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Abstract

In dominant-party states, why do individuals vote in elections with foregone conclu-
sions when they are neither bought nor coerced? I propose that a social norm of voting
drives turnout where citizens believe that high turnout may be rewarded with collec-
tive goods. Local communities overcome free-riding by socially sanctioning abstainers.
Using survey data and lab-in-the-field voting experiments, I document the influence of
social pressure to vote in two semi-authoritarian states in east Africa, Tanzania and
Uganda. I find that norm compliance is driven by those most dependent on their lo-
cal community. This study reveals that a social norm of voting can exist even where
a sense of civic duty to the state may be absent. The findings help to explain high
turnout in elections, individual-level variation in voting behavior, and authoritarian
endurance. Rather than government accountability, the results suggest that elections
may instead be about local accountability to one’s community.
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1 Introduction

Why do individuals vote in elections with foregone conclusions? In contrast to the exist-

ing literature on electoral authoritarianism focusing on elite-driven mobilization (Blaydes

2010; Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Stokes 2005), I propose that a social norm of voting

helps elucidate this participation puzzle.1 Horizontal social sanctioning demonstrates how

communities overcome the collective action problem that elections pose and improves our

understanding of why citizens vote in largely predetermined elections. This study o↵ers in-

sights into democratic accountability and the endurance of autocrats in semi-authoritarian

states.2

Social pressure and a desire for status have been shown to influence electoral turnout

(Gerber, Green and Larimer 2008), campaign donations (Sinclair 2012), and participation in

contentious politics (McClendon 2014) in competitive democracies, but less is known about

whether social norms of participation exist in semi-authoritarian systems. These contexts

appear to be the least likely places for a social norm of voting to manifest, since the legitimacy

of elections and regimes is often questioned. I present a theory of social norms of voting

that operates irrespective of citizens’ sense of civic duty to the state, and demonstrate the

influence of the norm in two semi-authoritarian systems.

I propose that the social norm of voting arises out of citizens’ belief that elections

present an opportunity to access government resources. When patronage regimes reward

1Social norms are prescriptive norms “that individuals feel obligated to follow because

of an internalized sense of duty, because of a fear of external non-legal sanctions, or both”

(McAdams 1997, 340).

2Scholars also refer to these types of systems as “electoral authoritarian” (Linz 2000) or

“competitive authoritarian” regimes (Levitsky and Way 2010). Throughout the paper, I use

these terms interchangeably.
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high turnout areas with collective benefits, a consensus emerges among citizens that voting

supports community development.3 Since an individual’s decision to vote is perceived to have

positive externalities for her neighbors—who would similarly benefit from a state-provided

school or clinic—community members monitor each other’s turnout behavior and socially

sanction abstainers.

I argue that individuals comply with these norms because of their reliance on fellow

community members for information, kinship, and other social benefits, which I term “social

dependency.” Citizens who depend on their local community in this way vote to gain esteem

and to avoid social sanctions from their peers. Social dependency helps to explain individual-

level variation in compliance with the norm of voting.

Using data from surveys and lab-in-the-field voting experiments, I test the existence of

a social norm of voting among rural communities in two semi-authoritarian states in east

Africa: Tanzania and Uganda. Tanzania is a useful initial test case because the high turnout

in its national elections is not well explained by existing theories of clientelism, coercion, or

ethnic politics. This paper first presents nationally representative survey data and data from

an original survey of rural Tanzanians to show that citizens expect others to vote in elections,

reward voting with respect, and anticipate social sanctions if they abstain. Second, I use

a lab-in-the-field behavioral experiment to isolate and identify the e↵ect that an audience

of peers has on costly turnout decisions. I find that when turnout behavior is public to

one’s neighbors the probability that respondents will vote in the experiment increases by

11-13 percentage points, compared to when turnout is secret. I replicate the experiment and

obtain similar findings in Uganda, where there is greater vote buying and coercion around

elections. Finally, I present data from both countries that suggest that individuals who are

more socially dependent are more likely to comply with the social norm of voting.

3Patronage regimes are those in which government o�cials use “resources and benefits

that flow from public o�ce” to gain political support (Hicken 2011, 295).
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This paper advances the comparative turnout literature and improves our understanding

of why citizens vote in semi-authoritarian systems. Extending the block voting literature, I

provide a rationale for how the free rider problem is overcome in the presence of collective

rewards and highlight an unexplored consequence of pork-barrel politics—a social norm

of voting. Expanding upon empirical work in the U.S. and filling a notable gap in the

comparative literature, I document the role that social pressure plays in motivating turnout

in semi-authoritarian systems.

The social norm of voting may also account for the persistence of authoritarian leaders.

Since the norm operates in tandem with the regime’s objective of achieving high turnout in

elections—to enhance its legitimacy among citizens and international onlookers—it reduces

the need for autocrats to engage in more costly strategies to mobilize turnout, such as

clientelism and coercion. Recognizing citizens’ material and social motivations to vote is

critical for interpreting high turnout and understanding the type of accountability elections

produce. While autocrats present high turnout figures as evidence of their popular mandate,

this paper demonstrates that turnout may instead signal local accountability among citizens.

2 Participation in Elections with Foregone Conclusions

Elections in competitive-authoritarian regimes serve several purposes. They can deter de-

fection to the opposition, create the semblance of democracy, allow the regime to iden-

tify stronghold and swing areas, and deter popular protest (Acemoglu and Robinson 2005;

Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009; Magaloni 2006). Rulers often seek to maximize electoral support

(Magaloni 2006) and regimes actively try to motivate turnout in elections to try to increase

their legitimacy among citizens and the international community (Bunce and Wolchik 2006).

While a large literature focuses on the strategic incentives for autocrats to hold elections,

this paper focuses on citizens’ motivations to participate in those elections. Although ab-
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stention o↵ers a seemingly low-cost way for citizens to signal their dissatisfaction with the

regime and increase its cost of maintaining the facade of popular support, citizens often

choose to cast their ballots even in non-competitive elections. Figure 1 displays turnout

rates from recent Presidential elections across Africa. Average turnout, for both competitive

democracies (left panel) and dominant-party states (right panel), is above 50 percent.

Figure 1: Turnout in recent Presidential elections for competitive democracies and
dominant-party states in Africa
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Note: Dotted lines show average turnout for each regime type—competitive democracies
(left) and dominant-party states (right). Although regimes may manipulate these figures, it
is unlikely that the data are entirely fabricated. (www.idea.int.)

Conventional paradigms suggest that citizens vote in semi-authoritarian systems either be-

cause they are induced with material incentives (Stokes 2005) or because they are compelled

by force (Gandhi and Lust-Okar 2009). Clientelism and coercion may have less influence

in certain contexts. For instance, clientelist exchanges require an enforcement mechanism—

usually state, party, or traditional intermediaries who ensure that voters who receive goods

uphold their end of the bargain on Election Day (Baldwin 2013). In contexts of weak state
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capacity and poorly organized political parties, elite enforcement may be unfeasible. The

presence of international election observers (Asunka et al. 2017), and the ubiquity of social

media may also deter the state from employing such strategies.4 Since regimes use elections

to enhance their legitimacy, “naked repression” (Schedler 2002, 36) risks thwarting this goal

via reputational damage and demobilizing voters, as happened in former communist states

(Bunce and Wolchik 2006). Regimes that rely on foreign aid that is contingent upon hold-

ing free and fair elections, or hold elections with the primary purpose of enhancing their

legitimacy, may refrain from employing illicit tactics that could jeopardize these goals.

The comparative scholarship that moves beyond clientelism and coercion to explain turnout

mainly adopts a macro-level approach.5 Scholars examine cross-national variation in turnout

to explain the inverse correlation between socioeconomic status and turnout in developing

democracies (Kasara and Suryanarayan 2015; Kuenzi and Lambright 2011). Kasara and

Suryanarayan (2015) investigate the political preferences of the rich and suggest that when

their preferences diverge from those of poor citizens, and when state capacity for tax extrac-

tion is high, the rich will be motivated to turn out. The authors explain why and when the

rich vote but do not address incentives of the poor.

Theories that focus exclusively on material incentives fail to acknowledge that citizens

have diverse interests beyond maximizing their material utility. To the extent that the

comparative politics literature has examined social motivations to vote, it has focused on

group-based, largely ethnic, identities (Ferree 2006). Building upon the idea that voters

derive an expressive benefit from voting to identify with a particular group, I suggest that

turnout also serves an instrumental purpose by demonstrating that an individual is a caring

4https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/04/06/in-central-

africa-citizens-are-using-social-media-to-build-democracy-heres-how/

5One exception is Letsa (2017) who studies partisan-based expressive motivations to vote

using a nationally representative survey in Cameroon.
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and contributing member of the group. This paper broadens the scope of the types of groups

that influence voting behavior in the developing world. While Ichino and Nathan (2013) show

that citizens’ local geographic area influences their vote choice, I demonstrate that the local

community also influences their decision to turn out.

2.1 A New Theory of Social Voting

This paper proposes that citizens participate in elections with foregone conclusions in order

to comply with a social norm of voting.6 In patronage systems, regimes use the promise

of public goods to encourage high turnout. Smith and Bueno de Mesquita (2012) theo-

rize that governments use “contingent prize allocation” rules to reward geographic areas

demonstrating the greatest electoral support. Empirically, Gottlieb and Larreguy (2015)

find that Senegalese politicians use public goods rewards particularly in villages that have

a polling station where candidates can gather village-specific information on their level of

support. Importantly, research in Tanzania suggests that the government directs more water

infrastructure (Carlitz 2017) and social welfare funds (Baird, McIntosh and Özler 2013) to

communities with higher turnout.

When regimes allocate greater resources to high-turnout areas, citizens come to asso-

ciate voting with community development. Citizens view elections as an opportunity to

acquire government goods because they believe that communities with high turnout may

be rewarded.7 As the left side of Figure 2 illustrates, this belief creates demand for the

social norm of voting because individuals’ turnout decisions impose externalities on other

6Rational choice scholars have suggested that norms and altruism can motivate turnout

(Feddersen and Sandroni 2006), but cannot explain individual-level variation nor high

turnout in non-competitive elections.

7The other side of the same coin is that citizens may fear being punished by the regime

for low turnout. Depending on the regime, it may use the promise of material rewards or
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community members’ wellbeing.8 Because geographically-bounded, local communities share

and jointly benefit from boreholes, schools, and clinics, members have a collective desire to

obtain and maintain government services. But how do local communities overcome the free

rider problem?

Figure 2: Theory of social voting

Norm of Voting
Belief that high
turnout rewarded

demand
Social Dependency

compliance

To solve the collective action problem that elections pose, citizens enforce these evolution-

ary norms with social sanctions. Social sanctions can be tangible or intangible and range

from social disapproval and negative attitude formation to ostracism (Brennan and Pettit

2004). Rather than elite enforcement, community members horizontally monitor and sanc-

tion each other. I hypothesize that individuals vote on Election Day in order to comply with

the social norm of voting and avoid social sanctions.

I also propose that the degree to which an individual relies on other community members—

one’s social dependency—will influence compliance with the social norm of voting (right side

of Figure 2). Local communities collectively produce benefits, such as social ties, support

and information networks. Social dependency motivates compliance with the norm because

individuals do not want to risk access to these benefits. The nature of an individual’s

dependency on their local community is likely influenced by the exclusivity of access and

the availability of substitutes to benefits produced by their local community (Hechter 1988).

For instance, individuals without friends or family outside of their local community face a

the threat of withholding or withdrawing such goods to motivate turnout.

8Coleman (1986) suggests that a social norm emerges “when an action by one actor

imposes externalities on other actors. When the externalities are positive, the demand is for

a prescriptive norm” (57).
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higher cost of sanctions that restrict access to community information and kinship networks.

Contrary to predictions from clientelist theories, my theory of social voting predicts that

the most dependent individuals, rather than the poorest, will be more likely to turn out.

Since social norms are learned through a process of socialization (Bicchieri and Muldoon

2014), I anticipate that older citizens will have greater knowledge of the norm.

This theory of social voting helps to explain the puzzle of why, and which, individuals vote

in the presence of public good rewards. While semi-authoritarian systems serve as empirical

motivation, the theory is not limited to these cases.9 There are three prerequisites for the

theory. First, a consensus must exist that voting benefits the community. The theory does

not require that regimes actually reward high turnout areas with collective goods, only that

citizens hold this belief. Second, turnout must be visible to one’s neighbors so they can

monitor and enforce the norm. Third, the theory predicts a social norm of voting will exist

in communities with some degree of social cohesion. Community members must rely on one

another so that the threat of social sanctions motivates compliance.

3 Elections, Expectations, and Attitudes in Tanzania

I test the theory in Tanzania, a dominant-party regime in East Africa, where high turnout

presents an empirical puzzle given lower levels of state coercion and vote buying (Levitsky

and Way 2010; Morse 2018). Despite holding multiparty elections since 1994, Tanzania has

been ruled by a single party, Chama cha Mapinduzi (CCM), since gaining independence

9The theory could apply to communities in the US. In contrast to how the norm of voting

is generally conceived of in the US, prescribing that citizens fulfill their civic duty to the

state, my theory stems from individuals’ obligation to their local community. In recent work,

however, Anoll (2018) examines variation in norms of participation among Whites, Blacks,

and Latinos in the US.
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in 1961.10 Even with little uncertainty over Presidential electoral outcomes, turnout is

consistently high. On average, 69% of registered citizens voted across the country’s five

national multiparty elections.

Perhaps due to the country’s reliance on foreign aid (Dill 2013), Tanzania’s coercive appa-

ratus has steered away from mobilizing voters toward elites. Though opposition candidates

are frequently barred from holding campaign rallies, jailed, and even shot, “...Overt repres-

sion does not constitute the fundamental basis for the CCMs strong tenure” (Whitehead

2012, 1103). Tanzanians also report lower levels of vote buying prior to elections than their

East African neighbors.11

Like other semi-authoritarian regimes, the ruling party in Tanzania cultivates an “unlevel”

political playing field on which opposition parties are distinctly disadvantaged (Makulilo

2012). Though CCM dominates the executive branch, opposition parties have managed to

secure seats in the national assembly in some, mostly urban, districts.12 Despite increasing

competition, CCM maintained 74% of the Member of Parliament (MP) seats in the national

assembly in 2015.13

Tanzania is a patronage regime where local administrative units rely on handouts from the

10CCM got its current name when the party of independence TANU merged with the

Zanzibar ruling party Afro-Shirazi in 1977.

11On average, 13% of Tanzanians report being o↵ered a gift, compared to 33% of Kenyans

and 41% of Ugandans (Afrobarometer 2011-2013). It is impossible to say whether these

numbers reflect true levels. The di↵erence could instead be due to variation in reporting

norms or social desirability bias.

12Members of Parliament are elected in single member constituencies at the same time as

presidential and ward councilor candidates.

13This number does not include special seats for women and those nominated by the

president.
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central government (Hydén 1980; Mmuya and Chaligha 1994). MPs in Tanzania play an im-

portant role in the distribution of resources, encouraged both by higher ups and constituents

to deliver development to their communities (Tsubura 2014). Again, evidence indicates that

the government has rewarded high-turnout areas with greater resources (Baird, McIntosh

and Özler 2013; Carlitz 2017). This targeting is most probable in rural Tanzania, where 68%

of the population resides and where a social norm of voting likely drives turnout. Tanzania

shares key characteristics with other semi-authoritarian states, including patronage politics,

a large public sector, and high electoral turnout despite decades of single-party rule.

Crucially, a social norm of voting is plausible in rural Tanzania because turnout is observ-

able. While the secret ballot renders observing vote choice di�cult, turnout is visible. Weeks

before the election the list of registered voters is posted on the wall of government o�ces

and schools that serve as polling stations. Prior to Election Day, citizens come to check that

their name appears on the registration list, which are sometimes not ordered alphabetically.

On Election Day voters frequently have to wait in line for hours, giving community members

ample opportunity to see each other. Some villages only have a single polling station, so

everyone congregates in the same area on Election Day. After casting their ballot, voters’

fingers are dipped in indelible ink to prevent duplication, which can last for several weeks

(Ferree et al. 2018). These characteristics of rural elections allow community members to

monitor who among them voted and enforce the norm.

3.1 Voting is Rewarded and Abstaining Sanctioned

This section draws on interviews with rural citizens and three di↵erent surveys to demon-

strate that Tanzanians hold beliefs and expectations consistent with the theory: 1) an origi-

nal survey that I conducted a couple weeks after Tanzania’s 2015 general election with 1150

randomly sampled respondents from 84 randomly selected rural villages in three regions of

Tanzania (Kilimanjaro, Mwanza, and Mbeya), 2) Afrobarometer, a nationally-representative
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survey conducted in Tanzania in 2014, and 3) Sauti, a nationally-representative phone survey

conducted by a regional NGO a few days prior to the 2015 general election.14

To establish the feasibility of the theory, I probed whether citizens associate voting in

elections with obtaining government resources. Among respondents from my original survey,

85% believe that voting helps the community. Of those who responded in the a�rmative, 30%

explicitly mention that voting helps the community by bringing development. Additional

evidence of the connection in citizens’ minds between voting and community development

comes from responses to the question about their view of abstainers. Respondents said things

like: “she is against community development” and “he must be mentally ill, the people we

want development and he does not show cooperation.”15 Among rural Tanzanians, there is

a consensus that voting benefits the community by contributing to development.

In the presence of a social norm, individuals should have particular expectations about

the behavior and beliefs of others. Specifically, if a social norm of voting exists, citizens

should believe that most community members will vote in elections (empirical expectation)

and believe that others think that everyone should vote (normative expectation) (Bicchieri

2016). Two weeks after the 2015 general election, I asked respondents what percentage of

the community they think voted on Election Day. On average, respondents estimated that

85% of the community cast ballots. This estimate is higher than actual voter turnout, both

nationally (67%) and in the rural villages surveyed (74%). Data from the nationally repre-

sentative Afrobarometer survey demonstrates that an overwhelming majority of Tanzanians

(82%) believe that good citizens should always vote in elections.16 Given the frequency of

14Although the sampled villages in my original survey are not nationally representative,

they are representative of rural villages in the three sampled regions, which were purposefully

selected due to their variation in political competition.

15There is no gender in Swahili, so I picked “he”/‘she” for ease of reading.

16The Afrobarometer question asked respondents whether a good citizen should vote in
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interactions among neighbors in rural communities, it is likely that the consensus that voting

is good is widely known.

Figure 3: Respect for activities compared to voting (Sauti survey)
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The theory also predicts that citizens will reward voting behavior with esteem and socially

sanction abstaining. On a nationally representative phone survey conducted a few days prior

to the 2015 general election, respondents were asked how much they would respect someone

who engaged in a variety of activities, including voting.17 Figure 3 displays the di↵erence

in level of respect for someone that engages in the activity on the vertical axis, compared

to respect given to voters. Contributing to community development projects is the only

elections always, never, or only if they choose to.

17Information on the Sauti survey is available here: http://www.twaweza.org/go/sauti-za-

wananchi-english.
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action that is awarded more respect than voting. This ranking is consistent with the belief

that contributing to these projects directly benefits the community, while voting is seen to

have an indirect and probabilistic influence on community development. Respect for voting

and contributing to development projects are highly correlated (with a Spearman’s rank

correlation coe�cient of .86, p-value < .001), providing additional indication that citizens

view voting and contributing to public goods as proximate.

Since social sanctions are particularly potent in cases of high-compliance equilibria (Bren-

nan and Pettit 2004), I expect them to play a leading role in motivating turnout in Tanzania.

Conversations with rural citizens indicate that abstainers risk ridicule, scorn, and even so-

cial ostracism from their peers. Interviewees revealed that community members speak badly

about abstainers behind their back and call them names. Another common sanction is that

if you do not vote, you cannot complain. An elderly woman put it plainly, “If you don’t

participate [vote] people will think you don’t care...If you don’t vote, you don’t have the right

to ask questions.”18 More severely, a retired teacher stated that “not voting might cause

isolation and discrimination in totality.”19 Proving his point, an older man shared that “if I

know you didn’t vote, I may cut ties with you or not work with you again.”20

A farmer recounted the story of how his peers reacted at the local bar when he admitted

that he abstained.

“They told me that when [President] Magufuli fulfills his promise of providing

money to the village they will tell the village chairperson that he should not give

me [a] loan from that money.”21

These interviews reveal that community members draw on a range of social sanctions to

18Interview, Mwanza, February 23, 2015.

19Interview, Mwanza, December 17, 2016.

20Interview, Mwanza, December 15, 2016.

21Interview, Mbeya, March 2, 2017.
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enforce the norm.

Figure 4: Expectations of peers’ reactions to abstention (Sauti survey)
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Additional evidence comes from the Sauti survey, in which a majority of Tanzanians say

they expect to face negative repercussions from community members if they abstain. Figure

4 shows the percent of respondents who report that people in their community would react in

that way. The data, grouped by age cohort, reveal that a larger percentage of older citizens

anticipate sanctions. These age di↵erences are consistent with the idea that social norms are

transmitted through socialized learning. The age gap in expectations is largest for the first

item, where a narrow majority (56%) of Tanzanians age 18 to 35 believe their peers would

lose respect for them, compared to 68% of citizens 54 years and above.22 Overall, almost

80% of Tanzanians anticipate being asked why they abstained, indicating that citizens expect

22The supporting information (SI) includes additional results highlighting variation by

age.
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their peers to monitor their turnout behavior.23

Collectively, the survey data demonstrate that community members hold norm-consistent

expectations, believing that other community members will vote and consider voting to

be a “good” thing to do. Voters are respected and Tanzanians, especially older citizens,

anticipate being socially sanctioned if they abstain. The presence of esteem rewards and

social sanctions provides a compelling rationale for why individuals would comply with a

social norm of voting. Building upon these descriptive data, the next section presents results

from a lab-in-the-field behavioral experiment.

4 Voting to Avoid Social Sanctions

Relying on observational data to identify the e↵ect of the social norm proves challenging

because abstention is rare in high-compliance equilibria, multiple motivations may influence

turnout, and norm conformity can be unconscious (Rolfe 2012). To overcome potential

reporting bias in the survey data and obtain causal estimates, I designed a lab-in-the-field

voting experiment to evaluate whether a social norm of voting exists, investigate the influence

of social sanctions and the role of social dependency in motivating compliance.24

The experiment was conducted in Tanzania two weeks after the 2015 election, and included

1150 randomly sampled respondents in 84 randomly sampled rural villages across Mwanza,

Mbeya, and Kilimanjaro regions.25 Respondents were surveyed before and after participating

23DellaVigna et al. (2016) find that the expectation of being asked about voting behavior

increases turnout in a US congressional election by two percentage points.

24The experiment was designed to test the right side of Figure 2. The survey data suggest,

and I show in other work, that the social norm of voting arises from citizens’ belief in collective

rewards for high turnout (left side of Figure 2).

25The experiment is part of a panel study. This paper mainly uses data from the panel’s
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in the lab-in-the-field experiment. The proximate timing of real elections and the location

in participants’ own communities enhanced the realism of the experiment.

4.1 Experimental Design

Using a conjoint design, I presented respondents with hypothetical candidates for the MP seat

in their constituency (Hainmueller, Hopkins and Yamamoto 2014). Though hypothetical,

the candidates displayed attributes shared with real politicians.26 Six di↵erent candidate

attributes were depicted using images to improve comprehension.27 Each respondent was

presented with six pairs, or ‘rounds’, of candidates.28 Although this paper does not examine

how candidate characteristics influence vote choice, the conjoint design was critical to mimic

a real election with complex candidates so respondents could decide whether or not they

wanted to vote in the presence of realistic alternatives, as they would on Election Day.

In the experiment, respondents had the option to vote for either of two hypothetical can-

didates or they could abstain. In order to avoid ‘cheap talk’—respondents voting because it

is easy and costless—voting was costly. Respondents were told that this cost was meant to

represent the cost of travel and time when voting in real elections. To begin, the enumerator

explained the rules and gave each respondent 5000 Tanzanian Shillings (about $2.50, equiva-

lent to a day’s wage in sampled villages) for their participation. Respondents were informed

that this was their money to keep but any money that they chose to spend on votes would

second wave. Analyzing data from the first wave produces consistent results, which are

presented in the SI.

26The theory speaks to both a regime-level and constituency-level strategy of rewarding

high turnout areas with greater resources.

27See the SI for the candidate attributes.

28This analysis largely focuses on data from the first round. I analyze all six rounds to

examine how norms evolve in other work.
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be donated to the school or the clinic in their community.29 All of the money spent on votes

in the game was collected at the end of the day and given to the village school or clinic.

Studying social norms in the laboratory requires activating the norm by signaling to

subjects that the norm applies in this context. I expect respondents to apply the social

norm of voting here because the experiment mimics an election experience (casting ballots

for candidates that share attributes with real world politicians) and explicitly primes the

belief that voting helps the community. Had the money spent on votes not gone to village

public goods, I would not expect respondents to apply the norm of voting in the game given

the lack of any reason to believe that voting helps the community. Later, I present evidence

demonstrating that the experiment measures a norm of voting rather than contributing to

public goods.

4.2 Public and Private Voting

To isolate the e↵ect of the extrinsic motivations (e.g., expectations of social pressure from

peers), respondents were randomly assigned to experience the hypothetical election in one of

two conditions—public or private. Since “publicity, understood as audience size, is the fuel

of the economy of esteem” (Brennan and Pettit 2004, 158), any desire for status and aversion

to sanctions would be activated in the presence of peers. By manipulating the visibility of

the target action of the norm, as other studies have done (Carlson 2016; McClendon 2014),

29The experiment is a reframed and adapted public goods game. Having respondents play

a standard public goods game would not have directly related to the specific act of voting.

An election setup was required to target the real-world behavior of interest. Hainmueller,

Hangartner and Yamamoto (2015) find that conjoint experiments recover estimates close to a

real-world behavioral benchmark when the experimental task closely resembles the real-world

action.
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I compare the likelihood of compliance when behavior is observable, to when it is secret. If

there is a social norm of voting enforced by peers, turnout should be higher in the public

condition compared to the private.

In the public condition respondents participated with four other villagers. The group

of five respondents sat in a circle and were presented with the same candidate profiles.

After the enumerator described the candidates, respondents discussed amongst themselves.30

The enumerator then asked respondents to simultaneously hold up index cards to indicate

whether they wanted to vote for candidate “A” or “B.” If the respondent wanted to abstain

they would not hold up a card. Participants could easily observe if and how everyone else

voted.31 The enumerator collected money from voters in each round.

In the private condition respondents were surveyed alone in their home and voted or ab-

stained secretly using a paper ballot. After the enumerator explained the candidate profiles,

they momentarily left and allowed respondents to vote or abstain in private. The respondent

would fill out their paper ballot and insert it, with money if they decided to vote, into an

envelope. In this condition, not even the enumerator was privy to the respondent’s turnout

behavior. If a social norm of voting exists in rural Tanzania, turnout should be higher in the

30This bundled treatment was designed to mimic the process of deciding whether or not

to vote in elections, where citizens consider and discuss the di↵erent candidates with friends,

family, and neighbors.

31Contrary to real elections, vote choice was also public in the experiment because my

partner organization wanted to understand how citizens evaluate candidates and deal with

conflicting political preferences. The fact that vote choice was also public may have increased

abstention in the public condition—compared to what would have happened if turnout was

public but vote choice was secret—because voters may have preferred to abstain rather than

be the only one to support their preferred candidate. The SI discusses this issue in greater

detail.
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public condition, where one’s reputation is at stake and there is an implicit threat of social

sanctions, compared to the private condition. This is indeed what I find.32

Table 1: Public treatment e↵ects in Tanzania

Dependent variable:

Vote

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Public 0.107⇤⇤ 0.125⇤⇤ 0.125⇤⇤ 0.111⇤

(0.038) (0.040) (0.043) (0.049)
Village FE X X X X
RA FE X X X X
Controls X X
DV mean (private) 0.71 0.71 0.7 0.71
DV std. dev (private) 0.45 0.45 0.46 0.46
Observations 1,492 1,138 860 670
R2 0.259 0.316 0.435 0.484
Adjusted R2 0.216 0.255 0.374 0.401

Note:
†p<0.1; ⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤p<0.01. Models 1 and 2 include all comparable rounds of the

private condition (rounds 4-6). Models 3 and 4 use only the first comparable round of private
data. Models 2 and 4 include standard controls: age, sex, education, religion, partisanship,
and whether or not the respondent has a source of income. All models use linear regressions
with standard errors clustered by respondent for the private condition and by group for the
public condition.

Table 1 presents results from linear regression models with village and enumerator fixed

e↵ects that show participants are between 11 and 13 percentage points more likely to incur

an individual cost to vote in the public condition, when their turnout behavior is visible to

their peers, compared to the private.33 To account for the fact that the treatment changes

32Tables comparing the distribution of variables across respondents in di↵erent treatment

conditions are provided in the SI.

33The cost of voting di↵ered between the public (200 Tsh) and private (100 Tsh) conditions

in some rounds. In the second half of the game, the cost of a vote increased from 200 Tsh
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after the first round in the public condition—when a participant is simultaneously treated by

the experimental treatment assignment and the abstaining or voting behaviors of the other

group members—the models use data from the first round only in the public condition to

obtain an unbiased estimate of the average treatment e↵ect (ATE).34 Although the private

data does not face the same challenge of unbundling peer e↵ects, as a robustness check I

subset the data to the first comparable round for both the private and public conditions,

presented in models 3 and 4 in Table 1. The results are also robust to including controls

of standard predictors of participation including age, sex, education, religion, partisanship,

and income (models 2 and 4).

The large e↵ect an audience of peers has on experimental turnout is particularly strik-

ing given the high rates of turnout in the private condition. The fact that 71% of private

respondents vote in the experiment indicates that some participants have internalized the

social norm of voting. When norms are internalized, extrinsic motivations such as sanctions

become irrelevant, as individuals are motivated by guilt and shame they feel if they devi-

ate from the norm, regardless of whether others are aware (Bicchieri and Muldoon 2014).

Random assignment of the treatment ensures that the distribution of respondents who have

internalized the norm is equivalent (in expectation) across the public and private conditions.

The di↵erence in voting rates between the public and private treatments can therefore be

attributed to the presence of peers in the public condition and respondents’ resulting desire

for status and fear of sanctions.

to 500 Tsh in the public condition and from 100 Tsh to 200 Tsh in the private condition.

When comparing behavior in the public and private treatment conditions, I use data from

rounds when the cost of voting was equivalent.

34In other words, a subject’s unobserved heterogeneity in potential outcomes can bias

estimates of the ATE of the public condition after the first round (Green and Tusicisny

2012).
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4.3 Social Ostracism

The substantively large and statistically significant di↵erence in public and private turnout

behavior in the experiment indicates the existence of a social norm of voting, but does not

reveal whether individuals are motivated to vote out of a desire for esteem, an aversion

to sanctions, or both. To test whether social sanctions motivate turnout, I included an

additional experimental condition in the public groups to mimic real-world social ostracism

faced by abstainers. Since intangible sanctions, such as social disapproval, cannot be easily

controlled in a laboratory setting, I designed the social ostracism treatment to target a

tangible sanction that a majority of Tanzanians expect to experience if they do not vote (see

Figure 4)—prohibition from complaining.

Half of the public groups were randomly assigned to the social ostracism treatment con-

dition, where participants who abstained had to turn their back to the group and were

prohibited from engaging in the discussion in the next round. If social sanctions had no

bearing on individual behavior, then turnout should not vary between public groups with

and without ostracism. Conversely, if individuals want to avoid social sanctions, then social

ostracism should increase the likelihood that respondents vote.

Table 2 shows that social ostracism increases the probability that participants will vote by

12 percentage points, compared to the public control condition. This analysis uses rounds 2

through 5 since abstaining cannot be sanctioned in the first nor last rounds.35 This finding

suggests that the social cost of not being allowed to engage with peers outweighs the financial

cost of voting.

The results also help to rule out an alternative explanation for the di↵erence in public

and private turnout rates—reciprocity towards the enumerator in the public condition. If

reciprocity toward the enumerator, who is present while participants vote in the public

35The SI presents additional models that obtain similar results.
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Table 2: Social ostracism treatment e↵ects within the public condition in Tanzania

Dependent variable:

Vote

Social Ostracism 0.115⇤

(0.051)

Village FE X
Round FE X
DV mean (control) 0.53
DV std. dev (control) 0.5
Observations 1,792
R2 0.326
Adjusted R2 0.308

Note:
†p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01. The data analyzed include rounds 2 through 5 in the

subset of 44 villages that had one control public group and one social ostracism public group
because the social ostracism treatment was not block randomized at the village level but
instead randomized on tablets at the group level. Standard errors are clustered at the group
level.

groups, was driving public turnout social ostracism would not have an additional e↵ect.

Social sanctions, however, appear to be a powerful motivator, providing further evidence of

the presence of a social norm of voting.

4.4 Replication in Uganda

As with any experiment, external validity is an important consideration. Although I do not

have a natural experiment to test the theory with exogenous variation in the observability

of turnout in real elections, I replicated the experiment in Uganda to ensure that the results

are not an artifact of the particular sample or setting in Tanzania.36 Uganda presents a

harder test for the theory because vote buying and coercion are pervasive around elections,

36The SI also presents suggestive correlations using administrative data from the 2015

general election in Tanzania and the 2016 Ugandan election that are consistent with the
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which could crowd out additional motivations to vote.

Similar to Tanzania, a single party, the National Resistance Movement (NRM) has domi-

nated Uganda since 1986 when, current President, Yoweri Museveni first took o�ce, despite

holding multiparty elections since 2006. In the February 2016 Presidential election, Musev-

eni was reelected with a 25 percentage point margin. Parliamentary elections in Uganda

are somewhat more competitive. In 2016, opposition parties won 30% of the Parliamentary

seats.

Figure 5: Private and public voting in Tanzania and Uganda
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Note: Data are from the first round in the public condition and all comparable rounds in
the private condition (rounds 4-6 in Tanzania and rounds 1-6 in Uganda).

Following Uganda’s 2016 general elections the same public-private experimental protocol

was implemented in 62 randomly selected rural villages with 885 randomly selected respon-

theory.
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dents.37 The experimental results from Uganda are consistent with those from Tanzania

(Figure 5). Turnout is 4 percentage points higher in the public condition compared to the

private in Uganda.38 The results hold when data are analyzed using linear regression mod-

els with village and enumerator fixed e↵ects, as well as controlling for age, sex, education,

partisanship, and income (presented in the SI). The larger gap in public-private voting in

Tanzania likely indicates the norm is stronger there than in Uganda, where individual ma-

terial motivations abound. The replicated results suggest that a social norm of voting can

operate even in a more authoritarian regime.

4.5 Testing Alternative Explanations

While I have suggested that the experimental results reveal the presence of a social norm of

voting, a potential alternative explanation for higher turnout rates in the public condition

is that there is a norm of contributing to public goods. Given that the experiment was

a reframed public goods game, it could be that citizens felt more obliged to contribute

money to the village school or clinic in the public condition. I maintain, however, that the

experiment provides evidence of a social norm of voting, specifically, for two reasons. First,

respondents interpreted the game as an election. At the end of the endline survey, I asked

37The social ostracism treatment was not replicated in Uganda.

38These results di↵er from Ferree et al.’s (2018) get out the vote experiment in Kampala

around the 2011 election, which finds that informing citizens of the finger inking process

decreases turnout. This di↵erence is unsurprising because my theory suggests that a social

norm of voting is unlikely to develop in urban settings, where citizens may not believe

that turnout is beneficial for the community because it is harder for politicians to allocate

resources only to their supporters and Kampala also has a “history of oppositional politics”

(6), unlike most of the country.
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respondents what they thought was the purpose of the experiment. Only 2% of respondents

thought the experiment was about providing to public goods (e.g., “providing support at the

clinic”). The vast majority of respondents interpreted the experiment as an election context,

and thought its purpose was to understand how citizens evaluate candidates.

Figure 6: Experimental turnout by level of political competition in Tanzania and Uganda
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Note: In Tanzania, data come from ward councilor elections. In Uganda,
data are from the Presidential election because these are the results available
at the smallest unit reported by the government (ward in Tanzania and
polling station in Uganda).

Secondly, if the experiment measured pressure to contribute to public goods the treatment

e↵ect should not vary by the level of political competition. A social norm of voting, however,

would be stronger in less competitive areas where neighbors need not worry how their peers

will vote and can focus their attention on mobilization. Consistent with this logic, Figure

6 demonstrates that the public treatment e↵ect is stronger in less competitive areas in

both Tanzania and Uganda. As the margin of victory increases and elections become less

competitive, the gap between public and private turnout grows. This gap suggests the

stronger influence of social pressure to vote in less competitive areas. This variation and
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respondents’ interpretation of the game as an election demonstrate that the experiment

measures a social norm of voting.

Another alternative explanation is that, rather than fear of sanctions from peers, public

participants were motivated to vote by a concern that their behavior would be reported

to elites. While clientelist theories suggest that traditional leaders and party elites play

a critical brokerage role in ensuring citizens uphold their end of the bargain and vote on

election day (Baldwin 2013), theories of social norms instead posit that the responsibility of

norm enforcement is shared amongst group members (Knight 1992). To test these competing

mechanisms, I randomly assigned two types of elites to participate in the public groups—a

teacher in one and a political elite in the other.39

In Tanzania, the political elite was a balozi, or “ten cell leader” who is directly elected by

their households. Once a ruling-party instrument of control, today a balozi has little de jure

power and some represent opposition parties. In Uganda, village-level local councilors (LC1)

participated. These councilors are similarly elected (though at the time of the experiment

elections had not occurred since 2001) and are responsible for overseeing village development

participated.

If norm enforcement is elite-driven, there should be a significant di↵erence between the

behavior of participants in a group with a political elite (balozi and LC1) than those in a

group with a teacher, the former exhibiting higher turnout. In the case of social norms,

however, norm enforcement will be bottom-up, driven by community members themselves,

and therefore there should not be any di↵erence in behavior in the presence of party elites,

compared to apolitical elites.

Across the public groups in both Tanzania and Uganda, there is not a statistically sig-

39Because these elites were sampled with a di↵erent probability than the other participants,

who were recruited through a random walk, they are removed from the analysis presented

here. I instead observe how elite presence influences other participants’ turnout behavior.
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nificant di↵erence in turnout between those with a political elite and those with a teacher.

In Tanzania, average turnout is 86% in balozi groups and 83% in teacher groups (a two

sample t-test had a corresponding p-value = 0.41). In Uganda, turnout in LC1 groups is

94% and teacher groups is 91% (di↵erence in means corresponding p-value = 0.09). The fact

that participants do not significantly adjust their experimental voting behavior in the pres-

ence of political elites, suggests that mobilization or fear of sanctions from political agents

is not driving the results.40 Norm enforcement in rural Tanzania and Uganda seems to be

decentralized.

5 Individual Variation in Norm Compliance

Which citizens vote in elections is an important democratic question. The theory posits that

individuals who are more reliant on the community will be more likely to comply with the

norm of voting, in order to secure their access to community-produced goods. Since social

dependency is likely multidimensional, I measure it using both an open-ended subjective

question and an index of objective items.

To assess respondent’s own perceptions of their reliance on others, in the baseline survey

respondents were asked to indicate how much they depend on other people in their com-

munity.41 Opposition party supporters in Tanzania and respondents with enough income

to support their family in Uganda report that they rely less on others in their community

40Ideally, I would also compare turnout in a group without any elite. This was not feasible

due to power and budget constraints. My qualitative interviews, however, suggest that

teachers do not play a particularly large role in enforcing the norm of voting.

41The exact question wording used in Tanzania was: “On a scale from 0-10 how much do

you depend on other people in this community? Zero means you’re not dependent at all and

10 means you’re completely dependent.” In Uganda, a five-point scale was used.
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(Tables in the SI). After the experiment, when asked how they had interpreted this question,

respondents said they thought about relying on other community members for help caring

for their children, as well as for advice, information, and cooperation.

I also measure social dependency using an objective index that includes: respondent’s

marital status, number of children, whether or not they were born in the community, their

frequency of travel outside of the village, and the presence of family outside of the village.

These items capture how costly it would be for an individual to face ostracism from commu-

nity members. Costs increase when an individual does not have a partner, has more children

to care for, and lacks experience and connections outside of the village.

Using the subjective measure in Tanzania and the objective index in Uganda, Figure

7 shows the relationship between social dependency and experimental turnout for private

and public respondents.42 In both countries, more socially dependent individuals are more

likely to vote in the public condition, as evident from the steep positive slope in the right

panels. Among private respondents, however, there is not a strong correlation between social

dependency and turnout.

While the relationship between social dependency and turnout should not be interpreted

as causal, the data illustrate a positive association between reliance on one’s local commu-

nity and willingness to incur a cost to vote when turnout is observable. The theoretically-

consistent variation in slopes between the two experimental conditions suggests that social

dependency operates through a social norm of voting, which is activated in the public con-

42I preregistered the objective index in Uganda. Tanzanian respondents were not asked

about their marital status or number of children. The experimental turnout data from

Tanzania are from the first wave of the panel conducted prior to the 2015 general election.

There is a slight negative correlation between social dependency and turnout in the public

condition using experimental turnout data from the second wave. I discuss possible reasons

for this negative correlation in the SI.
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Figure 7: Social dependency and experimental voting
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dition.43 The lack of a strong positive correlation between social dependency and turnout

in the private condition confirms that social dependency is distinct from altruism. While

altruistic citizens would be more likely to vote regardless of whether their peers are watching

(Fowler and Kam 2007), social dependency stimulates compliance only when an individual’s

reputation and status are at stake in the public condition.

Social dependency is also distinct from socioeconomic status. The relationship between

years of education, income, and social dependency is ambiguous—both education and income

are negatively associated with social dependency in Uganda but positively correlated in

Tanzania. Relatively wealthy and poor respondents are similarly distributed across social

dependency levels. Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests fail to reject the null hypothesis that the

two samples of social dependency scores for respondents with and without income are drawn

from the same distribution, both in Tanzania and Uganda. Interviews confirm that wealthier

individuals similarly rely on other community members.

6 Conclusion

This paper o↵ers an additional explanation for high turnout in semi-authoritarian systems

that highlights the importance of both group-level material incentives and individual social

considerations. Amid the many reasons why citizens decide to vote on Election Day, norm-

driven explanations have been under-explored in developing democracies. The comparative

literature has documented the role of material motivations and elite mobilization but has

focused less on the important role of citizens’ non-material interests and how these are shaped

by their peers. By proposing an alternative rationale for how a social norm of voting can

arise in semi-authoritarian states, the theory extends the literature on social norms of voting

43The di↵erence in slopes between the public and private conditions is statistically signif-

icant in Uganda but not in Tanzania. Regression tables are included in the SI.
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and contributes to the literature on turnout in autocracies.

This study empirically documented the presence of a social norm of voting in a least-likely

context—semi-authoritarian states. Survey evidence revealed that citizens expect others to

comply with the norm, respect voters, and anticipate sanctions for abstaining. Using a lab-

in-the-field experiment, I found that the probability that citizens will vote in a hypothetical

election significantly increased when turnout was public to their neighbors. The explicit

threat of ostracism further increased norm compliance. The results suggest that individuals

are motivated to vote on Election Day in order to be viewed as a helping community member

and to avoid social sanctions from their peers. Those more socially dependent on their local

community are more likely to comply with the social norm of voting.

Understanding who votes and why has implications for government accountability and

democratization. While autocrats claim that turnout signifies their popular mandate and

scholars regard turnout as “an excellent indicator of democratic quality” (Lijphart 1999,

284), this article suggests that it may reflect a di↵erent aspect of democracy. Instead of faith

in the regime or government accountability, voting may be driven by local accountability—a

sense of duty to one’s local community, rather than to the state.

Recognizing the existence of social norms of voting in semi-authoritarian systems not

only alters current understanding of the meaning of a vote, but also lends insights into

how autocrats endure. When a social norm of voting operates in tandem with the regime’s

objectives, rulers need not rely on clientelism or coercion to mobilize turnout. Where state

control falls short, locally-enforced social norms can help prop up autocrats. The theory

also helps explain regimes’ decisions to distribute collective goods to incentivize turnout in

the absence of an enforcement mechanism. This study highlights a low-cost and minimal-

e↵ort mechanism that semi-authoritarian regimes can use to survive. Future research should

explore the pervasiveness of the use of social norms for social control, in addition to when

and how social norms of voting break down.
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A Experimental Design

A.1 Candidate Attributes

The lab-in-the-field experiment used a conjoint choice task to present respondents with
hypothetical MP candidates running in their constituency (Hainmueller, Hopkins and Ya-
mamoto, 2014). The six candidate attributes and randomly assigned “levels” that each
candidate could possess are listed in Table A1.

Table A1: Attributes and levels of hypothetical candidates presented in the conjoint experiment in
Tanzania

Attribute Level 1 Level 2
Party CCM Opposition
Past Performance–Community Gave community nothing Gave community social services
Promises Has promises and a plan Has promises but no plan
Tribe Chagga Sukuma
Past Performance–Individuals Gave you nothing Gave you money for social services
Religion Muslim Christian
Note: In Uganda the only di↵erence in attributes was that the candidate’s tribe was either the same tribe

as the respondent (coethnic) or a di↵erent tribe (non-coethnic). In Uganda the candidate’s party was either

NRM (the ruling party) or an unspecified opposition party.

Given high levels of illiteracy among respondents in Tanzania and Uganda, it was neces-
sary to display the candidate profiles using images rather than text. Figure A1, a sample
private ballot, illustrates how the hypothetical candidate characteristics were depicted using
images in Tanzania. The public group participants saw the same images on large index cards
on poster board so the entire group could view the candidate profiles. The images to display
candidate characteristics in Uganda were adapted for that context, for example the party
flags were changed.
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Figure A1: Sample private voting ballot with attributes labeled - Tanzania

SUKUMACHAGGA

    
      

Party

Community past  
performance

Promises + plan?

Tribe

Individual past  
performance

Religion

A.2 Discussion of Public Vote Choice

The fact that vote choice is visible to peers in the public group is a departure from the
reality of voting in elections in Tanzania.1 It would be particularly problematic for the
results if visible vote choice somehow inflated turnout rates in the public condition. For
several reasons outlined here, I do not believe that the fact that vote choice was visible is
very problematic for the analysis of the di↵erence between public and private turnout in the
experiment. First, because vote choice had no material consequences for respondents, whose
outcomes were independent of the “results” of the hypothetical elections, it is unlikely that
this feature of the experiment dramatically increased turnout rates.

Second, it may be the case that the fact that vote choice was observable increased the
rate of abstention rather than turnout.2 For instance, an individual guessing that the other
group members will all vote for a particular candidate (A), might be more inclined to abstain,

1The secrecy of vote choice is not guaranteed in many contexts. Even in countries typically thought to
have strictly-enforced secret ballot regulations, vote choice is sometimes visible to one’s peers. For instance,
recently U.S. voters have been taking “ballot selfies” and posting photos of their marked ballots on social
media.

2Along these lines, data from Sweden indicate that abstention was higher under roll call votes in town
hall meetings than after the introduction of closed-ballot elections (Hinnerich and Pettersson-Lidbom, 2014).
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rather than be the only supporter of the unpopular candidate or having to falsify her true
preferences. If we think that preference falsification comes at some social or personal cost
(for instance, having to lie to others) then it is plausible that abstaining, which also saves
the respondent money, might be the easier option.

While there is no way to empirically test this hypothesis, descriptively, preference falsifi-
cation is rare in the experimental data from Tanzania. I analyzed the hypothetical candidate
profiles in which the two candidates were identical except for their political party (one was
from the ruling party and the other was from an opposition party). In these 18 cases, I
observe how the 59 respondents who saw these profiles and reported their own partisanship
at baseline behave, presented in Table A2. Most of the time respondents either abstain or
vote their true preference, very few vote for the candidate from the opposite party than
themselves. Overall, in the entire data set of candidate profiles, there are 87 instances of a
single group member abstaining while the rest of the group votes for the same candidate.
There are 79 instances when a single group member votes for a di↵erent candidate than that
which the rest of the group supports.

Table A2: Behavior when experimental candidate profiles only di↵er by party in Tanzania

Falsify preferences Vote true preference Abstain
10% (N=6) 39% (N=23) 51% (N=30)

Again, nothing conclusive can be drawn from these data but it does seem like respondents
were much more willing to abstain than to falsify their preference and support a candidate
from the opposite party. Furthermore, respondents seem somewhat more willing to be only
person in the group to abstain, rather than the only person to support a di↵erent candidate
than the rest of the group. These data do not suggest that public voting greatly increased
turnout, if anything it may have increased abstention therefore diminishing the estimated
treatment e↵ect of public turnout in the experiment compared to what it might have been if
vote choice was secret. Though somewhat unrealistic, public vote choice is unlikely to have
biased the experimental results.

B Experimental Results

B.1 Balance Tables

The following tables present summary statistics and tests of balance across treatment and
control conditions for important covariates. Table B1 shows balance for the private treat-
ment, public group control (no ostracism) and public groups with social ostracism treatment
in Tanzania. Table B2 shows balance for the public and private treatments in Uganda. Given
some existing inequalities in observed baseline characteristics, the main analyses are always
replicated using linear regressions that control for these demographic variables.
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Table B1: Balance on baseline covariates for private and public respondents in Tanzania

Private Public:Control Public:Social Ostracism
N 207 282 264

Age 36.49 37.42 40.42⇤

(12.81) (14.63) (15.62)
Female 54% 51% 50%

(0.50) (0.50) (0.50)
Education (4pt scale) 2.10 2.10 2.05

(0.51) (0.49) (0.47)
Has income 75% 76% 79%

(0.43) (0.43) (0.41)
Support ruling party 57% 65%† 64%

(0.50) (0.48) (0.48)

Note: Standard deviation is provided in parentheses. Symbols in the Public:Control
column refer to p-values from a two-tailed t-test of equality with Private treatment.
Symbols in the Public:Social Ostracism column refer to p-values from a two-tailed
t-test of equality with the public control group (†p<0.1; ⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤p<0.01).

Table B2: Balance on baseline covariates for private and public respondents in Uganda

Private Public
N 408 477

Age 34.00 35.55
(14.26) (14.01)

Female 47% 52%
(0.50) (0.50)

Education (7pt scale) 2.49 2.77⇤⇤

(1.36) (1.53)
Income enough 86% 86%

(0.35) (0.35)
Support ruling party 75% 73%

(0.43) (0.44)

Note: Standard deviation is provided in
parentheses. Symbols in the public column
refer to p-values from a two-tailed t-test of
equality with the private group (†p<0.1;
⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤p<0.01).
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B.2 Tanzania - Wave I

The Tanzania data presented in the paper were collected after the October 2015 general
election. I also conducted the same experiment two weeks prior to the 2015 election with the
same respondents. The panel setup was to investigate the influence of the election on voter
preferences and norm change, which is the subject of other work. I use data from the second
wave in the paper because the cost of voting in the experiment was di↵erent between the
public and private conditions in the first wave. Specifically, the cost of voting in the public
condition was double the cost of voting in the private condition. To ensure that the public
treatment results presented in the paper are not particular to the timing of the experiment,
below I analyze the e↵ect of the public treatment compared to the private in the first wave
when the cost of voting di↵ered between public and private conditions.

Table B3: Public treatment e↵ects in Tanzania when the cost of voting is double in the public
compared to private

Dependent variable:

Vote

(1) (2) (3)

Public 0.054⇤ 0.063⇤ 0.068⇤

(0.027) (0.027) (0.028)

Village FE X X
RA FE X X
Controls X
DV mean (private) 0.82 0.82 0.83
DV std. dev (private) 0.39 0.39 0.38
Observations 7,150 6,628 4,938
R2 0.002 0.094 0.123
Adjusted R2 0.002 0.081 0.103

Note: †p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01. All models include
data from the first round of the public game and all
six rounds for private respondents. Standard errors
are clustered at the level at which treatment was as-
signed: by group for public and by respondent for
private. Controls include age, sex, education, income,
and partisanship.

Somewhat surprisingly, Table B3 shows that despite the fact that voting was twice as
expensive in the public condition compared to the private, turnout is higher in the public
condition. Specifically, the public treatment increases the probability that respondents will
vote in the experiment by 5-7 percentage points. These results provide additional support
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for the theory that a social norm of voting motivates turnout.

B.3 Social Ostracism

The paper presents the e↵ect of the social ostracism treatment on experimental turnout in
Tanzania using the subset of villages in which there is a control public group and a social
ostracism group. That analysis examines the influence of the social ostracism treatment
looking at within-village variation in treatment status due to the inclusion of village fixed
e↵ects. To examine the robustness of the findings, Table B4 presents additional regressions
using the full sample of villages in Tanzania. These regressions do not include village fixed
e↵ects since the ostracism treatment was assigned at the group level, not blocked on village
so not every village in the sample includes a control and ostracism group. The results are on
par with those presented in the paper and are consistent across models that use data from all
rounds, data from rounds 2 through 5, and including controls. The social ostracism treatment
increases the probability of voting in the experiment by between 8 and 11 percentage points
in the full sample. The results change if only the first round of public group data is analyzed
because respondents likely did not yet understand the social ostracism instructions and the
consequences of what would happen if they abstained.

Table B4: E↵ect of social ostracism treatment in Tanzania – Full Sample

Dependent variable:

Vote
All rounds Rounds 2-5

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Social Ostracism 0.094⇤ 0.084† 0.109⇤ 0.098†

(0.043) (0.045) (0.048) (0.050)

Round FE X X X X
Controls X X
DV mean (control) 0.57 0.58 0.54 0.55
DV std. dev (control) 0.5 0.49 0.5 0.5
Observations 6,344 5,038 4,242 3,366
R2 0.093 0.115 0.052 0.080
Adjusted R2 0.092 0.112 0.051 0.076

Note: †p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01). All standard errors are clus-
tered at the group level. Controls include age, sex, education,
religion, partisanship, and income.
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B.4 Uganda Replication

Before analyzing the data from Uganda, I filed a pre-analysis plan with the EGAP research
design registry on September 26, 2016.

In Table B5, I analyze the e↵ect of the public treatment compared to the private condition
in Uganda. Models 1 and 2 include the first round of public data and all rounds of private
data. Here the public treatment increases the probability that respondents will vote by 4
percentage points, compared to the private condition. Models 3 and 4 subset the data to only
the first round for both public and private respondents. While the results lose statistical
significance here, the coe�cient is similar in model 4 that includes standard controls. In
the private condition it may have taken a few rounds for respondents to truly understand
the game since here it relies much more on enumerators clearly explaining the instructions
since the respondent votes in secret. Comparing turnout behavior in the first round of the
public groups to the second round for private respondents, I find a statistically distinct
di↵erence in turnout rates: 92% of public respondents vote and 89% of private respondents
vote (p-value=0.01042).

Table B5: Public treatment e↵ects in Uganda

Dependent variable:

Vote

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Public 0.040⇤ 0.043⇤ 0.017 0.037
(0.017) (0.018) (0.020) (0.025)

Village FE X X X X
RA FE X X X X
Controls X X
DV mean (private) 0.88 0.89 0.91 0.91
DV std. dev (private) 0.33 0.31 0.29 0.29
Observations 5,630 3,554 1,756 1,074
R2 0.120 0.140 0.216 0.258
Adjusted R2 0.106 0.113 0.171 0.174

Note: †p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01). Models 1 and 2 include data
from the first round of the public game and all six rounds for
private respondents. Models 3 and 4 include only the first round
for both public and private respondents. All standard errors are
clustered at the level at which treatment was assigned: by group
for public and by respondent for private. Controls include age,
sex, education, income, and partisanship.
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B.5 Heterogeneous Results by Age

In addition to the variation in social dependency, the e↵ect of the public treatment also
varies by age of the respondent. Consistent with a theory of socialized norms, we might
expect older citizens to be more likely to have internalized the norm given their greater
experience with it. Figure B1 plots the marginal e↵ect of the public treatment on the y-
axis, across respondent ages on the x-axis. Among 20-year-old Tanzanian respondents, the
public condition increases the probability of experimental voting by 20 percentage points,
compared to the private condition. The treatment e↵ect decreases with age. This decline
is driven by the fact that turnout in the public condition hovers around 82% across all
ages, whereas age and turnout in the private condition are positively associated. In the
private condition, turnout among 20-year-old respondents is 65%, whereas 80% of 60-year-
old respondents vote regardless of whether they are in the private or public condition. These
data suggest that older citizens have internalized the social norm of voting, and therefore
may not need extrinsic motivation or enforcement. On the other hand, younger citizens are
strongly motivated by social pressure to vote in the experiment.

Figure B1: Marginal e↵ect of the public treatment decreases with age in Tanzania
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B.6 Experimental Validity

An important departure that the experiment takes from reality is that voting in the ex-
periment is immediate. In reality, voting happens over the course of a day so community
members can plausibly deny that they abstained by claiming they voted at a di↵erent place
or time than their neighbors. Similarly, real-world abstainers can o↵er excuses, such as ill-
ness, for why they did not cast their ballot. The experiment does not allow for these kinds
of justifications, which may increase turnout. However, as previously described, turnout in
Tanzania is visible and verifiable even after Election Day due to the presence of indelible
ink on voters’ fingers, making it di�cult for abstainers to claim that they voted. While the
inability to o↵er justifiable excuses for abstention in the experiment might increase estimates
of the influence of the social norm of voting, other aspects of the design likely contribute to
underestimation of the true e↵ect.

Another di↵erence in the experiment is the size of the audience. In the public groups
only four neighbors observe experimental turnout decisions, whereas in real elections there is
often a much larger audience of community members. In the presence of a social norm, the
level of compliance (turnout) should vary in relation to the size of the audience. Specifically,
turnout should be higher in larger groups. By contrast, if turnout in the public condition
was instead driven by reciprocity toward the enumerator, then the size of the public group
should not be correlated with experimental turnout.

In some of the public groups there were fewer than five participants due to attrition.
Although attrition is not an exogenous source of variation in group size, it is likely orthogonal
to the voting behavior of the remaining group members as it was mostly due to the fact that
some respondents had traveled outside of the village on that day.3 Analyzing the relationship
between the size of the public group and turnout rates reveals a positive association .

Figure B2: Public group size and experimental turnout in Tanzania
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Figure B2 illustrates that, as the social theory of voting predicts, turnout is positively

3The enumerators were instructed to only proceed with groups that had at least three participants.

10



correlated with the size of the public group. Specifically, 63% of respondents in groups with
three participants vote in the first round of the experiment, whereas in groups with five
participants 87% of respondents vote in the first round. Thus, increasing the size of the
public group from three to five is associated with a 24 percentage point increase in turnout.
This di↵erence in means has an associated p-value of 0.01. While purely correlational, these
data suggest that public turnout is not purely driven by reciprocity to the enumerator and
provide additional evidence that a social norm is operating. These data also indicate that
the experiment may actually represent a lower bound estimate of the e↵ect of an audience on
turnout, since a maximum of four other neighbors observed turnout compared to the much
larger size of the potential audience in the real world.

One potential concern with the results presented in the paper is the thought that higher
turnout in the public condition might be due to respondents feeling reciprocal toward the
enumerator who is present in the public condition while everyone makes their turnout de-
cisions. This alternative explanation would be problematic for the interpretation of the
di↵erence in public and private turnout rates as being due to a local social norm of voting.

C External Validity

C.1 Administrative Electoral Data

If the experimental results, that show individuals are more likely to vote when they are being
observed by their peers, are due to a social norm of voting, then we should expect real-world
turnout to exhibit a similar pattern. To further test the theory and gain leverage on the
external validity of the experiment, I organized and trained a team of enumerators to collect
data on the polling stations in our sample villages in Tanzania. Enumerators collected
the location of the polling station, the type of building, number of entrances and locals’
perceptions of the centrality of the polling station in the village, among other attributes.
Since the National Electoral Commission (NEC) in Tanzania does not centrally collect polling
station-level electoral results, and these were no longer available at most polling stations
surveyed, I had to find an alternative way of obtaining these data. Working with contacts at
an opposition political party in Tanzania, I traveled to their regional party o�ces to try and
collect these data, which they also do not systematically collect. Through their contacts, I
was able to recover 2015 general election results for 96 polling stations across 45 villages in
my sample.

When beginning this data collection e↵ort, I did not expect to recover results for all of my
sample villages. I believe that missing data from the polling stations is mostly unrelated to
variables that would influence a social norm of voting. Based on my experience, the success
of enumerators in obtaining electoral results was largely due to their level of e↵ort and elite
connections. While working with Chadema to collect additional polling station-level results,
we were similarly more successful where their party agents were better organized. We also
obtained data from several of the constituencies where Chadema fielded a MP candidate
in the election. (In one instance the MP candidate had traveled to the US but instructed
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his elderly father to travel four hours by bus to deliver the results to the regional party
headquarters.) This would bias the selection of polling stations towards more competitive
areas—which would be less likely to experience a norm of voting given that increased com-
petition necessitates a concern with vote choice not just turnout behavior —and would thus
downward bias the likelihood of observing a norm of voting in these locations. I was also in
the o�ce as the opposition party was receiving the polling station-level results and therefore
do not believe that these data were manipulated at this point, nor at the time of voting
because a party agent from every party represented at the polling station must sign o↵ on
the results before they are posted.

If citizens vote to gain status and avoid sanctions, then we should observe higher turnout
in villages where voting is more public. Based on my qualitative research and time spent
in these villages, voting seems to be more public in villages that only have a single polling
place. In such cases everyone gathers at the same location on election day. In villages with
multiple stations, the various voting locations make monitoring neighbors’ behavior more
challenging. As the number of polling places increases in a village, conditional on village size
and population, voting likely becomes easier (e.g., shorter distances to travel and shorter
lines at the booth). If turnout is rather driven by ease of access then we should instead
expect higher turnout in villages with more stations.

The villages with a single polling place, however, are likely quite di↵erent from those with
multiple stations, for example in terms of population, development, density, and terrain.4

Indeed, there is a large di↵erence in population between villages with a single polling station
(2297 residents) and villages with more than two stations (4273 residents). Larger villages
might also be more likely to be targeted by opposition campaigns that need to e�ciently
use their limited resources. There also may be political reasons why some villages have four
stations and others only have one. The number of stations is also likely correlated with the
level of development in the village since polling stations are most frequently schools, clinics
or other permanent structures.

For these reasons, I focus on villages that have either one and or two polling stations to try
to mitigate (but definitely not overcome) concerns about di↵erences in village characteristics
that might relate to the presence of a norm of voting. While still di↵erent, villages that
have one or two stations may be more similar.5 Moreover, with respect to reducing the
ability for peers to observe turnout, we might be particularly interested in the di↵erence
between having a single polling place and having two where the ability to monitor others is
dramatically reduced and individuals can plausibly assert that they voted. Having at least
two polling stations in the village allows individuals to potentially convince others, or have
their neighbors assume, that they voted at a di↵erent station. Each additional station, after
two, might not a↵ord individuals any additional leverage in this respect. Therefore, social

4Unfortunately, there is no hard and fast rule to determine how many polling stations are allocated to
each village. The number of citizens registered to a single polling station in my sample ranges from 111 to
1537 voters. While the government suggests that each polling station should serve 500 registered voters, this
is not followed in practice.

5There is not a substantive nor statistically significant di↵erence in population between villages with a
single station (2297 residents) and those with two (2495 residents).
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pressure motivations may be removed in places with two polling places but not any further
reduced by additional stations.

Figure C1: Number of polling stations in village and turnout in 2015 general election
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Note: Data points are plotted with an OLS regression line (red dashed) and loess line (blue solid).

Figure C1 illustrates the relationship between the total number of polling stations in
the village and village-level turnout in the 2015 election. Given the fact that additional
polling places increase access, overall turnout is positively correlated with the number of
polling stations for villages with one to four stations. Focusing on the 28 villages that have
one or two stations reveals a di↵erent relationship. Here, we observe, as the theory would
predict, that turnout in the 2015 election is 2.9 percentage points higher in villages with a
single polling station, where it is easier to monitor citizen behavior, compared to turnout
in villages with two polling stations. The tiny sample size makes it unsurprising that the
di↵erence is not statistically significant (p-value of .41).6

Subsetting the data to villages with similar population sizes (between 1200 and 2800
people), I still find that places with a single station have higher turnout (on average 74%)
compared to places with two polling stations (68%). It is interesting that, for these villages,
the correlation between the number of polling stations and turnout is negative, given that
citizens in villages with two polling stations, ceteris paribus, have greater access than those
in villages with a single polling place. Table C1 shows regression analyses of these data
including village-level controls.

As an additional probe, I analyze turnout patterns separately for large and small com-
munities. Social norms are said to be stronger in smaller, tight-knit communities where
members can better monitor behavior and punish free riders (Bicchieri and Muldoon, 2014).

6Conducting the same analysis for the 62 parishes in my Uganda sample, I find that on average 2016
turnout in parishes with a single polling station (N=5) was 71%, compared to 69% turnout in parishes with
two polling stations (N=15), with an associated p-value of 0.48.
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Table C1: Relationship between village turnout and the number of polling stations

Dependent variable:

Turnout

(1) (2)

# of polling stations 2.828† �1.946
(1.513) (4.434)

village population �0.002⇤ �0.002†

(0.001) (0.001)
Village area (km2) �0.022 �0.017

(0.015) (0.017)
Constant 73.380⇤⇤ 82.507⇤⇤

(4.120) (8.321)

Observations 31 19
R2 0.242 0.273
Adjusted R2 0.158 0.127

Note: †p<0.1; ⇤p<0.05; ⇤⇤p<0.01

Note: Model 1 includes all villages for which I
have data. Model 2 includes only villages with 1
or 2 polling stations.

Consistent with this idea is the fact that turnout is higher in villages with smaller pop-
ulations for which I have data. Specifically, in villages with populations larger than the
75th percentile (4,126 residents) turnout in the 2015 general election was on average 69.3%,
whereas in smaller villages with populations less than the 25th percentile (1,640 residents)
73.8% of registered voters turned out.

In smaller villages, where residents are more likely to frequently interact and know each
other well, members likely have other mechanisms of knowing who votes and who abstains.
For example, frequent interaction after Election Day may make observing others’ inked
fingers more likely. The number of polling stations might not influence turnout in small
villages that can rely on multiple mechanisms of monitoring turnout. Figure C2 displays
turnout across the number of polling stations for small and large villages. In smaller villages
(plotted as triangles and a dotted loess line), turnout remains fairly constant around 75%
but turnout in larger villages (plotted as points with a solid loess line) drops dramatically
between villages with one and two polling stations, suggesting that Election Day monitoring
is more critical in larger villages compared to smaller ones. Overall, these data from the
2015 general election share similar patterns with the experimental results–turnout tends to
be higher when it is more visible–and support the idea that a social norm of voting motivates
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Figure C2: Number of polling stations in village and turnout in 2015 general election – Large v.
Small Villages
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Note: Data points are plotted for large (solid dots, solid line) and small (open triangles, dotted
line) villages - defined by their relationships to the mean - with loess lines.

turnout.

Figure C3: Number of polling stations in parish and turnout in 2016 Ugandan election
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Interestingly, the same pattern exists in Uganda. Figure C3 shows turnout at the Parish
level for all parishes in the country, excluding those in Kampala, by the number of polling
stations in the Parish. Again, I do not want to put much emphasis on these data given that
there are likely important di↵erences between parishes with fewer and more polling stations,
but it is interesting that there is a marked decrease in turnout among parishes with a single
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and two polling stations. In other work I bring additional observational data to bear to
investigate the theoretical implications with administrative data from Uganda.

D Social Dependency

D.1 Correlates of Social Dependency

Table D1 displays the correlates of subjective social dependency in Tanzania, as measured by
the question “On a scale from 0-10, how much do you depend on other people in your com-
munity?” Table D2 shows the correlates of both subjective and objective social dependency
in Uganda.

Table D1: Correlates of subjective social dependency in Tanzania

Dependent variable:

Subjective social dependency

age �0.008
(0.009)

education 0.132
(0.273)

female 0.367
(0.247)

opposition �0.639⇤

(0.250)
has income 0.195

(0.312)
Constant 6.251⇤⇤

(0.805)

Observations 704
R2 0.014
Adjusted R2 0.007

Note: †p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01

In both Tanzania and Uganda, unsurprisingly, women are somewhat more reliant on
their local community than men. In Tanzania, income and social dependency are positively
correlated, meaning that respondents with a job that pays a cash income are more reliant on
their local community than those who do not have any income. In Uganda, more intuitively,
the opposite relationship exists and respondents who have enough income to live on and less
reliant on their community. Interesting, years of education and reliance on the community
are also positively correlated in Tanzania but negatively so in Uganda. The subjective and
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Table D2: Correlates of two measures of social dependency in Uganda

Dependent variable:

Subjective dependency Objective dependency index

(1) (2)

age31-40 0.023 0.165⇤⇤

(0.027) (0.014)
age41-50 0.056† 0.220⇤⇤

(0.031) (0.016)
age51-60 �0.012 0.259⇤⇤

(0.038) (0.020)
age61-70 0.092† 0.231⇤⇤

(0.053) (0.028)
age71-80 0.057 0.266⇤⇤

(0.088) (0.046)
age80+ �0.112 0.272⇤⇤

(0.166) (0.087)
Education �0.001 �0.033⇤⇤

(0.008) (0.004)
Voted 2016 0.039 0.047⇤

(0.037) (0.019)
Male �0.010 �0.059⇤⇤

(0.022) (0.012)
Income enough �0.084⇤⇤ �0.030⇤

(0.029) (0.015)
Constant 0.557⇤⇤ 0.528⇤⇤

(0.048) (0.025)

Observations 716 715
R2 0.023 0.405
Adjusted R2 0.009 0.397

Note: †p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01

objective social dependency measures in Uganda are minimally correlated, with a Spearman’s
rank correlation coe�cient of 0.06 and associated p-value of .09.

The objective social dependency measure in Uganda includes five variables: marital status,
number of children, born in the community, family outside the village, and frequency of travel
outside the village. All variables are coded so that the lack of connection and resources
outside of the village and the greater the challenge to being expelled from the village receive
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a higher dependency rating.7

D.2 Social Dependency and Turnout

Table D3: Public treatment interacted with dependency in Tanzania and Uganda

Dependent variable:

Average Turnout
Tanzania Uganda

(1) (2)

Dependency 0.004 �0.034
(0.048) (0.055)

Public 0.002 �0.035
(0.045) (0.044)

Dependency:Public 0.075 0.158⇤

(0.065) (0.077)
Constant 0.817⇤⇤ 0.896⇤⇤

(0.032) (0.031)

Observations 806 842
R2 0.011 0.019
Adjusted R2 0.008 0.015

Note: †p<0.1;⇤p<0.05;⇤⇤p<0.01

Table D3 includes linear regression models of respondents’ average turnout in the exper-
iment on social dependency interacted with public treatment (corresponding to Figure 7 in
the paper). These models use data from all rounds for private respondents and only using
the first round for public respondents. In Tanzania the data come from the first wave of the
experiment prior to the 2015 general election. Social dependency was measured in the base-
line survey in the first wave. Average experimental turnout from the second wave and social
dependency are slightly negatively correlated in the public condition. I believe this di↵erence
in the relationship between social dependency and experimental voting behavior between the
two panel waves is due to the fact that social dependency was only measured in wave I, and
respondent’s self-reported reliance on the community may have changed had they been asked
again after the election. This explanation would suggest that subjective social dependency
is not static. More research is required to better understand whether one’s reliance on the
community is fixed or variable, and may change for example with circumstances or timing.

7For example, for travel outside of the village the variable is coded as 1= yes-frequently, 2=yes-sometimes,
3=yes-rarely, 4=no-never.

18



Figure D1: Number of children and experimental turnout in Uganda

Although the relationship between subjective social dependency and experimental turnout
is tenuous in Tanzania, objective social dependency is strongly correlated with both experi-
mental and real turnout in Uganda.8 Interestingly, the number of children respondents have,
a somewhat more exogenous source of social dependency, is positively associated with exper-
imental turnout in the public condition, both for male and female respondents (see Figure
D1).

8In Uganda, subjective social dependency and experimental turnout are negatively correlated. I believe
the subjective open-ended question in Uganda was not well understood by enumerators or respondents as I
was not present for the training of these enumerators. In addition, I was not able to do follow-up work in
Uganda, so I am unable to determine how respondents interpreted this open-ended question.
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