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Abstract

Developing countries are currently experiencing unprecedented increases in primary
schooling. While education increases civic and political participation in developed
democracies, this may not occur in weakly institutionalized countries. Beyond con-
cerns about education’s effectiveness, education could contribute to local political cap-
ture by dominant groups or conflict in divided societies. Leveraging variation across
local governments areas and gender in the intensity of Nigeria’s 1976 Universal Pri-
mary Education reform—possibly the largest-scale educational expansion in African
history—to instrument for primary schooling, we identify large long-run political ef-
fects: up to 33 years after starting primary school, citizens are considerably more
interested in politics, more likely to vote and contact local government councilors,
participate in community associations, and supportive of democracy in the abstract.
Contrary to concerns about potential anti-democratic effects, our results are strongest
among minority ethnic and religious groups and in fractionalized areas, and respon-
dents show no increase in support for political violence or own-group identification.
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1 Introduction

Seeking to meet the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of universal primary education, many

developing countries—particularly the most democratic (Stasavage 2005)—are investing heavily

in education. Primary school enrollment in sub-Saharan Africa has risen from 56% in 1999 to 77%

in 2008 (UNESCO 2011). Since this newly educated generation will become increasingly politi-

cally relevant, it is crucial to understand how increased primary schooling will affect the quality

of democracy. This is particularly pertinent as many of sub-Saharan Africa’s nascent democracies

are failing to consolidate (Opalo 2012) or hold governments to account beyond the voting booth

(Bratton and Logan 2006).

How education affects democracy remains contentious. An optimistic modernization literature

suggested education encourages democratic norms of tolerance (e.g. Lipset 1959) and lays the

groundwork for successful democratic consolidation (Dahl 1971). However, expanding education

in weakly institutionalized environments—polities where legal enforcement is low and formal in-

stitutional rules change with fluctuations in political power (Levitsky and Murillo 2009)—could

facilitate institutional capture and conflict by politically-empowering individuals where political

institutions fail to develop in line (Huntington 1968). This concern is especially pertinent where

local ethnic and religious divisions are salient. Recent cross-national statistical analyses dispute the

causal relationship underpinning the clear positive correlation between education and democracy

(e.g. Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson 2005; Glaeser, Ponzetto and Shleifer 2007; Papaioannou

and Siourounis 2008).

Despite considerable attention at the macro-level, there is little strong micro-level evidence

identifying the causal effects of mass education on political and community engagement and sup-

port for democracy outside Western democracies. Although surveys in developed countries now

provide unprecedented opportunities to examine political behavior and citizens preferences, identi-

fying the effects of education has been stymied by concerns about selection bias (Kam and Palmer
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2008). Recent work using field experiments to move beyond correlations has focused on for-

eign donor-supported educational programs outside formal schooling, but has found mixed results

(Finkel and Rojo-Mendoza 2012; Finkel and Smith 2011; Friedman et al. 2011; Kuenzi 2006).

Such studies focus on short and small-scale NGO-implemented programs which may differ sub-

stantially from the nationwide government-implemented programs current being enacted as part

of the MDGs in the least developed countries. It is also hard to establish long-run impacts using

surveys administered only a year after the intervention.

To illuminate this important issue, we identify the effects of publicly-provided primary ed-

ucation on individual civic and political participation and attitudes in Nigeria, following one of

Africa’s largest educational expansions. In 1976, Nigeria implemented its Universal Primary Ed-

ucation (UPE) program, providing six tuition-free years of primary education to all six year-olds.

Combined with Afrobarometer survey data, from 1999-2009, we exploit variation in the impact of

UPE across local government areas (LGAs) and gender to identify large positive long-run effects

of primary schooling on political engagement using a difference-in-difference strategy to instru-

ment for primary schooling. Contrary to concerns that participation could cause group conflict,

institutional capture or support for violence, we find primary schooling’s largest pro-democratic

effects are for local minorities and in the most divided LGAs, while respondents show no increase

in support for political violence or own-group identification.

Nigeria contains one-fifth of Sub-Saharan Africa’s population, features considerable ethno-

religious diversity, and has struggled with democratic consolidation. Its primary education expan-

sion represents an important case in its own right. However, its diversity it also provides consid-

erable insight for reformers across developing countries as they push to achieve universal primary

education whilst striving to ingrain pro-democratic participation. The external validity of this

quasi-experiment is thus unusually high.

Using surveys up to 33 years after Nigeria’s nationwide publicly-implemented UPE reform,

our focus is to identify the direction and magnitude of primary schooling’s long-run political ef-
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fects, in addition to evaluating the concern that education’s participatory effects reflect capture by a

dominant ethnic or religious group. Given the importance of education in developing democracies,

establishing the level and possibly damaging heterogeneity of primary education’s effects is a cru-

cial first step in disentangling the relationship between education and democracy. Data limitations

prevent us from exploring the mechanisms underpinning these relationships.

Our reduced form and instrumental variable estimates show that Nigeria’s UPE program had

considerable political implications. First, primary schooling significantly increased interest in pol-

itics and basic forms of political participation such as voting and contacting local government

councilors. However, primary schooling can only do so much, not cultivating more costly forms of

political activity like contacting national-level Representatives or participation in peaceful political

demonstration. Second, primary schooling substantially increased the likelihood of respondents

attending community meetings and actively participating in local associations. Third, primary

schooling increased support for democracy in the abstract without affecting satisfaction with Nige-

ria’s “partly free” democracy (Freedom House 2013) in practice or trust in politicians, indicating

that education increases intrinsic support for democracy. Finally, we show that the effects of pri-

mary schooling are strongest in more religiously fragmented areas and among minority religion

respondents, while there is no indication that primary schooling increases support for violence,

ethnic identification or segregated participation. Together, these results provide strong evidence

that publicly-provided primary education fosters pro-democratic civic and political engagement,

even in weakly institutionalized contexts like Nigeria. The long-run effects are larger and more

robust than recent studies examining the short-term effects of education-oriented programs.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 generates hypotheses linking schooling and civic

and political engagement in developing countries. Section 3 provides an overview of education

policies in Nigeria, focusing particularly on the 1976 UPE reform. Section 4 details the research

design. Section 5 shows our main results and robustness checks. Section 6 concludes.
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2 Education in developing contexts

Research in developed democracies has consistently found that education increases turnout (see

Sondheimer and Green 2010) and other forms of civic and political engagement.1 Converse (1972:

324) even argues “education is everywhere the universal solvent, and the relationship is always in

the same direction.” However, it is far from obvious that education similarly cultivates democratic

and pro-social behaviors in developing democracies, especially in weakly institutionalized contexts

where education has been associated with disenchantment with democracy and support for anti-

democratic methods (Friedman et al. 2011), institutional capture (Gugerty and Kremer 2008) and

violent behavior (Berrebi 2007; Krueger and Maleckova 2003; Scacco 2007).

2.1 Civic and political engagement and support for democracy

Cross-national correlative evidence has suggested higher educational qualifications are associated

with limited civic and political engagement in developing countries.2 Nevertheless, voters express

dissatisfaction with the performance of democracy (Bratton and Mattes 2001; Mattes and Bratton

2007), and fail to appreciate how governments can be held to account by citizens and opposition

parties beyond polling day (Bratton and Logan 2006). Studies over the last decade have examined

donor-sponsored programs providing less conventional educational opportunities, finding consis-

tently large increases in political knowledge and local-level participation but mixed effects on

behavioral outcomes like voting and weak effects on democratic attitudes.3

However, a major concern with these results is that education or participation in civic programs

1Seminal analyses include: Almond and Verba (1963); Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti (1994);
Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995).

2Experience of public schooling increases turnout, vote registration, protest and contacting
political leaders (MacLean 2011). Mattes and Bratton (2007) find demand for democracy across
sub-Saharan Africa increases with procedural understanding, information and awareness, while
education increases tolerance (Bratton, Mattes and Gyimah-Boadi 2005).

3These include: Bratton et al. (1999); Finkel (2002); Finkel and Ernst (2005); Finkel and Smith
(2011); Finkel, Horowitz and Rojo-Mendoza (2012); Morduchowicz et al. (1996).
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reflects family background, early life experiences, the social hierarchy, or cognitive ability (Kam

and Palmer 2008). Since education proxies for these hard-to-measure characteristics, education’s

correlation with political engagement could be attributed to selection into education and civic ed-

ucation programs.

Randomized field experiments have found less sanguine results. Friedman et al. (2011) show

school performance incentives generated interest in and knowledge of democracy, but did not affect

support for democracy, voting or participation among young, poor and rural women from minority

ethnic groups in a male-dominated Kenyan society. Similarly, a community civic education pro-

gram discussing decentralization and democracy in Democratic Republic of Congo finds increases

in political knowledge across a range of questions, but did not increase feelings of political effi-

cacy, change attitudes toward democracy or produce network spillovers (Finkel and Rojo-Mendoza

2012). Finally, Kuenzi (2006) finds providing informal basic numeracy and literacy education to

Senegalese adults who missed school as children considerably increases their propensity to vote,

contact public officials and participation in the community.

Despite their advantages, field experiments face important limitations. First, the external va-

lidity of studies based on short or small-scale interventions is questionable, especially when the

results pertain to very specific groups of intervention-compliers. Second, NGO-administered pro-

grams differ substantially from government implementation efforts in practice, so may elicit differ-

ential appraisals of democracy. Third, since surveys are rarely administered more than a year after

the intervention, it is hard to establish whether education’s impacts are lasting or have reached

fruition. Therefore, there remains limited evidence on the enduring political effects of the type

of large-scale primary educational programs currently being implemented across the developing

world.
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2.2 The risks of increased engagement

Even if the associations previously highlighted represent robust political effects of education, in-

creased participation may not necessarily be pro-democratic. Rather, there are reasons to believe

education’s effects may be less benign in the developing world, and especially in fragmented de-

veloping societies.

The concern that education could lead to political conflict and capture goes back to Huntington

(1968), who argued that where social mobilization and economic development become incongruent

with political institutions (that fail to develop as quickly), violence and regime instability emerge

because conflict among increasingly complex sets of social groups cannot be effectively regu-

lated. Rather than stable democratic practices, this destabilizing process can cause violence due to

lack of opportunities and rising inter-group inequalities as well as institutional capture where new

groups empowered to participate impose influence when political institutions do not modernize

their behavior. By Huntington’s (1968) standards, many of sub-Saharan Africa’s nations remain

weakly institutionalized. Our case of Nigeria has yet to observe turnover in the dominant politi-

cal party since the return of democracy in 1999 and ranks as the 37th most corrupt nation in the

world (Transparency International 2012), while elections have been disputed and characterized by

violence (Bratton 2008; Collier and Vicente forthcoming).

Empirically, education has had ambiguous effects on political capture in weakly institutional-

ized polities. Nichter (2008), Blaydes (2006) and Kramon (2009) respectively find evidence that

vote buyers target the least educated in Argentina, Egypt and Kenya. Education could thus re-

duce political capture as educated voters choose to cast their preferences rather than sell their vote.

However, education could also itself engender institutional capture. After providing funding and

skills to disadvantaged women’s groups in Kenya, Gugerty and Kremer (2008) find that rather than

increase productivity the intervention instead populated treated groups with better-educated and

richer women.
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Whether education cultivates extreme political views and behavior remains contentious. Finkel,

Horowitz and Rojo-Mendoza (2012) find that civic education reduced support for ethnic and po-

litical violence following Kenya’s disputed 2007 election. Conversely, Friedman et al. (2011) find

participation in Kenya’s Girls Scholarship Program did not affect traditional modes of political

participation, but increased a desire for autonomy, not necessarily through democratic means, as

well as sympathy for the use of violence in politics. More directly, secondary education is asso-

ciated with becoming Hezbollah fighters (Krueger and Maleckova 2003) and Palestinian suicide

bombers (Berrebi 2007), while leaders and members of Boko Haram—a radical anti-education Is-

lamist movement in Northern Nigeria—are primarily clerics and students (Adesoji 2010; Aghedo

and Osumah 2012).

Such concerns are greatest where inter-group divisions are most salient (Horowitz 1985). An

influential developing country literature observes greater conflict and worse governance in ethni-

cally, religiously and linguistically fractionalized, competitive and polarized areas (e.g. Alesina

et al. 2003; Huntington 1996; La Porta et al. 1999; Wilkinson 2006), although divisions are not al-

ways prominent (Bates 1983; Laitin 1986). Posner (2004) finds local ethnic differences in Malawi

and Zambia were salient where the dominant group represented a politically-relevant proportion

of the electorate. These concerns are particularly pertinent in Nigeria, where there is a history of

religious and ethnic conflict. For example, Scacco (2007) finds individuals with strong local net-

works connections (e.g. attending community meetings), especially in areas with no clear religious

majority, are more likely to participate in violent demonstrations.

2.3 Moving forward

We fill these important gaps in the literature by estimating the causal effects of government-

provided primary education among Nigerian adults, for a large and highly empirically relevant

set of compliers who would not have been educated without UPE. This paper focuses on identi-

fying the direction of the effect of primary schooling on civic and political engagement up to 33
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years after individuals were educated, in addition to examining whether any positive effects have

anti-democratic implications.

Building on the extant literature, we test the following specific hypotheses:

H1 Primary schooling increases interest in politics, political participation, community partici-

pation, and support for democracy.

H2 Positive participatory effects of primary schooling are concentrated among those who stand

to gain from capturing political institutions or support inter-group conflict.

H1 assesses the optimistic findings from advanced democracies—which have not yet been verified

for primary education or in developing countries—that primary schooling causes greater civic and

political engagement. H2 addresses the concern that education’s participatory effects may be used

subversively in weakly institutionalized democracies. In our empirical analysis, we focus on the

especially important concern that participation among locally dominant religious and ethnic groups

reflects greater extraction capacity, or that minority groups turn to violence in the face of absent

political voice.

3 Politics and primary education in Nigeria

Despite its political instability, Nigeria has experimented with some of Africa’s most ambitious

nationwide education policies. For reasons outlined below, Nigeria represents an important test

of education’s political effects with implications for countries through the developing world. This

section provides a brief historical overview of politics and education in Nigeria, before detailing

the 1976 educational reforms that underpin our identification strategy.
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3.1 Social and political context

Africa’s most populous nation containing 162.5m people in 2011, Nigeria is a major oil and gas

producer but ranks poor by GDP per capita terms. Nigeria is also one of the continent’s most

ethnically, linguistically and religiously diverse, containing more than 300 tribes subsumed under

the predominantly Muslim Hausa Fulani, religiously mixed Yoruba and overwhelmingly Christian

Igbo groups. Religious and ethnic divisions remain the basis of violent political conflict despite its

constitutionally secular state (Adesoji 2010). The issue is sufficiently contentious that the 2016 is

the first since independence to ask about religion or ethnicity.

Since independence in 1960, Nigeria has oscillated between military and democratic rule, ex-

periencing ten military coups. After most recently transitioning to democracy in 1999, Nigeria has

regularly held federal elections for its Presidency, Senate and House. The 1999, 2003 and 2007

elections—which followed a period of military rule—correspond to our sampling period. How-

ever, political institutions in Nigeria remain weak, and voters are characterized by low demand

for vertical democratic accountability (Bratton and Logan 2006). The People’s Democratic Party

(PDP) has retained the presidency and legislative majorities throughout this period, while elections

regularly experience vote buying, polling irregularities and violence during the campaign and on

election day (e.g. Bratton 2008; Collier and Vicente forthcoming). Although there is an informal

agreement within the PDP to rotate the Presidency between Northern Muslims and Southern Chris-

tians, the 2011 Presidential election ignited tensions as Christian Jonathan Goodluck was elected

despite Muslim President Umaru Yar’Adua dying in office.

3.2 Pre-1976 education

Prior to independence, Great Britain had divided Nigeria into three semi-autonomous admin-

istrative regions: the predominantly Muslim North, Christian East, and mixed West regions.4

4Former federal capital Lagos was semi-autonomous.
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European-style education was introduced under colonial rule in the 1840s, but was provided by

Christian missionaries seeking to civilize and convert the local population as the British gov-

ernment preferred to provide missionaries with grants than establish formal education (Fafunwa

1974). While the Western and especially Eastern regions were relatively densely populated with

missions, large parts in the North were poorly served.5 Western-style education was widely prohib-

ited in the North, as Britain did not want missionaries inciting local religious leaders by interfering

with Islamic practices. Up until the 1950s, missions served as the primary source of education,

and thus entrenched early Northern educational disadvantages.

Universal government-supported education began in the mid-1950s. In 1955, the Western re-

gion implemented a program of free six-year universal primary education. After doubling enroll-

ment within a year (Csapo 1983), this was extended to Lagos and the East in 1957 with similarly

dramatic enrollment increases (Abernethy 1969), and the North in 1958 (Bray 1981; Fafunwa

1974). However, these programs varied considerably in the length of education provided, how

they were financed, and their success in enrolling students (Bray 1981). The East experienced se-

vere financial problems, lacked trained teachers and faced considerable opposition from the local-

majority Catholic church (Achor 1977), while particularly low enrollment in the North reflected

the colonial government’s earlier unwillingness to interfere with Muslim practices (Achor 1977;

Csapo 1983; Fafunwa 1974; Osili and Long 2008), traditional attitudes towards women (Csapo

1983; Niles 1989) and lack of funding (Achor 1977).

After independence most primary education programs were reduced, with Nigeria’s newly-

designed regions differing in their willingness to fund education (Osili and Long 2008; Oyelere

2010). Using representative LGA survey data from the 2009-2010 Harmonized Nigeria Living

Standards Survey (HNLSS),6 Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the considerable variation in the proportion

of male and female students completing primary school in the ten cohorts preceding UPE.

5See Figure 7 in the Online Appendix.
6The World Bank and Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics implemented this survey: ten

households from ten enumeration areas were surveyed across all 774 LGAs.
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Figure 1: Proportion of male students not completing high school born 1960-1969 by LGA (source:
HNLSS)

3.3 1976 Universal Primary Education program

By 1976, Nigeria’s 19 states varied considerably in their primary education policies, schooling

capacity and enrollment. Against this backdrop, and buoyed by their oil revenue boom, Nigeria’s

post-independence military federal government led by Olusegun Obasanjo announced in 1974 “one

of the most ambitious education projects in African history” (Bray 1981:1). Starting 1st Septem-

ber 1976, the government implemented its nationwide UPE program, providing six years of free

primary education starting from six years of age for all students. UPE aimed for 100% primary
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Figure 2: Proportion of female students not completing high school born 1960-1969 by LGA
(source: HNLSS)

enrollment by 1981 (Csapo 1983), while enrollment would become compulsory by 1979.

Nigerian schooling aimed to instill the cognitive skills required by students to participate effec-

tively in political and community affairs. As well as literacy and numeracy, the Nigerian primary

curriculum emphasized national unity, citizenship rights and obligations and effective community.

The government set seven grand objectives for the UPE curriculum: inculcating literacy, numeracy

and communication; sound basis for effective thinking; citizenship education; character and moral

training; developing adaptability; skills to function in the local community; and preparation for
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further educational enhancement (Achor 1977).

Significant government investment was required to implement UPE, especially in classroom

capacity, teacher training and teaching equipment. Investments varied substantially across the

country according to need: Osili and Long (2008) show that federal budgetary allocations for pri-

mary school construction across states, totaling 700m Naira, reflected differential prior enrollment,

with per capita funding disproportionately distributed to Eastern and particularly Northern states.

This funding intended to construct 150,995 new classrooms by 1980, of which 106,505 were to

be built in the North (Csapo 1983), in addition to 80,000 new teachers and 6,699 new classrooms

for teacher training (Nwachukwu 1985). Figure 3 verifies this intended expansion, showing public

school construction spiked around 1976 to accommodate UPE. Figure 3 also shows that the rise is

almost entirely due to public, not private, school construction.
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Figure 3: Number of public and private primary schools founded since independence (source:
Nigerian Primary School Census 2008)

14



The result was dramatically increased enrollment. The number of students in primary school

rose, much faster than population growth, by 124% from 4.4m in 1974 to 13.8m in 1981 (Osili and

Long 2008; Oyelere 2010)—this exceeded government expectations, based on the 1963 Census,

of 11.5m in 1980 (Bray 1981; Csapo 1983). The gross male primary enrollment rate increased

from 60.3 in 1974 to 136.8 in 1981, while the gross female enrollment rate increased from 40.3

in 1974 to 104.7 in 1981 (Osili and Long 2008). Given the huge disparities between their initial

levels, differences were also pronounced by region, with the largest enrollment effects in the North.

Such spatial variation across genders is central to our identification strategy below. Nevertheless, as

many as 25% of students in Benue and Plateau dropped out before completing primary school after

UPE’s introduction (Csapo 1983); such incomplete primary schooling is reflected in our empirical

analysis.

Once the civilian government, handed power in 1979 as oil revenues declined, was forced

to finance an already under-funded UPE program, the policy ended in 1981.7 Although univer-

sal education remained a goal, most states then reintroduced school fees—excluding the Western

states dominated by the United Nigeria Party—as the federal government ceased to provide grants

for teacher salaries and training (Osili and Long 2008). As Figure 5 (below) shows, enrollment

barely changed, and with time continued to increase. This implies that school availability and bet-

ter inputs, rather than fees, principally drove enrollment decisions. Supporting this claim, Ozigi

and Ocho (1981) find that the experience of UPE raised Northern parents’ willingness to pay for

schooling.

4 Research design

This section first describes the Nigerian survey data containing political responses. We then ex-

plain how we identify the effect of primary schooling on civic and political engagement by using

7The 1976 program had mistakenly assumed oil revenues would persist (Csapo 1983) alongside
economic growth of 5-10%, of which 25% could be captured as tax revenues (Achor 1977).
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difference-in-differences and instrumental variable strategies, leveraging differences in the impact

of UPE.

4.1 Survey data

Our main dependent and independent variables draw from the Afrobarometer, which is a nationally-

representative sample of economic, political and social attitudes among citizens aged 18 or above.8

We use all four rounds for Nigeria, which cover 1999-2009 with samples conducted every two

years, producing a maximum sample of 15,145 respondents covering 537 of Nigeria’s 774 LGAs.

To construct our variables measuring the differing intensity of the 1976 UPE reform we draw

upon several Nigeria-specific datasets; see following subsection. Detailed variable definitions and

summary statistics are provided in the Appendix.

4.1.1 Dependent variables

In order to address our hypotheses examining the effect of primary schooling on civic and political

engagement, we examine dependent variables grouped under four main categories: interest in pol-

itics, political participation, community participation, and support for democracy. These outcomes

extend beyond low-cost activities like voting to include fundamental ideological building blocks

for establishing effective democratic accountability such as support for democratic institutions and

social capital.

Interest in politics is measured by two variables. First, Discuss politics often is a dummy for the

19% of the sample that responded that they frequently discussed politics with friends or family.9

Second, we created News scale, a summative rating scale averaging five-point ordinal scales asking

how frequently respondents follow the news on television, by radio or in newspapers; the scale has

a high Cronbach’s alpha inter-item reliability score of 0.71.

8Surveys are random samples stratified by state. See Afrobarometer website for further details.
9Since 67% of individuals stated that they discuss politics occasionally, we lack the variation

to examine an alternative frequency.
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We measured political participation using four self-reported behavioral indicators. Voted is a

dummy for the 62% of the sample that reported voting at the last federal election. Attend demon-

stration is a dummy capturing participation in peaceful protest in the last year. Participation is

also measured by contacting political figures; accordingly, Contact local councilor and Contact

Representative are respectively dummy variables for 17% and 6% of respondents who contacted

the relevant political figure in the last year.

Active community participation is measured by group membership and attendance. We code

dummy variables for Attend community meeting in the last year and active participation in local

associations—Active association member—over the last year.10

Support for democracy is differentiated by abstract support and support for its practice. In-

trinsic support implies support for democracy as the best form of government in the abstract,

regardless of socioeconomic circumstances. To approximate this, we measure Support democratic

institutions using a summative rating scale combining eight items characterizing liberal democracy

with separation of powers: three-point ordinal scales of support for checks and balances and sup-

port for term limits, as well as dummies for opposition to one-party rule, military rule and rule by

one man, opposition to presidential discretion, opposition to governments banning organizations,

and support for freedom of press (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60). We separately code a dummy vari-

able, Political violence unjustified, for the 72% of respondents agreeing that political violence is

never justified. Support for the existing practice of democracy in Nigeria is measured by a dummy

for Satisfied with democracy and a Trust politicians scale averaging trust in six government insti-

tutions: the President, National Assembly, Independent Electoral Commission, local government

council, ruling party, and opposition party (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84).

10We find almost identical results when simply considering association membership.
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4.1.2 Primary education

The key explanatory variable is primary school education. The Afrobarometer asks respondents

about their level of education, providing six responses: no schooling, incomplete and complete

primary school, incomplete and complete secondary school, and some college. Across the full

sample, 20% reported receiving no education, while 5% experienced some primary schooling and

a further 11% only completed primary school. Given Nigeria’s comparatively progressive edu-

cation policies in Africa, the proportion attending secondary school is high, although only 6%

progressed to university. Since this paper focuses on Nigeria’s UPE program, the analysis will

utilize a three-category ordinal variable, Primary schooling, coded 0 for no education, 1 for in-

complete primary school and 2 for complete secondary school.11 Although imposing linearity

on this relationship is not ideal, using a dummy for completed primary education could seriously

upwardly bias instrumental variable estimates (Angrist and Imbens 1995). Since by 1976, most

students had at least some primary schooling, our results are primarily identifying the effect of

moving from incomplete to complete primary school.

4.2 Identification strategy

To identify the effects of education on political behavior and their implications for democracy,

we leverage varying impacts of Nigeria’s UPE program. More specifically, we use the pre-UPE

variation in enrollment across LGAs by gender to proxy for the differential intensity of the reform.

We now detail how such variation identifies the effects of UPE and primary schooling.

4.2.1 Reduced form

Our identification strategy—which is similar to Duflo (2001) and Bleakley (2010)—exploits tem-

poral and spatial variation by gender. The temporal dimension distinguishes the periods before

11The first-stage (below) shows our instrument does not affect secondary education. Using a
six-category scale does not substantively affect the results.
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and after the 1976 UPE reform. Although UPE was abandoned in 1981, it had powerful persis-

tent effects. The exact reason enrollment did not revert to pre-1976 levels is hard to discern—

school availability, input quality, information about the value of education or changed norms are

all plausible explanations—but it is sufficient for our purpose to note that primary school enroll-

ment remained relatively steady after 1981 before continuing to increase (see Figure 5). Since

UPE affects all students of eligible age, a second dimension of variation is required to distinguish

the introduction of UPE from cohort effects.

As Figures 1 and 2 show, there is considerable variation in the enrollment potential of UPE

across LGAs and by gender. This second dimension defines the intensity of the UPE reform:

where enrollment was already high, the potential impact of UPE was smaller. Such spatial variation

permits a difference-in-differences (DD) strategy, where low-intensity areas serve as control units

able to differentiate trends in educational qualifications from the impact of UPE in high-intensity

areas. This ameliorates the concern that the introduction of UPE simply reflected underlying trends

across Nigeria.

Given we are interested in individual survey responses, we must map the intensity of UPE to

individuals. To operationalize this, we count any individual born after 1969—who is thus eligible

to benefit from UPE’s educational expansion at age 6—as impacted by the UPE program;12 this

defines the reform dummy Post-UPE. Like Bleakley (2010), we measure the differential intensity

of UPE’s impact across LGAs by using the gap between actual and potential capacity to approx-

imate the scope of the program’s effect. To maximize power, we exploit the spatial variation in

Figures 1 and 2 to define UPE Intensity as the male or female proportion of the LGA population

born between 1960 and 1969 that had not completed primary school.13 UPE intensity thus varies

12Students born after 1964 were eligible for some free schooling. Figure 5 shows no sharp
deviation before 1970, suggesting this nuance is unimportant. Nevertheless, our results are robust
to coding cohorts born after 1964 as UPE-eligible and removing the partially-eligible 1964-1969
cohorts. Oyelere (2010) notes that grade skipping and over and under-age entry were uncommon.

13We prefer this measure to 1976 schools per capita and newly constructed classrooms 1975-81
because data is missing for 11% of LGAs and, while UPE specifically mandated new classrooms,
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by gender across LGAs, but not over time. Figure 4 confirms that while some respondents in our

Afrobarometer sample lived in LGAs with near-universal primary education for both genders, a

large proportion—especially of female students—did not.
0

.5
1

1.
5

2
2.

5

D
en

si
ty

0 .2 .4 .6 .8 1
Intensity

Male Female

Figure 4: UPE intensity distribution across LGAs and by gender

Individuals are mapped to LGAs based on their current LGA of residence.14 We assume re-

spondents were educated in the same LGA they currently reside in. This is unproblematic in

Nigeria, where migration is rare: less than 5% of HNLSS respondents had not always lived in

their current town or village, while Osili and Long (2008) find no differences between movers and

non-movers in levels of schooling.

school sizes differed significantly across the country. The correlation with Intensity is 0.48. The
effect loads on Intensity when included alongside construction-based variables in the first-stage,
suggesting Intensity best captures the differential effects of UPE. See robustness checks for alter-
native measures of intensity.

14Although current LGA borders differ slightly from those at their inception in 1976, this is not
a major concern because neighboring LGAs have similar intensities.
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By interacting Post-UPE and Intensity, we can estimate the reduced form effect of UPE expo-

sure in the following DD regression by including state and survey-year fixed-effects:

Yi,g,c,l,s,t = β1Intensityg,l +β2

(
Post-UPEc× Intensityg,l

)
+Xiγ + µg +κc +ηs + ζt + εi,g,c,l,s,t , (1)

where Yi,g,c,l,s,t is a political outcome variable, Xi is a vector of individual-specific covariates (reli-

gion dummies and a rural-urban dummy15), and µg, κc, ηs and ζt are respectively gender, cohort,

state and survey fixed-effects.16 κc subsumes the non-interacted Post-UPE dummy, in addition to

any effects of undertaking primary school during military and democratic governments. Through-

out we conservatively cluster standard errors by state.17

By focusing on changes over time, the fact that education levels are non-randomly distributed

across LGAs is unproblematic. Rather, the key identifying assumption in DD analyses is parallel

trends (Abadie 2005). This requires that without UPE changes in Yi,g,c,l,s,t would not have differed

across areas with different UPE intensities. Figure 5 is consistent with this assumption, showing

very similar trends across above and below-median intensity cases before the reform. Furthermore,

we show below that our results are robust to including state-specific time trends and performing

placebo tests for cohorts unaffected by the reforms.

15Neither variables is unlikely to have changed over the course of a respondent’s life, so they are
counted as pre-treatment. The results are robust to their exclusion.

16Our robustness checks show LGA and gender-LGA fixed effects produce similar results at the
significant cost of degrees of freedom.

17Although our variation in intensity covers the current 36 states (and Lagos), only 19 states
existed in 1976. Clustered standard errors are slightly higher using fewer clusters, but remain
highly statistically significant. Robust standard errors are never meaningfully larger.
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Figure 5: Trends in primary school completion by UPE intensity (source: Afrobarometer)

4.2.2 Instrumental variables

In order to estimate the effects of primary schooling, we would ideally estimate the following

equation using OLS:

Yi,g,c,l,s,t = βPrimary schoolingi +Xiγ + µg +κc +ηs + ζt + εi,g,c,l,s,t . (2)

Although we estimate such naive regressions for comparison purposes, these estimates are uninfor-

mative for two principal reasons. First, as noted above, which individuals receive longer schooling

is unlikely to be (conditionally) random (Kam and Palmer 2008). Second, the effect of primary

schooling is likely to differ across individuals: while individuals that would have attended primary

school anyway might not be expected to experience large effects, schooling could make a big dif-
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ference for those with the lowest propensity to attend school since they are unlikely to benefit from

other stimuli encouraging political engagement.18

In order to obtain unbiased estimates for the population of students that comply with UPE in-

centives, we use an instrumental variable (IV) strategy. IV builds upon the reduced form estimation

strategy by estimating a DD specification for our first-stage:

Primary schoolingi,g,c,l,s,t = α1Intensityg,l +α2

(
Post-UPEc× Intensityg,l

)
+Xiγ + µg +κc +ηs + ζt + εi,g,c,l,s,t , (3)

using OLS, where Post-UPEc× Intensityg,c,l is the excluded instrument. We use 2SLS to estimate

equation (2) using the predicted values from equation (3) to yield the causal effect for compliers

(Angrist and Imbens 1995).19 In addition to the parallel trends assumption, identifying this causal

effect of primary school on political outcomes requires a strong first-stage, monotonicity, and

an exclusion restriction requiring that UPE intensity has no effect on political outcomes except

through increasing primary schooling.

The first-stage for our excluded instrument is verified in Table 1. Column (1) shows a signif-

icant positive effect for the interaction between Post-UPE and Intensity: moving from the lowest

to highest intensity LGA increased schooling by a third of a level, predominantly moving students

from incomplete toward complete primary school.20 This confirms that UPE was most effective in

raising primary schooling in LGAs which had the lowest initial rates of primary enrollment. The

18In the best-case scenario where schooling is exogenous, OLS averages across all types of
respondent in the sample.

19Given our endogenous variable, primary schooling, takes three values, 2SLS estimates the
local average causal response for UPE intensity-compliers by weighting the causal effect at each
value of primary schooling by the proportion of people affected by the instrument at that value (An-
grist and Imbens 1995). With covariates, 2SLS requires re-weighting by covariate values (Abadie
2003). We ignore this subtlety because 2SLS provides a good approximation.

20Allowing our excluded instrument to vary by gender shows the effect is 40% lower for women.
Our 2SLS results are almost identical when using either IV strategy.
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relationship is strong, yielding an F statistic of 23.6 for the inclusion of our excluded instrument.

Checking the parallel trends assumption, columns (2) and (3) show the first-stage results are

robust to including state and LGA-specific linear cohort time trends.21 Furthermore, restricting the

sample to those born before 1970 and using 1959 as a placebo reform, column (4) finds no effect

for the interaction.

The remaining specifications examine dummies for attaining different levels of schooling.

Columns (5) and (6) show large effects on incomplete primary schooling, but also for complet-

ing primary schooling; supporting our three-point operationalization of primary school, the coeffi-

cients are broadly consistent with a linear relationship. Justifying the decision to restrict attention

to primary schooling, columns (7) and (8) show that UPE intensity does not affect secondary school

attendance.

The key IV identifying assumption is the exclusion restriction. We discuss this assumption

in detail below, and provide tests strongly suggesting that UPE only affected those who attended

primary school, rather than other members of the local community, and did not increase the quality

of primary education. Our sensitivity analyses show that a very large violation of the exclusion

restriction is required to nullify our results.

5 Empirical analysis

5.1 UPE, primary schooling and political engagement

Tables 2-5 report OLS, reduced form and 2SLS results estimating population-average correla-

tions, the effect of exposure to high-intensities of UPE, and primary schooling estimates for UPE

program-compliers respectively. Both the reduced form and 2SLS estimates suggest that UPE

considerably increased civic and political engagement.

21Since male and female LGA cohort trends are highly collinear, adding LGA-specific cohort
trends exploded standard errors without affecting point estimates due to extreme multicollinearity.
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UPE-compliers are individuals that only attended primary school because of UPE. Unsurpris-

ingly given education is an important status symbol in Nigeria, they come from relatively disad-

vantaged backgrounds. Since such compliers are less likely to have benefited from other stimuli

promoting civic and political engagement, finding large 2SLS effects for this group is common

(e.g. Finkel and Smith 2011; Friedman et al. 2011; Zaller 1992). Furthermore, by estimating

effects up to 33 years after respondents benefited from UPE, we incorporate most of education’s

downstream effects (e.g. increased income, social status), which likely contribute to larger effects

than surveys conducted shortly after an intervention.

5.1.1 Results

The UPE intensity reduced form and 2SLS primary schooling estimates in Table 2 strongly sup-

port the hypothesis that primary schooling increases measures of interest in politics. In particular,

the 2SLS estimate in column (3) reinforces the reduced form effect by showing a unit-increase in

primary school increases a respondent’s propensity to frequently discuss politics by 16 percentage

points.22 Given media outlets in Nigeria are politically-oriented, this interest is reflected in follow-

ing the news across a combination of television, radio and newspaper media platforms in column

(6), where a unit increase in primary schooling increases the news scale by around a third of a

standard deviation.

The results in Table 3 show that primary schooling increases the likelihood that Nigerians

engage in basic, low-cost but fundamental forms of political participation. Column (3) in Table

3 shows moving from no education to incomplete primary or incomplete primary to complete

primary education increases the probability that an individual voted in the last election by 34

percentage points. This intuitively suggests that the uneducated are especially unlikely to turn out

in a country where reported turnout is high.23 Turning to attending demonstrations, columns (5)

22Given the estimates in Table 1 most of the variation in primary schooling is people jumping
across a single primary schooling category.

23Supporting this, unreported results show a significant 46 percentage point increase in regis-
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Table 2: Effect of primary schooling on political interest

Discuss politics often News scale
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

OLS OLS 2SLS OLS OLS 2SLS

Primary schooling 0.052*** 0.157** 0.451*** 0.329**
(0.006) (0.061) (0.018) (0.149)

Post-UPE × Intensity 0.051** 0.113*
(0.021) (0.057)

Outcome mean 0.189 0.189 0.189 2.302 2.302 2.302
Outcome std. dev. 0.392 0.392 0.392 1.113 1.113 1.113
Observations 15,038 15,056 15,038 15,129 15,155 15,129
First-stage F statistic 24.1 23.7

Notes: reduced form and 2SLS estimates include Intensity as an additional control; see Table 1.

and (6) show no reduced form or 2SLS effect. Since peaceful demonstration is a costlier and more

sophisticated form of participation only undertaken by 15% of the sample, it is unsurprising these

are not the least educated.

The evidence from contacting political figures shows similar results, with primary education

only affecting simple forms of engagement. The results show that a single-category increase in

schooling raises the probability of UPE-compliers contacting local government officials by 17

percentage points, while the UPE reform had no effect on the less common and costlier activity of

contacting a nationally-elected Representative.

Supporting the claims of “civic culture” and “social capital” theories, Table 4 shows primary

schooling substantially increases community participation. A unit increase in primary schooling

increases respectively the probability that an individual at least occasionally attends community

tered voters.
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Table 4: Effect of primary schooling on community participation

Attend community meeting Active association member
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

OLS OLS 2SLS OLS OLS 2SLS

Primary schooling 0.067*** 0.360*** 0.055*** 0.391***
(0.009) (0.126) (0.007) (0.082)

Post-UPE × Intensity 0.123*** 0.133***
(0.044) (0.026)

Outcome mean 0.504 0.504 0.504 0.310 0.310 0.310
Outcome std. dev. 0.500 0.500 0.500 0.462 0.462 0.462
Observations 15,044 15,069 15,044 15,070 15,094 15,070
First-stage F statistic 25.5 25.7

Notes: see Table 2.

meetings or is an active association member by 36 and 39 percentage points. Given that half

the population attend meetings while a third are active association members, our effects suggest

primary education provides compliers with the basic skills required to confidently attend meetings.

Table 5 shows that primary schooling increases support for democracy in the abstract, but does

not affect satisfaction with democracy in practice. To distinguish support for democratic insti-

tutions in general from particular support for the current regime, we compare a scale eliciting

support for established liberal democratic institutions and an indicator for the belief that political

violence is never justified with results for satisfaction with democracy and a scale eliciting trust

in various political figures and institutions. Looking across columns (1)-(12), the results are clear:

primary school substantially increases support for democracy in the abstract—the 2SLS estimates

show a unit increase in primary education increases support by half a standard deviation—and in-

creases opposition to political violence just outside conventional levels of statistical significance.
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However, consistent with evidence that evaluations of democratic performance are far more instru-

mental (Mattes and Bratton 2007), there is no evidence suggesting primary education increases

support for democracy in practice.24

These findings support previous correlative work suggesting that the cognitive awareness that

schooling presumably imparts—possibly through the greater interest and participation it induces—

translates into support for democracy (Bratton and Mattes 2001; Mattes and Bratton 2007). Since

Nigeria is not an exemplar democracy—Freedom House awarded Nigeria a score of 4.5 (on a scale

from 7 to 1) in 2013 while Polity gave Nigeria a 4 (on a scale from -10 to 10)—our results also

suggest that more educated citizens are able to see how Nigeria’s political practice deviates from

democratic ideals.

5.1.2 Assessing the exclusion restriction

The key identifying assumption underlying the 2SLS estimates is the exclusion restriction. We use

placebo tests and qualitative information to show plausible violations do not hold, before using

sensitivity analysis to show any violation of the exclusion restriction must be implausibly large to

nullify our results.

A plausible concern is that the greater construction entailed by the UPE program in high-

intensity areas could affect political outcomes through indirect labor market externalities, showing

citizens that government can effectively deliver services, or by generating local political engage-

ment where UPE entailed structural changes requiring local contracting, planning and community

meetings and discussions. Similarly, better-educated individuals could relay or perpetuate their

civic norms within their networks (Finkel and Smith 2011). To address these concerns, we con-

duct placebo tests restricting the sample to respondents born before 1969, and hence too old to be

affected by UPE’s educational opportunities.

24Results are similar (insignificantly negative) when asking if respondents believe Nigeria is a
well-functioning democracy.

31



Table 6: Placebo tests of the exclusion restriction

Discuss Voted Attend Support
politics community democratic
often meeting institutions
(1) (2) (3) (4)

OLS OLS OLS OLS

Test 1: 1965 placebo reform, born before 1970 only
Placebo × Intensity 0.020 -0.003 0.012 0.146**

(0.046) (0.042) (0.062) (0.065)
Observations 5,193 3,670 5,202 5,226

Test 2: 1960 placebo reform, born before 1965 only
Placebo × Intensity -0.114*** 0.015 0.072 -0.036

(0.037) (0.069) (0.073) (0.053)
Observations 3,717 2,622 3,730 3,746

Notes: see Table 2.

Reduced form results are shown in Table 6 for four key outcomes, while the Online Appendix

shows the results for our eight other outcomes.25 Test 1 treats those born between 1965 and 1969

as if they were treated, and compares them to those born before 1965. Test 2 removes those born

between 1965 and 1969, treats those born between 1960 and 1964 as treated instead, and uses those

born before 1960 as the control group. With one positive result from 24 tests, these tests clearly

support the validity of our exclusion restriction.

Another concern is that UPE simultaneously increased the quality of education. If anything,

however, quality decreased as schools struggled to meet the influx of new students. Asagwara

(1997) and Csapo (1983) point to under-estimated enrollment and major initial reductions in qual-

ified teachers, teacher-pupil ratios, adequate learning environments, learning materials and student

supervision that were partially recovered but never surpassed—and not just in Northern states.

25Given the lack of reduced form effects, 2SLS estimates also support our exclusion restriction.
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Moreover, Oyelere (2010) considers quality in detail, finding no evidence that UPE affected school

quality or created differential returns to schooling.

Even though we provide good evidence against the most plausible exclusion restriction viola-

tions, alternative avenues can be imagined. Since showing that more than just the most worrying

are unfounded is impractical, we check the sensitivity of our estimates to including the excluded

instrument in the following second stage specification:

Yi,g,c,l,s,t = βPrimary schoolingi +λ

(
Post-UPEc× Intensityg,l

)
+

Xi,g,lγ + µg +κc +ηs + ζt + εi,g,c,l,s,t , (4)

where Xi,g,l includes the linear intensity term. Since equation (4) is unidentified with 2SLS, we

follow Conley, Hansen and Rossi (2012) by adjusting our 2SLS estimates to consider different

assumptions about the effect of the excluded instrument λ . Following Conley, Hansen and Rossi

(2012), the solid confidence intervals in Figure 6 plot the union of all confidence intervals as

parameter δ varies the set of possible values of λ such that λ ∈ [−2δ ,2δ ], while the dashed

lines plot the local-to-zero large-sample approximation (where uncertainty about λ is modelled

alongside sampling uncertainty) as λ ∼ N(0,δ 2) varies with δ .

Figure 6 shows that, for the case of voting, λ > 0.04 is required to nullify our results in the con-

servative union of confidence intervals specification.26 Given the total reduced form effect shown

in Table 3 is 0.109, this implies that at least 35% of the reduced form effect must go through chan-

nels other than primary schooling. Given the most probable violations of the exclusion restriction

find no support, we find this implausible. However, even the most cautious reader can still turn to

the large reduced form estimates as evidence of UPE’s large general equilibrium effects.

26In our just-identified case, plimβ̂2SLS = β +λ /α2. Since bias decreases in α2, our strong first
stage means the large λ required for the 95% confidence to cover zero is unsurprising. Our other
main dependent variables are similarly robust to such sensitivity analyses.
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Figure 6: Sensitivity of Voted 95% confidence intervals to exclusion restriction violations

5.1.3 Specification checks

We employ a variety of specification checks to show our results are robust to other possible viola-

tions of the assumptions required to estimate the causal effect of primary schooling. All robustness

checks are available in the Online Appendix or replication code.

Our results are robust to alternative covariate specifications. First, at the cost of using only

the 2005-2009 survey data, we included tribe fixed-effects and found very similar results. Second,

using LGA and gender-LGA instead of state fixed-effects produced very similar point estimates;

using Guggenberger ’s (2010) test, neither reduced form nor 2SLS estimates significantly different

from the results reported above. Third, we included state and LGA-specific linear survey and co-

hort trends to address the concern that our results reflect regional survey or cohort trends, and found

very similar results. Finally, allowing for polynomial age terms in addition to cohort dummies, as

34



in Acemoglu and Angrist (2000), does not affect the results.

The results are also robust to alternative operationalizations of UPE reform intensity. Defining

UPE intensity by those born 1960-1964, by the proportion lacking incomplete primary schooling,

and using state rather than LGA variation in intensity all provide similar results.27

Finally, social desirability bias in responses from more educated people is a potential con-

cern. We consider a series of checks suggesting it is unlikely that such bias explains our results.

Although fully disproving this is impossible, there are good reasons to doubt that it explains our re-

sults. First, we cross-checked Afrobarometer responses with the nationally-representative National

Living Standards Survey (NLSS), where possible, and found considerable consistency.28 Second,

we do not find effects on contacting Representatives or trust of politicians, where we also would

expect social desirability to apply. Third, if the results solely reflect such bias, it is hard to explain

the heterogeneous ethno-religious effects presented below. Finally, unreported specifications find

education affects measurable outcomes such as occupation, employment and assets, suggesting

education is producing changes along other dimensions.

5.2 Heterogeneity by religion and ethnicity

Despite the fact that primary schooling increases support for democracy in the abstract, political

engagement induced by schooling could have a downside in a country where 25% of our respon-

dents see political violence as legitimate. This greater participation could represent institutional

capture to further a homogeneous majority group’s interests (e.g Gugerty and Kremer 2008) or

lead to inequalities and violence between groups (Huntington 1968).

27The correlation between the five- (1960-1964) and ten-year measures is 0.95. Defining UPE
intensity by the proportion lacking incomplete primary schooling is almost-perfectly correlated
(0.99) with the complete primary schooling measure. As expected, we obtain similar point
estimates—but with less power—if the intensity is defined by state rather than LGA.

28For community association membership the NLSS shows 83.8% membership, compared to
86.4% in the Afrobarometer. Trusting local and state government were also similar: 33.0% against
31.6%, and 24.5% against 30.6% respectively for NLSS and Afrobarometer figures.
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To assess whether our optimistic outlook masks a more sinister reality, we first compare the

effects of primary schooling across LGAs with differing religious and tribal compositions. We

use the HNLSS data to split the sample by above and below-median religious (Herfindahl index)

fragmentation scores, above and below-median religious group competition,29 and whether respon-

dents are from majority or non-majority religious groups in their LGA. We also defined members

of the main tribe in each LGA by identifying cases where the tribe corresponds with the LGA’s

main language, as defined by the Local Government Handbook 1998, and cases where the Afro-

barometer data tells us that all the survey people share a tribe that coincides with the majority tribe

within the Afrobarometer sample.30

Table 7 finds very little evidence of stronger effects among dominant groups. Rather, primary

schooling increases political interest and political participation much more in fragmented and com-

petitive areas and among non-majority members, although there is little difference in community

participation or abstract support for democracy. The Online Appendix reports similar results for

our other outcomes: although differences are again more pronounced for political than commu-

nity variables, positive effects are generally observed across all categories and the differentials are

small. Less hopeful is the result that respondents in fractionalized and competitive LGAs tend to

contact local councilors and Representatives more often. While this is unsurprising given that such

respondents are most likely to have voted for or feel connected to such politicians, this shows that

primary schooling cannot resolve all differentials. Nevertheless, these results suggest that primary

schooling does not accentuate existing divisions—if anything, education encourages democratic

engagement most among locally weak social groups and in LGAs more susceptible to capture or

conflict.

Secondly, results in the Online Appendix show that primary schooling does not affect a UPE-

29Religious competition is defined for LGAs as 1−|n1− n2| where n1 and n2 denote the LGA
share of the population of the two largest religious groups. There is a correlation of 0.95 with
religious fragmentation.

30This was only possible for the 2005-2009 surveys.
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Table 7: Differences in primary schooling’s effect by religion and tribe

Discuss Voted Attend Support
politics community democratic
often meeting institutions
(1) (2) (3) (4)

2SLS 2SLS 2SLS 2SLS

Panel A
Above-median LGA religious fragmentation only
Primary schooling 0.162* 0.485*** 0.320*** 0.272

(0.096) (0.155) (0.120) (0.170)
Observations 7,566 5,296 7,579 7,611

Below-median LGA religious fragmentation only
Primary schooling 0.103 0.162 0.314 0.261*

(0.085) (0.141) (0.199) (0.156)
Observations 7,472 5,220 7,465 7,515

Panel B
Above-median religious competition LGAs only
Primary schooling 0.184* 0.358*** 0.320** 0.230

(0.111) (0.139) (0.160) (0.162)
Observations 7,587 5,369 7,601 7,630

Below-median religious competition LGAs only
Primary schooling 0.107 0.269* 0.317* 0.301**

(0.078) (0.141) (0.177) (0.141)
Observations 7,451 5,147 7,443 7,496

Panel C
LGA religious minority members only
Primary schooling 0.399* 0.819* 0.282 0.251

(0.227) (0.453) (0.315) (0.278)
Observations 2,847 2,036 2,846 2,855

LGA religious majority members only
Primary schooling 0.140** 0.236** 0.364*** 0.297***

(0.055) (0.114) (0.115) (0.103)
Observations 12,191 8,480 12,198 12,271

Panel D
LGA non-main tribe members only
Primary schooling 0.271** 0.507* 0.332** 0.264**

(0.110) (0.299) (0.146) (0.125)
Observations 2,403 1,527 2,399 2,421

LGA main tribe members only
Primary schooling 0.276 0.390 0.657** -0.048

(0.214) (0.243) (0.322) (0.325)
Observations 4,538 3,090 4,524 4,559

Notes: see Table 2.
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complier’s likelihood of increasing their ethnic identity relative to their national identity, while

primary schooling did not make compliers less supportive of a united Nigeria. Finkel, Horowitz

and Rojo-Mendoza (2012) and Friedman et al. (2011) similarly find education does not affect eth-

nic and religious group identification in Kenya. Furthermore, primary schooling does not increase

participation or activity in religious associations, or the propensity to contact religious or tradi-

tional leaders in any 2SLS estimate. This evidence, which is consistent with Finkel, Horowitz

and Rojo-Mendoza (2012), further suggests that primary education is not exacerbating local social

divisions or increasing participation that may represent institutional capture.

6 Conclusion

In this paper, we present evidence on the long-term effects of government-provided primary educa-

tion on adult civic and political engagement in Nigeria. Utilizing variation in Nigeria’s nationwide

UPE program implemented in 1976, we find primary schooling increases basic but fundamental

forms of political participation such as voting, interest in politics and community association par-

ticipation. Moreover, primary schooling increases support for liberal democratic institutions in the

abstract, without affecting satisfaction with the practice of democracy in Nigeria. These results

are identified for the large and policy-relevant group of citizens who only attended primary school

because of the UPE reform.

Primary education provides an important step in supporting democracy, but certainly cannot

guarantee democratic consolidation. Although we find education plays a key role in shaping basic

forms of civic participation and support for democratic institutions, it does not induce higher-

level engagement with politics through demonstration or contacting non-local political figures.

Primary education has the potential to facilitate informed accountability, protect political rights

and increase the responsiveness of government by increasing civic and political engagement well

into adulthood, although testing these claims here was not possible. Addressing the key concern
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that education produces anti-democratic political participation, we find no evidence that primary

schooling—contrary to Huntington’s (1968) concern that educational expansion may be incongru-

ent with a weakly institutionalized political system—engenders institutional capture or conflict

between Nigeria’s array of ethnic and religious groups.

Our findings are also optimistic in that they show, unlike recent research (Finkel and Ernst

2005), that standard publicly-provided primary schooling can produce substantial pro-democratic

effects in the long-run. Establishing the direction and substantial magnitude of these effects is

highly relevant for the many developing countries currently expanding primary education. Unlike

many studies examining the causal effects of programs supporting education, our findings identify

long-run effects for a wide range of compliers in a nationwide government-run program.

Having established strong pro-democratic effects of primary education in a major diverse so-

ciety, future research should consider the mechanisms underpinning these effects to help govern-

ments design their education systems to support pro-democratic behavior. While beyond the scope

of this study, it is particularly important to differentiate the skills and values learned at school from

downstream effects such as increased income, community interactions and empowered social sta-

tus.
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7 Appendix

7.1 Variable definitions

The following variables come from the 1999-2009 Afrobarometer rounds:

• Discuss politics often. Indicator for respondents answering “frequently” when asked “When

you get together with your friends or family, would you say you discuss political matters:

Never, Occasionally, or Frequently.”

• News scale. Summative rating scale combining five-point ordinal responses to the question

“How often do you get news from the following sources: television/Radio/Newspapers?”

A summative rating scale averages observed responses across all scale items. Where items

are non-binary, we pre-standardized all items to address biases creates by missing values.

Cronbach’s alpha inter-item scale reliability score of 0.71.

• Voted. Indicator coded 1 if respondent voted in most recent federal election.

• Attend demonstration. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent attended a demonstration or

protest march during the last year.

• Contact local councilor/Representative. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent contacted a local

government councilor/Representative to the National Assembly at least once in the last year.

• Active association member. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent is an active member or

official leader in a voluntary association or community group.

• Attend community meeting. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent attended a community meet-

ing once or twice, several times or often in the last year.
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• Support democratic institutions. Summative rating scale combining responses to the fol-

lowing questions recoded as indicator variables: agree or strongly agree that the National

Assembly should act as a check on the President; agree or strongly agree that the consti-

tution should prevent presidents from serving more than two terms in office; disapprove or

strongly disapprove of one-party rule; disapprove or strongly disapprove of military rule;

disapprove or strongly disapprove of rule by one man; agree or strongly agree that the Pres-

ident must always obey the law and courts; agree of strongly agree that citizens should be

able to join any organization freely, regardless of whether the government approves it; agree

or strongly agree that the media should be able to publish any story it wishes without fear of

being shut down. Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60.

• Political violence unjustified. Indicator coded 1 if respondent is agrees or strongly agrees

that “The use of violence is never justified in Nigerian politics.” Unavailable in 2009 survey.

• Satisfied with democracy. Indicator coded 1 if respondent is fairly or very satisfied “with the

way democracy works in Nigeria”.

• Trust politicians scale. Summative rating scale combining the indicators, defined by respon-

dents trust the following politicians and institutions somewhat or a lot: President, National

Assembly, Independent Electoral Commission, your elected local government councilor, the

ruling party, and opposition political parties. Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84.

• Female. Indicator coded 1 if respondent is female.

• Religion. Set of indicators coded 1 for respondents identifying as Christian, Muslim, no

religion, other religion or traditional religion.

• Urban. Indicator coded 1 if respondent lives in an urban area.

• Ethnic over national group. Indicator coded 1 for respondents strongly or weakly identifying

themselves as part of their ethnic group as opposed to Nigeria.
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• Support united Nigeria. Indicator coded 1 for respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that

Nigeria should not split because there are problems.

• Contact religious/traditional leader. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent contacted a reli-

gious/traditional leader at least one in the last year.

• Religious association member. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent is an inactive member,

active member or official leader in a religious association.

• Active religious association member. Indicator coded 1 if the respondent is an active member

or official leader in a religious association.

Finally the variable Intensity was calculated as follows:

Intensityg,l = 1−Primary schoolingg,l (5)

where Primary schoolingg,l is the proportion of the LGA (l) population by gender (g) that com-

pleted high school among the cohorts born between 1960 and 1969, as measured by the HNLSS;

see robustness checks for alternative definitions. This is then interacted with a dummy Post-UPE

for cohorts affected by UPE—those born after 1969—to produce our excluded instrument.
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Table 8: Summary statistics

Obs. Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Dependent variables
Discuss politics often 15,105 0.19 0.39 0 1
News scale 15,204 2.30 1.11 0 4
Voted 10,558 0.62 0.48 0 1
Attend demonstration 15,016 0.15 0.36 0 1
Contact local councilor 15,170 0.17 0.37 0 1
Contact Representative 15,141 0.06 0.24 0 1
Attend community meeting 15,117 0.50 0.50 0 1
Active association member 15,142 0.31 0.46 0 1
Support democratic institutions 15,201 0.01 0 .60 -1.97 1.06
Political violence unjustified 12,643 0.72 0.45 0 1
Satisfied with democracy 14,882 0.48 0.50 0 1
Trust politicians scale 15,102 0.35 0.36 0 1

Education variables
Incomplete primary schooling 15,194 0.05 0.22 0 1
Complete primary schooling 15,194 0.11 0.31 0 1
Incomplete secondary schooling 15,194 0.15 0.35 0 1
Complete secondary schooling 15,194 0.44 0.50 0 1

UPE reform variables
Post-UPE 15,220 0.66 0.47 0 1
Intensity 15,220 0.39 0.31 0 1
Post-UPE × Intensity 15,220 0.25 0.31 0 1

Pre-treatment controls
Female 15,220 0.50 0.50 0 1
Christian 15,220 0.56 0.50 0 1
Muslim 15,220 0.41 0.49 0 1
No religion 15,220 0.01 0.07 0 1
Other religion 15,220 0.01 0.08 0 1
Traditional 15,220 0.02 0.15 0 1
Urban 15,220 0.54 0.50 0 1
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8 Online Appendix

8.1 Further background information

Figure 7: Christian missionary stations in Nigeria 1925 (source: Streit 1929)

8.2 Additional results

Table 9 shows the exclusion restriction tests conducted for the variables not included in Table 6,

showing that no outcome is statistically significant and positive at the 5% level. Tables 10 and 11

show heterogeneous effects by religion and tribe for the variables not included in Table 7. Table

12 shows the results for the additional indicators of ethno-religious division cited in the paper. The

variables used in Table 12 are defined in the Appendix of the main paper. All other checks cited in

the main text can be replicated using our replication materials.
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