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ABSTRACT 
 

 

This paper examines whether democracy promotion programs such as civic education 

can affect citizens’ attitudes toward democracy, elections, and even violence in 

countries where multiparty competition has been associated with violent instability. 

We studied this question in Côte d’Ivoire, where the 2010 election renewed a 

devastating civil war. In the run-up to the 2015 presidential election, we randomized 

a civic education program in neighborhoods of Abidjan, the country’s de facto 

capital. Contrary to expectations, we find that exposure to civic education induced 

voters to adopt more negative views of the electoral process, including likelihood of 

fraud, as well as to express greater fear of violence during the election. Exposure to 

civic education also provoked voters to report support for the use of political violence. 

We theorize that these citizens may be more likely to express or engage in political 

discussion due to the treatment, but the mechanisms merit further investigation. 
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Introduction 

Election violence remains a regular occurrence in many countries around the world (Arriola and 

Johnson 2012; Straus and Taylor 2012; Hafner-Burton et al. 2014), so governments and their 

international partners pursue programs aimed at encouraging citizens to believe in the integrity 

of democratic institutions as well as the safety of the electoral process (United Nations 

Development Program 2009). While the observation of elections by external actors seems to 

have beneficial effects—including in contexts where violence is widely expected during 

elections (Hyde 2011; Kelley 2012; Daxecker 2012, 2014; Callen and Long 2014)—foreign 

donors increasingly favor local programing. Civic education aimed at promoting an active and 

informed citizenry is one type of such programming. In addition to being less costly for foreign 

donors with limited budgets for election assistance, civic education can be designed with local 

knowledge as well as inclusion of domestic stakeholders. This explains why the U.S. Agency for 

International Development (USAID) spent one-quarter to one-half of all civil society funding on 

civic education from 1990 to the mid-2000s (Finkel 2014). By 2012, U.S.-funded civic education 

programs reached nearly 60 million voters in 22 countries (U.S. Department of State 2013).  

In light of foreign donor’s extensive support for civic education, including countries 

where violence is widely expected, this paper examines its effects on citizens’ electoral 

experience. We ask whether exposure to civic education programs can influence how citizens 

assess elections and their consequences. Does civic education affect their confidence in the 

electoral process and democratic institutions? Can it affect their expectations of political 

violence? 

Relatively little is known about how this increasingly common form of democracy 

promotion, civic education, affects voters’ experiences. We draw on theoretical insights from 

prior studies of programmatic interventions in new democracies, including select studies that 

examine violent cases, as we seek to establish a plausible theory under which civic education 

would have a positive effect on citizen attitudes in these contexts. Innovative studies have shown 

that civic education, by promoting access to political knowledge, can increase the likelihood that 

voters participate in the democratic process (Finkel and Smith 2011), even turning out to vote in 

higher numbers where violence is an expected part of the electoral process (Collier and Vicente 

2014). Greater political knowledge also seems to reduce citizen support for the use of violence in 

politics (Finkel et al. 2012). Drawing on these insights, we hypothesize that a similar mechanism 

may apply in contexts where election violence is anticipated: civic education should produce 

more positive views of the electoral process and less approval for violence by reassuring 

individuals that they will be protected and their community will be safe in voting.  

We assess the impact of civic education through an experimental research design 

implemented just prior to Côte d’Ivoire’s October 2015 presidential election. Elections in that 

country have been routinely tainted by violence since the return to multiparty politics in 1990 

(Beaulieu 2014). In this context, we collaborated with a local non-governmental organization, 

the Coalition of Civil Society for Peace and Democratic Development (COSOPCI), to randomize 

exposure to its civic education program in select neighborhoods of Attécoubé, a commune of 

Abidjan, which is the country’s largest city and de facto capital. To assess the causal effect of 

civic education, we conducted a survey within a week of the program’s implementation, and just 

prior to the elections, among approximately 400 randomly selected voters in both treated and 

control neighborhoods. The survey sought to assess whether those exposed to the treatment 

would be more likely to hold positive attitudes toward the electoral process as well as lower their 
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concerns of violence, as the theoretical expectations conventionally associated with civic 

education would predict.   

 Contrary to theoretical expectations, however, our survey results show that voters who 

live in the Attécoubé neighborhoods treated with civic education generally report more negative 

attitudes toward elections and democratic institutions when compared to voters in control 

neighborhoods. Respondents in treatment neighborhoods are less likely to believe that an 

election will be free from electoral malpractices. They are also less likely to believe that it is safe 

to vote. Even more surprising, though, respondents in treatment neighborhoods are more 

amenable to the idea that violence in politics can be justified.  

 We suggest in the discussion section that the explanation for these results may be 

twofold. First, the civic education program may encourage respondents to be more forthcoming 

in answering questions about their attitudes and behaviors. Second, the civic education’s 

emphasis on peaceful election participation may, inadvertently, prime voters to think about 

violence, which left thousands dead in the previous election, and thus activate latent fears.  

Additionally, we show that changes in reported attitudes may not necessarily inhibit 

positive citizen behavior, namely, voting. A comparison of data from polling stations closest to 

treatment and control neighborhoods shows that turnout may have been at least ten percentage 

points higher in treatment neighborhoods. Such a positive impact on actual turnout — a key goal 

of civic education — merits further study, particularly in regions where violence routinely spikes 

during elections. 

 The findings presented here complement an emerging body of scholarship that explicitly 

seeks to assess the effects of civic education on political attitudes and behaviors in contexts 

where violence is widespread during elections (Finkel et al. 2012; Fafchamps and Vicente 2013; 

Collier and Vicente 2014). The findings of this study may provide important new insights for 

reevaluating democracy programs in violence-prone countries. Governments and donors make 

multimillion-dollar investments in promoting those programs. Yet, while such programs may be 

normatively desirable, the findings presented here suggest that civic education may induce voters 

to fear the electoral process, potentially making them less vested in democracy as a whole. 

Understanding how a history of violence affects the way citizens respond to democracy 

promotion programs may eventually enable policymakers to craft interventions better suited to 

enhancing democracy in such contexts. Our discussion of potential mechanisms based on our 

findings points to new directions for future research. 

 

Theoretical Framework and Testable Hypotheses 

To explore how civic education programs affect citizens’ expectations regarding the electoral 

process as well as whether they support violent political tactics, we construct a theoretical 

framework that draws on insights from prior studies of programming interventions in new 

democracies.  

A growing body of scholarship examines the role of civic education in fostering the 

development of democratic political culture. Often with the support of international donors, 

domestic organizations in many developing countries have regularly conducted civic education 

programs that provide voters with basic information about their constitutional rights, coupled 

with other programs aimed at promoting political engagement, political tolerance, or the peaceful 

resolution of conflicts. Since the early 1990s, donors like USAID, the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP), and the World Bank have sought to promote democracy around 
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the world by financing these civic education programs during the run-up to national elections 

(Carothers 1999; Blair 2003; Finkel 2002, 2014).  

Donor-funded programs have largely been informed by early research suggesting that 

democratic consolidation requires an informed citizenry socialized into the norms of active 

political participation (Almond and Verba 1963; Putnam 1993; Galston 2001). Political 

knowledge is the main mechanism that prior research argues drives the large positive behavioral 

effects of civic education programs in new democracies. Political knowledge is thought to enable 

citizens to better understand the democratic process and thereby feel empowered to actively 

participate in it. Norms of participation may further encourage citizens to vote and engage in the 

electoral process because they anticipate that the rest of their community expects this behavior 

and will socially sanction deviations. 

The literature on civic education shows that participants in civic education programs are 

more likely to participate in the electoral process, especially turning out to vote, and that political 

knowledge may be driving such effects. In Pakistan, a voter mobilization campaign targeting 

women significantly increased their turnout (Gine and Mansuri 2011). In Mali, a randomized 

field experiment involving a civic education course shows that program participants are more 

likely to use their votes to sanction poor-performing politicians and less likely to be influenced 

by clientelistic political practices (Gottlieb 2012). In Mozambique, a randomized field 

experiment focused on the dissemination of neutral information about the electoral process 

delivered through multiple media platforms was found to have increased official voter turnout as 

well as citizens’ information about the election and their trust in the electoral process (Aker et al. 

n.d.).5 There is additional evidence about broader attitudes and behaviors changing with political 

information. In Kenya, a large-scale assessment of individuals who attended civic education 

workshops prior to elections finds that participants were then more likely to understand 

constitutional reform provisions; participants also tended to become opinion leaders who 

diffused their civics training within their social networks (Finkel and Smith 2011).6 

But few civic education studies have explicitly focused on whether such programs affect 

voters in elections normally affected by violence. In the few existing studies, participants appear 

more likely to vote and also less likely to support the use of violent political tactics—even in 

these contexts in which they are under threat of violence. USAID, for example, funded an 

evaluation of the National Civic Education Program (NCEP) implemented in Kenya prior to the 

2007 elections that were ultimately marred by post-election violence. In their evaluation, Finkel 

et al. (2012) show that exposure to the NCEP resulted in “inoculation effects” for participants: 

when compared to non-participants affected by violence, NCEP participants were less likely to 

express negative attitudes about the political system, less likely to support ethnic violence, and 

                                                 
5 Knowledge, beyond what may be provided by civic education programs, can have similar effects. In India, for 

example, a survey of more than 2,000 households finds that years of education and access to information, rather than 

wealth or social status, are better predictors of participation in political activities like voting and attending public 

meetings (Krishna 2006). 
6 Not all civic education programs are found to be so productive, depending on their design and implementation. In 

Zambia, civic education programs in the 1990s had positive effects on citizen knowledge and behavior, but the size 

of these effects depended on the outreach and pedagogical strategies employed by the various organizations 

implementing the civics training (Bratton 1999). In South Africa, high school students were more likely to adopt 

democratic values and skills when taught by more competent instructors who used participatory instructional 

methods (Finkel 2005). In the Dominican Republic and South Africa, adult civic education programs were more 

effective depending on the frequency of training, the extent to which training emphasized participation over other 

democratic norms, and the extent to which training was based on participatory methodologies (Finkel 2002).  
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more likely to forgive the perpetrators of violence. In Nigeria, Collier and Vicente (2014) 

examine the effects of an anti-violence field experiment carried out in six states before the 2007 

elections. They show that voter turnout was not only significantly higher in the randomly 

selected locations where the campaign was implemented, but that there was also less violence 

reported by independent journalists in those locations. Relatedly, Fafchamps and Vicente (2013) 

find that the anti-violence campaign in Nigeria had spillover effects to voting behavior and 

violence perception, including transmission from participants to non-participants through kinship 

ties and geographic proximity that affected these behaviors and attitudes. 

What are the mechanisms in violent contexts? Political knowledge may not be sufficient 

to change behavior when the risks are extreme. Empirical studies in other contexts raise doubts 

about the mechanism of knowledge alone driving effects. For example, Kam and Palmer (2008) 

find that the effect of higher education on political participation is indistinguishable from zero 

after using propensity-score matching to account for the pre-adult factors that shape the 

nonrandom assignment to higher education. Green et al. (2011) use an experimental design to 

assess the effects of civics curricula on students’ political knowledge and support for civil 

liberties. They find that a civics treatment did significantly increase political knowledge among 

participants, but this increased knowledge had no effect on participants’ support for civil 

liberties.  

While acknowledging the potential limitations of civic education, we proceed by deriving 

testable hypotheses from the existing literature and assessing them in a context of widely 

anticipated violence. We theorize that civic education programs—by emphasizing that voters 

have the right to vote as they see fit—may increase understanding of, and confidence in, the 

institutional protections built around the secret ballot. These programs not only provide 

information about voting procedures; they also emphasize that violence is not an acceptable 

method in democracy and that electoral results should be accepted peacefully. Civic education 

may therefore change voter expectations about the likelihood of violence in an election. Both of 

these components also potentially strengthen norms of peaceful participation. This combination 

of information on voting procedures and normative messages leads us to the following 

hypotheses: 

1. Civic education should increase voter confidence in the electoral process.  

2. Civic education should decrease voter approval of violent political tactics. 

3. Civic education should increase voter participation in the electoral process. 

 

Research Design 

In Côte d’Ivoire, we evaluated the effects of a civic education program through a survey that 

followed a randomized implementation prior to the 2015 election. 

 

Case Selection: Côte d’Ivoire  

Côte d’Ivoire is an ideal context for studying how democracy promotion programs like civic 

education affect how citizens perceive and participate in elections that are affected by violence. 

Multiparty elections in Côte d’Ivoire have been routinely tainted by violence (Crook 1997; 

Boone and Kriger 2010; Beaulieu 2014). The 2010 presidential election—delayed by five years 

due to a civil war that began in 2002—resulted in a political crisis when both the incumbent 

president, Laurent Gbagbo, and his main opponent, Alassane Ouattara, declared themselves 

winners after a second-round runoff. The two candidates then sought to use violence to impose 

their victory, but Ouattara was eventually installed in office, backed by rebel forces as well as 
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U.N. and French troops. The October 2015 presidential election that provides the backdrop to 

this experiment was the first to be held in Côte d’Ivoire since that crisis.  

The experiment was conducted in Attécoubé, one of ten urban communes of Abidjan. 

Located at the center of the city, Attécoubé has a population of more than 250,000 residents 

distributed across 27 neighborhoods. Attecoubé represents a microcosm of national politics: it is 

an electorally competitive area populated by ethnic groups from all parts of the country. In the 

2010 presidential election, former President Gbagbo won 52% of the vote. In the electoral crisis 

that followed, Attecoubé was the site of attacks by government forces using heavy artillery and 

armored vehicles, resulting in several civilian deaths.7  

To minimize the risk of a violation of the stable unit-treatment value assumption 

(SUTVA), particularly contagion across neighborhoods, treatment and control neighborhoods 

were designated with adjacent neighborhoods as buffers. This means at least one neighborhood 

always physically separates treatment and control neighborhoods. The four neighborhoods 

randomly selected for treatment were Gbegbouto, Nematoulaye Sante II Mossikro, and Sebroko. 

The five neighborhoods randomly selected for control were Abobo Doume Village, Agban Attie, 

Ecoles, Jerusalem I, and Locodjoro. Moreover, we confirmed that other groups did not conduct 

civic education programming in these locations. USAID-funded programming in Abidjan during 

this time period only occurred in the communes of Abobo and Yopougon, that is, outside our 

study’s geographic area (U.S. Agency for International Development 2016).  

 

Experimental Design: Civic Education Campaign and Post-Treatment Survey  

The challenge of measuring the impact of democracy promotion programs is that such 

interventions are typically not assigned at random. Domestic and international organizations tend 

to pursue their work in areas that are deemed to have the greatest need or that are the most 

accessible. While these assignment choices are understandable from a policy perspective, 

unbiased inference on the effect of the interventions on the outcomes of interest is unlikely 

because locations then likely differ on pre-existing characteristics that can also affect the final 

outcome. To overcome this challenge, we coordinated with an Ivorian organization to deliver 

access to civic education in randomly selected areas and employed a post-treatment survey that 

assessed the effects of the intervention across treatment and control neighborhoods.  

We partnered with the Coalition of Civil Society for Peace and Democratic Development 

(COSOPCI) to conduct a civic education campaign over a two-day period in randomly selected 

neighborhoods of Attécoubé.8 Founded in 2004, COSOPCI is a coalition of NGOs committed to 

democracy and good governance. COSOPCI was authorized by Côte d’Ivoire’s Independent 

Electoral Commission (CEI) to conduct a civic education campaign prior to the 2015 presidential 

election. The campaign implemented in Attécoubé’s neighborhoods used messaging originally 

designed in consultation with the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) for the 2010 

presidential election.  

The civic education campaign that we assessed therefore involved conducting door-to-

door canvassing to deliver messages that explained key concepts of the electoral process, 

                                                 
7 UN Secretary-General. Deeply Concerned By Humanitarian Situation In Côte D’Ivoire, Secretary-General Says 

‘Civilians Are Bearing Brunt Of Violence - The Fighting Must Stop’. 2011. Web. 10 Dec. 2016. 

http://www.un.org/press/en/2011/sgsm13503.doc.htm 
8 COSOPCI could not afford to conduct its civic education campaign in all neighborhoods designated by the 

Independent Electoral Commission. In this context, random assignment became an equitable mechanism for 

distributing its limited resources. 
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encouraged non-violent participation in the election, and stressed peaceful acceptance of the 

election results. COSOPCI agents worked in pairs to engage voters as individuals or in groups, 

providing scripted information and answering any questions. 

To treat neighborhoods with the civic education campaign, COSOPCI agreed to have 

agents begin at a pre-determined location that could easily be found by our enumerators for the 

assessment survey, such as a school, gas station, or a transportation hub. The civic education 

agents then moved out from this central point down a selected street in a documented direction. 

They would also document their locations by taking photographs.  

When civic education agents approached an individual, or group of people, they would 

engage them using our pre-determined talking points (see appendix). After an interaction, they 

would take note of the location, the number of individuals they spoke with, and the questions that 

arose. For example, the notes from one pair of agents indicates that in a fifteen-minute focus 

group with ten individuals in the neighborhood of Gbebouto, citizens asked questions like “Will 

people be killed after voting like in the 2010 elections?” and “Will voters receive money in 

return for their votes?”  

After the civic education campaign was completed, we conducted a post-treatment survey 

among approximately 400 voters in both treatment and control neighborhoods of Attécoubé.9 
 The survey was administered by the Centre de Recherche et de Formation sur le 

Développement Intégré (CREFDI), a local firm that has conducted the Afrobarometer survey in 

Côte d’Ivoire and was selected through a competitive process. CREFDI coordinated with 

COSOPCI to ensure that enumerators started the random walk protocol in treatment 

neighborhoods at the same locations as the civic education agents began their activities. We 

collected GPS data from CREFDI and COSOPCI to confirm that the two groups operated in the 

same locations.  

We know that COSOPCI was the only NGO coordinating civic education activities in the 

neighborhoods of Attecoubé in the pre-electoral period. To provide further confidence in the 

implementation of the experimental design, we asked all respondents in our post-treatment 

survey if they had had any face-to-face interaction with an awareness agent about the electoral 

process. Only 8% of voters in control neighborhoods claim to have been approached by agents, 

whereas 31% say they were approached in treated neighborhoods. This statistically significant 

difference increases our confidence that either direct exposure or contagion in control areas was 

minimal. 

 

Dependent Variables 

The survey measured the outcomes of interest through questions concerning respondents’ 

confidence in the electoral process, perceptions of violent political tactics, and participation in 

election activities. The survey gauged the impact of civic education on voters’ perceptions of the 

electoral process through questions regarding the election’s conduct and overall legitimacy and 

confidence in the process.  The survey assessed attitudes toward political violence by including 

questions on their opinion on the extent to which violent tactics are justified. The survey also 

asked about planned individual participation in the election. 

 

                                                 
9 Unrelated to this study, there was an uptick in criminal violence in the neighborhoods of Sebroko (treatment) and 

Écoles (control) during the period in which our survey was supposed to be administered. We agreed with CREFDI 

not to send enumerators to these neighborhoods, so Sebroko and Écoles were dropped from the sample. 
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Confidence in the electoral process 

Drawing on the existing literature, we hypothesize that civic education may increase the sense of 

confidence that voters have in the electoral process. To test this hypothesis, we consider the 

impact of the civic education treatment on the respondents’ beliefs regarding the secrecy of their 

vote, the likelihood of electoral fraud, the likelihood that fraud would be punished, and trust in 

the country’s Independent Electoral Commission (CEI). And to assess the impact of civic 

education on respondents’ confidence in the peaceful conduct of the elections, we consider 

questions regarding expectations of violence. These attitudes are measured using the following 

survey questions. 

 

Fraud risk: “How confident are you that the Oct. 25th election will be free from 

fraudulent activities?” Possible responses on a Likert scale, from 1 to 4: not confident at 

all; not too confident; somewhat confident; very confident. 

 

Fraud punished: “How confident are you that any fraud committed during the election 

will be punished?” Possible responses on the same Likert scale as the previous question. 

 

Trust electoral commission: “Do you trust the electoral commission?”  Possible answers 

coded on a scale from 1 to 4: not at all; just a little; somewhat; a lot. 

 

Secret ballot: “What is in your opinion the likelihood that powerful people can find out 

how you voted, even though the vote is secret in this country?” Possible responses on a 

Likert scale, from 1 to 4: not confident at all; not too confident; somewhat confident; very 

confident. 

 

Believe peaceful: “In general, do you feel that the 2015 national election will be 

peaceful?” Possible responses are Yes or No. 

 

Safe to vote: “If the election was held tomorrow, would you feel safe enough to go vote?” 

Possible responses are Yes or No.  

 

Fear: “During election campaigns in this country, how much do you personally fear 

becoming a victim of political intimidation or violence?” Possible responses on a scale 

from 1 to 4: not at all; just a little; somewhat; a lot. 

 

Approval of violent political tactics 

We hypothesize that respondents receiving the civic education treatment are less likely to 

approve of political violence. To test this hypothesis, we consider the following survey question: 

 

Violence justifiable: “Which of the following statements are closest to your opinion? 

Statement 1: The use of violence is never justified in Ivorian politics today. Statement 2: 

In this country, it is sometimes necessary to use violence in support of a just cause.” 

Possible responses: agree very strongly with statement 1; agree with statement 1; agree 

with statement 2; agree very strongly with statement 2. Possible answers coded on a scale 

from 1 to 4 with higher values indicating respondent considers violence more justifiable. 
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 Participation in the electoral process 

Treated respondents are expected to be more likely to turnout when compared to their 

counterparts in the control group. To test this hypothesis, we consider the impact of the civic 

education treatment on the respondents’ intention of voting, measured using the following survey 

question: 

 

Vote: “In asking people about elections, we often find that a lot of people are not going to 

be able to vote because they weren't registered, they were sick, they didn't have time, or 

something else happened to prevent them from voting. Are you planning to vote in the 

Oct. 25th election?” Possible responses are Yes or No.  

 

Table 1 reports summary statistics for all dependent variables along with demographic 

and socioeconomic covariates.  

 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

 Mean SD Min Max N 

Fraud risk 2.156 1.218 1 4 282 

Fraud punished 2.681 1.254 1 4 298 

Trust electoral commission 2.654 1.169 1 4 324 

Secret ballot 3.727 0.694 1 4 326 

Believe peaceful 0.863  0 1 285 

Safe to vote 0.752  0 1 310 

Fear  1.482 0.919 1 4 334 

Violence justifiable 1.528 0.961 1 5 337 

Vote 0.565  0 1 329 

Age 32.030 10.960 18 71 343 

Woman 0.472  0 1 343 

Education 4.812 2.298 1 10 329 

Cash security 2.481 0.964 1 5 343 

Water security 3.635 1.125 1 5 342 

Ethnic Akan 0.478  0 1 343 

Ethnic Krou 0.125  0 1 343 

Ethnic North Mande 0.187  0 1 343 

Ethnic South Mande 0.079  0 1 343 

Ethnic Voltaique 0.120  0 1 343 
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 Covariate balance  

Before moving to the empirical analysis, we confirm that respondents surveyed from treated and 

control communities are comparable. Field experiment randomization only makes balance 

probable, so covariate imbalance can still occur. As Table 2 shows, the groups are generally 

balanced with the exception of water security and ethnicity. Treated communities visited by 

COSOPCI appear to have more regular access to water, but they are not necessarily wealthier, as 

indicated by the lack of difference in their levels of cash security.  

More significantly, treated neighborhoods have a higher proportion of respondents whose 

ethnicity is linked to the incumbent president’s coalition: the North Mande ethnic groups such as 

the Malinké/Dioula or the Voltaique groups like the Sénoufo. Such ethnic clustering may emerge 

naturally from residential clustering or self-segregation. Because ethnic identities might be 

correlated with respondents’ political attitudes and behavior, we control for these factors in the 

statistical analysis.  

 

 

Table 2. Covariate Balance 

 Mean 

Control 

Mean 

Treatment 

Difference of 

Means 

p value 

Support incumbent 0.761 0.735 0.026 0.761 

Support incumbent party 0.225 0.248 -0.023 0.683 

Age 32.601 31.491 1.110 0.349 

Woman 0.470 0.474 -0.004 0.940 

Education 4.899 4.731 0.168 0.509 

Cash security 2.542 2.423 0.119 0.254 

Water security 3.304 3.954 -0.650 0.000 

Ethnic Akan 0.577 0.383 0.195 0.000 

Ethnic Krou 0.155 0.097 0.058 0.108 

Ethnic North Mande 0.101 0.269 -0.167 0.000 

Ethnic South Mande 0.095 0.063 0.032 0.267 

Ethnic Voltaique 0.048 0.189 -0.141 0.000 
Note: The table compares survey respondents in control and treatment neighborhoods. The p values are 

based on two-tailed tests. Entries in bold are significant at the 0.05 level or better. 

 

 

Estimation 

We employ ordinary least squares regression to estimate the causal effect of the treatment. With 

treatment assignment being random, the coefficient for the treatment in a regression corresponds 

to the causal effect of the treatment among the population represented by the N units in the study. 

However, as we have shown in Table 2, treatment and control groups for the civic education 

field experiment are unbalanced on some variables that might be relevant. We therefore control 

for these variables in order to adjust for pre-treatment differences between the groups. The 

addition of controls typically lowers the standard error of the coefficient of interest, helping to 

explain the dependent variable, but does not change the average treatment effect (Duflo et al. 

2007).  
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The treatment effect is estimated using the following regression model:  

 

yi = α+θTl+βXi +εi. 

 

Tl is an indicator for whether the respondent is located in the neighborhood that randomly 

received the treatment (a dummy variable with value 1 in treated neighborhoods) and the 

estimated coefficient θ is the treatment effect. The subscripts i and l are identifiers for individuals 

and locations (the neighborhoods). The set of individual demographic controls is Xi.  

Since we randomized the experiment at the neighborhood level, we need to account for 

potential dependency between observations in the same neighborhood. Failure to control for 

within-cluster error correlation can lead to misleadingly small standard errors (Cameron and 

Miller 2015). We estimate our model by clustering the standard errors at the neighborhood level. 

We follow the cluster-bootstrap procedure because, having a relatively small number of clusters 

(seven neighborhoods), we otherwise risk having standard errors that are biased downward 

(Cameron et al 2008).  

 

Empirical Analysis 

The analysis presented in this section examines the extent to which the civic education treatment 

affected voters’ confidence in the electoral process, perceptions of violence, and participation in 

the election. On the whole, the findings indicate that the civic education campaign conducted in 

Attécoubé, which stressed the importance of voting freely and without fear of retribution, did not 

yield its expected effects. To the contrary, exposure to civic education seems to have produced 

unintended consequences. We find that treated respondents report having less confidence in the 

electoral process. We also find that treated respondents are more likely to claim that they are 

personally afraid of violence even though they do not necessarily believe the election as a whole 

will be more violent. They also are more likely to claim that violence is justified. These 

differences between treated and control neighborhoods are usually statistically significant at 

conventional levels and robust to the inclusion of demographic factors such as gender, education, 

wealth, and ethnic identity. 

We begin by exploring if voters in neighborhoods treated with civic education report 

different perceptions of the electoral process. These results are reported in Table 3. As shown in 

Model 1, respondents in neighborhoods exposed to civic education are significantly more 

inclined to believe that fraud would be committed during the election and, in Model 2, that such 

fraud would go unpunished. These results suggest that civic education might, in fact, erode trust 

in the proper management of the electoral process despite the message conveyed by COSOPCI 

regarding the nature of electoral institutions. These results are presented in Figure 1. 

We find no strong significant effect of the civic education treatment on trust in the 

country’s Independent Electoral Commission (CEI), the institution responsible for managing the 

electoral process, but the direction of the effect is the opposite of what we expected (like the 

fraud results). As shown in Model 2, the coefficient is negative and just shy of the 0.10 level (p = 

0.106). This suggests that citizens exposed to the civic education treatment tend to express less 

confidence in the management of the electoral process by the CEI. Voters who belong to the 

North Mande and Voltaique ethnic groups, which are linked to the current president’s coalition, 
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show a significantly greater confidence in the CEI, when compared to the Akan (the reference 

group in all model specifications).10 

Voters in treated neighborhoods are no more likely to believe in the secrecy of their ballot. While 

the general expectation among voters in Attécoube is that the vote is “very likely” to be secret, 

those in treated localities are no more likely to believe so despite the message conveyed by 

COSOPCI in its civic education activities. Voter belief in the secrecy of their ballot does not 

differ by individual-level demographic characteristics except for some ethnic differences that 

may be related to partisan preferences. The Krou, which encompass the former president’s Bété 

ethnic group, are considerably less likely to believe that their ballots will be secret.  

 

Table 3. Civic Education and Confidence in the Electoral Process 

 1 2 3 4 

 Fraud Risk Fraud Punished Trust CEI Secret Ballot 

Treatment 0.458*** -0.519*** -0.338 -0.269 

 (0.138) (0.159) (0.209) (0.166) 

Age 0.015* -0.009 -0.003 -0.004 

 (0.008) (0.007) (0.004) (0.003) 

Woman -0.012 -0.039 -0.170 0.077 

 (0.190) (0.125) (0.110) (0.118) 

Education 0.057 -0.045* -0.073*** -0.012 

 (0.035) (0.027) (0.023) (0.018) 

Cash security 0.002 -0.076 -0.010 0.064 

 (0.093) (0.107) (0.062) (0.041) 

Water security -0.121** 0.084 0.111* 0.009 

 (0.051) (0.079) (0.061) (0.058) 

Krou -0.015 0.062 -0.046 -0.405*** 

 (0.155) (0.158) (0.133) (0.130) 

North Mande -1.033*** 1.066*** 1.035*** 0.204 

 (0.141) (0.156) (0.107) (0.129) 

South Mande -0.122 0.159 0.160*** 0.042 

 (0.220) (0.200) (0.062) (0.149) 

Voltaique -0.500*** 0.603*** 0.611*** 0.040 

 (0.149) (0.139) (0.110) (0.216) 

Constant 1.868*** 3.068*** 2.707*** 3.850*** 

 (0.381) (0.366) (0.350) (0.305) 

     

Observations 269 284 309 311 

R2 0.165 0.151 0.175 0.099 
Note: OLS estimation is used for all models. Standard errors reported in parentheses are estimated through 

bootstrapping and corrected by clustering at the neighborhood level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. 

 

  

                                                 
10 The Akan make up the largest ethnic group in the country and in our sample. As a group, Akan voters are as likely 

to vote for the incumbent as the opposition. In other words, by comparing the other groups to the Akan, we are 

effectively comparing partisan incumbent and opposition supporters to the median voter. 
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Figure 1. Exposure to Civic Education Worsens Confidence in the Electoral Process  

 
Note: Vertical lines indicate 95% confidence intervals. 
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Moving from confidence in the integrity of the electoral process to expectations of 

political violence, we examine in Table 4 citizens’ perceptions about whether elections overall 

will be peaceful, their own safety in voting, and their levels of fear. The results in Model 5 show 

that voters in neighborhoods exposed to civic education are no more or less likely to expect that 

the election will be peaceful than those in the control areas. Yet, the results in Model 6 show that 

citizens in treated neighborhoods are more likely to express that it is not safe to vote. Those who 

are co-ethnics of the incumbent president, the North Mande and Voltaique, however, are 

significantly more likely to believe that it is safe to vote. Model 7 further shows that the level of 

fear respondents claim to personally feel about becoming the victim of political violence is more 

than 30 percent higher, on average, in treated neighborhoods. Again, those sharing the ethnicity 

of the former president exhibit much greater fear than co-ethnics of the president. These results 

are presented in Figure 2. 

To investigate whether the civic education treatment had an effect on normative beliefs 

about elections, we asked respondents about the extent to which they agree that violence is 

justifiable in Ivorian politics. Again, in contrast with the direct message of the civic education 

campaign that stressed peaceful engagement in politics and acceptance of results, voters in 

treated neighborhoods are significantly more likely to justify violence. While citizens on average 

believe that violence is never justified, Model 8 shows that citizens exposed to civic education 

tend to hold a significantly weaker stance. This effect is presented graphically in Figure 2.  

The negative results associated with the civic education treatment—namely, less 

confidence in the electoral process, more concern about political violence, and more justification 

of political violence—are all the more striking due to the unbalanced nature of our random 

sample that should bias in the positive direction. As noted in the discussion of the research 

design, the treated neighborhoods in Attécoubé turn out to have a significantly higher share of 

the president’s co-ethnics and broader co-regionalists. In fact, on average, their proportions are 

more than double than what is found in control neighborhoods. Yet, given strong expectations of 

incumbent reelection, these voters should have been more likely to report greater confidence in 

the electoral process and less fear of political violence. This expectation is borne out in the 

results presented in Tables 3 and 4. The North Mande variable ethnically associated with the 

president is nearly always statistically significant at conventional levels in the expected direction. 

Nevertheless, the negative treatment effects still hold despite the overrepresentation of the 

president’s supporters in those neighborhoods, suggesting that our negative results may even be 

an underestimate. 

 
  



 15 

 

Table 4. Civic Education and Expectations of Political Violence 

 5 6 7 8 

 Believe  

Peaceful 

Safe  

to Vote 

Fear Violence  

Justifiable 

Treatment -0.141 -0.174** 0.432** 0.365** 

 (0.100) (0.087) (0.216) (0.143) 

Age -0.001 0.002 -0.000 -0.001 

 (0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.007) 

Woman -0.056 -0.197*** 0.300* -0.069 

 (0.050) (0.070) (0.159) (0.091) 

Education -0.003 -0.002 -0.003 0.031 

 (0.009) (0.007) (0.015) (0.027) 

Cash security 0.004 0.006 -0.055 -0.127** 

 (0.023) (0.020) (0.071) (0.060) 

Water security 0.051** 0.004 0.003 0.051 

 (0.022) (0.031) (0.054) (0.045) 

Ethnic Krou -0.031 -0.043 0.315** 0.125 

 (0.061) (0.060) (0.150) (0.161) 

Ethnic North Mande 0.139** 0.233*** -0.237* 0.222 

 (0.062) (0.061) (0.129) (0.201) 

Ethnic South Mande -0.063 0.051 0.115 0.247 

 (0.064) (0.112) (0.157) (0.269) 

Ethnic Voltaique 0.099** 0.129*** -0.121 0.043 

 (0.046) (0.050) (0.100) (0.221) 

Constant 0.787*** 0.802*** 1.292*** 1.308*** 

 (0.080) (0.131) (0.322) (0.287) 

     

Observations 272 296 319 322 

R2 0.095 0.128 0.104 0.076 
Note: OLS estimation is used for all models. Standard errors reported in parentheses are estimated through 

bootstrapping and corrected by clustering at the neighborhood level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. 
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Figure 2. Exposure to Civic Education Worsens Expectations of Political Violence  

 
Note: Vertical lines indicate 95% confidence intervals. 
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Finally, to assess whether civic education would induce citizens to be more likely to 

participate in the electoral process, we asked whether they planned to vote in the presidential 

election. As shown in Table 5, there is no statistically significant difference between treatment 

and control neighborhoods in this respect. Other conventional demographic factors such as age, 

education, and income are positively and significantly correlated with a greater likelihood of 

voting. The former president’s Krou ethnic base, meaning opposition voters, are significantly 

less likely to vote when compared to our control group, the ethnic Akan. 

  

Table 5. Civic Education and Electoral Participation 

 9 

 Vote 

Treatment -0.042 

 (0.105) 

Age 0.014*** 

 (0.002) 

Woman -0.025 

 (0.055) 

Education 0.023** 

 (0.010) 

Cash security 0.059*** 

 (0.017) 

Water security -0.024 

 (0.023) 

Ethnic Krou -0.156* 

 (0.081) 

Ethnic North Mande 0.112 

 (0.095) 

Ethnic South Mande -0.100 

 (0.132) 

Ethnic Voltaique 0.141* 

 (0.084) 

Constant -0.034 

 (0.220) 

  

N 315 

R2 0.143 
Note: OLS estimation is used for all models. Standard errors reported in parentheses are estimated through 

bootstrapping and corrected by clustering at the neighborhood level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. 
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Discussion and Potential Mechanisms 

Overall, these findings are strikingly different from what dominant theories of democracy 

promotion would predict—which form the basis of policy aimed at helping to secure free and 

fair elections. To review, we find an increased perception that fraud will be perpetrated and go 

unpunished, and no increase in attitudes toward the electoral commission or the belief that the 

ballot is secret with the treatment. We find a greater personal fear of violence, higher belief that 

it is unsafe to vote, and more propensity to believe violence in politics is justifiable. We also find 

no change in the reported intention to vote. Why would a civic education campaign increase 

concerns about the electoral system and beliefs about political violence?  

One possibility is that the civic education campaign—by encouraging residents to talk to 

strangers about politics—simply encouraged participants in our survey to be more honest or 

forthcoming in their self-reporting of political attitudes. We can assess this possibility by 

examining the response rate to one of the most sensitive questions in the post-treatment 

questionnaire: the question that asked for whom respondents would vote if the presidential 

election was held tomorrow. Fewer respondents in control neighborhoods (27 percent) were 

willing to tell us their preferred candidate, compared to their counterparts in treatment 

neighborhoods (39 percent). This is a statistically significant difference (p = 0.02). Furthermore, 

potential respondents in treatment neighborhoods are less likely to refuse to be interviewed at all. 

Enumerator requests in control neighborhoods were refused at least once by other households 

before securing interviews with 24 percent of respondents; that rate falls to less than 5 percent in 

treatment neighborhoods. This difference is also statistically significant (p=0.00). 

Relatedly, the mere presence of civic education agents in treatment neighborhoods may 

have encouraged residents to become more aware of political process or climate. Voters in 

treatment areas are significantly more likely to provide correct answers when asked about the 

procedure to follow to cast their ballot—a procedure explained by our civic education agents (p= 

0.01).11 However, these voters are not just more knowledgeable about the electoral process, but 

also appear significantly more aware of, and more engaged in, events related to politics, 

including our study. Indeed, we find that respondents in treatment neighborhoods are more likely 

to correctly identify who sent the enumerators who followed the civic education campaign. 

Whereas only 24 percent of respondents in control neighborhoods correctly identify the 

enumerators as being sent by our institution or CREFDI, the survey firm, the rate jumps to 43 

percent in treatment neighborhoods. This difference is statistically significant (p=0.00). These 

statistics point to some evidence supporting the notion that civic education encourages people to 

become more willing to express their political views as well as become more cognizant of the 

political climate.  

A different possible explanation is that peace messaging counterintuitively stimulated 

fear. The messaging from the 2015 civil education campaign included language noting that 

violence should not be employed, and that everyone should peacefully respect the outcome rather 

than supporting the use of force by any actor. This message, of course, is inconsistent with the 

recent experience of Ivorian citizens. The 2010 presidential election, which followed a civil war, 

ended in a political crisis in which substantial violence was employed by both presidential 

candidates as they sought to prevail after the poll. It is possible that the fear of violence reported 

                                                 
11 The survey asked: “I am going to read you three options. Tell me the best one according to you. How does one 

vote in Côte d'Ivoire?” The correct answer: “To vote, it’s necessary to go to the voting station with your voter ID or 

ID card.”  
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among residents in treatment neighborhoods is driven specifically by a decline in trust in security 

institutions based on those incidents. The civic education treatment may have reminded voters of 

the checkered record developed by security institutions not only during the country’s nearly 

decade-long civil war, but also in the violence that erupted after the 2010 presidential election. In 

short, once reminded of the potential for violence, voters may recall that neither the police nor 

the army have done much to protect them in the past. As shown in Table 6, residents in 

neighborhoods exposed to the civic education treatment claim to have significantly less trust in 

the police and army. Again, ethnicity follows the expected pattern with co-ethnics of the 

incumbent revealing greater trust in security institutions, while ethnic groups associated with the 

opposition exhibiting significantly lower levels of trust.  

 

 

 

Table 6. Civic Education and Trust in Security Institutions 

 10 11 

 Trust Police Trust Army 

Treatment -0.509*** -0.211* 

 (0.169) (0.124) 

Age -0.001 -0.004 

 (0.004) (0.007) 

Woman -0.033 -0.165 

 (0.075) (0.124) 

Education -0.041** -0.022 

 (0.019) (0.024) 

Cash security -0.012 0.001 

 (0.050) (0.081) 

Water security -0.007 -0.021 

 (0.059) (0.060) 

Ethnic Krou -0.295** -0.281*** 

 (0.127) (0.099) 

Ethnic North Mande 0.603*** 0.578*** 

 (0.144) (0.183) 

Ethnic South Mande -0.082 -0.102 

 (0.188) (0.141) 

Ethnic Voltaique 0.026 0.201* 

 (0.196) (0.109) 

Constant 3.406*** 3.176*** 

 (0.232) (0.278) 

   

N 313 315 

R2 0.104 0.061 
Note: OLS estimation is used for all models. Standard errors reported in parentheses are estimated through 

bootstrapping and corrected by clustering at the neighborhood level. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. 
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This explanation could fit with a broader theory that argues that an effect of priming 

respondents to think about violence could lead to a reduction in participation. Yet, our results do 

not support this explanation. Existing studies suggest that election violence, in particular, may 

reduce voter turnout (Bratton 2008; Hickman 2009). Part of this result is driven by voters 

abstaining out of distaste with violent tactics and other electoral malpractices (Collier and 

Vicente 2014; Gutiérrez-Romero and LeBas 2015; Rosensweig 2015). As we find, simply 

mentioning the possibility of violence may increase fear among voters. What we do not find, 

however, is a negative impact of civic education on planned voter behavior. As shown in Table 

5, despite reporting greater skepticism about electoral integrity and greater fear of violence, 

respondents in treated neighborhoods were no less likely to turn out to vote. 

Exposure to civic education seems to have negatively affected citizens’ attitudes toward 

the electoral process and related institutions, but it may have also had a positive impact on 

participation. Geo-coded polling station data from the October 2015 presidential election held 

just after our experiment shows actual differences in turnout: polling stations closest to the 

control neighborhoods in our sample had an estimated turnout rate of 39 percent, while the 

estimated turnout rate was 53 percent in treatment neighborhoods. Such real-world differences 

offer a note of cautious optimism, corroborating previous findings that civic education may be 

correlated with positive changes in voter behavior (Finkel 2014).  

Given the short time span of our research design—the survey was implemented a few 

days after the civic education campaign toward the end of an electoral campaign—we cannot test 

if people exposed to civic education became more active citizens as a product of our treatment. 

We encourage future work to address this long-term effect. If it is found that civic education 

increases participation, we could conclude that sponsoring these activities might produce a 

virtuous cycle of positive attitudes and participatory behavior in the long term, mitigating 

potentially short-term disenchantment.  

A final potential explanation is that the civic education treatment led to deliberate 

disengagement—but this seems less likely in our experiment, especially given the potential 

positive effects on actual turnout. The underlying idea is that presenting voters with a picture of 

how democracy is supposed to work, thereby underscoring the gap between the ideal and the 

reality, will disenfranchise those in imperfect systems. This explanation follows previous 

findings showing that civic education experiments raised expectations about politicians’ 

performance (Gottlieb 2016). The civic education treatment in this case focused on the 

importance of voting, that each vote counts, and that all votes are secret—but citizens may also 

perceive this as not matching facts on the ground. Our findings could thus be in line with the 

notion of deliberate disengagement in which citizens believe participating in a bad system is 

useless or ineffective as they acquire greater political awareness (Croke et al 2016). Unlike other 

experiments that invoke this explanation (e.g. Gottlieb 2016), we do not find that the negative 

effects interact with education or wealth.  

  

Conclusion 

This project has sought to assess whether democracy promotion programs can influence how 

citizens experience elections in countries where electoral violence is widely anticipated. We find 

that, contrary to theoretical expectations, civic education can have adverse effects on citizen 

perceptions of electoral integrity and political violence.  

This study has potential for broader impact by providing policymakers with new insights 

for reevaluating democracy programs in violence-prone countries. To our knowledge, this study 
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is among an early set of empirical studies designed to explicitly assess the effects of a civic 

education program experimentally in a context in which violence is widely anticipated around 

elections. Understanding how civic education programs affect attitudes and behaviors in these 

contexts may enable policymakers to craft interventions better suited to enhancing support for 

democracy in such countries. There may be concerns about the ethics of such interventions if 

civic education campaigns do, in fact, increase fear and distrust. However, local civil society 

organizations like our partner in this study are already collaborating with donor agencies to 

implement such programming in the run-up to elections.  

Understanding the mechanisms by which civic education may drive negative results on 

attitudes and behaviors thus merits further study. Political knowledge, and associated norms of 

participation, have long been believed to increase engagement with electoral processes, and 

perhaps even to decrease the potential for political violence. Our results, however, suggest the 

opposite. It thus becomes crucial to understand why this difference in empirical results exists. 

Encouraging citizens to express their attitudes about elections, and even violence, may not 

dampen positive participation; it could even have beneficial effects on discourse more broadly. 

But given that these findings contradict those expected under existing mechanisms, additional 

testing is required to establish if the results of this study replicate in other contexts in which 

violence regularly occurs. Follow-up studies should, moreover, seek to determine whether the 

expression or engagement mechanism, or some other alternative, is driving the results. 
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Appendix 

 

COSOPCI Talking Points for Rallies and Face-to-Face Meetings 

 

Please make sure to cover all these points with each person you meet. 

Please note what types of questions were asked during the conversation (or the rally). 

 

Voting  

- It is important to vote 

o Voting is a right and a duty of each adult citizen  

o If you want your preferred candidate to win, get out to vote for him/her 

o Voting is your way to influence the government 

 

- Everyone’s vote counts 

 

- Vote for the candidate of your choice 

o Listen to your heart, not to what others tell you to do  

o Voting is your right  

 

- Your vote is secret! 

o Do not be afraid to vote, your vote is secret 

o Do not let others manipulate you 

 

 

Violence 

- Violence is bad 

 

- Everyone has the right to vote for whoever they like 

o Do not fight those who do not support your candidate–they have your same 

rights 

o Do not use language that is inflammatory or insulting since it may cause 

unrest and violence  

 

- Let’s accept the electoral results 

o We need to be tolerant of others’ opinions 

o Accept the results; even though your preferred candidate did not win this time, 

he or she can win next time 

o Do not fight electoral results, be respectful of Côte d’Ivoire institutions 
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