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Despite their importance, there is limited evidence on how institutions can
be strengthened. Evaluating the effects of specific reforms is complicated by the
lack of exogenous variation in institutions, the difficulty of measuring institu-
tional performance, and the temptation to “cherry pick” estimates from among
the large number of indicators required to capture this multifaceted subject. We
evaluate one attempt to make local institutions more democratic and egalitar-
ian by imposing participation requirements for marginalized groups (including
women) and test for learning-by-doing effects. We exploit the random assign-
ment of a governance program in Sierra Leone, develop innovative real-world
outcome measures, and use a preanalysis plan (PAP) to bind our hands against
data mining. The intervention studied is a “community-driven development”
program, which has become a popular strategy for foreign aid donors. We
find positive short-run effects on local public goods and economic outcomes,
but no evidence for sustained impacts on collective action, decision making,
or the involvement of marginalized groups, suggesting that the intervention
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did not durably reshape local institutions. We discuss the practical trade-offs
faced in implementing a PAP and show how in its absence we could have
generated two divergent, equally erroneous interpretations of program impacts
on institutions. JEL Codes: F35, H41, O4

I. INTRODUCTION

Many scholars have argued that the accountability and in-
clusiveness of government institutions are key determinants of
economic performance (Engerman and Sokoloff 1997; Acemoglu,
Johnson, and Robinson 2001; Banerjee and Iyer 2005). There is
no consensus, however, on the reforms that will engender better
functioning institutions, or on whether it is possible (or even de-
sirable) for external actors like foreign aid donors to reshape
power dynamics in less developed countries. This debate has
played out vigorously in discussions of aid policy: whereas some
argue that large infusions of foreign aid can themselves help
build stronger institutions (Sachs 2005), others assert that his-
torically rooted institutions and social norms are difficult to
understand, let alone transform (Easterly 2006).

Progress toward resolving this question is complicated by the
rarity of exogenous changes in institutional structure and the
difficulty of measuring institutional performance. The
context-specific nature of institutions means that there are few
standard indicators to draw from, and reliance on subjective
measures risks bias from “halo effects” (see Olken 2009 regarding
corruption). Moreover, their multidimensionality makes a large
number of outcomes potentially relevant, tempting the re-
searcher to “cherry pick” a subset of results that may be statis-
tically significant by random chance. We evaluate one attempt to
transform local institutions in Sierra Leone and address these
challenges by exploiting a randomly assigned governance inter-
vention, developing objective measures of institutional perform-
ance, and using a preanalysis plan (PAP) to bind our hands
against data mining.

The intervention studied, a “community-driven develop-
ment” (CDD) project, provides what we call “hardware” and “soft-
ware” support to rural communities. Hardware includes block
grants for local public goods, trade skills training, and small busi-
ness start-up capital. Software covers technical assistance that
promotes democratic decision making, the participation of so-
cially marginalized groups, and transparent budgeting practices.
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The CDD approach attempts to bolster local coordination—for
example, by setting up village development committees—and to
enhance participation, by requiring women and “youths” (adults
under age 35) to hold leadership positions, sign off on project fi-
nances, and attend meetings. The push for CDD reflects a broader
intellectual movement in international development toward
greater participation and empowerment of the poor (Chambers
1983; Sen 1985, 1999; World Bank 2001; Narayan 2002). CDD
further resembles certain “War on Poverty” reforms in the
1960s United States, particularly the Office of Economic
Opportunity’s Community Action Program, which bundled
social service delivery with attempts to politically mobilize mar-
ginalized groups, especially African Americans (Rosener 1978;
Germany 2007).! Donors currently channel large amounts of
aid through these programs: Mansuri and Rao (2012) estimate
that the World Bank alone has spent US$50 billion on CDD ini-
tiatives over the past 10 years.

Advocates of participatory local governance promise a long
and varied list of benefits ranging from more cost-effective con-
struction of infrastructure, to a closer match between project
choice and village needs, to the weakening of authoritarian vil-
lage institutions.? Critics hold concomitant concerns that partici-
pation requirements serve as a regressive tax, widening political
participation clogs up rather than expedites decision making
(Olson 1982), and external resources attract new leaders, crowd
out the most disadvantaged (Gugerty and Kremer 2008), or are
captured by elites if the program is unable to change the nature of
de facto political power (Bardhan 2002). Any real-world program
risks manipulation during implementation, and skeptical

1. There is remarkable similarity between CDD programs and the design and
framing of these earlier U.S. efforts. Germany (2007: 15) writes that “the OEO
pursued an aggressive, innovative and experimental agenda premised on em-
powering the poor and giving local people significant authority in fighting poverty.
Envisioned by OEO administrators as an attack on the causes of poverty more than
the symptoms, the War on Poverty was an ambitious effort to reform the psychology
of the poor, the institutions of the ghetto, the systems necessary for upward mobil-
ity, and the patterns of black political participation.” We thank David Card for
drawing our attention to these parallels.

2. For instance, Dongier et al. (2003) write that: “Experience demonstrates
that by directly relying on poor people to drive development activities, CDD has the
potential to make poverty reduction efforts more responsive to demands, more in-
clusive, more sustainable, and more cost-effective than traditional centrally led
programs ...achieving immediate and lasting results at the grassroots level.”
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observers fear that donors simply use the jargon of participatory
development for political or public relations purposes while con-
tinuing to operate in a top-down manner. Few studies provide
rigorous empirical evidence regarding these claims (Mansuri
and Rao 2004).

Scholars have argued that the incompetence and elite dom-
ination of Sierra Leone’s institutions—both in the central govern-
ment and the traditional chieftaincy system—in the 1970s and
1980s were key contributors to the civil war that took place from
1991 to 2002 (Richards 1996; Keen 2003). Emerging from war
with widespread poverty and a dearth of public services, the
country fell to the very bottom of the United Nations
Development Program Human Development Index that meas-
ures standards of living, health, and education (United Nations
2003), with 2001 per capita income of just US$140 in exchange
rate terms (World Bank 2003). To facilitate recovery from and
preclude a return to violence, one of the most high-profile reforms
was the reconstitution of elected district-level governments.
Housed within the government’s Decentralization Secretariat
and funded by the World Bank, the project we study, “GoBifo”
(or “Move Forward” in Krio, Sierra Leone’s lingua franca), fur-
ther extended decentralization by providing financial assistance
(of $4,667, or roughly $100 per household) and social mobilization
to village-level committees. Although the objective of making
local government institutions more inclusive aimed to address
some of the perceived root causes of the civil war, GoBifo’s
design is similar to many other CDD projects in non-postconflict
societies.

This article assesses the extent to which GoBifo achieved its
goals of reforming local institutions in rural Sierra Leone, and in
so doing makes four contributions. The first general contribution
is a discussion of how PAPs can help avoid some common pitfalls
in empirical research. The research and project teams agreed to a
set of hypotheses regarding the likely areas of program impact in
2005 before the intervention began. As the project came to a close
in 2009, we fleshed out this document with the exact outcome
measures and econometric specifications we would use, and
archived this PAP before analyzing the follow-up data (see
Online Appendix A). “Tying one’s hands” in this way is poten-
tially useful where researchers have wide discretion over what
they report and may face professional incentives to affirm the
priors of their academic discipline or the agenda of donors and
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policy makers. Explicit ex ante agreements between researchers
and program sponsors can offer a layer of protection for “incon-
venient” findings and thus reduce the scope for tendentious re-
porting. Adherence to a PAP reduces the risk of data mining or
other selective presentation of empirical results (cherry picking)
and generates correctly sized statistical tests, bolstering the cred-
ibility of the findings. More broadly, a system of registration
for experimental trials would help round out the body of available
research evidence, mitigating the publication bias that arises
from underreporting null or counterintuitive results. Registra-
tion of drug trials and PAPs is required by U.S. law but is uncom-
mon in economics.> We hope our experience contributes to the
emerging debate on the pros and cons of PAPs in social science.

The second contribution is the creation of novel measures of
local institutions and collective action, or structured community
activities (SCAs). These are concrete, real-world scenarios that
allow us to unobtrusively assess how communities (1) respond to
a matching grant opportunity; (2) make a communal decision;
and (3) allocate a valuable asset among community members.
We feel that these SCAs capture local collective action capacity,
and uncover the decision-making processes that underlie it, more
objectively than lab experiments, hypothetical vignettes, or sur-
veys alone.* The fact that the SCAs were carried out after the
GoBifo program ended allows us to measure any persistent im-
pacts on institutional performance.

This article’s evaluation of a CDD project will be of particular
interest to development economists and practitioners. We use a
randomized experimental design, which produces evidence on
causal impacts in a large study sample of 236 villages and 2,832
households. The study’s extended timeframe over four years
(2005—-2009) allows us to assess longer run impacts than is typic-
ally possible. Though four years may be short relative to the life-
times over which current institutions emerged, it is not short in

3. The Food and Drug Administration Modernization Act of 1997 led to
the creation of the National Institutes of Health—sponsored web registry http:/
clinicaltrials.gov in 2000, and a 2007 amendment requires results reporting and
imposes financial penalties for noncompliance. In 2005, registration of clinical
trials became a prerequisite for publication in any member journal of the
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors. See Rosenthal (1979),
Simes (1986), and Horton and Smith (1999).

4. The measures of community negotiations Paluck and Green (2009) devel-
oped in Rwanda are a related approach.
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comparison to most community development or other externally
funded projects. To guide our empirical work, we develop a the-
oretical framework for understanding how CDD programs might
impact local outcomes.

Fourth and finally, we contribute to the growing literature
concerning the impacts of giving decision-making authority to
marginalized groups. Research in India suggests that political
quotas for women and members of scheduled castes shift the com-
position of public spending toward goods preferred by these
groups (Pande 2003; Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004) and reduces
bias against female candidates (Beamen et al. 2009). By contrast,
we find that requiring women and young adults to take on lead-
ership positions, participate in project meetings, and sign off on
project finances does not have any persistent effect on their par-
ticipation in local decision making or attitudes regarding their
leadership ability. One explanation for this difference may be
that although Indian quotas give members of historically
excluded groups real power over sizable resources within a
formal state body (the panchayat), CDD takes a more indirect
approach to de jure reforms—nudging communities toward
more inclusion without explicitly challenging elites—and may
not change the identity of de facto power holders (Acemoglu
and Robinson 2008). Perhaps because sidelining the chiefs was
not a program goal, chiefdom officials retained as much control
over village development committees in GoBifo communities as
they held over comparable organizing bodies in control villages.

Our analysis explores a wide range of measures, divided into
two broad groups: project implementation, local public infrastruc-
ture, and economic outcomes (which we call family A), and insti-
tutional and collective action outcomes (family B). We find that
the GoBifo project was well implemented: it established village
organizations and tools to manage development projects in nearly
all cases and provided the financing to implement them. The dis-
tribution of project benefits within communities was largely
equitable, and the leakage of project resources appears minimal.
We further find immediate impacts on the stock and quality of
local public infrastructure, such as schools and latrines. There is
also more market activity in treatment communities, as well as
increases in household asset ownership, suggesting economic
benefits.

However, we find no detectable changes in the second, argu-
ably more important, institutional domain (family B). We find no
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evidence that the program led to fundamental changes in the
ability to raise funds for local public goods, decision-making pro-
cesses, or social norms and attitudes. As an example, despite
the experiences many women gained by participating in and
managing GoBifo activities, after the project ended they were
no more likely to attend or voice an opinion at community meet-
ings. Similarly, there is no evidence that the establishment of a
democratic organizing committee or the experience implementing
projects led to more fundraising in response to a matching grant
opportunity. In all, we find no evidence that the program
reshaped village institutions, empowered minorities, or improved
collective action beyond the activities stipulated by the project
itself. The time horizon of the research over four years suggests
that these findings cannot be dismissed simply as the result of a
short term study.

The rest of the article is structured as follows. Section II
discusses the context, intervention, and theoretical framework.
Section III covers the research design, PAP, and econometric spe-
cifications. Section IV discusses the empirical results, and Section
V concludes.

II. BACKGROUND

II.A. Institutions in Sierra Leone

Before describing the GoBifo program, we first consider why
existing institutions in Sierra Leone might warrant reform. The
country has a dual system of governance (common in many
African countries; Mamdani 1996) in which the central govern-
ment apparatus based in the capital runs in parallel to the “trad-
itional” local chieftaincy system, neither of which has historically
been particularly democratic or inclusive. Authoritarian central
government leaders in the 1970s and 1980s enriched themselves
through illicit diamond deals while providing woefully inad-
equate public services (Reno 1995). President Siaka Stevens dis-
mantled democratic institutions, initially by abolishing elected
district governments in 1972 and ultimately declaring the coun-
try a one-party state in 1978. One-party rule continued until the
1992 coup that roughly coincided with the start of the civil war
(which ran from 1991 to 2002).

As background on the traditional system, the country’s 149
paramount chiefs come from hereditary “ruling houses”; serve for
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life once appointed or elected (by a restricted electorate); exert
considerable control over resource allocation, including land and
labor; operate the local court system that presides outside the
capital; and organize the provision of many local public goods
(such as road maintenance). This system largely excludes both
women (who are not eligible to serve as chiefs in much of the
country) and young men from decision making. Political exclu-
sion, growing frustration with government incompetence and cor-
ruption, and grievances against heavy-handed chiefs are seen as
destabilizing factors that contributed to the war (Richards 1996;
Keen 2003).

II.B. The GoBifo Project

After the war, the government of Sierra Leone and its donor
partners, including the World Bank, launched an ambitious in-
stitutional reform agenda, which included the reestablishment of
district-level governments. The GoBifo pilot initiative was
launched to support and deepen this reform by extending decen-
tralization down to the ward and village levels.® The program had
two main components: (1) financial assistance in the form of block
grants to fund local public goods provision and small enterprise
development; and (2) intensive organizing to establish new struc-
tures to facilitate collective action (i.e., Village Development
Committees, VDCs) and institute participation requirements to
elevate historically marginalized groups to positions of authority.
As examples of the latter, GoBifo required that one of the three
co-signatories on the community bank account be female; encour-
aged women and youths to manage their own projects (e.g., small
business training for youths); made evidence of inclusion in pro-
ject implementation a prerequisite for the release of funding
tranches; and, as part of their internal review process, required
field staff to record how many women and youth attended and
spoke up in meetings. To formally link project activities to higher
tiers of government, VDCs were required to submit their village
development plans to the appropriate Ward Development

5. Wards are the lowest formal government administrative unit, each covering
around 10,000 people on average, and the elected district councilor representing the
ward chairs the Ward Development Committee. Though the project we study also
operated at the ward level, only the village-level intervention was randomized and
is thus our focus.
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Committee (WDC) for review, endorsement, and transmission to
the new district councils for approval (GoBifo Project 2007).

The process of establishing new village institutions, training
community members, and promoting social mobilization of mar-
ginalized groups was intense and accounted for a large part of
GoBifo human and financial resources. Specifically, all project
facilitators were required to reside in one of the six villages as-
signed to them and spend approximately one day a week in each
of the villages. After the start of project work in January 2006 and
through the completion of all village-level projects in July 2009,
each village received roughly six months of direct “facilitation”
over a three-and-a-half-year period (see the timeline in Online
Appendix B). Furthermore, although just under half of the total
GoBifo budget was dedicated to village- and ward-level block
grants (US$896,000 or 47%), the balance covered “capacity devel-
opment” in village- and ward-level planning (US$589,732 or
30%), project management and contingencies (US$255,320 or
14%), and monitoring and evaluation (US$177,300 or 9%). Thus
for every $1 spent directly on grants, roughly $1 was spent on
capacity-building, facilitation, and oversight.

Several different types of GoBifo village projects were
common. The largest share of projects, at 43%, was in the con-
struction of local public goods, with 14% in community centers or
sports fields, 12% in education (i.e., primary school repairs), 10%
in water and sanitation (i.e., latrines), 5% in health (including
traditional midwife posts), and 2% in roads. Another 26% was
in agriculture, including seed multiplication and communal farm-
ing; 14% in livestock (i.e., goat herding) or fishing; and 17% in
skills training and small business development initiatives (i.e.,
blacksmithing, carpentry, soap making). Leakage of GoBifo funds
appears minimal: when we asked villagers to verify the detailed
financial reports that were given to the research team by project
management, community members were able to confirm receipt
for 86.5% of the 273 transactions that were cross-checked.®

GoBifo is similar to CDD initiatives in other countries. The
project implementation stages—establishing a local committee,

6. The discrepancies were of two types: (1) the amounts in community records
was markedly less than in project accounts; or (2) community members reported
receiving building materials in kind and could not estimate their value. For each of
the disputed transactions, the GoBifo accounting team produced hard-copy pay-
ment vouchers signed by both a village representative (either the VDC chair or
finance officer) and a project field staff member.
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providing facilitation that aims to shift social norms, and allocat-
ing block grants—are standard, as is the pervasive emphasis on
inclusive, transparent, and participatory processes. Compared to
other projects (Olken 2007; Labonne and Chase 2008), the most
notable difference is that the village-level component of GoBifo
did not involve any intercommunity competition for funding.
Regarding the scale of funding, GoBifo disbursed grants worth
a bit under $5,000 to communities with 50 households, or 300
residents, on average (roughly $100 per household, or $4.50 per
capita annually over three and a half years).”

II.C. A Framework of Collective Action and External Aid

We next lay out a stylized local collective action framework
that clarifies how an external intervention that provides finan-
cing and participation requirements might change local decision
making and derive implications that inform the empirical ana-
lysis; see Online Appendix C for the formal exposition of the
model. In the model, a social planner determines the optimal in-
vestment in local public goods and sets a corresponding tax sched-
ule, which is implemented with perfect compliance. Individual
residents then decide whether to voluntarily participate in the
planning and implementation of the public goods projects, taking
their individual tax burden as given. We feel this framework is a
reasonable approximation to the context of rural Sierra Leone
(and similar societies with strong village headmen), where the
traditional chief has the authority to levy fines and collect taxes
to provide basic public goods, but there is variation in residents’
involvement in actual decision making and implementation. In
this setting, the external intervention lowers the marginal cost of
local public goods provision through financial subsidies and af-
fects the fixed costs of collective action by imposing participation
requirements and instilling democratic norms. We allow under-
represented groups (i.e., women) to have differential participa-
tion costs ex ante, which could be impacted by learning by
doing or demonstration effects during project implementation.

We define three time periods that correspond to our data
collection activities: the preprogram period, when the baseline

7. The Fearon, Humphreys, and Weinstein (2009) Liberia project provided
roughly $20,000 to “communities” that comprised 2,000 to 3,000 residents, roughly
$4 per capita, annually over two years.
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survey was fielded; the program implementation phase, where
the first follow-up survey captured activities that had been com-
pleted during the intervention (and launched the structured com-
munity activities); and the postprogram period, where the second
follow-up survey explored what happened with the SCAs after the
project had finished. Because the marginal cost reductions are
tied directly to external financial assistance, while the fixed orga-
nizing cost reductions could be internalized and maintained, we
can speculatively gain some leverage over which channels are at
work by comparing impacts during the project versus postpro-
gram phases. Moreover, studying the postprogram period
allows us to evaluate the persistence and “sustainability” of
impacts.

First, consider the individual’s decision of whether to contrib-
ute time and voluntary labor to the planning and provision of
local public goods. These decisions are taken in a decentralized
fashion, but they aggregate in a way that affects the cost of public
goods provision facing the social planner. The fact that individ-
uals ignore the aggregate effect of their voluntary labor captures
the classic externality feature of collective action and implies that
even with perfect tax compliance, the planner will still fail to
achieve the first-best level of public goods.

Individuals gain utility from consumption of the current
stock of public goods, private consumption, and a psychic or
social benefit of participating in collective action that captures
the intrinsic value of civic involvement. Regarding the latter,
Olken (2010) and Dal Bg, Foster, and Putterman (2010) provide
evidence that having a say in the decision-making process can
have a large effect on satisfaction and cooperation even if the
choice process has zero impact on the final policy outcome per
se. Given historical legacies of exclusion, we assume that while
some women and youth may derive positive utility from partici-
pation, they face additional social costs of speaking up, and thus,
on average, their net benefits of civic participation are lower than
for elder male elites. All residents face the same opportunity cost
of participating, which reflects the cost of time spent engaging in
public goods provision instead of wage-earning activities, and
they must pay the tax set by the social planner. The first-order
conditions imply that the individual chooses to participate in col-
lective action if and only if the net benefits are nonnegative.

The social planner chooses the level of local public goods in-
vestment with the objective of maximizing the sum of individual
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utilities. The cost of public goods provision has two components: a
marginal cost capturing the price of construction materials, and a
fixed coordination cost of collective action, which is a function of
both the sum of individual participation decisions and the cap-
acity of local institutions. Following the theory motivating par-
ticipatory local development, we assume that the fixed costs of
collective action are falling in both the capacity of local institu-
tions and community participation; we assess the empirical val-
idity of these assumptions below. The latter condition would be
true if, for example, greater community involvement made public
goods provision easier by creating greater support for the process.
Importantly, even if participation has no effect on coordination
costs, advocates argue that local civic engagement carries intrin-
sic benefits, and therefore project participation belongs in the
utility function and its enhancement becomes an appropriate ob-
jective for intervention.

Standard first-order conditions imply that the planner
chooses the optimal level of local public goods investment if af-
fordable, or a smaller investment that exhausts the village
budget (at a corner solution) if it is not. Given the poverty and
extremely limited public services in rural Sierra Leone, it seems
reasonable to assume the latter, where communities face a bind-
ing budget constraint that keeps public investment well below
optimal levels. This means that there are plenty of public invest-
ments—in latrines, water wells, primary schools—whose
village-wide marginal benefits exceed the marginal cost of con-
struction, yet are simply unaffordable given the community’s
small tax base and inability to borrow (in light of pervasive finan-
cial market imperfections). Under these constraints, profitable
investments become unaffordable because construction prices or
coordination costs are prohibitively high.

Within this framework, participatory local governance inter-
ventions aim to have three distinct impacts. First, by subsidizing
the cost of construction materials, the financial grants reduce the
marginal cost of public goods provision. Second, the leadership
quotas and participation requirements for women and youth aim
to increase the benefits of participation for these historically
marginalized groups. Such requirements should automatically
translate into greater participation in collective activities
during project implementation for these groups. Moreover, if
women and young men learn by doing, or if their participation
exerts positive demonstration effects on others that begin to
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shift social norms, this experience could trigger a persistent in-
crease in their benefits of participation, sustainably raising par-
ticipation levels into the postprogram period. Third and finally,
this increase in community participation, accompanied by the
establishment of VDCs, plans, and bank accounts, aims to
reduce the fixed coordination costs of collective action. The idea
is that once these are in place, the next village project should be
less costly to identify and execute during both project implemen-
tation and the postprogram period. As such, the original GoBifo
project proposal emphasizes the sustainability and broad man-
date of these new structures, suggesting they will become “the
focal point for development interventions” in the future (World
Bank 2004).

This simple framework generates three empirical predictions
to take to the data. First, the combination of financial subsidies
and lower coordination costs should unambiguously increase
public goods investment during the program implementation
phase. To assess this, outcome family A includes project imple-
mentation indicators to first evaluate whether the grants were in
fact delivered to villages and new institutions established on the
ground, and then a set of measures regarding the stock of local
public goods to assess immediate impacts on investment levels.
Second, as we move from project implementation to the postpro-
gram period, the marginal investment costs return to baseline
levels while the fixed costs (potentially) remain reduced. To
evaluate whether new village institutions lead to greater public
investment in the postprogram period, family B includes take-up
of the building materials vouchers (in SCA 1), and other collective
action measures beyond the direct program sphere. Third, if par-
ticipation requirements for women and youth trigger a perman-
ent enhancement in their benefits from participation, we should
see more women and youths attending community meetings and
taking part in decision making postprogram. This is captured by
the outcomes in the gift choice component of SCA 2 and household
survey responses concerning civic engagement in nonprogram
areas. Moreover, enhancing participation by marginalized
groups could initiate broader changes in social norms and atti-
tudes (e.g., regarding the desirability of female leadership), as
captured in several additional hypotheses under outcome family
B. It remains an empirical question whether any of these predic-
tions hold in reality, hence we turn to the data.
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III. RESEARCH DESIGN

III.A. Random Assignment

The 118 GoBifo treatment and 118 control villages were
selected from a larger pool of eligible communities using a com-
puterized random number generator. They were sampled from
within the two study districts, which were chosen to strike a bal-
ance in terms of regional diversity, political affiliation, and ethnic
identity, while simultaneously targeting poor rural areas with
limited nongovernmental organization (NGO) presence (see
Online Appendix D for a map). Bombali district is located in the
northern region dominated by the Temne and Limba ethnic
groups and traditionally allied with the All People’s Congress
political party, one of Sierra Leone’s two largest parties. Bonthe
district is in the south, where the Mende and Sherbro ethnic
groups dominate and where the other major party, the Sierra
Leone People’s Party, is strong. Using the 2004 Population and
Housing Census, the pool of eligible villages was restricted to
those considered of appropriate size for a CDD project, namely,
between 20 and 200 households in Bombali and 10 to 100 house-
holds in Bonthe (where villages are smaller). Once the sample
was chosen, the villages were randomized into treatment and
control groups, stratifying on ward.® There were six treatment
and six control villages in each of 19 wards, plus one additional
ward on Bonthe Island, where there were only four treatment and
four control communities given the small size of the ward.

Statistics Sierra Leone staff randomly selected 12 house-
holds to be surveyed from the census household lists in each vil-
lage. Given interest in the dynamics of political exclusion and
empowerment, the choice of respondent within each targeted
household rotated among four different demographic groups in
each subsequent household surveyed: nonyouth male, youth

8. We ran 500 computer randomizations and saved all resulting assignments
that generated no statistically significant differences (at 95% confidence) between
treatment and control groups in terms of the total number of households per village
and the distance to the nearest road. Among these “balanced” assignments, one was
then selected at random for the final treatment assignment. Following Bruhn and
McKenzie (2009), we include the “balancing” observables in the regression analysis
as covariates to generate correct standard errors. Treatment effect estimates are
thus interpreted as impacts conditional on these observables, although results do
not change with their exclusion (not shown). There were two minor data issues that
led to a partial resampling of a small number of villages; however, these did not
affect the integrity of the randomization (see Online Appendix E).
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male, nonyouth female, and youth female. All respondents are at
least 18 years old, and note that the government of Sierra Leone’s
definition of “youth” includes people up to 35 years of age (al-
though the definition is a bit subjective in reality, especially be-
cause many Sierra Leoneans do not know their exact age). This
data collection strategy means that for each community, and for
the overall sample, responses are roughly balanced across the
four demographic groups.’

The randomization procedure successfully generated two
groups balanced along observable dimensions. Specifically,
Table I lists the control group mean and the treatment minus
control preprogram difference for a variety of community charac-
teristics (including total households, distance to nearest road,
average respondent years of education, and indices for civil war
exposure and local history of domestic slavery) as well as an il-
lustrative selection of preprogram values for outcome measures.
There are no statistically significant mean differences across the
treatment and control groups for any of these variables; Online
Appendix F presents the same estimates for all 96 baseline meas-
ures and shows that the difference across treatment and control
groups is significant at 90% confidence for only 7 of these, roughly
as expected by chance. One noteworthy pattern in the baseline
data is the stark gender difference in local meeting involvement,
with twice as many males (59%) than females (29%) speaking at
village meetings.

II1.B. Data Collection and Measurement

This analysis draws on three main data sources: household
surveys from late 2005 (baseline) and mid-2009 (follow-up);
village-level focus group discussions held in 2005 and 2009; and
three novel SCAs conducted in late 2009 shortly after GoBifo
activities had ended. The SCAs were introduced with the initial
follow-up survey in May 2009 and then followed up in an un-
announced visit five months later. The research team and enu-
merators were operationally separate from GoBifo staff at all
stages of the project.

The 2005 household surveys collected data on baseline par-
ticipation in local collective activities, as well as household

9. These four demographic groups each comprise roughly a quarter of the adult
population in these two districts in the 2004 census (ranging from 21% to 31%),
indicating that our sample is quite representative.
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demographic and socioeconomic information. To establish a
panel, the field teams sought the same respondents during the
2009 follow-up surveys, and the attrition rate was moderate: 96%
of the same households were located and reinterviewed, as were
76% of the same individual respondents. Where the individual
respondent from 2005 was unavailable, we picked another house-
hold member with the same gender and youth status (or same
gender only, if no match on both criteria was available) to inter-
view in 2009. This approach maintained the overall demographic
composition of the respondent sample. In the 4% of cases where
the entire household had moved permanently, we visited the
dwelling located three doors down and interviewed someone
with the same gender and youth status. Rates of attrition at
both the individual and household level are balanced across treat-
ment groups and do not vary significantly by treatment status
interacted with several baseline characteristics including re-
spondent gender, youth status, education, community meeting
attendance, or household assets (see Online Appendix G). Note
that our main analysis is conducted (and many of our outcome
measures are collected) at the village level, which is the unit of
treatment assignment and for which we have zero attrition.°

During the data collection visits in 2005 and 2009, the field
team supervisor assembled key opinion leaders—including VDC
members, the village chief, as well as women and youth leaders,
among others—to describe the condition of local infrastructure
and answer questions about local collective processes and activ-
ities. Research supervisors also made their own physical assess-
ments of construction quality as a cross-check.

Given the difficulties in gauging institutional dynamics and
collective action through survey responses alone, the third main
type of data was gathered through the SCAs. These were de-
signed to measure how communities respond to three concrete,
real-world situations: (1) raising funds in response to a matching
grant opportunity, (2) making a community decision between two
comparable alternatives, and (3) allocating and managing an
asset that was provided for free. As opposed to hypothetical vi-
gnettes or laboratory experiments in the field, these exercises

10. For the outcome variables that rely on household-level responses, we con-
struct village-level averages using all individuals interviewed in the follow-up
survey. However, none of our results are affected by limiting the sample to the
original respondents who were resurveyed (see Table III).
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more directly, realistically, and less obtrusively capture outcomes
of interest. We discuss each SCA in detail here.

SCA 1 was designed to measure whether GoBifo produced
persistent effects on villages’ capacity for local collective action
beyond the life of the project. Each community received six vou-
chers they could redeem at a nearby building materials store (in
the nearest large town) if they raised matching funds.
Specifically, each voucher was worth 50,000 Leones (roughly
US$17) only if accompanied by another 100,000 Leones (US$33)
from the community. Matching all six vouchers generated
900,000 Leones (US$300) for use in the supply store.

Because individuals had negligible savings and faced credit
constraints, take-up of the vouchers is a measure of local capacity
for cooperation. Voucher redemption was recorded by clerks at
the building materials stores. Enumerators returned to all vil-
lages five months after the initial distribution of the vouchers
to assess the distribution of project contributions and benefits
(i.e., did they buy metal for a new roof for the primary school or
for the chief's home?), the quality of final construction, and how
inclusive and transparent the management of the resulting pro-
ject had been. In the context of the model, higher take-up in treat-
ment communities implies that the program persistently reduced
the fixed costs of collective action, as in this case the marginal
component (i.e., the financial subsidies offered through the vou-
chers) was exactly the same for treatment and control villages.

Take-up of all the vouchers was always in the community’s
self-interest: given the subsidy (and even accounting for trans-
port costs), the materials could be profitably resold immediately
after purchase at the building material stores. To provide a sense
of what types of projects this amount (US$300) could fund, the
modal project was to purchase metal sheeting to upgrade the
roofing on a community building like a school. In earlier GoBifo
projects, villages were free to divide the funds between multiple
projects, and roughly 20% of all projects were valued at or below
US$300, indicating that this is a useful amount of funding.

SCA 2 was designed to measure the extent to which commu-
nity decision making is democratic and inclusive and to assess the
level of community participation. The day before survey work, the
enumerator teams met with the village head (the lowest level
chiefly authority) and asked him to assemble the entire commu-
nity for a meeting the next morning. At the subsequent meeting,
the enumerators presented the community with a choice between
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two gifts each valued at roughly US$40—a carton of batteries
(useful for radios and flashlights) versus many small bags of
iodized salt—as a token of appreciation for participating in the
research. We did extensive field piloting to identify two gifts be-
tween which community members would be largely indifferent
and for which there was no normatively “correct” choice. The
piloting suggested that there was more discussion when it was
not obvious ex ante which option was preferred. (Although it was
not an outcome of interest in terms of program impacts, two
thirds of the communities chose salt and one third the batteries
in both the treatment and control groups.)

The enumerators—who were Statistics Sierra Leone em-
ployees and not GoBifo staff—emphasized that the community
itself should decide how to share the gift and then withdrew
from the meeting to observe the decision-making process from
the sidelines. The enumerators remained “outside” the commu-
nity meeting circle and recorded how the deliberation evolved
without making any comments of their own. Among other
things, the enumerators recorded who participated in any side
meetings; the degree to which the chief, village head, and
elders dominated the discussion; the extent of debate in terms
of time and the number of comments; and a subjective assessment
of the apparent influence of different subgroups (e.g., women) on
the final outcome. This exercise provided quantitative data on the
relative frequency of female versus male speakers, and youth
versus non-youth speakers in an actual community meeting.!!
Note that these are the same metrics that the GoBifo facilitators
were required to track as part of their internal impact assess-
ments (GoBifo Project 2008).

SCA 3 was designed to gauge the extent of elite capture of
resources, a common concern for decentralization reforms.
During the first follow-up visit in 2009, the enumerators gave
each village a large plastic tarpaulin sheet as a gift. Tarps are
frequently used in Sierra Leone as makeshift building materials
(40% of households have potentially leaky thatched roofs), and in
agriculture as a surface for drying grains (as less than a quarter
of villages have a functional drying floor). During the second 2009
follow-up visit five months later, enumerators recorded which

11. Of the four enumerators, one focused his or her data collection on the par-
ticipation of youths, one on women, one on all adults, and the fourth kept careful
track of each person who spoke publicly.
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households had used the tarp in the intervening period. This ac-
tivity also captures an element of collective action, as enumer-
ators assessed whether villages had been able to decide on a use
for the tarp, and whether it had been put mainly toward a public
(e.g., a communal grain-drying floor) or private end (patching the
roof of an individual’s home).

We developed the SCAs precisely because we felt traditional
survey measures of collective action and participation were po-
tentially unreliable. Thus, “validating” the SCAs using more
standard measures is potentially problematic. Nevertheless,
documenting a positive correlation between the SCAs and exist-
ing measures would provide some reassurance that there is an
underlying “signal” of collective action capacity that is picked up
by both. To provide suggestive evidence on the relevance of the
SCAs, we selected variables from the baseline data that sought to
assess the same concepts and tested whether they predicted SCA
outcomes four years later. For SCA 1 concerning collective action
capacity, Online Appendix H shows that the number of vouchers
redeemed is positively and significantly predicted by the number
of functional local public goods present in the community at base-
line. For SCA 2 regarding the role of women and youth in decision
making, Online Appendix H shows that the number of women
(youths) attending the deliberation between salt and batteries
is positive and significantly predicted by the baseline number of
female (youth) respondents who reported that they had attended
a community meeting in the past year. Similarly, the number of
women (youths) who made a public statement is positively related
to the baseline number of female (youth) respondents who
claimed to have spoken up during a recent community meeting,
although this correlation is not significant at traditional levels.

SCA 3 concerning elite capture was less successful in gener-
ating variation in performance across communities (as discussed
in detail below), complicating the validation exercise. Specifically,
we find that nearly all communities used the tarp in a public wa