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War and economic development

• What are war’s legacies for economic development?

• Many channels: physical destruction, human suffering, 
psychological trauma, …

• What about effects on political institutions, social 
norms, trust, and cooperation?

• During a data collection project in post-war Sierra Leone 
during 2005-2007, my own prior was negative impacts.
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War’s broader role

• Alternative views across disciplines:
• Historians point to war’s role in catalyzing institutional 

development and progressive social reform (Tilly 1985, 
Tripp 2015)

• Evolutionary theorists and anthropologists argue that 
warfare shaped early human societies, including the 
returns to cooperation within one’s group (Henrich
2004, Bowles 2008)

• Relevance for low-income countries today?
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War and cooperation

• What impact does war violence have on later 
cooperation, trust and local politics?
– Do these effects decay over time?
– Do they differ for victims, perpetrators?

• Are there differences in cooperation towards the in-
group, versus outsiders?
– What implications for later conflict risk?
– Mechanisms?
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Today’s talk

• Based on forthcoming paper in Journal of Economics 
Perspectives (joint with Michal Bauer, Chris Blattman, 
Julie Chytilova, Joe Henrich, and Tamar Mitts)

• Rapid accumulation of evidence on war’s impacts over 
the last decade, from 16 studies across countries

• Combination of micro-survey data and lab experiments
• Due to the growing open data trend in social science, we 

assemble the raw data and carry out meta-analysis to 
summarize the evidence

5



6

Sierra Leone



7



8



9



10

Sierra Leone



11



12



13



14



15



Explanations and channels

• Direct evidence for shifts in social preferences post-war 
in lab experimental studies

• Related to theories of post-traumatic growth in 
psychology, and cases in political science (Wood 2003)

• More traditional economic explanations do not appear 
to have much predictive power:
– Due to influx of foreign aid? (No, aid inflows do not 

appear to boost local social capital, Casey et al 2012.)
– Due to rapid recovery economic growth? (No, 

community level fixed effects would capture this.)
– Could other economic factors be behind this?
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Understanding war’s legacies

• War has complex and tragic legacies for people and 
societies, including undoubted suffering

• Yet a new stylized fact may be emerging: post-conflict 
societies do not appear to be less able to achieve 
collective action and cooperation, and in fact may be left 
“stronger” and more socially cohesive after war.

• These micro-level patterns today resonate with major 
historical social and institutional changes driven by 
warfare, as well as with claims by evolutionary biologists 
about the origins of human sociality.
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Understanding war’s legacies

• A note of caution: the suggestive evidence of increasing 
parochial altruism may leave societies with tight-knit 
communities but no greater sense of national identity, 
which may be needed to sustain political stability

• These seemingly contradictory patterns may help 
explain the stylized fact of rapid post-war economic 
recoveries (e.g., WWII, Vietnam, Sierra Leone) with a 
greater risk of future civil strife.

• A key challenge for future research.
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