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A B S T R A C T

We investigate the distributive preferences of elected leaders in local democracies, who are tasked with
"everyday assistance" and personally know their constituents. In this setting, economic distribution is driven
more by leader preferences and less by efficiency concerns, as in the lower information setting typically
described in the literature. In local democracy, we argue voters can explicitly select leaders who prefer to
distribute to a broad group of supporters, who further conform to norms of targeting the most needy among
supporters. In this article, we develop a novel behavioral measure that isolates leaders’ distributive preferences
from direct electoral benefit, which we implement in villages across the Indian state of Rajasthan. We find
elected leaders prefer to distribute 94% more to supporters and 17% more to supporters one standard deviation
below the mean village wealth. This suggests local elections are consistent with significant distribution to the
poor, albeit with political biases.
1. Introduction

In a poor village about 90 min outside of Jaipur in the Indian state
of Rajasthan, the elected village council (panchayat) president, whom
we shall call Mustafa, receives frequent visitors asking for his help
obtaining a government benefit or completing a form. He pleads his
case. ‘‘I know what people like you think. I can’t just keep benefits for
myself and friends. I distribute them to the needy. After all, everyone
in the village knows me’’. A young woman, recently widowed due to
the tragic murder of her husband, repeats the sort of stories we hear
all through the village. She tells us, ‘‘When my husband died, we had
no money. Mustafa arranged for money to pay for my son’s educational
expenses. He is a good man’’.

We are not used to hearing about such stories in Indian villages.
The local leader in rural India is a much maligned character in the
political economy literature, often accused of engaging in egregious
corruption (Besley et al., 2012; Anderson et al., 2015; Srinivas, 1959).
But how does this characterization explain the behavior described
above? The elected leader did not get any obvious electoral benefit
from helping these beneficiaries (they were already supporters of their
elected village council member), nor were the beneficiaries village
elites. The elected leaders simply acted on their preference to help the
neediest among their supporters.

✩ We would like to thank Tanu Kumar, Aditya Dasgupta, Adam Auerbach, Tariq Thachil, Milan Vaishnav, and Allen Hicken for comments on earlier versions
of this article.
∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: Mark.Allan.Schneider@gmail.com (M. Schneider), neelanjan.sircar@cprindia.org (N. Sircar).

India’s 73rd amendment devolved substantial authority over the
targeting of government benefits and services to millions of elected
village governments across the country (Crook and Manor, 1998),
giving elected local leaders discretion over distribution while providing
voters with access to elected local office holders who they seek for
routine forms of assistance (Crook and Manor, 1998; Devarajan et al.,
2009; Kruks-Wisner, 2018) under a system of local democracy. At the
same time, these leaders cannot help everyone in the village and must
prioritize some voters over others. Proponents of democratic decen-
tralization suggest that empowering elected local leaders, immersed in
high-information local social networks ensure that leaders with such
discretion are responsive to their constituents (Alderman, 2002; Alatas
et al., 2012). On the other hand, local discretion creates a potential
for targeting biases along the lines of political support, ethnicity, or
wealth (Dunning and Nilekani, 2013; Schneider, 2020; Bardhan and
Mookherjee, 2006; Mookherjee, 2015).

In this article, we examine biases in distribution by studying the
‘‘distributive preferences’’ of elected local leaders among their con-
stituents. Elected local leaders’ distributive preferences are consequen-
tial because elected local leaders spend much of their time responding
to citizens’ requests for everyday assistance with accessing state ben-
efits or services (Kruks-Wisner, 2018; Chauchard, 2017), which are
vailable online 13 March 2024
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entirely shaped by their personal decisions over who to prioritize. Local
democracies are characterized by high information between leader and
constituent so that local leaders can plausibly observe the personal
attributes of their constituents (e.g., wealth) and voters can observe the
preferences of candidates for local office by reputation or due to shared
history of social interaction. With such high information, we argue that
voters have an incentive to select leaders who have a predilection to
redistribute to their supporters, Conditional on this supporter bias, we
argue that the most socially acceptable form of everyday assistance
is to help those most in need — leading to significant redistribution
to the poor even without institutional constraints. While this pattern
of distribution mimics what has been observed in the literature on
electoral targeting among core and swing voters (Calvo and Murillo,
2004), it is not driven directly by future electoral compulsions or the
relative efficiency of targeting supporters over non-supporters in low
information environments (Dixit and Londregan, 1996) but rather the
underlying distributive preferences of local leaders.

To examine elected leaders’ distributive preferences, we develop
a novel behavioral measure that isolates leaders’ preferences from
public scrutiny. The behavioral measure we develop uses an innovative
‘‘cross-referencing’’ design, which simultaneously surveys 10 randomly
selected voters in a village (whom leaders overwhelmingly reported to
know personally) and analyzes which of these voters leaders prefer to
target with an economic benefit using a unique lottery measure. Our
lottery measure deduces preferences of leaders in a manner so that their
decisions cannot be known to anyone else — thereby minimizing any
possibility that the economic benefits will impact election outcomes.

According to our behavioral measure, elected leaders prefer to
distribute 94% more to perceived political supporters (i.e., those who
voted for the leader) than perceived non-supporters, and 17% more to
supporters one standard deviation below the mean village wealth (than
supporters at mean wealth). Moreover, non-supporters two standard
deviations below mean village wealth receive 50% less than supporters
at this level of wealth, which demonstrates evidence of strong political
biases towards pro-poor responsiveness. To establish the validity of
our measure on the distributive behaviors of local leaders in our
setting, we show that the results from our lab measure are consistent
with sampled voters’ perceptions of helpfulness of their elected village
council president and biases in anti-poverty benefits in Section 7.1
and appendix G. We interpret our findings to be consistent with the
view that procedural democracy selects local leaders who are more
responsive to their supporters, and to the poor in particular.

2. Understanding elected local leaders’ distributive preferences in
rural India

Research on distributive politics focuses on whether politicians, or
their intermediaries, prioritize their co-ethnics, core or swing voters,
or simply target benefits based on need (Golden and Min, 2013; Alatas
et al., 2013; Hicken, 2011). This research has broadly found evidence
that government benefits are targeted with partisan biases; however,
scholars have rarely examined how local democracy shapes the respon-
siveness of local leaders in the form of everyday forms of assistance.
The traditional literature on distributive politics focuses on the relative
efficiency of targeting core or swing voters for future electoral gains
in lower information environments where misallocation is possible
because politicians cannot directly interact with all of their constituents
and must rely on intermediaries (Dixit and Londregan, 1996; Stokes
et al., 2013; Dunning and Nilekani, 2013).1 But such efficiency concerns
are not pertinent to local democracy where leaders have significant
interaction with and information on voters and constituents and can

1 As an example, the benefits are said to be given in a ‘‘leaky bucket’’ (Dixit
nd Londregan, 1996), where the efficiency of targeting is dependent upon the
ensity of co-partisan ties.
2
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target them directly. Furthermore, the sorts of benefits described in
the literature, either in the form of cash or welfare, are typically
constrained by more central actors at the state or national level. Re-
sponding to everyday requests for assistance comprises a large part of
elected local leaders’ time in contexts where access to the state often
requires responsiveness from political leaders (Kruks-Wisner, 2018).
Moreover, existing research has not considered the implications of local
elections on responsiveness.

2.1. Defining local democracy

There are two defining features for local democracies: small con-
stituencies and free and fair elections. First, since electoral constituen-
cies are small, local democracy takes place in a setting of high informa-
tion and dense social ties, where voters know local leaders personally,
have accumulated information on the reputations of candidates and
their families, and have interacted with these individuals on a regular
basis over many years. Moreover, since candidates for local office
typically have engaged in forms of everyday assistance prior to the
election as brokers or members of elite families (Kruks-Wisner, 2018),
voters in this setting have the ability to observe leaders’ reputations for
responsiveness prior to the election. Similarly, local leaders know their
constituents well in this setting. Since local leaders overwhelmingly
know voters personally, they can observe the demographic charac-
teristics (e.g., economic need, ethnicity) of their constituents, and
target benefits to the voters they wish to target (Alderman, 2002;
Alatas et al., 2012). This differs from the large constituencies of par-
liamentary or state elections, where voters have limited information
on candidates or their personal preferences; are unlikely to know their
representatives personally, and may not easily discern the demographic
criteria upon which distribution is based (Chandra, 2004). Indeed,
these are the conditions that oblige politicians to reach voters through
intermediaries (Dunning and Nilekani, 2013).

The second feature of local democracy is that local leaders are se-
lected by voters through free and fair elections. Under local democracy,
voters have the ability to select leaders whose distributive preferences
align with their own free from coercion. This means that winning
candidates must cultivate a coalition of electoral support large enough
to win the election. Since voters from a particular group have an
incentive to select leaders whose distributive preferences include them-
selves (Ansolabehere and Snyder, Jr., 2006), free and fair local elections
make it possible for the local electorate to use the ballot box to select
leaders they expect to be responsive to them.

2.2. Political bias

For local candidates to hold office, they must win a plurality of
votes in the election. Consistent with standard political economy mod-
els (Ansolabehere and Snyder, Jr., 2006; Downs, 1957), voters have
an incentive to select leaders who will be responsive to them (and
not exclude them). Similarly, leaders have an incentive to cultivate
reputations for responsiveness through past behavior to attract sup-
porters (i.e., those who voted for them) prior to the election. Since
elections provide a mechanism for voters to select leaders who display
inclusive preferences, we should expect elected leaders to be more
responsive to their supporters than their non-supporters irrespective of
other demographic traits.

Perceived supporters includes both core voters – who share closer
socio-political ties to the leader – and swing voters – who voted for
the leader but do not share close socio-political ties with the leader. In
our context, where re-election rates are low,2 there is reason to expect
leaders to favor voters who share their partisan affiliation. Research on

2 Only 19% of village council presidents in our data were serving a second
erm.
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core targeting suggests that politicians will target members of their co-
partisan networks to mobilize support for partisan elections or maintain
their coalitions (Calvo and Murillo, 2013; Diaz-Cayeros et al., 2016). In
the context of local democracy, local leaders are likely to favor voters
in their co-partisan networks to reward voters who are more closely
affiliated with them either because they can be mobilized for higher-
level partisan elections or because they simply have an underlying
preference for voters who share their partisan preferences and plausibly
belong to their co-partisan networks.

Alternatively, research on swing targeting suggests that parties tar-
get pivotal voters because targeted benefits are most likely to impact
the vote choice of these voters (Dixit and Londregan, 1996). In our
context, where re-election eligibility for sarpanch is low, swing voters
(non-co-partisan supporters) refer to voters who lack close ties to the
leader, and therefore, may be less reliable voters in future elections at
higher levels for the sarpanch or other members of her party. Despite
the concern that decentralization encourages using state resources for
vote buying purposes (Khemani, 2010), we do not expect to see biases
in preferences towards swing voters (non-co-partisan supporters) with
weaker ties to the leader over core voters (co-partisan supporters)
because the benefit in our study was designed to be private. In this
context, we expect leaders to favor voters with closer socio-political
ties.

H1. Supporter Bias: The elected leader will display a preference to
target her own supporters over non-supporters

H2. Co-Partisan Supporter(Core Targeting) Bias: The elected leader
will display a preference to target co-partisan supporters over non-co-
partisan supporters

H3. Non-Co-Partisan Supporter (Swing Targeting) Bias: The
elected leader will display a preference to target non-co-partisan
supporters over co-partisan supporters

Research on ethnic politics suggests that politicians will dispro-
ortionately target their co-ethnics in low-information environments
here it is difficult for voters to discern other attributes that determine

argeting outcomes (Chandra, 2004). This is not the case in local
emocracies where voters can observe the socio-economic status of
embers of their localities (Alatas et al., 2012). However, leaders may

till favor supporters who are members of their ethnic group because
o-ethnic supporters share closer social ties with the leader than non-
oethnics in this setting. Here, co-ethnicity may be viewed as another
ay to characterize core supporters who share closer socio-political ties
ith the leader.

H4. Co-Ethnic Bias: The elected leader will display a preference for
targeting co-ethnics irrespective of political support

H5. Co-Ethnic Supporter Bias: The elected leader will display a prefer-
ence for targeting co-ethnic supporters (over non-coethnic supporters)

.3. Bias based on wealth

In the taxation and welfare spending literature, it is understood that
ivotal voters – who select the winner of the election – redistribute
ealth from the rich to the less affluent in the middle of the income
istribution (Meltzer and Richard, 1981; Alesina and Rodrik, 1994). In
he context of local democracy, this means that local elections should
liminate leaders who display narrow preferences for targeting a small
umber of relatively wealthy voters.3

On the other hand, existing research proposes two sets of expecta-
ions for pro-poor targeting. First, research on moral economy suggests
hat a social expectation towards protecting the poorest members of

3 This is consistent with research on the targeting of anti-poverty benefits,
hich shows that siphoning of anti-poverty benefits to the local elite is

elatively minimal (Alatas et al., 2013).
3

society is widespread where a significant portion of the population
is living at subsistence levels, as in our context of subsistence vil-
lages (Scott, 1976). This is the case because to allow a significant
portion of the community to fall below subsistence levels would have
dire consequences for the entire community in terms of sustainability,
health and conflict. According to this theory, we should expect pro-poor
targeting of the poorest constituents irrespective of whether a voter
supported the leader.

The second expectation for pro-poor targeting is that local leaders
will display targeting biases towards their poorest supporters. This
expectation is consistent with several explanations. First,pro-poor tar-
geting preferences have been linked to incentives among local leaders
in poor contexts to cultivate reputations for responsiveness to the
needy and avoid negative perceptions of elite favoritism (Auerbach and
Thachil, 2022). According to this work, local leaders have a preference
to signal that they are helpful to the poor, but limit this to those in
their political networks. Second, pro-poor targeting among supporters
is also consistent with research on core targeting, which suggests that
poor supporters are targeted because their support is the least expensive
to maintain (Diaz-Cayeros et al., 2016). Third, this expectation is
consistent with work on democratic responsiveness, which suggests that
elected leaders are responsive to their constituents’ preferences, which
are more likely to be pro-poor when it comes to low-value subsistence
benefits (Arora et al., 2023).

H6. Pro-Poor Targeting (Moral Economy): The elected leader will
display a preference to target the poorest voters in the locality
irrespective of the voters’ (perceived) political behavior

H7. Poor Supporter Targeting: The elected leader will display a pref-
erence to target the poorest voters in the locality conditional on
(perceived) political supporters

3. The case of India

We test our theory in poor villages in Rajasthan, a rural state in
Northwest India. In this section, we demonstrate that Rajasthan meets
the criteria of local democracy and describe the institution of the village
council (gram panchayat or GP), and the role that the village council
president (sarpanch) plays in distribution.

3.1. Local democracy in rural India

Although the conditions for local democracy – which requires that
voters can vote according to their preferences – may not have been
present in rural India in the 1950s (Srinivas, 1959), research sug-
gests that this system has broken down in recent decades and that a
much more democratic form of politics has taken its place. First, Kr-
ishna (2003), based on fieldwork from rural Rajasthan, suggests that
the influence of upper caste landed elites has receded with the rise
of educated, often lower-caste middlemen. Second, the role of coer-
cion in elections has become substantially weaker as the decline in
the power of landlords and sharp rise in lower caste political par-
ticipation attests (Yadav, 1999). The autonomy of the Indian voter
is well-documented (Sircar, 2015). Moreover, interviews with block-
level Congress Party and BJP leaders across the state suggest that
GP elections in Rajasthan are often competitive. Broadly speaking,
intense party competition at local and higher levels, heterogeneity in
vote preferences among members of the same ethnic groups (Dunning
and Nilekani, 2013; Thachil, 2014), and weak capacity to monitor
votes (Schneider, 2019) suggests that elections in India are free and
fair.

Local democratization was concretized through the 73rd amend-
ment of the Indian constitution, passed in 1992, which gave the Pan-
chayat Raj (rural local government) system constitutional status, and
imposed federal requirements for elections of village council (gram

panchayat) members and further integration of local government and
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government development functions. Sarpanch in our data were elected
in 2010, which was the fourth election cycle since the 73rd amendment
was passed.4 Although this varies across states, sarpanch in Rajasthan
nd most other North Indian states, are directly elected by a plurality of
he electorate of the entire GP. According to the 2001 Census of India,
ampled GPs includes approximately 1100 households on average, and
arpanch report to know 95% of sampled voters personally.

The 73rd amendment also instituted a system of rotating quotas
or marginal groups and women for elected positions in the GP. The
otating quota system, which changes the caste and gender require-
ents of candidates for sarpanch, overwhelmingly precludes incumbent

arpanch from contesting for re-election (Parthasarathy, 2017). This
as had important consequences for village politics, although recent
ork and our results suggest that these quotas have not fundamentally

mpacted distributive outcomes (Dunning and Nilekani, 2013).

.2. Political context

We conducted our study in the predominantly rural state of Ra-
asthan, which is a competitive state with a 2-party system that has
lternated between the BJP and Congress Party in every state assembly
lection since 1993, usually by small margins of victory. Although GP
lection results were not available at the time of fieldwork, interviews
ith block-level BJP and Congress Party leaders across the state, sug-
est that GP elections in Rajasthan are often competitive. Party symbols
re not permitted on the ballot in GP elections; however, parties have
roadly penetrated the GP, and recent studies including this one show
hat partisanship is salient to local distribution.5

Moreover, Rajasthan’s two major parties compete for the votes
f the poor (Thachil, 2014). This differentiates Rajasthan, and India
ore broadly, from monopolist contexts of machine politics where the

‘machine’’ party is entrenched in power and faces little competition for
he votes of the poor (Calvo and Murillo, 2004).

.3. Local leaders and everyday distribution

Sarpanch play a central role in mediating access to the state for their
onstituents through everyday responsiveness to personal requests and
hrough their formal responsibilities over the local implementation of
entral and state government programs including sanitation (e.g., toi-
ets), water access (e.g., wells), the placement of local infrastructure
rojects (e.g., village roads), and anti-poverty programs (Bohlken,
016; Pattenden, 2011). While the decision of sarpanch to respond to
itizens’ requests for mediation comes closest to our scenario of full
iscretion, understanding distributive preferences is also important for
nderstanding how local leaders employ their more limited discretion
ver policy implementation. For example, sarpanch have limited but
on-trivial discretion over final allocation of below poverty line (BPL)
ards, which are required for eligibility to benefits provided through
he Public Distribution System (PDS) (Niehaus and Atanassova, 2013).

. Design and empirical strategy

We developed a novel behavioral measure designed to pick up local
eaders’ targeting preferences (i.e., biases) over real world populations.

e asked sarpanch to target 5 tokens any way they wished among 10
andomly selected voters in the GP to influence a non-trivial lottery
rize — without asking for the reason for doing so. In what we refer
o as a cross-referencing survey design, these voters were surveyed

4 Prior to the 73rd amendment, Rajasthan held local elections under
ifferent requirements (Narain, 1964).

5 Dunning and Nilekani (2013) find that Rajasthani voters correctly identi-
ied the party of their sarpanch 96 percent of the time; they also find strong
artisan biases in targeting.
4

e

ahead of time and we determined leaders’ targeting biases by cross-
referencing data from voter and local politician surveys. Crucially,
unlike survey experiments or other standard surveys, the sarpanch did
not have to explicitly reveal preferences to targeting a co-partisan,
which is subject to social desirability biases. Furthermore, while survey
experiments and conjoint analysis have become increasingly popular
tools to measure biases, these methods are usually applied to hypothet-
ical populations. Cross-referencing, in contrast, is uniquely applicable
to detecting biases in the actual population — particularly in local
contexts where social ties between voters and leaders are consequential.

Our design continues a recent tradition of lab-in-the-field experi-
ments (Grossman, 2011) that investigate the impact of ethnicity (Hab-
yarimana et al., 2009), partisanship (Fowler and Kam, 2007), and
democratic selection (Baldassarri and Grossman, 2011) on targeting
biases and economic distribution. Our lottery measure of distributive
preferences was embedded in cross-referenced sarpanch and voter sur-
veys conducted in 84 GPs across Rajasthan from January to February
2013. The sample frame was rural, poor contexts characterized by
some degree of electoral competition and voter respondents were re-
stricted to heads of household.6 Specifically, we restricted sampling
to sub-districts (blocks) with average margins of victory in block-level
(i.e., panchayat samiti) ward elections of 15% or less that were at
least 75% rural.7 GPs with below poverty line (BPL) rates of 20%
and contested local elections were randomly sampled in blocks that
met these criteria.8 Our sample frame allows us to capture contexts
of local democratic competition and subsistence societies where the
implications of political selection for responsiveness to the poor is
particularly important.

To identify local politicians’ distributive preferences, and the tar-
geting biases therein, we embedded a lottery with a 200 Indian Rupee
($3.64 USD) prize in a survey of sarpanch to model targeting pref-
erences under a budget constraint.9 Sarpanch were shown a page of
names and photographs of 10 randomly sampled voters surveyed the
previous day, which were obtained from publicly available voters lists.
Sarpanch were given 5 tokens and asked to allocate them in any way
they wished across these 10 villagers. Sarpanch were told that a lottery
with a 200 rupee prize (a little more than one day of agricultural wage
labor) would be held at the end of the survey, and that each token a
particular voter received would make his chance of winning the prize
’much higher’ and that multiple tokens could be given to the same
villager. This design forced sarpanch to allocate tokens to no more than
50% of sampled villagers, which makes the measurement of targeting
biases possible.

Practically, we included each voter survey respondent’s name on
slips of paper once and added one additional slip per token given
to the respondent. Thus, if a sarpanch gave all of his five tokens to
one person, the probability that this individual’s name was picked was
approximately six times that of all other sampled respondents from his
GP. If he gave one token to each person, villagers who received tokens
were seven percentage points more likely to win the prize than those
who received no tokens.

To ensure that our measure isolated the distributive preferences of
the sarpanch from public pressures or other external constraints, token
allocations was kept secret from voters (sarpanch were told that this
would be the case). Moreover, since every voter had some chance of
winning the lottery (even if they received no tokens), villagers could

6 The restriction to predominantly male heads of household maximized the
hance that leaders and voters interacted in the past.

7 Block level, or panchayat samiti, elections are the second tier of local
overnment in India and the lowest level where party symbols are allowed on
he ballot; it is also the lowest level where election data was available.

8 Further details on the sampling procedure are provided in appendix A.
9 Note that although our lottery prize is relatively modest, a large literature

n economics on lab games shows that increasing the size of payoffs has no

ffect on distributive behavior (Alatas et al., 2012, 2013).
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not infer how the sarpanch allocated tokens from observing the winner
of the lottery and neither lottery winners or sarpanch were notified
of the winner. We dispersed the prize as an unannounced electronic
payment in the form of mobile phone credit after the conclusion of the
survey; sarpanch were not told who won the lottery and lottery winners
were not informed that they won the lottery and may not have realized
a lottery took place. In sum, our behavioral measure is designed to
minimize if not eliminate short-term electoral incentives.10 To establish
the connection between preferences and distributive outcomes, we
demonstrate that voters’ perceptions of helpfulness from the leader are
correlated with distributive preferences in Section 7.1.

4.1. Predictors and cross-referenced measures

The dependent variable in the analysis is the number of tokens given
to an individual. Our analyses rely on a number of predictors discussed
below. To test for whether sarpanch prioritize their supporters, we
asked the sarpanch whether each of the voters in his GP voted for him.
If the sarpanch answered in the affirmative, the individual was coded
as a (perceived) ‘‘supporter’’. To capture partisan ties, we asked voters
and sarpanch whether or not they feel close to any particular party,
and then asked them to name the party to which they feel close. When
the voter reported that he or she feels close to the same party reported
by the sarpanch, the voter was coded as a ‘‘co-partisan’’. The ethnicity
measure categorizes the sarpanch into politically salient caste cate-
gories and Muslim religion based on voters’ self-reported identities.11

We defined a co-ethnic as any voter who fell into the same category
as the sarpanch. Finally, to understand distributive preferences vis-à-
vis the wealth of the voter, we constructed a scale based on an item
response model of observable assets of the voter. The cross-referenced
measures of co-partisanship, co-ethnicity, asset wealth were specifically
designed to minimize social desirability concerns in the measurement
of targeting biases.

4.2. Statistical model

The ‘‘comparative static’’ of interest, of asset wealth conditional
political affiliation, is measured at the GP level. This is a non-causal
exercise since the attractiveness of allocating to a voter is dependent
upon his/her relative attributes as compared to others in the same
GP. The key observation that allows for identification of the empirical
model is that mean allocation in a GP is always identical, the number
of tokens divided by the number of potential receivers, or 5/10 = 0.5.
If all the predictors are centered around their means in the GP, the
constant term in a regression is fixed. In particular, let 𝑦𝑖𝑣 denote the
allocation given to potential receiver 𝑖 in GP 𝑣 ∈ {1,… , 𝑉 }. Consider
predictors 𝑥1,… , 𝑥𝐽 . Let us denote the mean of predictor 𝑥𝑗 in GP 𝑣
s 𝑥𝑗𝑣. Since the number of tokens is in the form of count data, a
oisson regression (accounting for overdispersion) is appropriate. A
uasiPoisson regression model provides the same mean function as
oisson regression, 𝜆𝑖, for observation 𝑖, but allows for overdispersion

by estimating variance 𝜎2𝜆𝑖 at observation 𝑖.12 Because the relative
impact of each variable is likely to be different in each GP, we fit a
hierarchical model which varies coefficients by GP. The model can be
written as below:

𝑦𝑖 ∼ 𝑃𝑜𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑛(𝜆𝑖, 𝜎2) (1)

10 Sarpanch were largely ineligible for re-election scheduled for 2015: two
ears after the conclusion of the survey.
11 We used two different definitions of co-ethnicity, jati and varna, which
ield substantively similar results and present results on the former. Reflecting
thnic politics in India, Muslims were coded as a separate category in both
easures.
12 In the standard Poisson distribution, the variance is fixed at 𝜆𝑖, the same
5

as the mean.
Table 1
Mean levels of assets.

Item Mean in sample Census/NSS 2011

Pucca House 0.73 0.82
Scooter 0.26 0.21
Bicycle 0.26 0.45
Television 0.33 0.47
Proper Toilet 0.15 0.47
Refrigerator 0.10 0.17a

Electric Fan 0.63 0.66a

Mobile Phone 0.82 0.63
Electric Pump 0.19 −

a Data are adapted from the 66th round of the National Sample Survey
(NSS) because they are not included in the 2011 Indian Census. Data
on electric pumps are not available in either dataset.

where 𝜎2 denotes an overdispersion parameter

𝜆𝑖 = exp(𝛽0 + 𝛽1(𝑥1𝑖𝑣 − 𝑥𝑖𝑣) +⋯ + 𝛽𝐽 (𝑥𝐽𝑖𝑣 − 𝑥𝐽𝑣))

𝑖 = 𝜆𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 where 𝜀𝑖 ∼ 𝑁(0, 𝜎2𝜆𝑖)

𝛽𝑗𝑣 = 𝛽𝑗 + 𝑏𝑗𝑣; 𝑏𝑗𝑣 ∼ 𝑁(0, 𝜎2𝑉 ) s.t. 𝑣 ∈ {1,… , 𝑉 }

where 𝛽, 𝜎 and 𝜎𝑉 denote parameters in the regression model, and 𝑥𝑖𝑣
denotes a predictor for individual 𝑖 in GP 𝑣.

5. Scope conditions

As argued in Section 2, we are particularly interested in understand-
ing elected local leaders’ distributive preferences in the context of local
democracies in subsistence-based societies. We begin the section by
demonstrating that features of our definition of local democracy are
satisfied in the sample, namely: (1) politics is reasonably competitive
at the local level; (2) a sizeable subset of sarpanch have preferences
that are likely known to constituents; and (3) the relative wealth of
citizens in the GP is known to the sarpanch. We also establish that our
sample include subsistence villages by demonstrating that a significant
proportion of voters can be characterized as poor.

5.1. Characterizing the sample

Our definition of local democracy is built upon the assumption of
free and fair elections in the context of reasonably high information
about citizens of the GP from the sarpanch and vice versa. We assess
whether our sample meets these criteria. In order to construct an asset
wealth measure, we relied on readily verifiable information, i.e., those
things that could be confirmed by the enumerator. Table 1 displays
the average for each of these items in the population and compares
them against census (or national sample) estimates. The average levels
observed in sampled villages (in 2013) are broadly lower than those
reported at an all-India level two years before with the exception of
scooters and the rapidly growing mobile phone. This suggests that our
village sample is quite poor even by average Indian standards (and
certainly by most absolute standards).

Each of the items above is a binary variable, and a 2-parameter
Rasch model (Gelman and Hill, 2007) was fit using Markov Chain
Monte-Carlo (MCMC) using the program JAGS to construct a raw asset
score.13 The raw asset score gives approximately ten different ‘‘scores’’,

13 Let 𝑦𝑖𝑘 ∈ {0, 1} denote a binary outcome variable for person 𝑖 and object
𝑘, 1 ≤ 𝑘 ≤ 𝐾. A two parameter Rasch model fits:

𝑃 (𝑦𝑖𝑘 = 1) = 𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡−1(𝛼𝑖 − 𝛽𝑘)

where 𝛽𝑘 is a parameter placing the object on a wealth scale and 𝛼𝑖 is the
value of the asset index for individual 𝑖.
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Table 2
Toilet/Refrigerator (%) by asset score.

Score N Percentile Toilet (%) Refrigerator (%)

−2.2 34 4 0 0
−1.5 101 16 0 0
−0.9 155 35 0 1
−0.3 161 54 1 4
0.4 150 72 3 13
0.9 92 83 9 22
1.4 75 92 32 36
1.9 39 96 74 67
2.4 25 99 100 100
3.0 7 100 100 100

Fig. 1. Sarpanch assessments of wealth vs. Asset measure.

suggesting reasonably high levels of correlation between owning these
assets.

We look at the relationship between these 10 values on our asset
index and the percentage of the sample at that asset value owning
a refrigerator or a proper toilet (two natural markers of economic
development). The results are shown in Table 2. In both cases, even the
80th percentile of wealth does not meet the all-India averages for those
amenities. Taken together, this implies that a substantial proportion of
these villages are very poor, and, at least in terms of asset ownership,
our sample displays a significant level of inequality.

For the analysis, we generated an asset index by standardizing the
raw asset score to have mean 0 and standard deviation 1 within each
GP. The value of the asset index for an individual can be interpreted as
the number of standard deviations the individual’s asset score differs
from the mean asset score in the GP. Since the asset index is a function
of the average asset wealth in the GP, the index has no meaning in
terms of aggregate wealth, only in terms of relative wealth.

To establish that sarpanch observe the relative wealth of their con-
tituents, we asked the sarpanch to rank individuals from wealthiest (1)
o least wealthy (10). Despite some small non-linearities in the middle,
ig. 1 shows that our constructed asset measure is broadly consistent
ith the ranking provided by the sarpanch. The person rated the
oorest is on average 0.56 standard deviations poorer than the mean
ndividual in the GP according to our asset measure, and the person
ated the wealthiest is on average 0.47 standard deviations wealthier
han the average person according to our asset wealth measure.

In a context of local democracy, leaders are directly able to assess
he wealth of their constituents, and this strongly related to objective
easures of observable wealth, as shown in Fig. 1. Rather than relying
6

on local proxies, or brokers, for information about wealth as in much of
the literature (Stokes et al., 2013), both voters and leaders understand
that distribution can be based on commonly observed levels of wealth.
This implies that leaders can target the poor without much risk of
misallocation, and that voters can reliably assess how well the leader
is targeting the poorest citizens.

Voters and sarpanch in our sample have reasonably close ties.
As stated, there is an average of only 1100 households per GP in
sampled GPs, and sarpanch reported to know 95 percent of sampled
voters personally. Moreover, candidates for sarpanch often served as
unelected fixers or elected GP ward members prior to contesting elec-
tions for sarpanch (Kruks-Wisner, 2018; Pattenden, 2011), with 31
percent of sarpanch in our data serving as GP ward representatives
previously.14 An additional 32 percent had a family member currently
or previously in elective office, which provides voters with information
on candidates’ families’ distributive preferences. This provides strong
evidence that voters in our sample can feasibly surmise the distributive
preferences of candidates for sarpanch prior to election day.

Finally, local democracy requires some degree of competition for
the screening mechanism of elections to take effect. At the outset,
the sample frame includes GPs that were considered moderately or
very competitive by block-level party leaders and non-competitive
GPs were excluded. Second, we coded partisan competition at the
polling booth level for each polling booth in our sample for the 2014
parliamentary election. The median (and average) effective number
of parties/candidates (ENP) at the polling booth level is 2.1. If two
parties each received exactly 50% vote share, ENP would take the
value of 2; as such, ENP values greater than 2 are typically seen as
a reasonable measure of a competitive electoral scenario. Third, while
GP election data is unavailable, 90% of sampled sarpanch were serving
their first term and interviews suggest that these elections are often
hotly contested. Given that our electoral setting displays high levels of
alternation and competition, we can be reasonably certain that voters
are making genuine choices and that their preferences and strategic
incentives are reflected in their elected leaders.

6. Characterizing political and ethnic biases in allocation

In characterizing targeting biases, we remind the reader that an
‘‘unbiased’’ allocation would put the expected number of tokens at 0.5.
Anything above this value can be viewed as evidence for a premium
in allocation for the voter. At first blush, there seem to be a strong
premium for perceived political support. The average perceived non-
supporter received 0.26 tokens, while the average perceived supporter
received 0.61 tokens. We regard the set of voters that report being
co-partisans of the sarpanch in addition to supporters as a closer
socio-political tie among supporters due to partisan affinity. When we
further subdivide political support by co-partisanship, we see quite a
bit of variation. Co-partisan supporters receive 0.81 tokens on average,
while non-copartisan supporters receive 0.51 tokens on average. Non-
supporters do not receive many tokens on average, whether co-partisan
(0.32) or not (0.22).

Similarly, we show in appendix E that non-supporters receive sub-
stantially fewer tokens than supporters when co-ethnicity is taken into
account. While naive aggregate allocations show some co-ethnic fa-
voritism in allocation within the non-supporter or supporter categories,
we must measure these effects within our modeling context since these
aggregates may be correlated to relative asset wealth. Appendix C
reports 8 different regression models, that adhere to the empirical
strategy above, controlling for relative asset wealth in a GP, as well
as electoral support, co-partisanship, and co-ethnicity between voter
and sarpanch measured in various ways and shows no statistically
significant co-ethnic bias.

14 Ward representatives are elected council members of the GP, which is led
by the sarpanch.
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Fig. 2. Expected tokens and electoral support.

Fig. 2 reports the estimated expected number of tokens for per-
eived electoral supporters and non-supporters, further subdividing
he effects by co-partisanship (with 95% posterior/credible intervals).
he expected number of tokens for supporters and non-supporters are
erived from our core model, assuming that the individual has mean
ealth in the GP, and that the mean number of supporters in the GP is
eld at the sample mean of supporters (68%). The expected number
f tokens for the interaction between co-partisanship and political
upport is derived from a more complicated model that controls for
he two-way interactions between support and co-partisanship, as well
s interactions with relative asset wealth, as shown in column 4 of
ppendix C, calculating predicted values at mean GP wealth and the
ample mean for each of the categories.

At the mean level of GP wealth, a supporter is predicted to re-
eive nearly twice as much on average (94%), as compared to a
on-supporter. To test whether the strength of the sociopolitical tie
ffects the level of allocation, we test whether there is a discernible
ncrease in allocation to co-partisan supporters (whom we view as
ore supporters). When further subdivided by co-partisanship, we see
hat co-partisanship has little effect on allocation to non-supporters.
owever, co-partisan supporters are predicted to receive 48% more
llocation than non-copartisan supporters at the mean level of GP
ealth.15 Taken together, our results strongly confirm the expectation
f targeting biases towards political supporters (H1); this effect is par-
icularly pronounced for more closely aligned core co-partisan political
upporters (H2). We do not find evidence that elected local leaders
avor swing voters (non-copartisan supporters) over core supporters
H3).

In Fig. 3, we test the effect of co-ethnic targeting, further subdivided
y supporters, but we do not find statistically significant effects (and
hus no support for H4 and H5). A full discussion of the results is
ncluded in Appendix E. This provides some support for the idea that
inimum winning coalitions in multi-ethnic societies tend be built

round political and partisan identities (Dunning and Nilekani, 2013).

. Targeting of the poor in allocation

In this section, we investigate hypotheses on biases in targeting to-
ards the poor among supporters and irrespective of perceived political

upport. Fig. 4 displays the expected number of tokens at the mean level
f electoral support (68%) estimated from our core model (with 95%
osterior/credible bands). The graph shows results for targeting the
oorest citizens among both supporters and non-supporters, with far
ore pronounced targeting of the poorest among supporters. The gap

15 These differences are highly significant with 99% or more of the difference
n the posteriors being bounded away from zero.
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Fig. 3. Electoral support and co-ethnicity.

Fig. 4. Electoral support vs. Asset wealth.

between supporters and non-supporters in allocation is much greater,
with even the wealthiest supporters predicted to receive more than the
poorest non-supporters in each model. Among political supporters, a
one standard deviation decrease in wealth from the mean is associated
with a 17% increase in the expected number of tokens. This supports
our expectation that elected leaders will bias distribution towards their
poor supporters (H7), but exclude poor non-supporters even when they
are extremely poor — contrary to the expectation of the moral economy
hypothesis (H6).

7.1. Connection to actual distribution

We establish the external validity of our lab measure for the ac-
tual distribution of everyday benefits and help. Since this form of
discretionary assistance is not characterized by a single large benefit
but rather general brokerage or help, we looked to understand the
relationship of our measure to general notions of ‘‘helpfulness’’ rather
than a single government-regulated benefit (in which the sarpanch
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would have limited discretion). In particular, we compared our ob-
served lab behavior to voters’ perceptions of sarpanch behavior. We
asked voters: ‘‘Do you believe the sarpanch would help you if you
approached him/her for help?’’ We find a very strong relationship
between our token-based measure and voter perceptions of helpfulness.
If the voter did not believe the sarpanch to be helpful, she received an
average of 0.39 tokens, whereas a voter that believed the sarpanch to be
helpful received an average of 0.57 tokens. This constitutes a significant
difference, and a 48% increase in allocation associated with those who
found the sarpanch to be helpful. This suggests that our measure has a
natural real-world analogue.

8. Robustness

It is plausible that our results are driven by characteristics of sam-
pled sarpanch that may be associated with pro-poor targeting – such
as whether the sarpanch is female, a member of the lower castes,
or affiliated with the Congress Party – rather than the selection ef-
fects of the institution of local democracy. In appendix D, we show
these patterns do not hold in our data.16 To test more complicated
hypotheses about the impact of caste/religious identity or wealth (land-
edness) of the sarpanch, we consider a large set of possible voter and
sarpanch characteristics as confounders to our core model, and the
magnitudes/significance of the variables of interest remain very similar
to previous models.

Another concern is that the distribution we measure is driven by
‘‘Hawthorne effects’’, that is, sarpanch behave in a way that would
satisfy the researcher. In order to understand whether this occurred, we
coded whether the sarpanch self-identified whether each of the voters
placed in front of him was a supporter after the distribution had taken
place. If the sarpanch were attempting to display distribution that is
socially desirable, we would not expect to see allocation towards such
supporters (since it obviously is a deviation from any programmatic
ideal of distribution). In order to test whether our results are driven
by Hawthorne effects, we calculate the percentage of GPs in which,
according to our data, sarpanch target their supporters more heavily.
Supporters were targeted more heavily than non-supporters in 87% of
GPs.

Moreover, if Hawthorne effects are strong, we should see that
sarpanch provide tokens to the those whom they personally identify
as one of the two poorest individuals in the village, even when they
are non-supporters. This was often not the case; only 40% of non-
supporters ranked as among the two poorest individuals received any
tokens as compared to 75% of supporters. This demonstrates that our
behavioral method is effective in picking up social biases that differ
from any programmatic ideal, and that the observed results aren’t
purely driven by Hawthorne effects.

9. Welfare implications for the poor

We have shown that the expected allocation is substantially greater
among poorer supporters of the elected leader, while poor non-
supporters are often excluded. But what are the aggregate welfare
implications of this pattern of allocation, i.e., does it result in overall
targeting towards the poorest in the GP?

At the outset, it is important to note that in 81% of GPs, the
sarpanch allocated a token to an individual with a raw asset score
less than zero, i.e., an individual likely living at subsistence levels who
is poorer than the median citizen in our sample. In appendix C, the
regression coefficient on the relative asset wealth of the voter remains
remarkably consistent over each of the eight models, with the various
models predicting a 19%–24% increase in allocation to a voter with

16 Cconditional on political support both Congress and non-Congress
arpanch display similar levels of pro-poor behavior.
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Fig. 5. Expected number of tokens vs. Asset wealth.

asset wealth one standard deviation below the GP mean, holding all
else constant. This implies, that even controlling for the most relevant
voter characteristics, substantial targeting towards the poorest citizens
of the GP is observed.

Fig. 5 displays the predictions generated from our core model,
which controls for relative asset wealth, perceived political support,
and the interaction between the two (column 2 in Appendix C). In
order to generate the figure, we assumed the level of support was at
the GP mean and generated curves from the fixed coefficients in the
models. The gray region around the curve is the 95% posterior interval
(generated from the model) at each level of wealth.

The gray points in Fig. 5 are the binned averages of tokens across
25 bins (approximately 34 observations per bin), with cutpoints spaced
every 4 percentile points, over the distribution of relative asset wealth.
That is, the points display the average number of tokens given to
individuals included in a particular bin of relative asset wealth. The
effects are quite strong; in the bottom 40 percentile of relative asset
wealth, only one binned average is below 0.5, and in the top 40
percentile of relative asset wealth, no binned average is above 0.5.

To fit closer to the programmatic demands of welfare schemes, we
designed a ‘‘pro-poor cue’’. In this exercise, we asked the sarpanch
to repeat the tokens exercise, but in a manner as if they were newly
allocating below-poverty-line (BPL) benefits, i.e., welfare benefits in the
Indian system. Fig. 6 plots the estimated impact of the asset measure
on expected number of tokens for the voter in the pro-poor cue.

The model predicts an 19% increase in allocation without the pro-
poor cue and a 23% increase in allocation for those one standard
deviation below mean wealth in the GP. Consistent with our expecta-
tions, the coefficient on asset wealth is significant in both regressions,
with the magnitude greater when there is an explicit pro-poor (BPL)
cue. This demonstrates the noticeable targeting of the poorest vot-
ers in the data regardless of cue, and provides some evidence that
sarpanch are further responsive to explicit pro-poor cues, perhaps due
to institutional prerogatives surrounding the allocation of anti-poverty
benefits.

10. Discussion

This article shows that elected local leaders have distributive pref-
erences that display political biases towards their supporters, and even
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Fig. 6. Pro-poor cue: Expected number of tokens vs. Asset wealth.

more so those supporters who share their partisan preferences. We also
show that in the context of subsistence-based societies, elected local
leaders prioritize the poorest members their coalition of supporters. We
do not find evidence that elected local leaders favor their co-ethnics
or the relatively poor irrespective of their perceived political support.
We demonstrate that this is the case with evidence from a behavioral
measure embedded in a cross-referenced survey and analyze this data
with a statistical method that appropriately considers the complexity of
this data. Our results are consistent with the view that local politicians
hold strong biases towards those they perceived to be their supporters.
This results in exclusion of the neediest voters who the leader perceived
to be non-supporters. At the same time, local leaders are responsive
to a large share of the poorest villagers, which suggests that elected
leaders are broadly responsive to the poor in their localities by virtue
of their preference for responsiveness to those they view as plausible
supporters.

This study advances research on distributive politics in several
important ways. First, we establish the importance of understanding the
personal preferences of leaders in a way that transcends quid pro quo
logic, and demonstrate a strong pattern of democratic responsiveness
among elected local leaders. Although existing research suggests that
elected local leaders in India are likely to be unresponsive to their
constituents, our results suggest reason for optimism when it comes to
private benefits and everyday responsiveness.

Second, existing models suggest that politicians should prioritize
pivotal swing voters where this can be done efficiently (Dixit and Lon-
dregan, 1996; Cox and McCubbins, 1986; Stokes, 2005). However, we
find a strong preference for targeting core (co-partisan) supporters due
to an in-group targeting logic. Moreover, while existing theory suggests
that core targeting can be an effective electoral strategy for coalition
maintenance (Diaz-Cayeros et al., 2016) or vote mobilization (Nichter,
2008; Jensenius and Chhibber, 2023), our results are not driven by
direct attempts at electoral mobilization given the secrecy of token
allocation and weak re-election incentives in our context.

Third, this article contributes to research on local distribution in
contexts of decentralization. Much of this work is focused on the allo-
cation of benefits from a small number of welfare programs by elected
local leaders (see e.g., Besley et al., 2004; Bardhan and Mookher-
jee, 2006; Galasso and Ravallion, 2005; Olken, 2006; Dunning and
Nilekani, 2013). By developing a measure that uniquely captures the
9

personal proclivities of sarpanch, this article captures biases in target-
ing relevant to a wider range of responsiveness over which the sarpanch
has full discretion. This is important because while research shows that
anti-poverty policy benefits have often failed to reach the poor, our
results suggest that targeting decisions without these constraints can
still result in substantial pro-poor targeting.

Local democracy crucially matters for our results. Wealthier house-
holds do not receive greater priority by the elected representative
because the vote of each voter receives equal weight, irrespective of the
personal characteristics of the voter. Without elections, households are
differentiated, and the leader prefers to hold sway over the wealthiest,
highest status households in the area since this maximizes the extent
of his influence. Recent work that employs our method in the Indian
state of Bihar (Sircar and Chauchard, 2018) corroborates this intuition,
finding that unelected leaders are systematically biased towards the
wealthiest citizens, the opposite of the finding in this paper.

Above all, our findings suggests that in settings of subsistence,
elected leaders may prefer substantial targeting to the poor conditional
on plausible political support. This is important because where state
capacity is weak, as is the case in rural India and many other contexts
in the developing world, the screening mechanism that local elections
provide may be the best assurance of post-election distribution and
everyday responsiveness to the poor. At the same time, contexts of dis-
cretion are characterized by serious political biases in targeting, which
leads to the exclusion of poor non-supporters. While this is consistent
with democratic responsiveness in a non-programmatic setting, this
means that without strengthening bureaucratic oversight and bottom-
up social pressure, the poorest citizens who lack political ties to elected
leaders are likely to be excluded in local democracies.
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