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C h a p t e r  s i x

Does participation  
strengthen Civil society?

partiCipatory Development projeCts often inCluDe builD- 

ing “social capital” and hearing the “voices of the poor” as key objec-
tives. this chapter reviews the literature on how effective participatory 
development projects have been in achieving these goals. it presents 
evidence on several important questions. how do deliberative processes 
actually work in developing countries? is deliberation equitable? is it 
sustainable? under what conditions does it build the capacity to engage? 
Can local inequalities in power and social structure be remedied by 
mandating the inclusion of women and discriminated minorities in 
leadership positions? Does participation build “social capital”? Can 
inducing participation improve a community’s capacity to address dis-
putes and improve cohesion in postconflict settings? is there evidence 
that induced participation enhances social cohesion and the “voice” of 
marginalized groups in local decision-making bodies? 

Participatory Decision Making and Social Cohesion in 
Induced Development Projects

participatory development projects expend considerable resources and 
effort building community-level organizations with the expectation that 
doing so not only allows disadvantaged groups to participate directly 
in decision-making processes but that it can also encourage dialogue 
between groups otherwise separated by wealth, gender, or social status, 
thereby creating the basis for greater social cohesion. if this is the case, 
induced participation may help build social cohesion and strengthen 
democratic values and practices even in communities where there are 
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important social cleavages caused by inequality, ethnic heterogeneity, 
or conflict.

the hypothesis that induced participation may help build social 
cohesion turns out to be a particularly difficult one to evaluate. the 
measurement of social outcomes is itself challenging, because projects 
usually provide resources for local public goods, private transfers, micro-
credit, and skills training, in addition to community mobilization. the 
provision of resources makes it difficult to isolate the impact of partici-
pation on social outcomes. exposure to participatory messaging may 
also make members of program communities more likely to indicate 
more willingness to cooperate or to report higher levels of trust and 
support for democracy regardless of any substantive change in attitudes 
or practices. local facilitators spend considerable time with community 
members elucidating the benefits of program participation, community 
collective action, self-help groups, contributions to development proj-
ects, and so forth. isolating the impact of participation on preferences, 
trust, networks, or cooperation is therefore likely to be difficult even 
in the best-designed evaluation. self-reported retrospective accounts of 
change are perhaps the least reliable source of information.

to make matters worse, very few evaluations of community-driven 
development or social fund projects have been able to deal effectively 
with the problem of identifying comparison communities for assessing 
project impact. in the majority of cases, comparison groups are created 
by identifying communities that did not get the program but look oth-
erwise similar to program communities. because matching communi-
ties on the relevant social variables (trust, cooperation, density of social 
networks, political participation, and so forth) is rarely an option, most 
studies match on the usual set of sociodemographic variables available 
in national income statistics and expenditure surveys. matching in this 
way is particularly problematic if, as is often the case, participatory 
programs rely on community “willingness” or “readiness” to participate 
rather than on clear eligibility criteria. although matching in this way 
may be sensible from a programmatic perspective, it makes causal infer-
ence challenging, because outcomes of interest (such as greater political 
awareness) may be precisely why a community was selected in the first 
place, rather than an outcome of the program. 

these challenges affect both the quantity and quality of the literature 
on participation and social cohesion. three recent studies, all of which 
focus on community-driven reconstruction projects, are exceptions. 

The hypothesis that induced 
participation may help build 
social cohesion turns out to 

be a particularly difficult one 
to evaluate.
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the first evaluates a community reconstruction project implemented 
by the international rescue Committee in northern liberia (fearon, 
humphreys, and Weinstein 2009).1 survey results indicate a reduction 
in social tension and an increase in trust in local leadership, as well 
as an increase in participation by marginalized groups in community 
decision-making activities. the authors use a behavioral public goods 
game to augment and validate these survey-based findings on the 
impact of participation on social cohesion and cooperation.2 they find 
that a larger percentage of households in the program communities  
(71 percent versus 62 percent in the comparison communities) contrib-
uted the maximum amount. however, the difference was driven mainly 
by contributions from internally displaced persons who had returned 
to their villages after the war and benefited from this project as well as 
other programs directed at resettling them. moreover, the evidence does 
not support any increase in broader collective action or in democratic 
values or practices in program villages. there was also no change in the 
attitudes of traditional leaders toward community decision making. 

the second study is an ongoing evaluation of a community-driven 
reconstruction program in afghanistan. it also finds some positive, 
albeit preliminary, evidence on the impact of a national community-
driven reconstruction project (the national support program) on 
political attitudes and social cohesion (beath, Christia, and enikolopev 
2011).3 the results from an initial follow-up suggest significant shifts in 
political attitudes (regarding trust in government and local leaders, in 
women’s role in the community, and in women as leaders, for example) 
and in social cohesion. a caveat is that self-reports of political attitudes 
such as trust in government or greater community cooperation can 
be difficult to interpret in the absence of corroborating evidence on 
outcomes. there is little evidence that village elites in program villages 
were less likely to exercise influence in village development councils 
or that there was any change in the types of households that benefited 
from government programs. as discussed in earlier chapters, communi-
ties that have community-driven development projects routinely report 
greater social cohesion and levels of satisfaction, and self-reports are 
generally more positive when questions are posed in language that more 
closely evokes the language used by facilitators.4 

the third study, by Casey, Glennerster, and miguel (2011), finds 
less positive results. the Gobifo (move forward) project in sierra 
leone, funded primarily by the World bank, provided block grants 

A project in Liberia shows 
an increase in trust and 
participation by marginalized 
groups and a reduction in 
social tension. But there is 
no evidence of an increase 
in broader collective action 
capacity.

An ongoing evaluation 
of a community-driven 
reconstruction project in 
Afghanistan finds preliminary 
positive evidence on political 
attitudes and social cohesion.
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worth about $5,000 per community (roughly $100 per household) for 
local public goods, skills training, and microentrepreneurship. the 
project staff also provided training in democratic decision making and 
encouraged the participation of socially marginalized groups (mainly 
women and youth) in local decision-making bodies.5 like the first two 
studies, this study randomly assigned eligible communities to program 
and comparison status and combined survey methods with what they 
refer to as “structured community activities.” these activities assessed 
how communities responded to a matching grant opportunity to invest 
in a small public good (building materials), made communal decisions 
between two alternatives, and allocated a small endowment among 
community members. Despite the careful design and the long evalua-
tion period (four years between baseline in 2005 and endline in 2009), 
the study finds no evidence that the program had an impact on any 
measure of social cohesion or collective action used (local fundraising 
capacity, decision-making processes, and so forth). there was also no 
evidence of a shift in social attitudes or norms with respect to women’s 
participation in public activities.

another approach to measuring social cohesion is to assess the extent 
to which community-level organizations bring together diverse groups 
of people who may otherwise not have an opportunity to interact with 
one another, thereby creating a new deliberative space. a growing body 
of literature on participatory councils is starting to generate interesting 
evidence on this issue in the context of local decentralization, but only 
three studies look at the extent to which community organizations are 
cohesive in their membership patterns. Doing so is important, because 
community-driven projects often work through self-help groups, which 
are endogenously formed. a community or village may therefore have 
several such groups, which may or may not be brought together into 
higher-level organizations.

arcand and fafchamps (2012) look at community organizations in 
burkina faso and senegal. they find that community organizations 
tend to sort sharply by wealth and status. survey research in são paulo 
and mexico City also finds that citizens who participate in associations 
are likely to be highly stratified by education, gender, labor market 
status, and other factors (houtzager, acharya, and lavalle 2007). 
mansuri (2012) finds that community organizations supported by the 
national rural support program in pakistan were highly segregated 
along wealth, ethnicity, education, and political power within villages, 

A study from Sierra Leone 
finds no evidence that a 
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had any impact on social 
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in addition to almost complete sorting by gender. however, she finds 
that some communities do much better than others. sorting on status 
(education, land, and caste) is significantly dampened in villages with 
above-average levels of schooling but similar levels of land inequality 
and caste composition. in contrast, sorting by land intensifies in vil-
lages that are more unequal in land wealth, and sorting by caste status 
intensifies in villages that have more low-caste households. 

four other studies provide some interesting insights, though their 
evaluation designs are f lawed. Chase, Christensen, and thongyou 
(2006) use data from an evaluation of the thailand social fund to 
assess whether the fund selected villages with specific characteristics 
and whether implementation of the program had an impact on the 
level of social capital in the selected villages. using a combination of 
household survey and qualitative data, they find that the social fund 
provided funding to villages with particular preexisting social capital 
characteristics (greater norms of self-sacrifice, higher levels of trust 
among neighbors, and a history of collective action). they also find 
some evidence that exposure to the program enhanced social cohesion.6 
these results are suggestive at best, as the social capital variables were 
generated after program implementation, making any causal inference 
difficult. moreover, program effects were weak, with social fund villages 
performing significantly better than control villages on only 19 percent 
of the social capital measures listed in the study.

labonne and Chase (2008) study Kalahi–CiDss, a large 
community-driven development program in the philippines. using 
data from 135 villages in 16 municipalities, the authors assess the 
program’s impact on social capital indicators such as participation in 
local governance activities, village group membership, and relationships 
between local officials and citizens. they find that trust in local officials 
increased in villages that received funding—even though the propor-
tion of households that requested services decreased. 

two studies use data from the District poverty initiatives project 
(Dpip) in india to measure changes in social capital and political 
empowerment. the Dpip supported the formation of women’s self-help 
groups to promote economic and social empowerment. 

Deininger and liu (2008) use recall data to measure changes in 
social capital and political participation in treatment and control groups 
in andhra pradesh between 2000 and 2004.7 they find a significant 
increase in the level of social capital and political participation in Dpip 
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areas, with identical effects across participants and nonparticipants.8 
they interpret this finding as evidence that the program had large posi-
tive social externalities. however, the design of the evaluation does not 
allow for a clean test of this effect, because it is unclear whether control 
communities are comparable on the relevant measures of social cohesion 
or social capital at baseline. the measures of social cohesion used are 
also closely linked to the rhetoric of participatory projects. 

Kumar (2007) examines whether participation in Dpip, which runs 
parallel to and outside the local government structure, helped poor 
and lower-caste households engage effectively with the participatory 
processes organized by local governments in madhya pradesh. she finds 
a significant impact on political participation by poor rural women in 
program areas. households in program villages not only had greater 
political awareness and better knowledge of other government pro-
grams, but they were also more likely to participate in village affairs, to 
know about gram sabha (village assembly) meetings, and to participate 
in them. they also reported being more active participants, and speak-
ing, voting, or objecting to decisions more often than other participants. 
as in the study by Deininger and liu, however, this paper’s evaluation 
strategy is problematic, because it cannot identify why some villages 
were selected into Dpip and others were not.9

there is also fair bit of suggestive evidence that localities in which 
civic institutions are more vibrant have better outcomes. few, if any, 
of these studies are able to identify a causal link from decentralization 
or participation in a community-drive development program to the 
quality of civic institutions, however. olken (2006) finds that villages 
with more social organizations (community self-help groups, religious 
study groups, women’s organizations) were less likely to experience 
both outright corruption in the form of missing rice and less leakage 
to village elites. Camacho and Conover (2011) find that municipalities 
in Colombia that had better monitoring by community organizations 
experienced less leakage from targeted programs. Galasso and ravallion 
(2005) find that bangladeshi villages in which the Grameen bank 
was present received more program resources from the center and that 
these resources were better targeted to the poor. arcand, bassole, and 
tranchant (2008) examine the extent to which participatory gover-
nance bodies, such as the Conseil de Concertation et de Gestion (CCG) 
in senegal, are able to compete with local elected leaders from the 
Conseil Rural in attracting project funds to their communities. the 
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community-driven development project designed the CCG as a parallel 
participatory institution to ensure the representation of vulnerable and 
marginalized groups that were less likely to be represented in the Conseil 
Rural through the electoral process. the authors find that villages with 
more CCG members who were not in the Conseil Rural were more likely 
to receive a project, suggesting that although political elites may direct 
projects to their own villages, villagers who engage in participatory 
governance structures can enhance resource flows to their communities. 

Representation Quotas and Inclusion Mandates 

this section focuses on how reservations and quotas in local councils 
and inclusion mandates have been used to address specific types of 
social exclusion and make democratic institutions (and political incen-
tives) more responsive to people who would otherwise have little voice. 
many of the results come from the literature on mandated representa-
tion in indian village councils (gram panchayats). these studies look 
at whether leaders from disadvantaged groups have incentives to align 
their actions with the interests of their particular group or the general 
public. 

Effects on Women 

Women are systematically excluded from collective bodies, and from 
positions of power, in many parts of the world. looking at what she 
calls “participatory exclusions” in community forestry groups in india 
and nepal, agarwal (2001) finds that fewer than 10 percent of the 
members of groups with decision-making authority are women, even 
though women are required to do much of the work involved in for-
est management. Women’s underrepresentation affects the decisions 
made by these groups and thus has distributional consequences. it also 
reduces the effectiveness of the organizations, by failing to make use of 
the information and skills women may have. such exclusion can have a 
reinforcing impact on discrimination against women.

on the basis of fieldwork conducted over two years, agarwal finds 
that participatory exclusions occur for a variety of reasons. social 
norms exclude women from participating in public spaces, and gen-
dered norms of “acceptable” behaviors restrict women’s attendance 

Some evidence suggests 
that localities in which civic 
institutions are more vibrant 
have better outcomes . . . 

. . . but whether 
decentralization, or 
participation in a community-
driven development program, 
improved the quality of civic 
institutions remains unclear.
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at public gatherings. Women f ind men’s behavior “aggressive.” 
restrictions on women’s visibility and mobility affect their ability to 
participate, they face negative stereotypes about their ability to con-
tribute effectively to proceedings that have public implications, and 
they face norms that relegate them to work on women-specific tasks. 
many groups also have exclusionary rules, such as allowing only one 
person per household to belong to a forestry group, which effectively 
excludes women. 

to get around social restrictions of this kind, in 1992 india adopted 
a constitutional amendment mandating that one-third of all seats on 
village councils and a third of all presidencies of these councils be 
reserved for women. many states randomly rotate the council seats and 
presidencies reserved for women. a series of studies has exploited this 
random allocation to study the impact of mandating seats for women 
on a variety of outcomes.

Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004b) analyze survey data from 265 
village councils in the states of West bengal and rajasthan. in the 
birbhum district of West bengal, the share of women among partici-
pants in the village council was significantly higher when the president 
was a woman (rising from 6.9 percent to 9.8 percent), and female presi-
dents in reserved villages were twice as likely as male presidents to have 
addressed a request or complaint to the gram panchayat in the previous 
six months. in contrast, in rajasthan the fact that the president was a 
woman had no effect on women’s participation in the village council or 
on the incidence of women’s complaints.

the authors also look at the effect of the policy of reserving seats for 
women on the provision of public goods. they find that the gender of 
the president affected the provision of public goods in both West bengal 
and rajasthan, with significantly more investments in drinking water in 
gram panchayats in which the president was a woman. in West bengal, 
gram panchayats were less likely to have set up informal schools when the 
presidency was reserved for a woman. the evidence on roads was mixed, 
with roads receiving significantly more funding in gram panchayats 
reserved for women in West bengal and less in gram panchayats reserved 
for women in rajasthan. in both states, the provision of public goods 
in reserved constituencies was more closely aligned with the preferences 
of women than with the preferences of men. Women invested less in 
public goods that were more closely linked to men’s concerns (education 
in West bengal and roads in rajasthan).
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Duflo and topalova (2004) look at the effects of political reserva-
tion for women with data from a larger geographical area (11 states in 
india). they present evidence on three aspects of women’s performance 
in office (as measured by the quality and quantity of various public 
goods provided and the likelihood of taking bribes) as well as evidence 
on perceptions of their performance by voters in india’s village councils. 
Consistent with the results in Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004b), they 
find that reservation for women led to more investment in drinking 
water infrastructure, with significantly more public drinking water 
taps and hand pumps when the leadership of the gram panchayat was 
reserved for a woman and weak evidence that the drinking water facili-
ties were in better repair. overall, the average effect of reservation on 
the availability of public goods in a village was positive and statistically 
significant. the average effect of the reservation on the quality of public 
goods was positive as well but not significant. the authors conclude that 
women leaders did a better job than men at delivering drinking water 
infrastructure and at least as good a job delivering other public goods.

Duflo and topalova also find that both men and women reported 
being less likely to pay a bribe to obtain a service when the gram pan-
chayat presidency was held by a woman. however, respondents in vil-
lages with female presidents were also 2 percent less likely to declare that 
they were satisfied with the public goods they received. interestingly, 
respondents also reported being significantly less satisfied with the 
quality of the public health services in villages with women presidents, 
despite the fact that health services were centrally administered and not 
under the jurisdiction of panchayats in any of the 11 states during the 
study period. 

beaman and others (2009) compare villagers’ attitudes toward hypo-
thetical and actual women leaders in councils that have been reserved 
for women once, twice, or never in West bengal. random allocation of 
reservation implies that a difference in voter attitudes in reserved and 
unreserved villages captures the causal effect of mandated reservations. 
an important innovation of this study is the collection and use of 
detailed survey and experimental data on voters’ taste for female lead-
ers, their perceptions of gender roles, and of the effectiveness of female 
leaders. the authors examine explicit and implicit measures of voters’ 
tastes. explicit tastes are captured through voters’ stated feelings toward 
the general idea of male and female leaders; implicit tastes are captured 
through implicit association tests (iats).10 

Reservation of gram panchayat 
seats for women led to more 
investment in drinking water 
infrastructure . . . 

. . . and to less spending on 
public goods preferred by men.
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to examine voter perceptions of leader effectiveness, the authors 
asked villagers to evaluate the effectiveness of hypothetical female and 
male leaders described through vignettes and recorded speeches in 
which the leader’s gender is experimentally manipulated. the results 
show that in villages that never experienced political reservation, villag-
ers, particularly men, disliked the idea of female leaders. on a scale of 
1–10, the average man rated his feeling toward female leaders one point 
below his feelings toward male leaders. men perceived female leaders 
as less effective than male leaders. the average male villager rated the 
same speech and vignette describing a leader’s decision 0.05 standard 
deviations lower when the leader’s gender was experimentally manipu-
lated to be female. female villagers’ evaluation of hypothetical female 
leaders, although less negative, was not statistically different from that 
of male villagers’. 

mandated exposure to a female leader did not affect villagers’ stated 
taste for male leaders. neither the “feeling” rating of leaders nor the taste 
iat showed increased approval of female leaders in villages reserved for 
a female leader. however, among male villagers, it weakened the ste-
reotype (as measured by the occupation iat) that men are associated 
with leadership activities and women with domestic activities. it also 
radically altered perceptions of the effectiveness of female leaders among 
male villagers. in the speech and vignette experiments, male villagers 
who were required to have a female leader considered hypothetical 
female and male leaders equally effective. this reduction in bias was 
absent among female villagers. the authors provide evidence suggest-
ing that a likely reason for this difference is the lower levels of political 
knowledge and exposure to local politics among women. Consistent 
with the experimental data, they find that prior exposure improved 
villagers’ evaluation of their actual leader along multiple dimensions. 

analyzing data from the same sample, beaman and others (2012) 
find that the reservation of seats for women has effects outside the politi-
cal sphere. according to their study, reservations positively affected 
both the aspirations parents had for their daughters and the aspirations 
of girls themselves. they examine the impact of women’s reservations 
on parents’ preferences for their children not to become housewives, to 
hold a job requiring a good education, not to marry before 18, to receive 
higher education, and to be the president of a village. the gap between 
mothers and fathers in gram panchayats in which positions for women 
were never reserved was large, ranging from 24 percent for their child 

Both men and women in 
India perceive women as less 

effective leaders than men.

Reserving gram panchayat 
seats for women may elevate 

the aspirations parents  
have for their daughters 

and the aspirations of girls 
themselves . . .

. . . but reserving seats for 
women has not always led to 

positive effects.



257

d o e s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  s t r e n g t h e n  c i v i l  s o c i e t y ?

not marrying before 18, to 75 percent for their daughter not becoming 
a housewife. this gap was, on average, 20 percentage points smaller 
in gram panchayats with a randomly assigned woman president. the 
authors also surveyed adolescents ages 11–15. they find that the gender 
gap in their career and education aspirations was 32 percentage points 
smaller in villages that reserved seats for women. 

bhavnani (2009) assesses the long-term impact of the reservation of 
seats for women on municipal councils in mumbai by examining the 
relative change in political power in councils that had previously been 
reserved for women. he tests for the continuing effects of the 1997 
reservations on various aspects of the 2002 elections. his main find-
ing is that women won 21.6 percent of wards that had been reserved 
for women in 1997 but were open to both genders in 2002 (treatment 
wards) and only 3.7 percent of wards that were open to both men and 
women in 1997 and 2002 (control wards). Women’s chances of winning 
ward elections in 2002 were thus more than quintupled by the reserva-
tion of seats five years earlier. bhavnani also examines the mechanisms 
through which the electoral chances for women may have increased 
in the previously reserved constituencies. he finds that the increase is 
explained by both an incumbency effect and an increase in the number 
of woman candidates running in the previously reserved constituency.

some studies show that reserving seats for women has not always led 
to positive effects. bardhan, mookherjee, and torrado (2010) examine 
all 16 rural districts in West bengal (89 villages in 57 gram panchay-
ats), drawing on the results of a household survey conducted between 
2003 and 2004. using a stratified random sample of 20 households per 
village, they examine the determinants of access to a variety of local 
government programs, including provision of toilets, participation in 
public works, receipt of below poverty line (bpl) cards, and access to 
agricultural minikits. they find that the reservation of seats for women 
led to no improvement in intravillage household targeting to female-
headed households and a worsening of targeting to households from 
schedule castes and tribes. these effects were mitigated in villages that 
had high land inequality. the authors interpret these findings to suggest 
that female leaders are inexperienced and weak and that their leadership 
exacerbates clientelistic allocations. in high inequality areas, female 
leaders are also from elite families, which makes them more effective. 

ban and rao (2009) draw on community-level and household survey 
data and surveys of village presidents in four southern indian states. 
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they find no significant effect of women’s leadership on participation 
in public village meetings or the existence of women’s organizations 
in the community. they also find that women presidents in reserved 
gram panchayats were significantly less likely than male presidents 
to meet with higher-level officials. relative to unreserved gram pan-
chayats, panchayats reserved for women invested significantly more in 
education-related activities. but on the vast majority of activities, female 
presidents behaved no differently from male presidents. in contrast to 
Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004a), ban and rao find no evidence that 
female presidents acted in accordance with women’s preferences. 

ban and rao find considerable heterogeneity in their results. in 
particular, female presidents in reserved gram panchayats were unam-
biguously more effective when they were more experienced. Women in 
reserved gram panchayats performed worse when most of the land in the 
village was owned by upper castes, suggesting that caste structures may 
be correlated with structures of patriarchy in ways that make condi-
tions particularly difficult for women. the authors also find that female 
presidents in reserved gram panchayats performed best in states where 
reservations had been in place longest, indicating the importance of 
the maturity of the reservation system. this effect, in conjunction with 
the positive effect of the president’s political experience, points toward 
a hopeful future, as it suggests that as women acquire more experience 
and the system continues to mature, women will become more effec-
tive leaders.

leino (2007) examines whether incentives for female participation 
improved the maintenance of infrastructure in Kenya. the interven-
tion aimed to increase women’s participation in the maintenance of 
water sources by encouraging them to attend community meetings at 
which water management committees were elected. once elected, the 
water management committees were trained by a facilitating nGo to 
manage maintenance tasks for water schemes. the meetings were held 
at times convenient for women, and nGo facilitators emphasized the 
importance of women’s participation at each meeting. 

the intervention was successful in increasing the number of women 
on water management committees. it also increased the number of 
women holding leadership positions in the committee, more than 
doubling the odds that a woman was a committee chair. this effect 
appears to have persisted through the three-year period of the study. 
the increase in female leadership on the water management committees 
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had no impact on the quality of infrastructure maintenance, however. 
there is thus little evidence of any efficiency gain because of greater 
female participation—although, as the author notes, the more inter-
esting result may be that increased inclusion can be achieved with no 
apparent efficiency cost. 

Effect on Disadvantaged Castes 

Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004a) examine how the type and loca-
tion of public goods differs in unreserved gram panchayats and gram 
panchayats in which presidencies were reserved for historically disad-
vantaged scheduled Castes (sC) in West bengal.11 identification of 
the caste reservation effect was based on the random assignment of 
gram panchayats reserved for scheduled castes. the authors studied 
investments in drinking water facilities, irrigation facilities, roads, and 
education centers, measured using a participatory survey in which a 
representative group of villagers was shown a village map that depicted 
the location of all infrastructure schemes and then was asked which 
investments had been built or repaired since the last election. 

the authors find that sC presidents did not significantly change the 
types of investments in public goods relative to presidents from unre-
served gram panchayats. sC hamlets in sC–reserved gram panchayats 
received 14 percent more investment in public goods than sC hamlets 
in unreserved gram panchayats.

Chin and prakash (2010) assess the extent to which reservation 
for disadvantaged castes and tribes improves living conditions for 
the poorest. using panel data from 16 indian states over the period 
1960–92, they examine the effect of state-level reservations for sCs 
and scheduled tribes (sts) on state-level measures of overall poverty. 
the main question of interest is whether on balance, minority political 
representation is welfare enhancing for all of the poor. the authors find 
that reservations for sCs reduced overall poverty—that is, benefits to 
minority groups did not appear to have come at a cost to poor or near-
poor nonminorities. reservation policies for sts were more effective in 
reducing poverty in rural than in urban areas, suggesting some caution 
in generalizing findings in the absence of more empirical work. 

using data from four southern indian states, besley and others 
(2004) examine the effect of reservations for sCs and sts on the 
distribution of low-spillover and high-spillover goods within and 

In Kenya, incentives for 
inclusion increased female 
leadership on water 
management committees, but 
the increase had no impact 
on the quality of infrastructure 
maintenance.
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between villages at the gram panchayat level. they measure access 
to low-spillover (household-level) public goods through a household 
survey that defines access as having had a house or toilet built under 
a government scheme or having received a private water or electricity 
connection through a government scheme since the last gram panchayat 
election. they measure access to high-spillover public goods (public 
goods that are easily accessed across groups and neighborhoods) using 
data on gram panchayat activity from an independent audit of village 
facilities. an index constructed from these data measures whether the 
gram panchayat undertook any construction or improvement activity on 
village roads, drains, streetlights, or water sources since the last gram 
panchayat election. 

using a household-level regression with village fixed effects, the 
authors find that low-spillover public goods (access to which is more 
easily restricted to particular groups and neighborhoods) were targeted 
more toward sC/st households. on average, a household from an 
sC/st was 6 percent more likely to receive such a public good than a 
non–sC/st household. the extent of such targeting was enhanced by 
living in a reserved gram panchayat. relative to living in a nonreserved 
gram panchayat, living in a reserved gram panchayat increased a sC/st 
household’s likelihood of getting such a low-spillover public good by  
7 percent. 

besley and others (2004) consider the village-level incidence of 
high-spillover public goods, as measured by the gram panchayat activity 
index. they find that on average, this index was 0.04 points higher in 
the president’s village. thus, for high-spillover public goods, proximity 
to the elected representative matters. in contrast, for low-spillover public 
goods, sharing the politician’s group identity matters most. 

besley, pande, and rao (2005) show that reservation makes it more 
likely that sC/st households will receive a below poverty line card, 
which provides access to targeted benefits. this finding suggests that 
sC/st leaders favor members of their own group.

bardhan, mookherjee, and torrado (2010) find that sC/st reserva-
tion has a positive effect on per capita benefits allocated to the village 
as a whole. it also improves intrahousehold targeting to both female-
headed and sC/st households—a sharp contrast to their results on 
women’s reservations. in a related paper combining theory with an 
analysis of the same data set, bardhan and mookherjee (2012) find that 
the effects of sC/st reservation are entirely consistent with a model of 
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clientelism. this result is also consistent with the results of besley and 
 others (2004). 

this literature details the largely positive impacts of inclusion man-
dates. other studies find that reservation mandates have had a mixed 
impact in terms of giving groups more voice or aligning the interests of 
caste leaders with the preferences of their groups.

palaniswamy and Krishnan (2008) identify the effects of sC/st 
political reservation in the indian state of Karnataka by exploiting the 
random allocation of reservations, conditional on village population 
size and the proportion of the sC/st population in the village. in look-
ing at the distribution of grants within village councils, they find that 
villages represented in the village council by sC/st members attract 
fewer resources. they also find that reservations for other backward 
classes (obCs) allow some politically dominant castes (vokkaligas and 
lingayats) to run in these reserved constituencies. such villages are 
likely to receive more resources, suggesting that elite capture may persist 
despite the presence of reservations. 

Dunning and nilekani (2010) use a regression discontinuity design 
to compare the impact of caste reservations on otherwise similar village 
councils in Karnataka. they find very weak policy and redistributive 
effects. 

munshi and rosenzweig (2009) analyze survey data on indian local 
governments at the ward level over multiple terms. they show that 
reservations for disadvantaged castes can have adverse village-level out-
comes, by increasing the odds of electing lower-quality politicians who 
are able to attract fewer public resources. the caste system, the authors 
contend, serves as a commitment-enforcing device. fearing social 
sanctions, a leader elected with the support of his or her caste is more 
likely to make decisions that reflect the preferences of the caste. When 
a caste group is large, it is able to elect its most able leader and to ensure 
that the leader implements a policy that does not deviate from the 
policy preferred by the median member of the caste. however, political 
reservations for disadvantaged castes make it less likely that a leader 
will be elected from a numerically dominant caste. setting the main 
explanatory variable as the existence of a numerically dominant caste, 
the authors run a ward-level regression (the dependent variables are the 
characteristics of the elected ward leader and the ward-level provision 
of public goods). as they observe the same ward over multiple electoral 
terms, they are able to isolate within-ward variations in the identity 

The majority of studies find 
that India’s constitutionally 
mandated rules on inclusion 
have given disadvantaged 
groups more benefits. . . .

. . . but some studies find that 
reservation mandates have 
had adverse effects.
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of leaders from a numerically dominant caste. the results show that, 
without a caste reservation, the existence of a dominant caste results in 
the election of a wealthier leader, as well as a leader who is more likely 
to be in an occupation involving independent decision making (farm 
operator, business person, or professional), and this appears to increase 
the overall level of local public resources the ward receives by about  
16 percent.

in sum, while mandates thus seem to increase the representation 
of women and excluded groups in leadership positions and can be an 
effective mechanism for promoting greater inclusion in local councils. 
their effects on resource allocation and the effectiveness of local gov-
ernments seem to depend on the context. in particular, while women 
leaders are more effective in more mature reservation systems, their 
political effectiveness continues to be hampered by land inequality, the 
strength of existing structures of patriarchy, and the power of dominant 
caste groups. 

in contrast, caste reservation seems to affect the local political 
economy by changing the incentives for clientelistic allocations. for 
the most part, clientelism seems to narrowly benefit sC/st households 
with potentially detrimental effects for the majority of village residents. 

the evidence also hints at the possibility that reservation rules 
are sometimes not properly enforced but instead captured by male- 
dominated structures of power. the vast majority of the evidence 
derives from indian village democracies, however. the effects in non-
democratic settings may be different. 

Community-Driven Reconstruction 

the active involvement of citizens in public life has come to be viewed 
as an important mechanism for managing or mitigating conflict at 
all levels; participatory development projects are seen as an important 
mechanism for reengaging citizens in public life. in the aftermath of 
widespread conflict, participation usually takes the form of reconstruc-
tion projects. the basic argument is that broad-based involvement 
in reconstruction planning can play an important role in rebuilding 
citizenship and trust in government institutions in a context in which 
state-society relations are frayed (Cliffe, Guggenheim, and Kostner 
2003; World bank 2011). 
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the conflict-reducing role of participatory development goes beyond 
postconflict conditions, however. Community-driven development 
projects are usually implemented in contexts where formal governance 
institutions are weak and access to judicial institutions, courts, or the 
local police is limited largely to people with wealth or political power. 
in such settings, ordinary conflicts over property rights, the use of 
natural resources, and violence (domestic or communal) must often be 
arbitrated within the community itself, often through informal justice 
institutions. the impartiality of such informal mechanisms may be 
limited for marginalized groups within a community.

in such environments, participatory projects could change the condi-
tions under which disputes emerge and are resolved. on the one hand, 
the new informal institutional structures created by such projects could 
empower marginalized groups to demand more even and effective judi-
cial services, from both formal and informal providers. on the other, 
they could create new struggles over the allocation of project resources 
and the distribution of power within localities, which could exacerbate 
local conflicts. 

there is as yet little reliable evidence on the relative effectiveness 
of community-driven reconstruction projects as a means of deliver-
ing development aid or (re)building civil society under conditions of 
conflict. What evidence there is, is not altogether encouraging, though 
there are some positive findings. 

strand and others (2003) review 14 World bank–funded community- 
driven reconstruction projects. they find that although community-
driven reconstruction projects may provide a fast-track disbursement 
tool, the poor and marginalized have only limited access to such projects. 
Governments often have an incentive to provide community-driven 
reconstruction resources selectively, in order to increase their political 
support and may be reluctant to extend such programs to areas that are 
less important politically, making it difficult to scale programs up. 

the authors also find that community-level trust and reconciliation 
building is effective only if it is linked to a comparable process at the 
national level. they conclude that community-driven reconstruction 
projects should be viewed not just as humanitarian efforts but also as 
potential political tools. an understanding of existing political and 
social relations and reconciliation structures on the ground, as well as 
the establishment of community capacity, are thus necessary precondi-
tions for the equitable distribution of resources in such projects.

Overall, the evidence on the 
effectiveness of community-
driven reconstruction projects 
as a means of delivering 
development aid or rebuilding 
civil society is weak.

Community-level trust and 
reconciliation building is 
effective only if it is linked to 
a comparable process at the 
national level.
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pearce (2007), who studied civil society participation in Colombia 
and Guatemala, argues that civil society organizations can play a 
prominent role in building citizenship by confronting violent actors in 
all spaces and levels of socialization. by restoring plurality and open-
ing “invisibly sealed boundaries,” civil society organizations can curb 
violence by encouraging victims to understand violence. 

a key metric of the success of community-driven reconstruction 
projects is the extent to which they improve state-society relations and 
build social cohesion and citizenship. this set of objectives can be dif-
ficult to evaluate, as the studies reviewed below illustrate. a second and 
perhaps equally important measure of success is the extent to which 
resources flow to activities and groups most targeted by such programs, 
usually the people most likely to be victimized by violence.

barron, Woolcock, and Diprose (2011) examine a community-
driven reconstruction project in aceh, indonesia (bra–KDp) that 
built on the national Kecamatan Development program by targeting 
resources to victims of the conflict.12 program targeting by the center 
worked well, as conflict-affected communities were included in the 
program. targeting within communities was weak, however, with 
conflict victims generally faring no better than nonvictims, despite the 
explicit intended targeting of conflict victims. Conflict victims were 
also more likely to report that their preferred projects were not selected 
for implementation. 

project funds were also used to provide private transfers to beneficia-
ries rather than investments in public goods. not surprisingly, survey 
responses revealed income gains in program communities (the survey 
was conducted while the program was still disbursing funds). the 
study finds little evidence for any improvement in social cohesion or 
trust in governmental institutions, however. in fact, there is evidence 
that bra–KDp was associated with less acceptance of excombatants 
by conflict victims in project areas, though there is no evidence of a 
greater tendency for tensions to escalate into violence (possibly because 
excombatants received some of the funds that were meant for civilian 
conflict victims).

a potential solution to the problem of measuring social cohesion 
is to complement survey data with behavioral games, which provide 
clearer measures of political practice and cooperation. the fearon, 
humphreys, and Weinstein (2009) study cited earlier suggests that there 
is a greater propensity to contribute cash and labor in program villages, 

A postconflict reconstruction 
project in Indonesia may have 
reduced rather than increased 
conflict victims’ acceptance of 

excombatants.
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with much of the effect coming from contributions by excombatants. 
survey evidence also suggests that individuals in communities with 
community-driven reconstruction projects report less social tension 
and exhibit greater acceptance of previously marginalized groups. there 
is no evidence, however, of any improvement in material well-being, 
though there is some evidence of improvement in local public goods. 
fearon, humphreys, and Weinstein do not see this improvement in 
public goods as unmixed evidence of the benefits of community-driven 
reconstruction in a conflict environment. in fact, they make the point 
that conflict usually occurs at levels that are higher than the “com-
munity” that such programs target. it is possible that strengthening 
cohesion at the local level could exacerbate conflict across communities. 
their study finds no discernible effect on participants’ beliefs in broader 
democratic principles or other measures of citizenship. furthermore, 
there was little impact on measures of social inclusion of refugees or new 
migrants into the community, although respondents in treated commu-
nities report greater trust in their leaders (see also beath, Christia, and 
enikolopev 2011 on afghanistan). 

bellows and miguel (2006) estimate the effects of the civil war 
in sierra leone (1991–2002), using unique nationally representative 
household data on conflict experiences, postwar economic outcomes, 
and local politics and collective action. they find strong evidence 
that individuals whose households had been subjected to intense 
violence were much more likely to attend community meetings, vote, 
and contribute to local public goods; they were also more likely to be 
cognizant of local political dynamics. several tests indicate that selec-
tion into victimization is not driving the results.13 the relationship 
between conflict intensity and postwar outcomes is weaker at more 
aggregate levels, however, suggesting that the war’s primary impact 
was on individual preferences rather than on institutions or local 
social norms.

the use of community-driven reconstruction in postconflict settings 
is deeply affected by the context. the limited evidence is mixed. in 
some settings (afghanistan, liberia), such projects may have a positive 
effect on social cohesion. in some settings, people with a more direct 
experience of war (excombatants in liberia, people affected by violence 
in sierra leone) were more likely to contribute to their communities 
and to participate in community meetings; in other settings, this was 
not the case. there is also no evidence to suggest that community-based 

There is no evidence that 
postconflict community-
based interventions increase 
trust or cohesion beyond the 
community level, or improve 
material outcomes.
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interventions in postconflict settings increased trust and cohesion, had 
an affect beyond the community level, or improved material outcomes. 

Participatory Councils and Deliberative Spaces

public deliberation envisions a world in which citizens engage in rea-
soned, thoughtful debate to come to a consensual decision. it is the ideal 
form of participation. its goal is to aggregate preferences through con-
versation, to allow the diverse views of a community to be consolidated 
and presented as one representative view. 

public deliberation is expected to have a number of beneficial 
effects—mirroring but intensifying the effects of participation. at the 
intrinsic level, public deliberation is expected to give voice and create a 
sense of agency and community; at the instrumental level, it is expected 
to enhance the capacity for collective action and repair civic failures by 
bringing the interests of citizens to the attention of the state. important 
are not only formal deliberative forums but also what mansbridge 
(1999) calls “deliberative systems,” where discussion and debate con-
tinue outside formal spaces as informal conversations between citizens 
and representatives, political activists, media, and other citizens. this 
everyday deliberation changes the nature of participation, making it 
more discursive and consensual than merely ritualistic. mansbridge 
claims that “when a deliberative system works well, it filters out and 
discards the worst ideas available on public matters while it picks up, 
adopts, and applies the best ideas.” if, however, “the deliberative system 
works badly, it distorts facts, portrays ideas in forms the originators 
would disown, and encourages citizens to adopt ways of thinking 
and acting that are good neither for them nor for the larger polity” 
(mansbridge 1999, 211). Deliberation is also at the heart of what fung 
and Wright (2003) call “empowered participatory governance,” a system 
of governance that translates deliberative decision making into policy 
decisions and actions (see chapter 4). 

two sets of questions arise in considering the effectiveness of such 
a system. the first has to do with whether deliberation that empowers 
all participants is possible in highly unequal societies. the second has 
to do with whether deliberative capacity can be built and nurtured. 
Can policy interventions induce a system of empowered participatory 
governance? in what contexts does deliberation work well? 

Public deliberation envisions a 
world in which citizens engage 
in reasoned, thoughtful debate 

to come to a consensual 
decision.
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Africa

Deliberative democracy is not widespread in africa, although indig-
enous traditions of deliberative decision making, particularly in rural 
communities, have carried over to public decision making to varying 
degrees (see chapter 1). in the island nation of são tomé and príncipe, 
all adults were invited to a national forum in 2004 to gather in facilitated 
groups to discuss policy issues related to the use of the newly discovered 
oil reserves. local facilitators were randomly assigned throughout the 
country. humphreys, masters, and sandbu (2006) find that leaders 
significantly influenced the outcomes of deliberation, with one-fifth to 
one-third of the variance in outcomes explained by leader fixed effects. 
they also find that groups led by women and older men tended to have 
different priorities and emphasize different processes than other groups. 

a similar situation appears to prevail in malawi, where evidence from 
more than a thousand ethnographic journals, in which field researchers 
capture the conversations of rural malawians, shows a marked differ-
ence between the quality of deliberation in informal and formal settings 
(swidler and Watkins 2011). the data, collected in conjunction with a 
study on the role of social networks in the hiv/aiDs epidemic, show 
that people in rural areas engage in deliberation “frequently, energeti-
cally, sometimes vociferously” in everyday settings—markets, village 
meetings, and chiefs’ courts—and freely “assert a variety of claims 
and moral principles” (p. 4) in induced settings such as donor-funded 
projects with deliberative modalities, however, they behave more like 
students in a rote-learning environment. such settings “invoke the hier-
archical template of school, with its colonial remnants and its deference 
to the prestige of modern learning” (swidler and Watkins 2011, 4). both 
facilitators and participants treat such forums like classrooms, where 
deliberation must be taught, giving citizens neither voice nor agency, as 
they are not engaging in a debate over their interests but simply acting 
out the scripts written by facilitators who are, in turn, following the 
dictates of donors. 

Can deliberative skills be transferred from the private sphere to for-
mal democratic settings? Can deliberation be cultivated without active 
instruction? in many contexts, communications media promise to be 
a useful tool. paluck and Green (2009) examine the effects of a radio 
program that attempted to promote independent thought and collective 
action while discouraging blind obedience and deference to authority in 

Deliberative decision-making 
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postgenocide rwanda. the program was randomly assigned to pairs of 
communities matched on a vector of observable characteristics, with the 
control community receiving a comparable structured program about 
hiv/aiDs. the program encouraging independent thought improved 
people’s willingness to express dissent and seek collective solutions to 
common problems, but it had little effect on their beliefs and attitudes. 

paluck (2010) tests the impact of a year-long radio talk show that 
was broadcast in tandem with a soap opera on randomly assigned com-
munities in the Democratic republic of Congo. Control communities 
heard only the soap opera. the talk show was designed to encourage 
tolerance and sharing of different perspectives; the soap opera pro-
moted intergroup contact. Compared with individuals exposed only 
to the soap opera, talk show listeners were more likely to engage in 
discussion. however, they were also more intolerant, more focused on 
grievances, and less likely to aid members of the community whom 
they disliked. 

these two media experiments demonstrate the potential and pitfalls 
of media-based strategies to promote deliberation in different post-
conflict african contexts. although deliberative skills are ubiquitous 
in informal forums, it is difficult to translate those skills to formal 
settings, which tend to be driven by leaders and follow predetermined 
scripts. the challenge for citizens is to develop appropriate political and 
cultural skills—what swidler (1986) has called a cultural toolkit—to 
navigate the public sphere. the radio experiments in rwanda and the 
Democratic republic of Congo were structured precisely to develop this 
toolkit. they had mixed effects, helping build the capacity for delibera-
tion and collective action in rwanda while generating more noise than 
signal in collective discussions in the Democratic republic of Congo. 
the radio experiments also raise the question of how long-lasting these 
effects are in the absence of active participation by a state that is com-
mitted to the idea of deliberation. Whether the effects will be sustained 
after the programs stop airing remains an open question.

Asia

Gram sabhas (village assemblies) constitute the largest formal delibera-
tive institution in human history, affecting more than 700 million rural 
indian residents living in more than a million villages. besley, pande, 
and rao (2005) analyze data on gram sabhas from 5,180 randomly 
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selected households in 527 villages in south india to determine whether 
they yield instrumental (policy) benefits. they focus on a specific policy 
administered at the village level—access to a bpl card, which provides 
an array of public benefits. the authors estimate a regression that 
exploits within-village variation in individual characteristics to examine 
whether the targeting of bpl cards differs depending on whether the 
village held a gram sabha the previous year. they find that the targeting 
of landless and illiterate individuals was more intensive in villages that 
had held a gram sabha. moreover, these effects were economically sig-
nificant, raising the probability of receiving a bpl card from 8 percent 
to 10 percent. some caution about these results is warranted, however, 
as it is possible that holding a gram sabha is correlated with other village 
characteristics that are important in shaping the way public resources 
are targeted.

rao and sanyal’s (2010) qualitative analysis of 290 gram sabha 
transcripts from the same villages finds that the forums allow disad-
vantaged castes to gain voice and seek dignity and agency (see chapter 
4). ban, jha, and rao’s (2012) quantitative analysis of coded versions of 
these transcripts emphasizes that these forums have characteristics that 
are consistent with an efficient democracy. Deriving hypotheses from 
models of group decision making under uncertainty, they analyze the 
transcript data to test two competing hypotheses of the types of equi-
librium that could characterize gram sabha interactions: “cheap talk” 
(discussions are not substantive even though they may appear equitable) 
and “efficient democracy” (meetings follow patterns of good democratic 
practice). they find that in villages with high caste heterogeneity and 
less village-wide agreement on policy priorities, the priorities of the 
median “voter” (a reference individual whose expressed preferences 
track those of 50 percent of the population) are more likely to dominate 
the discourse, and landed elites have a negligible effect. ban, jha, and 
rao conclude that gram sabhas are more than mere opportunities for 
cheap talk, that they more closely follow patterns observed in a well-
functioning democracy.

heller, harilal, and Chaudhuri (2007) analyze qualitative and 
quantitative data from a survey of 72 gram sabhas in Kerala, where a 
“people’s campaign” systematized and empowered deliberative systems 
in gram sabhas, which are considered exemplars of fung and Wright’s 
(2003) “empowered participatory governance.” the authors find that 
civil society inputs strongly influenced the decisions of local and state 
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governments and that the campaign had positive effects on social inclu-
sion, giving both lower-caste groups and women a more active role in 
decision making. 

the evidence from india highlights three main principles of effec-
tive participatory governance. first, gram sabhas work because they are 
constitutionally mandated, which gives them legitimacy and clout and 
ensures that they are seen as ongoing rituals that will not disappear. 
regularity ensures that public interactions have to accommodate all cit-
izens, regardless of class, caste, or gender and that all citizens can voice 
their opinions publicly in a way that holds local government account-
able. if deliberative forums are temporary or ad hoc events, they can 
be much more easily ignored, manipulated, and rendered ineffective. 

second, the evidence suggests that in order to provide the right 
incentive for participation, deliberative forums must have clout. third, 
embedding such forums within the context of electoral democracy is 
helpful, but providing voice and agency to all citizens in settings with 
low literacy is a challenge. 

indonesia has a long tradition of consensual decision making at 
the local level. the World bank–supported Kecamatan Development 
program (KDp) attempted to move these traditions into more formal, 
modern settings. over its 10-year life (1998–2008), KDp provided 
block grants directly to rural communities to fund projects prepared 
and selected through a deliberative process. the aim was to create par-
ticipatory structures that would be a permanent alternative to decision 
making led by elites. KDp has been the subject of much scholarship and 
has generated a large number of important research findings highlighted 
throughout this report. the focus here is on the findings on the efficacy 
of deliberative forums.

olken (2010) presents the results of an experiment in which 49 
KDp villages were randomly assigned to choose development projects 
through the standard KDp deliberative process or by plebiscite (direct 
vote). two types of projects were chosen by these processes for each 
village—a general project and a women’s project chosen exclusively by 
women. olken finds that plebiscites resulted in dramatically higher 
satisfaction among villagers and increased their knowledge about the 
project, their perception of benefits, and their willingness to contribute. 
he finds that the type of projects selected did not change as a result of 
the plebiscite. for the women’s project, the plebiscite resulted in projects 
being located in poorer areas of the village, suggesting that it shifted 
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power toward poorer women, who may have been disenfranchised in 
more elite-dominated deliberative meetings. these results demonstrate 
that deliberation may be less effective in equalizing decision making 
than a direct election and that plebiscites may increase the legitimacy 
of and satisfaction with development interventions. 

olken’s results are contradicted, to some degree, by an in-depth, 
large-sample qualitative study by barron, Woolcock, and Diprose 
(2011), who take the unusual approach of combining a counterfactual 
design with qualitative analysis to study the mediating impact of KDp’s 
deliberative spaces on local conflict. their analysis investigates two 
central questions: how KDp interacted with prevailing social tensions 
and management of local conflict and, more generally, whether delib-
erative interventions such as KDp support progressive, nonviolent social 
change in a dynamic environment or make things worse.

the authors selected two districts in indonesia considered to have 
high capacity in their ability to manage conflict and two considered to 
have low capacity. Within each district, three subdistricts (kecamatans) 
were chosen—three that had KDp matched with one that was a con-
trol. the treatment and control subdistricts were matched through 
propensity score analysis, with the scores reflecting various economic 
indicators, including poverty rates and the availability of infrastructure. 
Qualitative observations supplemented the propensity score matching 
method in order to eliminate poor matches. Data were collected from 
41 villages in these matched kecamatans where conflicts were observed, 
and cases of conflict in the treatment and control kecamatans were 
matched to be similar in type. Data collection was conducted over a 
seven-month period by a team of researchers who conducted case studies 
of conflict, interviewed key informants, observed deliberative processes, 
and conducted focus group discussions. the researchers also culled data 
on other local conflicts from local newspapers. 

the study finds that although KDp and other development projects 
frequently trigger conflict because of competition over resources, the 
deliberative spaces within KDp make those conflicts far less likely 
to escalate and turn violent, largely because decisions emerge from a 
consultative process that communities perceive as legitimate and equi-
table. the likelihood of violence is also mitigated by the fact that KDp 
has facilitators and other procedures to manage conflict as it arises. 
however, there is little evidence that KDp has a positive impact on con-
flict at an aggregate level or even a direct positive impact on nonproject- 

. . . and that plebiscites may 
increase the legitimacy of and 
satisfaction with development 
interventions.

In Indonesia, deliberative 
spaces made conflicts far  
less likely to escalate and  
turn violent, because 
decisions emerged from a 
consultative process.
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related conflict at the local level. the project’s main impacts, in fact, are 
on conflicts that emerge from the project itself. there are three main 
reasons for this finding: villages have other mechanisms to deal with 
nonproject-related conflicts, KDp facilitators are not perceived to have 
the legitimacy to mediate disputes outside KDp, and project facilitators 
do not have the capacity to deal with nonproject disputes.

KDp impacts are highly variable, though in both low- and high-
capacity districts, program functionality matters more than the inherent 
capacity to manage conflict. there is also considerable variance over 
time, because KDp was not a standard project but had a considerable 
learning-by-doing component. this learning took place at differ-
ent rates in different contexts, depending on the support the project 
received from government officials, the resistance of people whose inter-
ests were most threatened by KDp’s transparency and accountability, 
and the quality of implementation. KDp is an assemblage of principles 
and procedures over which frontline facilitators have some modest dis-
cretion while interacting with villagers over many months. the quality 
of facilitators also varies, with some working tirelessly, beyond the call 
of duty; some merely doing what the job description requires; and some 
(though not many) capitulating to corruption. 

Latin America

latin america has witnessed several significant innovations, notably 
participatory budgeting. as described in chapter 1, participatory bud-
geting began as an organic innovation in the city of porto alegre, brazil, 
where over time civic activists made the case for greater public delib-
eration in determining municipal budgets. When the party supported 
by activists (the partido dos trabalhadores [pt]) came into power, it 
implemented a deliberative process for budgetary decision making that 
came to be called “participatory budgeting” (baiocchi 2011). 

a series of studies tracking outcomes before and after the introduc-
tion of participatory budgeting (albeit without a counterfactual) finds 
substantial improvements. the budgeting process became substan-
tially more transparent and responsive to citizens’ needs (souza 2001; 
schneider and baquero 2006; Zamboni 2007), it also empowered 
marginalized groups and made the budget more pro-poor (souza 
2001; schneider and Goldfrank 2002; serageldin and others 2003; 
evans 2004). and the level of corruption decreased (ackerman 2004; 

Participatory budgeting made 
the budgeting process more 

transparent and responsive to 
citizens’ needs, empowered 
marginalized groups, made 

the budget more pro-poor, and 
reduced corruption.
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Cabannes 2004). however, while accountability improved as a result 
of a more transparent and deliberative process, the forums’ lack of legal 
authority resulted in power remaining with the mayor’s office (Wampler 
2004). 

these studies are descriptive or tracking analyses of largely organic 
innovations. they say little about how participatory budgeting would 
work if induced by an intervention or how any changes that resulted 
would compare to a counterfactual in which participatory budgeting 
was not introduced. 

one of the few counterfactual analyses of participatory budgeting is 
by baiocchi, heller, and silva (2011), who use a discontinuity design. 
they match five municipalities in which the pt came to power with 
a small margin of victory in 1996 and subsequently implemented par-
ticipatory budgeting with five municipalities in the same region and 
of similar size in which the pt lost by a small margin, resulting in 
the nonadoption of participatory budgeting. as the pt is very much a 
party born of civil society and brazil’s social movements of the 1980s, 
baiocchi, heller, and silva (2011) assume that two municipalities in 
which the pt garnered similar vote shares will be similar in terms 
of their local tradition of political activism and the composition and 
strength of civil society. in matching municipalities in this manner, they 
also try to control for scale and geography. 

the researchers selected five pairs of the best-matched municipalities 
(one pair in the south, two in the southeast, one in the northeast, and 
one in the north). analyzing a mix of data from quantitative surveys 
and carefully collected in-depth interviews and group discussions, they 
find that, in general, participatory budgeting municipalities facilitated 
much more effective forms of engagement than their non–participatory 
budgeting counterparts. in all municipalities with participatory budget-
ing, the effect was to increase the flow of information about municipal 
governance, create a space for citizens to voice their demands and to 
scrutinize what were once highly insulated and discretionary decision-
making processes. this allowed citizens to bargain from a position of 
greater strength with municipal authorities.

there was considerable variation across the municipalities in how 
these outcomes were achieved, however. one municipality, joão 
monlevade, combined direct participation with a range of planning and 
coordination functions. another, Gravataí, fashioned a set of processes 
that were very direct and required little mediation but that also made it 

Participatory budgeting 
facilitated much more 
effective forms of  
engagement . . .
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much more difficult to coordinate at higher levels. a third, Camaragibe, 
built a system that went beyond the budget to encompass administra-
tion. its participatory administration resulted in a highly complex 
institutional design that combined forums with a range of coordinating 
institutions. the Camaragibe model required a high degree of media-
tion, in the form of powerful delegates who were often closer to the 
state than to their communities. these differences reflected pragmatic 
adaptations of participatory budgeting to local realities, in particular to 
local civic capacity. 

participatory budgeting improved governance outcomes, but did it 
repair civil society failures? in three of the five cases studied, baiocchi, 
heller, and silva find that changes in civil society–state relations 
brought about by participatory budgeting were in the direction of 
democratic deepening, with municipalities graduating from the status 
of simple representative democracies in which civil society had little 
power to communities with more deliberative systems. however, the 
introduction of participatory budgeting does not inevitably deepen 
democracy, as illustrated by one case (mauá), in which an improve-
ment in the mode of engagement came at the expense of civil society’s 
autonomy, and the political party actually exercised more control over 
civic actors. overall, institutional reform mattered mostly for chang-
ing the institutional setting—for creating more meaningful points of 
interface between the local state and civil society. institutional reform 
did not have much of an impact on the self-organization of civil society. 

Summary

What the evidence from all these regions shows is that context—the 
degree of capacity of civic groups, their relationship with the state, the 
responsiveness of the state, and the quality of facilitation and implemen-
tation—affects the impact of deliberative processes. Geography matters, 
as does history, the literacy levels of the population, culture (especially 
the culture of deliberation), and the level of social and economic equal-
ity. it is possible to build deliberative capacity and to use that capacity 
to repair civil society failures in some contexts—but it does not happen 
quickly; doing so requires long-term and sustained engagement. there 
may be some role for interventions that focus on communications 
media, but questions remain as to how long-lasting such effects will 
be. the quality of facilitation matters, but facilitators may also lead 

. . . it did not inevitably 
deepen democracy, however.
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discussions that reflect their own preferences rather than the preferences 
of citizens. most important, the degree to which the state is responsive 
to deliberative innovations makes a great deal of difference. 

Conclusions

Collective civic action has two broad aspects. the first is cohesion—the 
ability of a community to coordinate and to manage its own affairs 
on matters that are relatively independent of states and markets. the 
second is the ability of a community to represent its collective interests 
to the agents of the state and persuade the state to be more responsive 
to its needs. 

Can projects that attempt to induce participation and build “social 
capital” help repair civil society failures? the evidence on this important 
question is weak, for several reasons. 

first, there is a problem of attribution. because much of what 
induced participation does is get facilitators to work with communities, 
an important question is whether it is the facilitators who are causing 
the impact or the community’s experience with managing collective 
activity. the few studies that have tried to measure facilitator effects 
find that facilitators strongly influence stated preferences. participation 
also tends to be driven by project-related incentives—people get 
together to derive benefits from project funds. it is very difficult  
to know whether these effects will last beyond the tenure of the proj- 
ect, although the limited evidence on this issue indicates that it  
may not. 

respondents also tend to repeat project slogans in their responses, 
in the belief that this is what outsiders want to hear. as a result, simple 
survey questions on complex concepts like “trust” and “ability to coop-
erate” often tend to elicit answers that are more reflective of rhetoric 
than reality. 

Keeping these important caveats in mind, there is some evidence, 
mainly from self-reports of participants, indicating a higher incidence of 
trust and cooperative activity in treatment than in control areas. Group 
formation, however, tends to be both parochial and unequal. absent 
some kind of affirmative action program, groups that form under the 
aegis of interventions tend to systematically exclude disadvantaged and 
minority groups and women. moreover, similar types of people tend to 

Whether projects that attempt 
to induce participation and 
build “social capital” can help 
repair civil society failures 
remains unclear.

Facilitators strongly influence 
the preferences community 
members state.

Community members repeat 
project slogans in their 
responses, in the belief that 
outsiders want to hear them.

Absent affirmative action, 
groups that form under the 
aegis of interventions tend to 
exclude disadvantaged groups 
and women, sometimes 
reinforcing existing divisions.
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form groups with one another. as a result, projects rarely promote cross-
group cohesion and may even reinforce existing divisions. 

participatory interventions are often also seen as a valuable tool in 
postconflict settings, where the need to get funds on the ground quickly 
is great. the limited evidence on the effectiveness of such projects in 
postconflict areas suggests that context matters a great deal, as does the 
quality of the intervention. projects tend to have very limited impact on 
building social cohesion or rebuilding the state. they tend to exclude 
the poor and be dominated by elites. however, evidence from africa 
seems to suggest that people emerging from civic conflict have a strong 
desire to participate. a well-designed and implemented project could 
effectively draw on this inherent need.

repairing civic failures requires reducing social inequalities. one 
way of doing so is to mandate the inclusion of disadvantaged groups in 
the participatory process. evaluations of community-driven develop-
ment projects provide virtually no evidence on this important question. 
however, a growing body of evidence from village democracies in india 
indicates broadly positive impacts. Quotas in village councils and presi-
dencies for disadvantaged groups and women tend to change political 
incentives in favor of the interests of the group favored by the quota. 
mandated inclusion also appears to provide an incubator for new politi-
cal leadership while changing the incentives for clientelism. evidence 
indicates that women and other excluded groups are more likely to stand 
for office for nonmandated seats once they have had some experience 
in a mandated seat. Quotas can also weaken prevailing stereotypes that 
attribute low ability and poor performance to traditionally excluded 
groups. however, lasting change requires that the inclusion mandates 
remain in place long enough to change perceptions and social norms. 

Do deliberative forums help improve voice? forums in which citizens 
gather to make direct representations to civic authorities or are empow-
ered to make decisions that have a direct bearing on their lives seem to 
work when they have teeth. in particular, when the central and local 
governments recognize the legitimacy of deliberative forums and are 
responsive to them, they can transform the nature of civil society and 
state interactions. the ability of citizens to engage in public discus-
sions on policy questions is strongly related to literacy: deliberation is 
far more effective in literate settings. however, even in poor, unequal 
settings, there is evidence that deliberation may have intrinsic value by 
promoting dignity and giving voice to the disadvantaged. perhaps the 
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most consistent finding is that deliberative forums are more effective 
where they are an integral part of the policy-making process and where 
higher-tier governments are committed to ensuring greater citizen 
participation. 

Notes
 1. the community reconstruction project was randomly implemented in 42 

of 83 eligible communities (program villages were selected through a public 
lottery). the project aimed to improve the material well-being of resident 
households, reinforce democratic political attitudes, and increase social 
cohesion. to assess the impact of the program, the authors used survey 
data collected at baseline and follow-up as well as a study on behavioral 
outcomes. the survey data included the usual range of socioeconomic 
welfare measures as well as measures of social cohesion and trust. 

 2. the public goods game assessed the amount of funding a community 
could raise for a collective project. each player started out with an “endow-
ment” provided by the game implementer. players were then offered an 
opportunity to invest their endowment in a common pool. money added 
to the common pool was multiplied—typically doubled or tripled—by the 
game implementer and divided equally among all players, irrespective of 
individual contributions, which remained anonymous. if all players coop-
erate fully (that is, contribute the entire endowment), the common pool 
is maximized and each player gets a multiple of his or her initial endow-
ment. With anonymous contributions, each player faces the temptation 
to free-ride on the contributions of others.

 3. village pairs were randomly allocated to treatment and control groups.
 4. because project resources were spent largely on local public goods that 

were under construction at the time of the survey, the welfare effects were 
not assessed.

 5. the village development committees (vDCs) set up by the project were 
required to channel their village development plans through ward develop-
ment committees (WDCs), which forwarded them to the district council 
for final approval. 

 6. the authors use matching techniques and national survey data collected 
before program implementation to select comparison communities. the 
social capital measures were obtained through qualitative work in the 
sample villages, following program implementation. 

 7. the comparison group is obtained by exploiting a pipeline setting. the 
program was introduced in phases. the second phase (rural poverty 
reduction project [rprp]) started three years after the first phrase (Dpip) 
and was introduced in different districts. at the time of the survey, Dpip 
had been available to survey villages for about three years and rprp was 
just starting. a potential concern with the pipeline strategy is geographical 
variation across treatment and control areas. the study does not test for 

Deliberative forums are more 
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parallel trends. instead, it uses propensity score matching on observables 
over an area of common support at the village and household level.

 8. the authors identify three subgroups of interest: people who joined new 
groups under the program (new participants), people who already partici-
pated in a self-help group before the program started but converted into 
a program group subsequently (converted participants), and people who 
did not join the program (nonparticipants). to control for household self-
selection into a program’s self-help group, they form control groups using 
households that were potentially new, converted, and nonparticipants in 
the control districts based on their participation status three years after 
the program became available.

 9. the author attempts to deal with selection into Dpip by using a quasi-
experimental evaluation design that exploits state borders as an exogenous 
source of variation in treatment assignment. the strategy involves select-
ing only treatment villages in madhya pradesh that are close to its border 
with uttar pradesh and then “pairing” each village with its neighbor in 
uttar pradesh, which did not have the option of being a Dpip village 
but is assumed to be similar to the treated village in all other respects. 
she uses a similar strategy for control villages, selected from villages in 
madhya pradesh that were also on the border but did not get Dpip, 
yielding “control pairs.” this identification strategy rests on two crucial 
untested assumptions, namely, that (a) the treatment and control villages 
in madhya pradesh had the same baseline levels for the relevant response 
variables as the ”paired” village in uttar pradesh and (b) any difference 
in the relevant baseline outcomes in madhya pradesh and uttar pradesh 
was the same in the control and treatment pairs. only under these condi-
tions could this approach reveal the treatment effect of Dpip. there is 
no prima facie reason to expect this set of assumptions to hold, and the 
author provides no evidence in support of them, other than a comparison 
based on village population, caste composition, and gender ratio before 
the program. it is unclear why these variables are the relevant ones for the 
outcomes of interest.

 10. the iat is an experimental method used in social psychology. it relies 
on the idea that respondents who more easily pair two concepts in a rapid 
categorization task associate those concepts more strongly. the taste iat 
is a computer-based double-categorization task that examines the strength 
of respondents’ association between images of (anonymous) male and 
female leaders and normative categories of good and bad. to measure 
gender occupation stereotypes, the authors use an iat that examines the 
strength of association between male and female names on the one hand 
and leadership and domestic tasks on the other.

 11. scheduled Castes and scheduled tribes (sCs and sts) are groups mandated 
by indian federal constitutional guarantees for affirmative action because 
of their former status as “untouchables.” obCs (other backward Classes) 
are castes listed by state governments in india as deserving of affirmative 
action because of a history of poverty or discrimination.

 12. the study used propensity score matching to identify control villages that 
did not receive project funds. it used an instrumental variable approach 
to evaluate the effects of the program in treatment villages.
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 13. the authors acknowledge that they cannot rule out the possibility that 
omitted variable bias is playing some role—that is, that the types of people 
victimized tended to be the people who would have become postwar local 
leaders anyway. however, there is no strong evidence that more educated 
people or community leaders were targeted. additional tests—demon-
strating robustness in the youth subsample and in chiefdoms without 
permanent bases, where conflict-related violence victimization is likely to 
be more indiscriminate or random—argue against the hypothesis that the 
systematic targeting of community leaders is driving the results.
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