sending the codebook into the field. In addition, we used prompts not recorded on the survey instrument and

alphabetic and numeric codes to record responses to sensitive questions.

We are interested in the effects of the intervention on a sequence of outcomes. First, we study the

effectiveness of the intervention in reforming the processes governing decision-making at the village level,

making it less based on the personal preferences of the village head and more respectful of legal regulations

and individual rights. In addition, we study whether the intervention made village-level leaders fairer and

more effective in managing local problems, and whether they increased their legitimacy.

To measure local governance reforms, we measure the knowledge of village heads of legal regulations,

the support village heads express for individual rights, and their adherence to regulated procedures. We

measured knowledge by asking village heads six questions about the regulations governing their activities;

the measure used in our analysis is the proportion of questions they answered correctly. We measured

the attitudes of village heads toward individual rights by asking them about their level of agreement with

statements in support of three specific rights on a four-point scale. Finally, we measure village head’s

adherence to recommended procedures by asking them a series of questions about whether they consulted

other organizations in the village (specifically, the resource management council and the council of women),

the proportion of their court made up of women, whether they took payments for hearing cases and whether

they made records of their court decisions publicly available. Due to concerns that those who attended the

training sessions may have been more likely to know the desired outcomes to these questions and report

that they were following them even if they were not, we also asked community leaders about the procedures

followed by their village head. Some community leaders do not have detailed or up-to-date information on

the village head’s procedures, so this second measure is less subject to demand effects but more noisy.
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To measure the fairness and effectiveness of village heads in managing local problems, we consider

village-level outcomes in two issue areas where they are typically involved: the distribution of food aid

and the handling of land and livestock disputes.16 The most prevalent type of bias that features in village

head’s decision-making in Zimbabwe is bias against political opponents. As table 2 showed, individuals

who report having different political opinions from their village head are significantly less likely to view

the village head’s court to be a neutral mechanism for resolving disputes. In contrast, we do not observe

similar divisions of opinion across gender lines or ethnic lines.17 As a result, we measure whether the two

interventions reduced bias by looking at their effects on household survey respondents who reported having

different political views from their village head.18 We measure bias in food aid distribution by examining

the likelihood of people with different political views from the village head receiving food aid, a measure

of bias in real outcomes. We examine perceived bias in dispute resolution, measured as the likelihood of

people with different political views from the village head viewing most decisions by the village head’s

court as fair.19

We also measure the efficacy of the village head in solving problems in both these areas. We measure

the effectiveness of village processes in reducing food insecurity by measuring the effect of households’

measured need on their likelihood of receiving maize food aid in the past year, where our measure of need is

based on whether respondents in the household survey reported they had enough grain to feed their family

after either harvesting it or buying it on the market.20 In villages where the village head is more effective

in using available food aid to reduce food insecurity, we expect that the need of a household will be a more

16Because the involvement of the village head in these issue areas is the result of strategic processes, we
cannot exclude the subset of cases in which they are not involved in estimating our effects.

17These results are reported in tables 3 and 4 of the appendix.
18For the purposes of this study, we treat difference in reported political views as an exogenous covari-

ate; although it is theoretically possible that people could have changed their response to this question in
response to the intervention, we have empirically assessed whether individuals who give this response differ
across the arms of the experiment, and we have found no evidence that this is the case. These results are
reported in table 7 of the appendix.

19If the village head actually reduces bias against political opponents, individuals who share the village
head’s views will likely start to receive less favorable treatment. For this reason, we measure the likelihood
of receiving food aid and believing court cases to be fair on the village head’s political opponents only.
Note that we cannot identify the effect of the intervention on whether the decisions of the village head’s
courts are actually more biased against political opponents; this outcome can only be measured over people
who have disputes and also choose to take them to the village head, and the characteristics of this subset of
people might be affected by the intervention.

20We provide further details on this measure in section 6 of the appendix.
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important factor in determining who receives food aid; therefore we estimate the effect of this variable under

different treatment arms. We measure the efficacy of the village head in managing disputes by measuring

the likelihood of respondents in their village stating that they had an unsatisfactorily resolved land or crop

destruction dispute in the past year. When examining the village head’s efficacy in managing disputes, we

estimate the effect of each variant of the intervention on the likelihood of having unsatisfactorily resolved

disputes across all respondents. We do not restrict our analysis to respondents who report having disputes

in the past year, because the efficiency of the village-level dispute resolution processes could conceivably

change whether disputes emerge in the first place.

Finally, we measure the amount of legitimacy that citizens accord to village heads, following Tyler

(2006, p. 375)’s definition of legitimacy as the belief that institutions or authorities are “appropriate, proper,

and just” which thereby leads citizens that hold these beliefs to feel obliged to obey their rules and require-

ments. Empirically, we measure these aspects of legitimacy by asking citizens questions related to their

evaluations of the village head’s authority and their compliance with village-level institutions. Specifically,

to get at the evaluative component, we asked respondents about the trustworthiness of their village head and

the quality of their own relationship with the village head. To get at levels of compliance, we asked citizens

about the disposition of villagers in general to obey the village head and their own willingness to comply

with the village head’s institutions.

For the most part, we report outcomes on easily interpretable scales, such as the percentage of test

questions answered correctly or the proportion of respondents with unresolved disputes. However, in cases

where we combine multiple variables measured on different scales to capture one of the outcomes of interest,

we create mean effects indices, following the approach pioneered by Kling, Liebman and Katz (2007). The

full list of outcomes we consider, how we measured each outcome, and the survey instruments used to

measure them are listed in table 5. The main analysis in this study was pre-registered with Evidence in

Governance and Politics (EGAP), and we note any departures from the pre-registered analysis in section 8

of the appendix.
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Table 5: Outcomes and Measurement

Outcome Measurement Scale Survey

VH’s knowledge of laws Proportion of questions answered 0-1 VH Survey
and regulations correctly about laws and regulations

governing village head’s decision-
making (i.e. are there are restrictions
on the disputes committed within
their geographic jurisdiction over
which traditional leaders can preside?)

VH’s support for Average stated support for three 1-4 VH Survey
individual rights individual rights (right to speak in defense

at court hearings, inheritence rights, and
right to protections from arbitrary authority)

VH’s adherence to Index measuring whether the VH Standardized VH Survey
procedures adheres to five procedures (consultation index (mean=0, (and CL Survey)

of RMC, consultation of women’s council, s.d. = 1)
% women on court, no court fees, public
court records)

Bias in VH’s decisions Proportion of respondents with different 0-1 HH Survey
political views who received food aid

Proportion of respondents with different 0-1 HH Survey
political views who perceived most court
decisions to be fair

Efficacy of management Effect of need on receipt of food aid OLS regression HH Survey
of problems by VH coefficient

Proportion of respondents with unresolved 0-1 HH Survey
land or livestock disputes

Legitimacy of VH Index measuring evaluations of VH Standardized HH Survey
(trustworthiness, quality of relationship) index (mean=0,
and compliance with VH (perceptions of s.d.=1)
disposition to obey within village,
compliance with VH’s court)
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6 Main Results

We estimate the effects of horizontal pressure from civil society leaders by comparing the effects of the

variant of the intervention that included civil society leaders to the effects of the variant of the intervention

that did not include them. In other words, it is the difference in the effects of the two interventions that is the

quantity of greatest interest to us. In tables 6, 7, 9 and 10 below, we estimate the effects of each intervention

and their differential effects using the following equation:

y = β0 + β1V H + β2CL + αj + ε (1)

where VH is a dummy variable indicating whether the village head was assigned to be trained in either

variant of the intervention, CL is a dummy variable indicating whether the community leader was also

assigned to be trained, and αj are strata fixed effects for the strata used in the lottery.21 For outcomes

measured at the individual level, we replace y with yi and ε with εi, and the standard errors are clustered

at the village level. The effect of the training intervention for the village head alone is β1, the effect of the

training intervention for the village head and a community leader is β1 + β2, and the additional effect of the

civil society leader is β2. The tables below present the mean outcomes in villages not exposed to any variant

of the intervention followed by all three of these effects.

Table 6 considers whether the inclusion of civil society leaders led to improvements in the village head’s

knowledge, adherence to procedures, and attitudes toward rights. Interestingly, training the village head

alone resulted in little change in any of these outcomes. Village heads did not even have improved knowledge

of the regulations governing their activities three months after the training sessions had been completed.

Village heads reported following only one of five procedures emphasized during the training sessions with

significantly greater frequency following the training sessions (the consultation of the resource management

council), and the effect of the training on adherence to two procedures (consultation of the women’s council

and access to records) was negative. As a result, the overall effect of training the village head alone on our

procedural index is close to zero. The training for the village head alone also had little effect on their stated

support for individual rights.

21Table 8 uses a slightly different estimation strategy, described in detail below.
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Table 6: Changes in Knowledge, Rights and Processes of VH

Control Mean Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect N
(and St. Dev.) Training + CL Training

Knowledge test score (0-1) 0.661 -0.004 0.071** 0.075* 245
(0.231) (0.03) (0.035) (0.041)

Support for rights (1-4) 2.859 -0.004 -0.014 -0.010 247
(0.402) (0.061) (0.065) (0.075)

Procedures (Mean effects index) 0.0 0.106 0.581*** 0.475** 247
(1.0) (0.157) (0.168) (0.194)

Consultation of resource management 0.389 0.169** 0.179** 0.010 241
council (0/1) (0.489) (0.077) (0.082) (0.095)

Consultation of women’s council (0/1) 0.226 -0.069 0.151** 0.220*** 238
(0.420) (0.066) (0.072) (0.082)

Proportion of women on dare (0-1) 0.262 0.025 0.053* 0.027 236
(0.019) (0.027) (0.030) (0.034)

Do not charge fee (0/1) 0.336 0.05.8 0.160** 0.102 233
(0.474) (0.075) (0.080) (0.092)

Access to records (0/1) 0.645 -0.102 0.005 0.107 239
(0.480) (0.071) (0.076) (0.088)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the
90, 95 and 99 percent confidence levels respectively.

24



In contrast, the variant of the intervention in which a civil society leader was trained alongside the village

head significantly improved both the knowledge of the village head and their adherence to procedures. It

improved the village head’s score on the knowledge questions by seven percentage points, an effect that

is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence interval. It also resulted in better adherence to four

of five procedures; the overall effect of training both the village head and the community leader on our

procedural index is large – more than half a standard deviation – and statistically significant at the 99

percent confidence level. However, the village head’s expressed attitudes towards individual rights were not

significantly improved by the variant of the intervention that included a civil society leader.

Given our interest in the effectiveness of horizontal pressure on village-level reforms, the effect of great-

est theoretical interest to us is the differential effect caused by including a community leader in the training.

Table 6 shows this resulted in greater knowledge acquisition (an eight percentage point improvement in

their knowledge score, which is statistically significant at the 90 percent level). In addition, it caused a large

improvement in adherence to procedures (an improvement of half a standard deviation in our index, which

is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level). The latter finding is unlikely to be the result

of demand effects (changes in learning the correct answer, rather than changes in adherence to procedures)

because we find largely similar effects (though only significant at the 90 percent level) when using the vari-

able constructed from the community leader’s responses, rather than the village head’s responses.22 This

indicates that that the training of civil society leaders resulted in village heads both being more aware of

regulations and in being more likely to follow them.

But did the empowerment of civil society leaders simply improve procedural adherence or did it also

change the outcomes of village-level governance? In particular, we are interested in whether horizontal pres-

sure from civil society leaders can reduce the ability of village heads to make decisions based on personal

biases and thereby improve their efficacy in managing problems in two areas where they are particularly

influential: food aid and dispute resolution.

Table 7 shows the effects of both variants of the training and the additional effect of training a community

leader on the likelihood of individuals with different political views from their village head reporting their

household received food aid and perceiving most of the village head’s court decisions to be fair. In both

22The results are reported in table 10 of the appendix.
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instances, there is little effect of training the village head alone. The effect of training a community leader

alongside a village head is larger, improving the likelihood of receiving food aid by 15 percentage points and

the likelihood of perceiving a decision as as fair by 11 percentage points, both effects that are statistically

significant at the 90 percent confidence level; however, the additional effect of training a community leader

is not quite statistically significant in either instance.

Table 7: Bias in Decision Making

Control Mean Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect N
(and St. Dev.) Training + CL Training

Whether received food aid given 0.420 0.011 0.145* 0.134 363
different political views (0/1) (0.496) (0.065) (0.078) (0.089)

Whether perceived most court decisions 0.439 0.001 0.114* 0.105 360
fair given different political views (0/1) (0.497) (0.071) (0.060) (0.076)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the
90, 95 and 99 percent confidence levels respectively.

Next we consider whether horizontal pressure improved the village head’s efficacy in managing food

security in his or her village. We measure this by examining how large the effect of households’ need for

food is on their likelihood of receiving food across different arms of the intervention. To do this, we estimate

interaction effects between each arm of the treatment and households’ need using the following equation:

yi = β0 + β1V H + β2CL+ γ0needi + γ1V H ∗ needi + γ2CL ∗ needi + αj + εi (2)

where needi is a dummy variable indicating whether the household reported having sufficient food from

their own harvest and market purchases, the standard errors are clustered at the village level, and the effects

of interest are γ1, γ1 + γ2 and γ2. Table 8 shows that need does not play a significantly or substantively

larger role in determining who receives food aid in villages where only the village head was trained. It plays

a much larger positive role in communities in which both the village head and a civil society leader were

trained, although the interaction effect is not statistically significant at conventional levels in this instance
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either. The additional effect of training a civil society leader on the role of need in determining who receives

food aid is positive but statistically insignificant.

Table 8: Efficacy of Food Aid Distribution

Effect of Need Effect of Need Effect of Need Effect of Need N
(Control Group) due to VH Training due to VH + CL Training due to CL

Effect of need on -0.014 -0.012 0.081 0.094 2119
receipt of food aid (0.033) (0.060) (0.058) (0.070)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the
90, 95 and 99 percent confidence levels respectively.

In table 9, we consider whether the training of civil society leaders improved the village head’s efficacy

in managing disputes, estimating the effects of interest using equation 1. Specifically, we examine how likely

a household is to have had a land or livestock dispute in the past year that they consider unsatisfactorily

resolved; these are the two most common types of civil disputes in this area of Zimbabwe. Interestingly, we

find that households are slightly more likely to have an unsatisfactorily resolved land or livestock dispute

in villages in which only the village head received training, an effect that is substantively fairly large –

a 28 percent increase – but not statistically significant. In contrast, households are less likely to have an

unsatisfactorily resolved land or livestock disputes in villages in which both the village head and another

civil society leader were trained, an effect that is substantively even larger – a 32 percent decrease – though

also statistically insignificant. Together, this means the additional effect of training a community leader on

reducing the proportion of households with unresolved disputes is large – a 59 percent decrease – which is

statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level.

Taken together, the evidence in tables 7, 8 and 9 suggest that the inclusion of a civil society leader in

the training sessions caused real improvements in village-level governance. The variant of the intervention

that included a community leader appears to have reduced bias against individuals holding different political

views from the village head in both food aid distribution and dispute resolution, and the civil society leader

variant of the intervention causes significantly better dispute management than the training variant including

only village heads. Although many of the results are on the margins of statistical significance, together they
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Table 9: Efficacy of Resolution of Disputes

Control Mean Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect N
(and St. Dev.) Training + CL Training

Unresolved land or livestock dispute 0.053 0.015 -0.017 -0.032** 1913
(0.224) (0.012) (0.011) (0.014)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the
90, 95 and 99 percent confidence levels respectively.

tell a consistent story.

The final outcome we consider is the village head’s perceived legitimacy among citizens. The effects

of the two variants of the intervention and the added effect of training a civil society leader on households’

views of their village head’s legitimacy are reported in table 10. We report the effects both on our overall

index of legitimacy and the four sub-components of this index. Interestingly, we find that the effect of train-

ing the village head alone on our overall index of the village head’s legitimacy is negative but statistically

insignificant. The negative direction of the effect is driven by the fact that households reported worse rela-

tionships with the village head in these villages; training for the village head alone appears to have made

citizens as a whole slightly more suspicious of the village head. In contrast, the effect of training the village

head and a civil society leader on the overall index of a village head’s legitimacy is positive but statistically

insignificant. The additional effect of training a civil society leader on the overall index is positive and statis-

tically significant at the 90 percent confidence level. Specifically, the positive effect appears to be operating

mainly through the dimension of legitimacy related to trust, suggesting including civil society leaders in

training increases trust in the village head.

Considering these results as a whole, we conclude that civil society leaders helped advance village-level

governance reforms. They increased adherence to regulations designed to increase consultation and reduce

corruption, they caused improvements in the outcomes of village-level governance, and they may even have

increased the perceived legitimacy of the village head among community members. Given the difficulty

of designing interventions that are effective in reforming local governance, these are important findings.
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Table 10: Perceived Legitimacy of Village Head

Mean Control Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect N
Training + CL Training

Legitimacy of VH (Mean effects index) 0.00 -0.070 0.048 0.118* 2154
(1.00) (0.061) (0.056) (0.067)

How much trust VH to take right action (1-4) 3.547 -0.047 0.037 0.085* 2130
(0.728) (0.042) (0.043) (0.049)

Rating of relationship with VH (0-10) 8.153 -0.288** -0.085 0.202 1975
(2.127) (0.138) (0.122) (0.152)

How much think people in the village influenced 3.186 0.015 0.050 0.034 2114
by the VH’s opinions (1-4) (0.817) (0.046) (0.044) (0.051)

Whether people say they would take a livestock 0.726 0.005 0.020 0.015 2150
dispute to the VH’s court if they had one (0/1) (0.446) (0.029) (0.025) (0.032)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the
90, 95 and 99 percent confidence levels respectively.

However, they beg the question of how civil society leaders had this impact. We turn to this in the next

section.

7 Mechanisms

The inclusion of civil society leaders in the training sessions for village heads could have resulted in reforms

to village governance through a variety of different mechanisms. In this section, we consider the evidence

in support of three mechanisms, first outlined in figure 1. In particular, we examine whether civil society

leaders caused reform through (1) competition between the two sets of leaders, (2) capacity upgrading or (3)

increased monitoring. We probe the plausibility of each of these mechanisms using both quantitative and

qualitative evidence.

7.1 Quantitative evidence

First, we use our survey data to test observable implications of each mechanism, drawing on evidence from

our survey of village heads, households and especially civil society leaders. It is important to note that
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the civil society leaders interviewed in our surveys are representative of community leaders within these

villages, but they are only rarely the leaders who were actually trained alongside the village head. In our

analysis, we focus on the effect of the intervention on all the independent civil society leaders included in

our sample, thereby capturing the extent of changes to this group of leaders in treated villages.23 The effect

of the intervention on civil society leaders as a group is both of theoretical interest in understanding the total

horizontal pressures on village heads, and it is an identifiable effect, in the sense that it is possible to measure

without knowing which civil society leader would have been selected for training had villages not assigned

to the civil society leader treatment arm instead been assigned to it. However, outcomes measured at this

level may not be sensitive enough to detect changes that affected only the trained civil society leader.24

The first mechanism through which civil society leaders could encourage reform is by competing with

the village head to offer services to villagers, thereby allowing villagers to select among them as service

providers and motivating both sets of leaders to offer better terms in order to keep clients. If competition

is the mechanism driving village-level reforms, we would expect to see an increase in civil society leaders

independently offering services in the same domains as the village head as a result of the training. In table 11,

we present data that suggests this did not generally occur. This top row shows other civil society leaders were

slightly less likely to be involved in distributing food aid in villages where a civil society leader was trained.

The second row shows that, across all treatment arms, household respondents rarely said they would take

land or livestock disputes to community leaders other than the village head for resolution, and the training

of a civil society leader had little additional effect. The bottom row shows that household respondents

were slightly less likely to contact civil society leaders other than the village head for assistance in villages

where a civil society leader was trained. Thus, civil society leaders do not appear to have improved local

governance by competing with the village head to provide services.

The remaining two mechanisms – capacity upgrading and monitoring – are distinguished by the fact

that the first involves only changing capacity to implement reforms the village head already favors and the

second also involves changing their incentives to implement reform. Both of these mechanisms share two

observable implications: the trained civil society leaders should have more information about village-level

23In our survey of civil society leaders, we also sampled dare members. Because they were not eligible
to be the “civil society leader” included in the training, we exclude them from analyses in this section.

24We estimate there were about 5 eligible civil society leaders per village.
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Table 11: Leadership Competition

Mean Control Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect N
Training + CL Training

Whether community leaders involved in 0.242 -0.008 -0.124 -0.116 195
distributing food aid (0/1) (CL survey) (0.431) (0.074) (0.076) (0.086)

Whether HHs would take dispute (land/livestock) 0.025 -0.002 0.003 0.005 2154
to CL for resolution (0/1) (HH survey) (0.156) (0.007) (0.009) (0.008)

Whether HHs ask CLs for assistance 0.255 0.006 -0.033 -0.039 2151
(0/1) (HH survey) (0.436) (0.026) (0.029) (0.030)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the 90, 95 and 99 percent
confidence levels respectively.

regulations and should interact more with village heads as a result of the intervention, in the first instance

in order to help them implement reforms and in the second instance to monitor their behavior. Because our

data measures effects across civil society leaders as a whole in the study communities, not on the trained

civil society leaders specifically, we are underpowered with respect to identifying these effects. Even so,

table 12 shows that civil society leaders as a whole appear more informed of village regulations and more

likely to interact with the village head in villages subject to the civil society leader intervention.

One unique observable implication of the human resource scarcity mechanism is that the effect of the

civil society leader intervention should have been particularly large in places that initially had particularly

low human resources. In table 13, we re-run the regressions in table 6 splitting the sample by villages with

high and low initial human resources as measured in turn by the education level of the village head, the

age of the village head and whether the village head’s dare consisted of more than four men. Interestingly,

the evidence suggests that, if anything, the effect of the intervention was higher in high human resource

communities. This is inconsistent with the human resource mechanism.

The monitoring mechanism is distinguished from the human resource mechanism in that it involves

civil society leaders changing not just the capacity but the incentives of village heads to implement reform.

The ability of civil society leaders to affect change via monitoring depends on two things: (i) their ability to

observe and recognize transgressions by the village head, and (ii) their ability to levy sanctions on them. The
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Table 12: Civil Society Leader’s Information and Information Exchange

Mean Control Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect
Training + CL Training

CL’s knowledge test score (0-1) 0.693 -0.018 0.064 0.082* 196
(CL survey) (0.214) (0.038) (0.039) (0.044)

No. of times exchange information 1.758 -0.268 0.433 0.701* 189
btwn CL and VH per week (CL survey) (1.991) (0.352) (0.356) (0.407)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the 90, 95 and 99 percent
confidence levels respectively.

Table 13: Civil Society Leader Effects by Human Resource Levels

Knowledge of VH (0-1) Procedural Compliance of VH (st. index)

Measure of human resource CL Effect CL Effect Difference CL Effect CL Effect Difference
level High HR Low HR High HR Low HR

Whether VH completed 0.072 0.076 0.004 0.793*** -0.137 -0.930**
primary education (0.050) (0.070) (0.088) (0.238) (0.334) (0.417)
Whether VH above 65 0.055 0.099 0.044 0.463* 0.490* 0.027

(0.057) (0.061) (0.086) (0.273) (0.289) (0.408)
VH has large court 0.126* 0.028 -0.098 0.722 0.263 -0.459

(0.065) (0.058) (0.088) (0.297) (0.266) (0.401)
Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the 90, 95 and 99 percent
confidence levels respectively.
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intervention could increase monitoring pressures by increasing either of these variables; if the civil society

leader has the ability to sanction the village head, a change to the first variable would be sufficient to induce

change, and vice versa.

Table 12 has already shown that civil society leaders were better able to identify the regulations gov-

erning the village head’s behavior and had more interaction with them as a result of the intervention. Next,

we consider whether the intervention also changed the ability of civil society leaders to trigger sanctions

against village heads. Civil society leaders could potentially trigger sanctions through three channels (1) by

using their own status vis-a-vis the village head to levy direct social pressure (2) by serving as a fire alarm

activating sanctions from higher-level leaders or (3) by mobilizing the community as a whole to pressure

the village head. In table 14, we consider whether each of these channels was strengthened as a result of the

intervention.

In the top panel of table 14, we consider whether the civil society leader variant of the intervention

increased the status of the civil society leader vis-a-vis the village head and therefore their ability to apply

direct social pressure for change. We have two measures of the status of civil society leaders – the likelihood

of the village head meeting civil society leaders at the civil society leaders’ homes (a proxy for the status

of the leaders compared to the village head) and whether civil society leaders perceived themselves to be

respected by all groups in their village (a measure of the status of the leaders in the community as a whole).

Again, we measure these changes across civil society leaders as a whole and so we are underpowered to

detect changes that affect the trained civil society leader only. Accepting this, the evidence in table 14

provides little support for the claim that the social standing of civil society leaders increased as a result of

being included in the training. In fact, the version of the training that excluded civil society leaders appears

to have increased the status of the village head vis-a-vis community leaders, and the inclusion of a civil

society leader only slightly mitigates this effect.

In the middle panel of table 14, we consider whether the training of civil society leaders resulted in

the village head feeling more constrained by government and civil society leaders having higher levels of

communication with district administrators, the most powerful bureaucrat at the district level. Inconsistent

with the fire alarm channel, we find that the village head’s perceptions of their own independence from

government did not decrease as a result of civil society leaders’ inclusion, and the amount of information
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exchanged between civil society leaders and the district administrator significantly decreased when civil

society leaders were included in the sessions. Thus, civil society leaders may have been less able to activate

sanctions from above as a result of the intervention.25

In the bottom panel of table 14, we consider whether the civil society leader variant of the intervention

increased the ability of civil society leaders to mobilize villagers to pressure the village head. If this were

the case, we would expect civil society leaders to play a bigger role in organizing community members as

a result of the intervention, and we might also expect villagers to have more information about the regula-

tions guiding village governance. Inconsistent with this sanctioning channel, the variant of the intervention

that included civil society leaders is associated with a substantively large, even if statistically insignificant,

reduction in organizational activity on the part of civil society leaders in the village. We also not find any

evidence that the civil society leader variant of the intervention increased households’ knowledge of village

governance regulations.

Thus, the evidence indicates the ability of civil society leaders to identify transgressions by the village

head increased as a result of the intervention, which by itself would be sufficient to motivate reformed

behavior if civil society leaders were already in a position to trigger sanctions on village heads, whether

directly or indirectly. From the analysis above, it appears most likely that civil society leaders applied

direct social pressure to change behavior; these leaders typically already had high social standing in their

communities, even if we do not detect a measurable increase in status as a result of the intervention, and

their interactions with the village head increased as a result of the intervention. In contrast, the likelihood

of civil society leaders triggering pressure from above or below appears to have lessened as a result of the

intervention.

7.2 Qualitative Research

We also collected qualitative data from 10 villages for the purposes of better understanding mechanisms

of change. Because our main goal for this research was mechanism analysis, we selected 10 villages for

qualitative research that were “on the regression line” in the sense that there was little improvement in

25We would expect civil society leaders to have higher levels of communication with superordinate polit-
ical leaders, at least until a new equilibrium is established, and recall that our survey was only three months
after the intervention ended.
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Table 14: Monitoring and Sanctioning Processes

Mean Control Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect
Training + CL Training

Civil Society Leader’s Status - Increased Direct Pressure

VH usually meets CL at CL’s home 0.076 -0.075** -0.060 0.015 191
(0/1) (CL survey) (0.267) (0.038) (0.038) (0.043)

CL’s perceptions of whether respected 0.685 -0.048 0.001 0.046 193
by all in village (0/1) (CL survey) (0.467) (0.083) (0.085) (0.097)

Fire Alarm - Increased Pressure from Above

VH’s perceived independence from govt 2.448 0.037 0.081 0.044 244
(1-4) (VH survey) (0.996) (0.149) (0.159) (0.182)

No. times per year exchange information 0.287 0.613** -0.243 -0.857** 191
btwn CL and district administrator (CL survey) (0.911) (0.283) (0.301) (0.341)

Community Mobilization - Increased Pressure from Below

No. community meetings organized 5.323 0.337 -1.511 -1.848 193
by CL (CL survey) (7.643) (1.231) (1.262) (1.430)

HH’s knowledge test score (0-1) 0.597 -0.005 0.001 0.006 2151
(HH survey) (0.228) (0.014) (0.013) (0.016)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the 90, 95 and 99 percent
confidence levels respectively.
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governance if only the village head was trained but there was a large improvement in governance if both

the village head and the community leader were trained (Lieberman, 2005).26 Once we had identified all

of the on-the-line cases, we selected all cases where a positive on-the-line case was paired with a negative

on-the-line case in the same geographic strata (defined by wards and land classification). This resulted in

the selection of four “village head only” villages and six “village head plus community leader” villages for

qualitative research, with these villages falling into four distinct geographic strata.

In each of the ten villages, the qualitative research involved conducting interviews and focus groups.

First, we interviewed the village head alongside advisers of his or her choosing. Second, we conducted

two focus groups, one with a group of about 8 villagers organized by the village head, and one with the

random sample of 8 villagers included in the follow-up survey. In addition, in each village, we conducted

a one-on-one interview with the civil society leader included in the training sessions (or, in cases where no

civil society leader was trained, the civil society leader the village head said he would have liked to have

included in the training sessions if he had been given the opportunity).

We use the qualitative evidence to consider three aspects of the dynamics of change relevant to ad-

judicating the mechanism: (1) Did the civil society leader become a competitor to or integrated into the

traditional village governance structure? (2) Did the civil society leaders simply change the capacity of the

village head to accomplish reforms they already favored or did they also change their incentives to imple-

ment reforms? (3) Did the civil society leader directly pressure the village head to accomplish change, or

did he or she levy pressure indirectly by informing higher leaders or mobilizing villagers?

The qualitative evidence suggests that the civil society leader who was trained alongside the village

head often took on new responsibilities and powers after the training session, but these responsibilities

were through existing traditional institutions, not independent of them. In particular, the trained community

leaders often became advisers to the village head. Although we did not observe an increase in the status of

civil society leaders as a whole vis-a-vis village heads on the cruder measures included in the quantitative

survey, the qualitative evidence suggests there were important changes in how the village head viewed the

26We focused on understanding the differences in the effects of training both the village head and a civil
society leader versus only training the village head both because these are the effects of greatest theoretical
interest and because the program had been rolled out in the year 2 villages by the time of the qualitative
research, making a comparison to the year 1 control villages impossible.
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trained civil society leader. For example, when we asked village heads to invite their close advisers to

meet with us for discussion, 80 percent of the village heads who were trained alongside community leaders

subsequently included the trained community leader in this group, while only 25 percent of village heads

trained alone invited the person they subsequently said they would choose for inclusion in the training if

given the option.27 In addition, we found trained community leaders were often included in the village

head’s courts, but that they rarely took on independent activities in the village unless these tasks were

“delegated” by the village head;28 for example, trained community leaders were in several instances tasked

with adjudicating disputes when the village head was away from the village or otherwise preoccupied.29

This is inconsistent with civil society leaders acting either as competitors to the village head or independent

watchdogs, but it is consistent with either the human resources or the social pressure mechanism.

The qualitative evidence also suggests civil society leaders changed both the capacity and the incentives

of village heads with regards to implementing reform. In interviews with the village heads, they described

the civil society leader primarily as reminding and advising them about regulations and best practices, sug-

gesting changes in capacity may have been particularly critical. For example, village heads described the

inclusion of the community leader as beneficial because ‘I now have an aide who reminds, guides and in-

forms me of the best practices to lead the people,” “I am reminded of some crucial issues that I would have

forgotten since age is catching up with me,” and “Some issues that I did not understand, she helps clarify to

the people.”30 However, village heads might have emphasized the “reminder” role of civil society leaders

partly to save face, and interviews with civil society leaders suggest that there was often resistance by village

heads to implementing some reforms, especially the requirement that they stop taking payments for hearing

cases.31 A number of civil society leaders noted the importance of being persistent in getting village heads

to change their behavior, describing how they needed to “argue with” the village head to get him to make

27There would be a 17 percent chance of getting this distribution of included community leaders across
the two arms of the treatment if the treatment effect were zero. Note that one of the village heads did not
get the instruction to bring advisers and is not included in these calculations.

28Interview with village head in village 22909.
29Interview with village head in village 31729; focus group in village 23510; focus group in village

21202.
30Interview with village head in village 20515; interview with village head in village 23510; interview

with village head in village 21202.
31Interview with civil society leader in village 20512; interview with civil society leader in village 20515;

interview with civil society leader in village 33026
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changes, that “it took a while for him to do it”, and that he would “go down fighting but ultimately give

in.”32 Thus, both increased social pressure to implement reforms and improved human resource capacity to

do so appear to be at work.

Finally, the qualitative evidence suggests most of the pressure on the village head came directly from

the civil society leader, rather than from higher-level leaders or villagers. When trained civil society leaders

were asked what they could do if the village head was not making decisions in a proper manner, they all

emphasized that they would approach him directly.33 A number of them also noted that if their own inter-

vention was not sufficient, they would mobilize other community leaders, especially elders and members

of the village court, to put pressure on the village head.34 Only in one instance did a trained civil society

leader say that he could escalate the matter to higher-level authority if necessary – he specifically men-

tioned higher-level traditional leaders and the police – and no one mentioned organizing the community as

a whole.35 Indeed, although some civil society leaders had organized community meetings for the purpose

of conveying what they had learned in the training sessions to the community as a whole, citizens in our

focus groups said that efforts to inform them about regulations had generally been inadequate.36 Thus, most

of the pressure on village heads to change their behavior was the result of direct pressure from civil society

leaders and other village elites.

Together, this suggests social pressure from civil society leaders themselves was critical in encourag-

ing reformed behavior from village heads. Trained civil society leaders appear to have increased both the

capacity of village heads to implement reform and given them new incentives to change their behavior.

32Interview with civil society leader in village 20515; interview with civil society leader in village 31729;
interview with civil society leader in village 33026

33Interview with civil society leader in village 20515; interview with civil society leader in village 21202;
interview with civil society leader in village 21507; interview with civil society leader in village 22909;
interview with civil society leader in village 23510; interview with civil society leader in village 31729

34Interview with civil society leader in village 20515; interview with civil society leader in village 20517.
35Interview with civil society leader in village 31729.
36Focus group village 20515; focus group village 21507.
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8 Conclusion

This paper has examined the possibilities for using horizontal pressure from civil society leaders to reform

patrimonial village-level governance in Zimbabwe. The results suggest that empowering civil society leaders

can be an effective way to reform village-level governance. In this particular context, the training of civil

society leaders increased village heads’ compliance with procedures designed to increase consultation and

reduce corruption, and appears to have improved their management of local issues overall. Our analysis

of the mechanisms through which the trained community leaders had these effects suggests they checked

power through direct social pressure. Given the challenges of using top-down or bottom-up pressure to

reform local governance in many settings, the finding that horizontal social pressure from civil society

leaders can be singularly effective in motivating reform is important.

On the one hand, these results can be viewed as highly consistent with a long tradition of countervailing

elites serving as checks on the power of rulers in Africa and beyond. For example, in pre-colonial Africa,

earth priests, queen mothers and traditional councilors played key roles in restraining the power of chiefs

(Baldwin, 2016; Mamdani, 1996).

On the other hand, the results can be described as counterintuitive insofar as one might expect political

leaders to neutralize pressure from small numbers of elites by buying them off (Gottlieb, 2015; Mattingly,

2016). There are a number of reasons why village heads may not have been able to neutralize pressure for

reforms from civil society leaders by offering private payoffs in the case studied. First, many of the civil

society leaders in these villages had vested interests in the procedural reforms emphasized in the training

sessions: they were relatively young, female and lacking in partisan affiliations, and therefore stood to gain

personally from reforms to a system that benefited elderly, male supporters of the ruling party. Second,

village heads were often less wealthy than civil society leaders, and so they may not have been able to offer

private payoffs sufficient to neutralize pressures for procedural changes.

The ability of civil society leaders to serve as a constituency for reform is likely to vary. Still, as Tendler

(1997) long ago noted, there is often sufficient diversity of interests among community leaders for them to

serve as effective checks on one another’s power. In view of this, horizontal pressure from other leaders may

frequently be a promising avenue for motivating local governance reforms.
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1 Balance Statistics

Table 1: Balance Statistics

Variable Training No Training p-value VH Only VH & CL p-value

Village characteristics
Communal land 0.71 0.71 0.92 0.72 0.69 0.74
No. HHs 163 171 0.61 148 181 0.19
No. community groups 4.5 4.1 0.07 4.4 4.6 0.43
VH characteristics
Female VH 0.05 0.09 0.27 0.05 0.05 0.85
VH with prim. education 0.66 0.72 0.30 0.66 0.65 0.99
Age of VH 65 64 0.56 65 64 0.74
Tenure of VH 15 13 0.46 14 16 0.59
VH with ZANU-PF sign 0.28 0.31 0.52 0.28 0.27 0.92
HH characteristics
Villagers with prim. education 0.80 0.81 0.70 0.80 0.81 0.49
Age of villagers 43 43 0.43 44 42 0.06
Villagers born in village 0.47 0.49 0.47 0.48 0.46 0.58
HH member in wage labor 0.31 0.30 0.85 0.30 0.31 0.86
Own plots 0.88 0.86 0.05 0.88 0.89 0.62
Newspaper readers 0.20 0.20 0.87 0.22 0.18 0.09
Cattle wealth index 2.1 1.8 0.12 2.3 1.9 0.09
Diff. political views from VH 0.30 0.27 0.30 0.27 0.27 0.97

2



2 Dimensions of Village Head Bias

Table 2: Pro-ZANU-PF Biases in Village-Level Decision Making

Not ZANU-PF ZANU-PF Difference

Received Food Aid Last Year 0.448 0.434 -0.014
(0.023) (0.038) (0.044)

Believe Most Decisions by 0.584 0.671 0.137***
Village Head’s Court Fair (0.023) (0.036) (0.036)

Took Case to Village Head’s 0.439 0.451 0.012
Court if Had Dispute (0.023) (0.036) (0.044)

The first two columns report means with standard errors below in parentheses. The third
column reports the differences between column two and column three, with the standard
error of the difference reported in parentheses below. Only villages that did not receive
any training in year 1 are included in the calculations.

Table 3: Gender Biases in Village-Level Decision Making

Female Male Difference

Received Food Aid Last Year 0.405 0.346 -0.059**
(0.021) (0.021) (0.030)

Believe Most Decisions by 0.602 0.602 0.000
Village Head’s Court Fair (0.021) (0.021) (0.030)

Took Case to Village Head’s 0.441 0.469 0.028
Court if Had Dispute (0.023) (0.021) (0.031)

The first two columns report means with standard errors below in parentheses.
The third column reports the differences between column two and column three,
with the standard error of the difference reported in parentheses below. Only
villages that did not receive any training in year 1 are included in the calculations.
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Table 4: Kinship Biases in Village-Level Decision Making

Non-Related Related Difference

Received Food Aid Last Year 0.360 0.385 0.025
(0.022) (0.021) (0.030)

Believe Most Decisions by 0.550 0.643 0.093***
Village Head’s Court Fair (0.023) (0.021) (0.030)

Took Case to Village Head’s 0.431 0.470 0.039
Court if Had Dispute (0.022) (0.021) (0.031)

The first two columns report means with standard errors below in parentheses.
The third column reports the differences between column two and column three,
with the standard error of the difference reported in parentheses below. Only
villages that did not receive any training in year 1 are included in the calculations.

3 Disputes Taken to Village Heads

Table 5: Village Heads and Dispute Resolution

% HHs with % taken to
dispute in VH
past year

Land Disputes 18 74

Crop Destruction 49 77

Theft 27 47

Witchcraft 8 43

Domestic Violence 10 25

Marriage Disputes 14 16

Assault 10 33
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4 Community Leaders Included in Training

Table 6: Comparison of Trained Civil Society Leaders to Sample

% Trained % Surveyed

Community Leader Type

Caregiver/ Village Health Worker 54 33
Church Leader 8 19
NGO Officer/Focal Point 6 0
Farmers Group Representative 9 17
School Development Committee Member 4 2
Secretary/Treasurer/Member of Village Committee 19 15
War Veteran 0 4
Youth Chairperson 0 4
Other 1 6

Community Leader Gender
Male 45 52
Female 55 48
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5 Measuring Political Views

We measured whether respondents have different political views from their village heads by asking whether

they agreed or disagreed with the statement "My own political views are very similar to those of the vil-

lage head” as part of our follow-up survey. This was measured post-treatment and as a result there may

be concerns that the treatment changed the number or types of people who disagreed with this statement,

especially because the purpose of the intervention was to constrain the ability of the village head to make

politically biased decisions. However, in the context of Zimbabwe, where people’s partisan affiliations are

generally well known and very polarized (LeBas 2006), we think it unlikely that the intervention would

affect perceptions of the village head’s partisanship in the medium-term; rather, the goal was to affect the

village head’s behavior towards non-co-partisans. Indeed, the following table shows that the characteristics

of the respondents identifying as having different political views from their village head is similar across

treatment arms. Of 18 comparisons, just two are statistically significant at the 90 percent confidence level

and just one is statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level; this is consistent with what we

would expect to see by chance in the absence of systematic differences between the comparison groups.

Particularly important is the fact that respondents who identify as having “different political views” from

their village heads do not have significantly different levels of affiliation with ZANU-PF or the major oppo-

sition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), across the treatment arms. Across the different

arms of the experiment, between 23 and 26 percent of them identify as ZANU-PF supporters and between

34 and 45 percent of them identify as MDC supporters.1

Unfortunately, even though the district authorities initially approved a questionnaire containing this

question, we were asked to remove it two thirds of the way through surveying, so we do not have data on

this question for one third of respondents.We randomized the intervention by geographic blocks and were

proceeding geographically. The following table considers how the communities in which we were able to

ask this question differ from the communities in which we were not able to ask this question. Out of 15

comparisions, we find two differences that are statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level and

one difference that is statistically significant at the 99 percent confidence level, slightly more differences

1The MDC split into two factions prior to the 2013 election. Respondents who identified with either
faction are coded as MDC members.
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Table 7: Characteristics of Respondents with Difference Political Views from VH by Treatment Arm

Variable Training No Training p-value VH Only VH & CL p-value

Villagers with prim. education 0.87 0.89 0.64 0.89 0.86 0.53
Age of villagers 41 40 0.42 43 40 0.16
Villagers born in village 0.49 0.52 0.61 0.47 0.52 0.46
HH member in wage labor 0.37 0.31 0.24 0.32 0.42 0.15
Own plots 0.86 0.82 0.28 0.79 0.93 0.01**
Newspaper readers 0.18 0.25 0.10 0.17 0.19 0.78
Cattle wealth index 2.2 1.9 0.33 1.8 2.6 0.10*
Support for ZANU-PF 0.26 0.23 0.43 0.26 0.26 0.98
Support for MDC 0.42 0.34 0.15 0.45 0.38 0.35
N 645 640 334 311
% of all respondents 0.30 0.27 0.34 0.28 0.27 0.87

than can be attributable to chance. This suggests the sample for which we have political information is

different than the sample for which we do not. Specifically, it is made up of smaller, more recently settled

villages.
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Table 8: Differences in Communities with and without Political Data

Variable Political Data No Political Data p-value

Village characteristics
Communal land 0.74 0.66 0.16
No. HHs 185 142 0.01**
No. community groups 4.3 4.3 0.97
VH characteristics
Female VH 0.06 0.08 0.64
VH with prim. education 0.71 0.66 0.40
Age of VH 65 63 0.40
Tenure of VH 15 12 0.10
VH with ZANU-PF sign 0.33 0.25 0.20
HH characteristics
Villagers with prim. education 0.81 0.80 0.50
Age of villagers 43 43 0.81
Villagers born in village 0.51 0.43 0.001***
HH member in wage labor 0.31 0.30 0.77
Own plots 0.86 0.88 0.28
Newspaper readers 0.20 0.21 0.49
Cattle wealth index 1.9 2.0 0.68
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6 Measuring Need

We measure the need of households for food aid in the past year based on their responses to a series of

questions:

“In the last twelve months, did you harvest enough grain to feed your family without buying it on the

market?” “In the last twelve months, did you harvest enough grain to feed your family after buying it on the

market?”

Households that did not have enough grain to feed their families through their own harvest and their

own market purchases are classified as “needy.” Table 9 shows the distribution of needy families across

treatment arms.

Table 9: Food Aid Need by Treatment Arm

Variable Training No Training p-value VH Only VH & CL p-value

Needy 0.655 0.644 0.663 0.640 0.689 0.092
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7 Changes in Process as Reported by Community Leaders

Table 10: Changes in Process as Reported by Civil Society Leaders

Control Mean Effect of VH Effect of VH CL Effect N
(and St. Dev.) Training + CL Training

Procedures (Mean effects index) 0.00 -0.022 0.284* 0.306* 257
(1.00) (0.156) (0.156) (0.182)

Consultation of resource management council (%) 0.439 0.040 0.003 -0.037 223
(0.498) (0.081) (0.085) (0.096)

Consultation of women’s council 0.150 0.007 0.056 0.048 237
(0.359) (0.060) (0.061) (0.071)

Proportion of women on dare 0.303 -0.028 0.014 0.042 257
(0.205) (0.030) (0.030) (0.035)

Do not charge fee 0.204 0.045 0.125* 0.079 213
(0.405) (0.071) (0.069) (0.081)

Access to records 0.600 -0.030 0.051 0.081 234
(0.492) (0.078) (0.076) (0.091)

Table displays standard errors in parentheses. *, ** and *** indicate significance at the
90, 95 and 99 percent confidence levels respectively.
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8 Deviations from Pre-Analysis Plan

We registered a pre-analysis plan for our impact evaluation prior to receiving the data. This plan was based

on intensive discussions with the implementing partner about the outcomes they expected their programming

to achieve on governance by village heads and community-level conflict. In this paper, we focus on the

differential effects of the two variants of the intervention (one that included a community leader monitor and

one that did not) on governance outcomes; we plan to discuss the effects of the intervention on community-

level conflict more broadly in a separate paper. Within the category of “governance”, we registered four

outcomes – the village head’s knowledge of the law, the village head’s attitudes towards human rights, the

impartiality of the village head, and the village head’s legitimacy.

In our paper, we also look at one additional outcome, the village head’s governance procedures. We

asked a series of questions about the processes by which the village head makes decisions and manages con-

flict. We did not register them because the implementing partner did not emphasize them as a key outcome

of their program. This was an oversight on our part, as the training curriculum placed great emphasis on the

adoption of inclusive and transparent decision-making processes, and this is a theoretically important inter-

mediate step in reducing bias, especially in dispute resolution. The section on decision-making procedures

runs from D18-D24 of the village head survey. In all instances in which significant numbers of village heads

were not adopting prescribed procedures or best practices prior to the intervention, we consider the effect of

the training sessions on the adoption of the procedure.

We have also made a few adjustments to our measurement of the registered outcomes in cases where

we felt the registered measurements suffered from conceptual problems or were not consistent with the

measurement strategies employed by other scholars conducting research in this area. We discuss these

adjustments below, while noting that none of these shifts change the statistical significance of the results.

As specified in the pre-analysis plan, we are interested mainly in the village head’s decision-making in

two areas – reducing food insecurity and dispute resolution. For both areas, we look at both (a) the amount

of bias in the village head’s decision-making in the area and (b) the effectiveness of the village head in

managing problems.
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Food Aid Outcomes

Bias: Likelihood of people with different political views from the VH receiving food aid

Efficiency: Effect of measured need on the receipt of food aid

Both of these analyses were pre-registered, but as part of our secondary analysis because we were con-

cerned about looking at the effect of the intervention only on certain societal sub-groups. Specifically, we

were concerned that the intervention could potentially change the types of people who reported having dif-

ferent political views from the village head and the types of people who have measured need before receiving

food aid. We have given these results greater weight in this paper because auxiliary analysis suggests the

intervention did not change the types of people falling in these sub-groups, and because other recent pa-

pers looking at the effects of monitoring and governance interventions on food aid have constructed similar

measures by societal sub-groups (Banerjee et al. 2015; Beath et al. 2015). In contrast, we do not discuss

one pre-registered analysis, which involved using a list experiment to measure perceptions of bias in food

aid distribution over the previous five years. In retrospect, it was not realistic to expect our follow-up study,

which happened less than a year after the intervention began, to affect this measure.

Dispute Resolution Outcomes

Bias: Likelihood of people with different political views from the VH viewing most decisions by the VH’s

court as fair

Efficiency: Likelihood of people having an unsatisfactorily resolved land or crop destruction dispute

In the pre-registered analysis, we proposed looking at the likelihood of all people viewing the VH’s

decisions as fair. However, because a reduction in bias against groups that previously experienced discrim-

ination should result in a decrease in the favorable treatment accorded to the previously privileged group,

we have revised the analysis to focus on perceptions of fairness within the group suffering discrimination.

In our pre-analysis plan, we also proposed to look at the resolution of all types of disputes within a village.

However, in this paper, we focus only on land and crop disputes because these are the only two types of

disputes that a majority of households in Eastern Zimbabwe take to village heads for resolution if they have
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them, and so they are the two measures of conflict most clearly related to the village head’s governance.

The focus on unresolved disputes is in line with strategies of measuring conflict reduction in recent studies

in political science (Blattman et al. 2014) and is a clearer measure of the village head’s ability to manage

conflict than the number of conflicts, especially in the short to medium-term.

The other sections of the analysis closely follow the pre-analysis plan, with the following slight departures:

(1) In the section on legitimacy, we initially proposed combining measures from the village head’s survey

(or his or her perceived legitimacy) and measures from the household survey. Ultimately, we decided that it

was conceptually clearer and theoretically more important to focus on community member’s perceptions of

their village head’s legitimacy.

(2) Rather than dichotomizing ordered outcome variables, we treat them as continuous outcomes, as is

becoming standard practice in econometrics.

(3) Although we initially proposed standardizing all measures and before combining them into indices, in

cases where many variables to be combined are on the same scale, we have instead sought ways to combine

them that are more easily interpretable (i.e. rather than standardizing and then summing and restandardizing

variables on the same scale, we have preferred to average or sum them as described in the text). In cases

where the variables to be combined are on different scales, we use the originally proposed method.

(4) We employ strata fixed effects for the blocks over which the original randomization was done, as we

consider this to be best practice.

We also note that the analysis of mechanisms in the last section of the paper – based on both qualitative and

quantitative analysis – goes well beyond the originally specified analysis.
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