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July 2016
The past decade has seen rapid growth in an interdisciplinary body of research examining the legacy of war on
social and political behaviour. This column presents a metaanalysis and synthesis of this research. Evidence
from surveys and experiments from over 40 countries reveals a stylised fact: individual exposure to warrelated
violence tends to increase social cooperation, community participation, and prosocial behaviour. However,
these changes are mainly directed towards people from the same community.
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Until recently, a paucity of individuallevel data from conflict and postconflict societies prevented
researchers from systematically exploring the legacies of war on social and political behaviour. In
the last decade, however, interdisciplinary teams of researchers – mainly in economics,
anthropology, political science, and psychology – have begun to design research projects
specifically to understand how exposure to the violence of war affects collective action, fairness,
cooperation, and other important aspect of social behaviour among populations around the globe.
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In a new paper, we discuss and reanalyse this rapidly growing body of research (Bauer et al. 2016).
Figure 1 illustrates the breadth of evidence, referencing studies involving Sierra Leone, Uganda,
Burundi, the Republic of Georgia, Israel, Nepal, and many other societies. The data come from
individual surveys collected in seven countries, plus one paper with comparable data from 35
European countries. This evidence covers both civil and interstate wars and includes a wide array of
wartime violence experiences.
Figure 1. Evidence on wartime violence and cooperation across the world
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Note: The map reports the countries included in the analysis. The shading corresponds to the number of observations,
such that darker colours represent larger samples of individuals.

Case study: Sierra Leone
As an example, we first describe the case of Sierra Leone, a postconflict society for which there is
an unusual wealth of evidence. A brutal, countrywide civil war afflicted Sierra Leone from 1991 to
2002. The war killed more than 50,000 civilians and temporarily displaced roughly two million
people—nearly half of the country’s population. Armed groups mutilated and raped thousands of
civilians. Nonetheless, there was wide variation in the degree of exposure and victimisation.
Three studies from Sierra Leone identified the same essential pattern – plausibly exogenous
variation in exposure to warrelated violence was associated with greater social participation and
prosocial behaviour. Bellows and Miguel (2009) analysed a largescale nationally representative
survey dataset gathered among more than 10,000 Sierra Leone households three to five years after
the conflict’s end. Victimisation rates were high; for instance, 44% of respondents reported a
household member being killed during the conflict. They found that people whose households
directly experienced war violence displayed much higher levels of civic and political engagement
compared to nonvictims – they were more likely to report attending community meetings, to vote in
elections, to join social and political groups, and to participate in school committees and ‘road
brushing,’ a local infrastructure maintenance activity.
Researchers have also carried out incentivised labinthefield experiments, in order to more directly
assess whether warrelated violence causes changes in social preferences or in beliefs about
others’ behaviour. Bauer et al. (2014) ran various allocation games designed to distinguish
selfishness from altruism and inequality aversion. They experimentally manipulated the identity of
an otherwise anonymous recipient to shed light on whether violence increases prosocial behaviour
only towards people at the local level (from the same village), or whether the effects on prosocial
behaviour are more generalised. Compared to nonvictims, people who were directly exposed to
conflictrelated violence were less selfish and more inequality averse towards ingroup members
eight years after experiencing warrelated violence. There were no comparable effects on behaviour
towards outgroup members. Elsewhere in Sierra Leone, Cecchi et al. (2015) found similar results
among young street football players. Players who had been exposed to more intense conflict
related violence behaved more altruistically towards their teammates (the ingroup) but not towards
the outgroup (their match opponents).
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suggests that war affects behaviour in a range of situations (Figure 2). People
exposed to more warrelated violence tend to increase their social participation, by joining more
local social and civic groups, or taking on more leadership roles in their communities. They also
take actions intended to benefit others in experimental laboratory games, such as altruistic giving.
The effects of violence are fairly consistent across cases and do not diminish with time. Violence
seems to affect ingroup prosocial behaviour – namely, participation with, and altruism towards,
members of one’s own village or identity group – most of all (Figure 3). Too few studies define ‘out
groups’ consistently (or at all), so this ingroup bias remains somewhat speculative.
Figure 2. Metaanalysis results, war exposure and cooperation
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Note: The effect of exposure to violence on each outcome is estimated using fixedeffects (blue) and randomeffects
(green) metaanalysis models. Results are reported in standard deviation units. The vertical lines denote 95% confidence
intervals. N denotes the number of studies/games included in the metaanalysis for each outcome.

Figure 3. Metaanalysis results, ingroup versus outgroup effects
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Disentangling correlation and causation
Notice that a common feature of this body of research is that analysis is based on a comparison of
individuals who suffered different degrees of war violence. The obvious concern is the possibility
that the correlation between war exposure and cooperation is driven by some omitted variable that
has a confounding effect, rather than reflecting a causal impact. For instance, attackers may
systematically target people who are likely to be more cooperative in nature, such as leading
families or wealthy and influential citizens.
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show the results are relatively consistent across different studies and approaches to causal
identification, arguably generating more confidence that the estimated relationships are causal.

Conclusions
Understanding the effects of war in all its complexity, including on postwar patterns of individual
social behaviour, is of broad importance. While war has many negative legacies for individuals and
societies, it appears to leave a positive legacy in terms of local cooperation and civic engagement.
The core empirical finding we identify resonates with the experience of rapid postwar political,
social, and economic recovery in many wartorn societies, as well as their tendency to implement
egalitarian social policies, including progressive taxation and gender equality reforms (Tripp 2015,
Scheve and Stasavage 2010, 2012). Yet if people become more parochial and less cooperative with
outgroup members, as some of the evidence suggests, this behavioural response could also
harden social divisions, contribute to conflict cycles, and help explain the wellknown pattern that
many postconflict countries soon return to violence.
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