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Abstract
Residents of poor, rural settings have several potential sources of informal sup-
port: political patrons, non-political patrons, family, and the community. This study 
explores how preferred channels of informal support change in the aftermath of 
crisis. Following a logic of “safety first,” I argue that individuals exposed to crisis 
invest in family and community as complementary forms of insurance against future 
setbacks, alongside their appeals to patrons. Using survey data from respondents liv-
ing in two localities that happened to face atypical flooding in northern Ghana, and 
comparing those respondents to residents of two otherwise similar localities that did 
not face flooding, I show that residents do not instinctively increase their reliance 
on patrons. Instead, three months after a crisis, they tend to place greater relative 
emphasis on family networks and stronger community ties. Networks in which the 
clients themselves have greater control constitute lower-risk priorities in the event 
of future crises, whereas calamity can highlight the risks of relying solely on patron-
client relationships to address critical needs.
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Introduction

Residents of poor, rural settings often lack adequate institutionalized support from 
the state but may nevertheless have access to various sources of informal support: 
political patrons, non-political patrons, family, and the community. This study 
explores how exposure to crisis in rural Africa causes individuals to reassess those 
sources of support.
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One perspective places political patrons at the center of African life, suggesting 
that clients exposed to crisis should demand more of the “big men” to whom they 
have provided loyalty (Bayart 1993). Similarly, non-political patrons, such as ethnic 
or religious group leaders, may be well placed to provide informal support to clients 
in need (Joseph 1987; McCauley 2013).

An alternative perspective, developed in the 1970s but infrequently tested empiri-
cally, places greater priority on the “moral economy” in subsistence environments, 
in which kinship ties foster a collective responsibility to the group that protects 
members from pending risk and serves as a kind of insurance (Polanyi 1977; Scott 
1976). According to this logic, subsistence leads rural dwellers to reprioritize their 
commitment to family and local community networks.

Often missing from both perspectives is attention to the calculations of clients 
and community members as their living conditions change, especially as a result of 
crisis. Studies focusing on patron-client networks have provided important insights 
regarding the electoral interests of patrons in contexts of persistently weak institu-
tions (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007; Veenendaal and Corbett 2020). Yet demand 
for patronage is often assumed to be fairly constant, so less attention is given to the 
fact that patron-client relationships might ebb and flow and that several other forms 
of insurance exist from the constituent’s perspective. On the other hand, studies that 
propose a moral economy of the peasant run the risk of romanticizing subsistence 
living. They, too, often treat rural African life as insecure but relatively static, man-
aged through reciprocal exchanges with neighbors. Increasingly, however, scholars 
recognize that shocks create new, less optimal equilibria for the poor (Mogues 2019; 
Sachs 2006), suggesting that communities facing crisis are likely to reassess their 
sources of informal insurance and support.

This paper argues that residents of poor communities have incentives to supple-
ment their reliance on patrons with investment in other forms of insurance in the 
aftermath of crisis. Patrons constitute a clear source of much-needed resources in 
a post-crisis context, but their clients are also likely to recognize that patronage 
tends to be reserved for electoral contexts, that patrons may face reduced access 
to resources following crisis, and that the patronage those clients received to that 
point had been insufficient to prevent suffering. In short, community members in a 
post-crisis context may recognize patron-client relationships alone as insufficient to 
address the slate of prospective needs they face. Ties to family and community can 
provide additional, complementary support against future setbacks.

To evaluate post-crisis preferences regarding informal insurance, the study relies 
on original data collected following a naturally occurring crisis, a major flooding 
that affected northern Ghana in 2007. Consistent with an increasing number of more 
recent events attributable to climate change in Africa (see Baarsch et  al. 2020), 
unforeseen and atypical floods hit the region in late August and early September 
of that year: over 50 people died as a result of the flood and its aftermath, and over 
300,000 people in Ghana were left homeless (Samimi et  al., 2012). Importantly, 
however, villages were not affected in a uniform manner. Some were devastated by 
the floods, while others escaped largely unaffected.

The research design capitalizes on this variation by comparing the priorities of 
individuals in villages that are otherwise very similar but which differ markedly in 
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terms of the unanticipated flood damage they suffered. Absent pre-event data, one 
may exploit differential event exposure as a source of subsequent preferences, con-
ditional on the assumption of pre-event similarities in paired locations, and a careful 
accounting of potential differences.

Using survey data from respondents across four locations in the Upper East 
region, the findings suggest that, while big men remain important, northern Ghana-
ians who lived through disaster do not reflexively rely more heavily on patrons to 
provide the prospective support they need. Instead, relative to their counterparts in 
stable settings, respondents in post-crisis settings place greater priority on the family 
and the broader community, forms of informal social insurance over which they can 
exert control and minimize risk.

Post-crisis studies are inevitably hampered by uncertainty in the local administra-
tive context and limited access to research participants and data. For those reasons, 
the study aims primarily to introduce theoretical considerations that bring cultural 
and communal choices into a literature heavily reliant on patron-client exchange. It 
focuses on the impact of calamitous events that affect poor communities as units, in 
this case relying on the natural occurrence of floods in northern Ghana but applica-
ble also to other crises that create a shared, adverse experience, such as earthquakes, 
terrorist attacks, or epidemics that undermine food supply.

The paper contributes to the political economy of development literature in sev-
eral respects. First, theories building on community ties and a moral economy have 
rarely been tested empirically as a complement to patronage, perhaps precipitating 
their neglect in favor of theories that prioritize institutional or leadership factors. 
This study renews calls to treat informal social networks as a key aspect of the polit-
ical economy of development. Empirically, the study exploits an exogenous shock 
consistent with treatments used in natural experimental studies (see, e.g., Healy 
and Malhotra 2010; Patrick and Cormier 2020); it demonstrates the inferential lev-
erage that can be gained by exploiting such events, provided appropriate controls 
are employed. Finally, as studies focus increasingly on the threats to resilience that 
climate shocks engender (see Adzawla et  al. 2019), this study provides important 
insights into how rural Africans change and adapt to unanticipated setbacks.

Informal Support in the Aftermath of Crisis

In the marketplace for sources of informal support, residents of communities with 
insufficient public goods provision have numerous options in which to invest. First, 
in the African context, the literature suggests that political patrons loom largest, 
providing private transfers to citizens in exchange for loyalty (Arriola 2009; Bayart 
1993). This is true not only at the national level but also in various forms of distri-
bution to more local levels (see Green, 2010). Scholars note that successful patron-
client relationships are underpinned by a channel that ensures ongoing exchange, 
such as political parties (Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007), or more frequently in the 
African context, ethnic group networks (Hyden 2006; Ishiyama 2012).

Political patrons conventionally seek loyalty in the form of electoral support 
(Hyden 2006). In exchange, they offer material benefits to constituents: big men 

415Studies in Comparative International Development (2021) 56:413–434



1 3

may provide, through brokers, cash handouts in the lead up to elections (Kramon 
2016), targeted club goods such as electricity or health clinics to supportive commu-
nities (Lindberg 2013), and access to lower-skilled jobs (Brierley 2021). While eth-
nic ties typically create the channels for patron-client exchange in Africa, the goods 
that patrons provide are oftentimes not locally excludable, so even non-coethnic 
residents of favored localities may lend electoral support to the patron (Ichino and 
Nathan 2013). Conventionally, the exchange of resources for loyalty is facilitated by 
either party insiders (Carlson 2020) or traditional leaders (Baldwin 2013).

Second, individuals in post-crisis settings may invest in relationships with other, 
non-political patrons, such as religious or ethnic group leaders. Those patrons facili-
tate the provision of resources from the state (Baldwin 2016) and can also provide 
non-material benefits, such as the prospect of salvation or ethnic group status, which 
may be particularly valuable in a post-crisis setting (McCauley 2017). Investing in 
relationships with traditional chiefs may ensure better public goods provisions from 
the state (Baldwin 2016), but in the absence of electoral incentives, some forms of 
non-political patron-client networks entail greater risk. For example, non-political 
patrons may simply withdraw from relationships with fewer consequences (Carney 
1989), and clients typically expect some degree of tangible assistance even when 
patrons operate without the benefit of resources from the state (Hyden 2006).

Third, residents of poor communities may invest in fellow community mem-
bers as a source of informal insurance and support. Where the formal provision of 
public goods is uncertain, Ostrom (1996) argues that private, informal social insur-
ance networks are essential. Other scholars note, furthermore, that the poor can be 
viewed as non-altruistic players in dynastic relationships who seek to avert risk (see 
Coate and Ravillion 2001). Ayifah et al. (2020), Fafchamps (1992), and others sug-
gest that ostensibly cultural practices allow households and individuals to cope with 
risk through expectations of long-term reciprocity. Structured as a patron-client 
exchange, community networks may provide material essentials in times of need but 
also access to local information, status, and a sense of belonging (Block 2018). The 
incentive to offer loyalty to the community may thus operate according to psycho-
logical as well as strategic rationales. Importantly, if households interact repeatedly 
and are equally likely to suffer setbacks, community members would alternately play 
both roles in the patron-client exchange, helping neighbors as a means of insuring 
one’s own protection from future catastrophe.

Finally, community members may seek protection against risk by investing in 
their own families. Like community networks, broader family networks may practice 
resources-for-loyalty reciprocity (Attanasio et al. 2015). In the nuclear family con-
text, studies have shown that individuals in poor environments find the productive 
benefits of additional family members to outweigh the costs of feeding more mouths, 
so larger family sizes are common (Lanjouw and Ravillion 1995). The mean desired 
number of children can thus reach as high as eight in some low-income countries, 
compared to approximately two in the USA (Banerjee and Duflo, 2007). Family 
size thus represents a source of long-term insurance over which the individual has a 
strong measure of control and which can be used to complement investments in vari-
ous patron-client networks.
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Crises pose threats to each of these forms of informal support: patrons have less 
to give, and communities and kin often suffer collectively. Yet, the experience can 
alter the risks and rewards of investing in each, so community members may wish 
to reconsider their investments as they seek to avoid future calamities. Here, I out-
line several reasons why community members in post-crisis contexts may not reflex-
ively invest more heavily in patron-client relationships with big men. I then con-
sider mechanisms that may encourage those community members to invest relatively 
more in their communities and families as alternative sources of informal insurance.

In a well-functioning patron-client context, unforeseen crises should be met with 
increased contributions of resources from the political patron to clients, on the logic 
that the emergency outlay will be compensated for commensurately with an increase 
in future loyalty. Studies describe several shortcomings in patron-client exchanges, 
however, that may be particularly pronounced following crises. First, patrons tend to 
enjoy disproportionate power in relationships with clients and often provide inade-
quate resource outlays even in normal times (Lawson and Greene 2014; Scott 1972). 
Further, unforeseen crisis can place a resource burden on governments that under-
mines the typical flow of patronage that political big men exploit (Levitsky and Way 
2012).

Political patrons are also motivated by electoral incentives, which differ across 
political contexts and which may further discourage outlays of resources to clients 
following crisis. For example, political incumbents enjoy electoral advantages that 
may militate against providing private transfers following a crisis, relying instead 
on formal or programmatic channels to a greater degree than political challengers 
or newly elected officials might (Briggs 2012). The timing of elections also bears 
on the provision of patronage from political big men (Eifert et al. 2010; Pepinsky 
2007): an exogenous crisis in the run-up to an election would likely evoke extensive 
outlays from patrons to clients, yet crises occurring outside of election cycles may 
not inspire the same urgency for political patrons to use the event to cultivate loyalty. 
Furthermore, crises can alter the priorities of local party executives who serve as 
brokers but also as key family and community members (Cruz et al. 2017). Finally, 
the partisan tendencies of localities affected by crisis may affect the likelihood that 
political patrons extend additional patronage following a crisis (Luna 2019). For 
all these reasons, communities living through a crisis may be as likely to sour on 
political big men as to anticipate additional patronage. One may add that incumbent 
patrons in post-crisis contexts are subject to evaluation by clients who have suffered 
setbacks and who, fairly or not, may assign responsibility to their political leaders.

Crisis contexts might also underscore the limitations in relying too heavily on 
non-political patrons. Especially in the context of religious big men who often 
promise either salvation or health and prosperity in exchange for congregants’ loy-
alty (McCauley 2014), the crisis itself may constitute evidence that the investment 
in a patron for non-material protection did not pay dividends, so to rely more heavily 
on those non-political patrons for future support would invite additional uncertainty.

The political economy of development literature tends to focus on those patron-
client networks, conventionally with political big men as patrons, as the informal 
response to shortcomings in public goods provisions. Yet, those exposed to crisis 
may pursue other sources of informal support. James Scott’s Moral Economy of the 
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Peasant (1976) proposes an alternative to the exclusive reliance on patrons; it sug-
gests that rural subsistence farmers live in a fairly steady state of subsistence, which 
they manage so long as disasters are averted. Crises, however, mean “the difference 
between the normal penury of peasant life and a literally hand-to-mouth existence” 
(Scott 1976: 17). To minimize the probability of livelihood crises, peasants adopt 
a strategy of “safety first,” in which they invest in long-term relationships that can 
serve as a backstop against disaster in times of real need. This may suggest stronger 
relationships with a patron, but it also prioritizes self-help tactics and family, kin, 
and community relationships. Many sub-Saharan Africans continue to live in the 
conditions described by Scott: despite important improvements, four out of 10 lack 
access to safe drinking water, 20% are chronically undernourished, and half have 
no access to electricity.1 In rural, subsistence settings, in which half of sub-Saharan 
Africans currently reside, choices may thus be embedded in a moral economy in 
which community members seek to minimize risk and to ensure that all members 
are accorded a right to livelihood security (Booth 1994).

A safety-first logic may encourage residents of post-crisis contexts to invest rela-
tively more in their community network. By paying into a community-wide system, 
individuals can receive returns from all members of that community. Thus, in the 
aftermath of crisis when covariant risk is highest, the broad pool of informal insur-
ers in a community reasonably suggests that some remain relatively better off and 
able to assist neighbors as others are hit hardest. Community members may also 
broaden their base of support, drawing kin from outside the immediate community 
into the village network or strengthening ties to those with non-agricultural sources 
of income, particularly in more urban settings where nuclear families tend to be 
smaller. As Rosenzweig (2018) notes, even the better off in poor communities face 
dire setbacks when crisis strikes, but broader, diversified networks help by providing 
multiple avenues for reciprocity.

Important non-material resources, such as comfort and hope, may also be availa-
ble to residents in post-crisis contexts following investment in the community (Nor-
ris and Inglehart 2004). Beyond the strategic explanations, experience with shared 
crisis tends to engender a closeness among survivors that reinforces psychological 
and cultural bonds, as well (Kissileff and Lidji 2020), which may further elevate the 
importance of community in a post-conflict context. Thus, even as covariant risks 
might undermine the material capacity of community members and kin to provide 
assistance, crisis survivors gain other prospective benefits from investing in those 
relationships.

Individuals can also benefit from investing relatively more in their own fami-
lies following a crisis. Beyond calculations to simply replace crisis-related loss or 
anticipated loss in family members (while holding family priorities constant), addi-
tional investments in family can provide added long-term insurance over which the 
individual has a strong measure of control when contemplating protection against 
future shocks. For example, studies demonstrate that in families with more children, 

1 For data on electrification, see https:// data. world bank. org/ indic ator/ EG. ELC. ACCS. ZS? locat ions= ZG. 
For data on undernourishment, see http:// www. fao. org/ news/ story/ en/ item/ 11804 43/ icode/. For data on 
potable water sources, see https:// www. un. org/ water forli fedec ade/ africa. shtml.
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members enjoy greater familial contact (Grundy and Read 2012) and report lower 
rates of chronic pain (Jamison and Virts 1990). From a social-psychological per-
spective, Overstreet and Dempsey (1999) note that larger families can serve as a 
countermeasure to depression, even if they do not help to reduce post-traumatic 
stress following crises. Investing in family, particularly in terms of larger fam-
ily sizes, may thus serve as both a prospective form of safety-first protection and a 
source of psychological reassurance that big men are perhaps less likely to provide.

If community and family can serve as alternatives to big men, it is worth con-
sidering whether they might act as complements or substitutes in the aftermath of 
crisis. Evidence suggests that clients do move away from relationships with their 
patrons when resource provisions no longer merit allegiance: Sives (2002) shows 
that community members in 1990s-era Jamaica transferred their loyalty from politi-
cal big men to drug dons, and Johnson (1983) argues that Lebanon’s civil war in 
the 1970s caused conventional patron-client relationships to break down, replaced 
in part by social movements. Studies also suggest that positive shocks to public 
goods provision lead to declines in patron-client relationships (Bobonis et al. 2017). 
Patrons nevertheless maintain their usefulness and relevance in a variety of ways. 
For example, even outside of electoral campaigns, political big men provide patron-
age to build esteem (Rizzo 2015) and preserve legitimacy (Paller 2019). Following 
crises, big men and their clients may engage in relational clientelism, using decla-
rations of future support to insure against reneging (Nichter 2018). It is thus likely 
that community members in post-crisis contexts look for informal insurance against 
future setbacks from whatever sources are available. Recognizing shortcomings in 
patronage relationships, they may nevertheless maintain those networks while diver-
sifying to community and family resources. This would be in keeping with Scott’s 
description of a safety-first approach.

To summarize expectations, patron-client relationships are an integral compo-
nent of African politics, but primarily in the context of elections and anticipated 
exchanges of resources for loyalty. Following crises, as individuals reevaluate their 
priorities and contemplate moving forward, a safety-first logic suggests greater rela-
tive emphasis on family and community.

Empirical Strategy

In recent years, as climate change has induced more extreme weather events espe-
cially in the tropics (Baarsch et al. 2020), floods and famine have affected numerous 
countries in Africa, including Nigeria (Israel 2017), Somalia (Martin-Canavate et al. 
2020), and elsewhere. In Ghana, heavy rains hit the northern part of the country 
between late August and early September 2007, with flooding reaching its peak in 
mid-September. Hardest hit was the Upper East region, in the northeast portion of 
the country.

The circumstances of this flood created opportune conditions for studying the 
effects of exposure to crisis. First, the floods were by all accounts a once-in-a-gener-
ation occurrence in the region; according to reports, the region had not seen floods 
near this magnitude in over 40 years (see U.N. OCHA, 2007). Second, the excessive 
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rains were exacerbated by the decision of the government of Burkina Faso, Ghana’s 
neighbor to the north, to open the Bagré dam on August 27 (Bempeh and Oyhus 
2017). Opening the dam relieved pressure north of the border but had devastating, 
atypical consequences south of the border in Ghana. Finally, the flooding was not 
uniform across the region: whereas some villages suffered massive crop and housing 
losses, others—for difficult to observe reasons—escaped unharmed.

Site Selection

Two pairs of research sites were selected in the Upper East region, each of which 
paired a flooded site with a non-flooded site. Site selection started with the identi-
fication of two flooded but still accessible locations and then identified the nearest, 
similarly sized village or town as a matched, non-flooded site, in order to minimize 
differences in cultural characteristics, geographic factors, and livelihood patterns.2 
At the time of the data collection, 3 months after flooding, residents in the flooded 
villages were living in temporary conditions such as tents, school buildings, or with 
neighbors. They had developed alternative means for obtaining food and money, 
such as root diets and selling wood, but had otherwise settled into routines.

Figure 1 presents the locations of the four research sites in the Upper East region. 
Sandema and Bolgatanga are larger towns located in the central part of the region, 
approximately 40 km apart; Garu and Musiga are smaller villages in the northeast 
corner separated by 26 km. Despite their proximity and other similarities, the paired 
locations had very different experiences with the flood: in the flooded sites of San-
dema and Garu, 96% of participants sustained loss of at least parts of their homes; 
in the non-flooded sites of Bolgatanga and Musiga, only 3% of respondents reported 
home damage due to rains.3

The research design hinges on two conditions: that the flooding constitutes an 
atypical exogenous shock, and that the flooded and non-flooded sites represent oth-
erwise similar settings. First, if the flooding was a regular feature of life in the region 
rather than an atypical shock, residents would have already developed regular cop-
ing mechanisms across all flood-prone areas. Second, if some areas were more prone 
to flooding, the same characteristics affecting flood proneness could also affect the 
outcomes of interest. For example, flood-prone areas may have local leaders or gov-
ernments that devote more resources to flood protection, which could impact the 
ways in which residents interact with their potential patrons. Since the study aims to 
evaluate how a crisis affects preferences for informal support, any features of paired 
villages potentially related to those preferences must be comparable ex ante.

Evidence suggests that the paired locations were indeed comparable prior to the 
flood in terms of both flood proneness and other factors potentially related to the 
outcomes of interest. First, as Table 1 reports, during the year preceding the flood, 
precipitation totals in 25-km geographic cells that include each village were almost 

2 The research team relied on familiarity with the local area rather than Mahalanobis distance to identify 
paired villages, owing to uncertainties in accessibility.
3 While inaccessibility could generate selection bias, it would likely to do in a conservative direction if 
more damaged locations were avoided.
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identical for the larger towns and smaller villages. Second, none of the locations 
spent any of the prior year in drought, and the average temperatures in each pair of 
villages were also nearly identical. Third, in terms of land use, Sandema and Bol-
gatenga both feature approximately 50–70% mosaic croplands, with shrubland com-
prising the rest; the small villages of Garu and Musiga are both comprised primarily 
of rainfed croplands (see Fig.A.1 in the Appendix).4 Fourth, the elevations of each 
pair of villages are very similar. Finally, both child malnutrition rates and cultural 
norms are comparable across the paired locations.5

Respondent Sampling Procedures

The study relies on a local survey in which respondents are selected via a systematic, 
clustered random sampling procedure with stratification by gender (see Appendix 
Table A.1 for details). Given the atypical conditions in flooded locations in particular, 
the sample size was limited to 205, resulting in less precision and larger standard errors 
than would be possible to achieve under more stable conditions. As Ford et al. (2009) 
note, crisis contexts create considerable barriers for large-n data collection, but smaller 
sample sizes collected in close proximity to crises can nevertheless generate important 

Fig. 1  Map of Upper East region, with research sites

4 See Arino et al. (2012) for GIS descriptions. See Table 1 for additional data sources.
5 Locations do differ in terms of the predominant sub-group of Mole-Dagbani, though anthropological 
studies suggest common cultural practices across those sub-groups (Mwakikagile 2017).
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insights and offer advantages over larger surveys that are either not tailored to the 
research question or conducted at intervals too far removed from the event in question.

Table A.1 in the Appendix presents descriptive statistics for the respondents from 
the pooled sample. Slightly more men than women participated in the survey, and 
about half of respondents had received no formal schooling. Figure A.2 illustrates 
that the sample is generally balanced across paired locations on individual-level 
covariates, though respondents from Sandema are somewhat more likely than their 
counterparts from Bolgatanga to be older and less educated.

Key Outcome Measures

Survey questions compare how respondents prioritize potential sources of support 
when living in a post-crisis situation (floods) as opposed to a relatively stable situa-
tion (no floods). The analyses draw on theoretical expectations from the literature to 
consider four potential sources: a political patron, other non-political patrons, fam-
ily, and the broader community.

To measure reliance on a political patron, respondents were asked whether they 
had contacted a local political leader to help them solve a problem within the last 
2 months. The idea of a local politician is understood by most rural Ghanaians to 
mean their district assembly representative or party executive, who is typically well-
known at the community level. Nevertheless, the design did not constrain those who 
may have political patrons in other positions, as the question was framed in a general 
manner.

To measure reliance on non-political patrons, respondents were asked whether, 
in the last 2 months, they had contacted a religious leader or a traditional chief/del-
egate for help solving a problem. Each option was presented in a discrete question, 

Table 1  Pre-flood features of study locations

GIS data from Schneider et al. (2016) for precipitation; Vicente-Serrano et al. (2010) for drought; Fan 
and van den Dool (2008) for temperature; Arino et  al. (2012) for land cover; and CIESIN (2005) for 
childhood malnutrition. Elevation data available via https:// en- gb. topog raphic- map. com/ maps/ zr4/ Ghana/

Sandema
(flooded)

Bolgatanga Garu
(flooded)

Musiga

2006 precipitation (mm) 230.1 224.05 199.78 205.30
Proportion of 2006 in 

drought (%)
0 0 0 0

Average temperature (C) 28.12 28.19 28.47 28.41
Land use Mosaic cropland 

(50–70%); 
vegetation

Mosaic cropland 
(50–70%); 
vegetation

Rainfed cropland Rainfed cropland

Elevation (m) 174 172 240 244
Child malnutrition (%) 33.80 34.47 35.50 33.30
Predominant ethnicity Mole-Dagbani 

(Builsa)
Mole-Dagbani 

(Frafra)
Mole-Dagbani 

(Kusasi)
Mole-Dagbani 

(Kusasi)
Predominant religion Christian Christian Christian Christian
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the format of which followed survey questions on the Afrobarometer public opinion 
survey.

During the immediate post-flood period, it is likely that respondents would have 
contacted their leaders at a higher rate, not necessarily as a function of altered pref-
erences or attitudes but for purely logistical reasons in the aftermath of the flood. 
Yet, pre-survey focus groups indicated that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
provided much of the emergency support during that initial period, and many of the 
food sacks and tents provided for shelter were marked with NGO insignias. Further, 
relatively normal routines were reestablished after approximately 1 month. Because 
the objective of the study was to capture how post-flood priorities may have changed 
once the initial wave of emergency had passed, the survey question focused on the 
2-month period beginning after the initial disruption caused by the flood.

Measuring reliance on family and the broader community is more complicated; in 
the flooded sites, those to whom a respondent might have turned for help may well 
have been seeking assistance themselves. Further, respondents would be expected 
to communicate regularly with family and community members, so a measure of 
contact frequency would not be appropriate. Instead, to measure longer-term reli-
ance on family as an altered priority post-flood, respondents were asked what they 
consider to be the ideal number of children in a family. Studies suggest that higher 
numbers of children represent an insurance good in low-income contexts, especially 
in more rural areas (Pörtner 2001), and participants in this study expressed in pre-
survey discussions that larger family sizes constitute the centerpiece of nuclear fam-
ily investment. One male participant indicated that a big family is his “protection” 
that allows him to “sleep well at night.”6 A woman, mother of six, stated: “when I 
see our house full of children, that’s how I know my family will be alright.”7 Higher 
numbers would thus suggest a desire to have more insurance against catastrophe; 
lower responses would suggest a go-it-alone attitude or a belief that the costs of 
larger families outweigh the potential benefits of support and insurance. To mini-
mize non-responses, the survey question was framed as follows: “Recognizing that 
the number of children we have is often not in our hands, what would you consider 
to be the ideal number of children in a family?”.

To measure reliance on the broader community, the study exploited the impor-
tant place that funerals hold in Ghanaian society (Jack et  al. 2020). Large funeral 
ceremonies—and the pressure even distant acquaintances face to attend them—have 
become ubiquitous in Ghana: funeral notices plaster outdoor walls; hosts rent stereo 
equipment, tents, and chairs and provide abundant food and drink; and attendees 
are expected to provide envelopes to the host, who often announces the amounts of 
money in each. The burden on both hosts and attendees has become so great that the 
government has considered methods to curb the excess (Ghanaian Times 2008), yet 
the events continue as a commonplace means of investing informally in the broader 
community. Critically, as Darkwah and Mavis (2017) note, funeral attendance has 
become more about representation in the community than about paying respects to 
the deceased. To fail to attend a funeral or send a family representative is to damage 

6 FG-04–03-2007.
7 FG-01–08-2007.
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ties that bind individuals and families to the rest of the community in times of crisis 
(Darkwah and Mavis 2017).

The question posed to respondents was as follows: “Suppose a key member of 
your community passed away. Would you attend the funeral if it were as far away 
as Kumasi?” Kumasi is a major city between 800 and 900  km from the research 
sites. Respondents could answer “no,” “doubtful,” “maybe,” “probably,” or “defi-
nitely.” The location was intentionally selected to be of significant distance from the 
research sites to overcome facile expressions of hypothetical commitment; respond-
ents were forced to weigh non-trivial personal costs against their desire to offer 
socially desirable responses. The objective of the funeral measure is not to gauge the 
extent to which respondents reap benefits from the community but rather to deter-
mine whether they prioritize investing in the community in this manner following 
crises. Akuoko (2008) writes that community members often discuss those who fail 
to attend funerals, and one study participant called funeral attendance “the way you 
can be sure that other families will hold your own family in good standing.”8 An 
expressed willingness to attend the funeral would thus suggest a stronger reliance on 
the community as a source of informal support.

Findings

Results are presented first in bivariate form for each outcome of interest, on the 
assumption of as-if random exposure to flooding and pre-event equivalence across 
individuals in paired locations. That assumption is then relaxed to evaluate out-
comes in a multivariate framework.

Reliance on Patrons

The data suggest that reliance on patrons is indeed an option for residents of rural 
northern Ghana. All told, 13.9% of respondents in the survey said that they had con-
tacted their local politician at least once during the previous 2 months, a figure in 
keeping with national results obtained in the nearest round of the Afrobarometer 
survey, in which 15% of Ghanaians stated that they had contacted their local politi-
cian over the previous 1 year.9

Disaggregating the data by flooded and non-flooded sites, however, indicates 
that individuals do not reconfigure their relationships with political patrons in nota-
ble ways after having experienced major crisis. Residents of the flooded sites are 
slightly more likely than residents of the non-flooded sites to have contacted their 
local politician during the same 2-month time period (15.2% vs. 12.4%), but the dif-
ference is not statistically significant in a difference-of-means test (p = 0.557). Local 
party members certainly played a role following the flood, if only to help coordinate 
NGO activity, but the experience of crisis does not seem to have inspired residents 
to lean significantly more on their political patrons.

8 FG-2–2-2007.
9 See Afrobarometer Round 3 data for Ghana at http:// afrob arome ter. org/ data/ ghana- round-3- data- 2005.
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An alternative explanation is that local politicians may have remained very active, 
tempering the need for residents of flooded areas to contact them at a higher rate. By 
all accounts, local notables did assist in keeping track of which families had received 
food donations after the flood. On the other hand, no signs of regular engagement 
from government entities were apparent at the 3-month mark, and residents noted 
that they were relying on NGOs and their own adaptations. Political patrons did 
work for their constituents, but residents do not appear to place greater expectations 
on those patrons as a result.

Regarding non-political patrons, individuals who suffer crises may instead 
learn to prioritize their relationships with religious and ethnic leaders to pro-
vide insurance against future catastrophe. Residents of the flooded sites were 
again slightly more likely to contact these potential patrons: 19.8 versus 17.2% 
sought help from their religious leader, while 6.6% of respondents contacted 
their traditional chief or delegate in flooded areas, compared to 6.1% in non-
flooded areas. Again, however, neither of these differences approach statistical 
significance in difference-in-means tests (p = 0.628 and 0.874, respectively).

To account for potential non-random exposure to the floods that could cor-
relate with the outcomes of interest for individuals in the flooded versus non-
flooded locations, logistic regression analyses in Table  2 report the effects 
of flood exposure and a series of covariates on the likelihood of contacting 
both political patrons and non-political patrons. Flooded is a dummy variable 
coded 1 if the respondent lives in one of the flooded research sites and 0 other-
wise. Large town is a dummy variable coded 1 for respondents living in either 
Sandema or Bolgatana and 0 for those living in the small villages of Garu or 
Musiga. Age is a continuous variable ranging from 18 to 85. Education values 
range from 0 to 6, where 0 = no formal education, 1 = some primary school, 
2 = completed primary school, 3 = some secondary school, 4 = completed sec-
ondary school, 5 = university, and 6 = post-graduate studies. To measure stand-
ard of living, enumerators cataloged the reported assets of the respondent prior 
to the flood (bicycle, radio, livestock, etc.) and used those lists along with a 
subjective evaluation of the individual’s current relative wealth to generate a 
ranking from 1 to 3 representing “low,” “medium,” or “high” standard of living.

The first model for each patron type (columns 1, 3, and 5) uses robust standard 
errors, and the second (columns 2, 4, and 6) uses standard errors clustered at the 
village level to account for the clustered nature of exposure to flooding. All models 
include ethnic and religious group fixed effects.

In these models, residents of the smaller villages appear somewhat more 
likely to contact a political leader, females are modestly more likely to contact 
a religious leader, and younger people appear slightly more likely to seek help 
from both their political and religious leaders. Those affected by the floods are 
also significantly more likely to reach out to their religious leaders in the model 
with standard errors clustered at the village level (Column 4); this finding is 
consistent with evidence of increasing reliance on religion in contexts of exis-
tential insecurity (see Norris and Inglehart 2004). Residing in the flooded loca-
tions, however, is otherwise not a statistically significant predictor of contact-
ing these potential patrons.
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Reliance on Family and Community

Regarding ideal family size, the difference between residents of the flooded sites 
and non-flooded sites is noteworthy: as Fig. 2a illustrates, in Sandema and Garu (the 
flooded sites), the mean response for ideal number of children was 7.03, versus a 
mean response of 5.81 children in the non-flooded sites (p < 0.01). The difference is 
particularly notable between the larger towns of Sandema and Bolgatanga.

Similarly, as the difference-in-means tests illustrated in Fig. 2b indicate, respond-
ents subjected to the floods seem to prioritize community to a greater degree than 
those not affected by the floods: 71.7% of respondents in the two flooded sites com-
bined, versus 57.6% of those in the unaffected sites, stated that they would make 
the long trip to the funeral (p = 0.035).10 Measuring actual appeals made from one 
community member to another during a time of disruption and widespread covariate 

Table 2  Determinants of prioritizing relationships with patrons

*** p ≤ .001, **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05, †p ≤ .10. Logistic regressions with robust standard errors. Dependent var-
iable: “Have you contacted _________ within the last two months to help you solve a problem?” Ethnic 
groups are Builsa, Frafra, Kusasi, Mamprusi, and Other. Religious groups are Catholic, Muslim, Tradi-
tional, Protestant, and None/Other

Political big man Religious big man Ethnic big man

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Flooded  − 0.049  − 0.049 0.631 0.631 *** 0.356 0.356
 std error (0.471) (0.309) (0.509) (0.110) (0.849) (0.448)
 p-value 0.917 0.874 0.215 0.000 0.675 0.427
Large town  − 1.980  − 1.980 *  − 0.441  − 0.441  − 0.430 -0.430
 std error (1.299) (0.783) (0.889) (0.862) (1.045) (0.456)
 p-value 0.127 0.011 0.620 0.609 0.681 0.346
Female  − 0.698  − 0.698 0.923 † 0.923 † 0.655 0.655
 std error (0.640) (0.457) (0.510) (0.527) (0.800) (1.201)
 p-value 0.275 0.126 0.070 0.080 0.413 0.586
Age  − 0.014  − 0.014 *  − 0.045 **  − 0.045 **  − 0.015  − 0.015
 std error (0.018) (0.006) (0.017) (0.015) (0.025) (0.021)
 p-value 0.431 0.023 0.008 0.003 0.557 0.493
Education  − 0.090  − 0.090  − 0.216  − 0.216 *  − 0.151  − 0.151
 std error (0.165) (0.155) (0.150) (0.092) (0.264) (0.366)
 p-value 0.584 0.561 0.149 0.019 0.569 0.681
Std of living 0.463 0.463  − 0.325  − 0.325 0.201 0.201
 std error (0.417) (0.345) (0.443) (0.280) (0.491) (0.360)
 p-value 0.267 0.179 0.463 0.245 0.682 0.576
SEs clustered
by village

Yes Yes Yes

Ethnic FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Religious FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 202 202 205 205 205 205

10 Responses of “definitely” and “probably” coded 1; all other responses coded 0.
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loss would be infeasible as a measure of safety-first priorities. Instead, this approach 
measured the general importance that residents place on their community ties, and 
the results indicate that in times of crisis, that importance is magnified.

Table 3 presents the results of regression analyses for investment in family and 
the community. Columns 1 and 2 report OLS results using ideal number of children 
as the dependent variable and the same explanatory factors outlined above, again 
using robust standard errors and standard errors clustered at the village level, respec-
tively. The multivariate results confirm the tabular results: controlling for a host of 
demographic characteristics, simply living in one of the villages that was flooded 
makes northern Ghanaians favor significantly larger family sizes. Men also express a 
desire for more children than do their female counterparts.

Substantively, holding other factors at their means, the results suggest that a 
woman with a secondary school education living in a non-flooded northern Ghana-
ian environment would prefer a family of four or five children (mean = 4.60). How-
ever, that same individual living in the post-crisis context of a flooded village would 
prefer a family of almost six children (mean = 5.74). Similarly, a man with no formal 
education living in a non-flooded environment prefers families with not quite seven 
children (mean = 6.88), but that same individual placed in a crisis environment 
would say that an ideal family has eight or more children (mean = 8.08).

Columns 3 and 4 of Table 3 report the results of logistic regressions using willing-
ness to attend the funeral in Kumasi as the dependent variable. The results confirm a 
significantly greater willingness among respondents in the flooded locations to travel a 
notable distance to attend the funeral of a community member. Marginal effects analy-
sis adds substantive meaning to the findings. Recall that respondents affected by flood-
ing were statistically more likely to reach out only to their religious leaders, among 
the various types of patrons; the marginal effects coefficients reported in Table A.2 
in the appendix indicate that exposure to the floods is associated with a 7.2% increase 
in the likelihood of contacting one’s religious leader. Meanwhile, the marginal effects 
indicate that living in a flooded location increases the likelihood of attending the hypo-
thetical funeral by 15.3%, more than twice the increased investment in any patron type.

While the hypothetical funeral location was selected to be a significant dis-
tance from all survey locations, respondents’ capacity to travel that distance may 

Fig. 2  Reliance on family and the community. a Ideal number of children per resident. b Likelihood of 
attending funeral
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also affect the outcome. On average, residents of the larger towns, which are also 
modestly closer to Kumasi, are more likely to express a willingness to travel to the 
funeral, though residents of the small, flooded village of Garu support the proposi-
tion at rates rivaling or surpassing those in the larger towns. Furthermore, in analy-
ses subset to only the larger towns of Sandema and Bolgatanga, respondents from 
the flooded location of Sandema are still more likely to attend the funeral (73.6% vs. 
64.6%, p = 0.104; see Appendix Table A.3). Those with higher standards of living 
also express greater willingness to attend the funeral, as do younger respondents.

Alternative Explanations and Robustness Tests

As noted in the theoretical discussion, patronage is political: elected big men typi-
cally provide resources in exchange for votes. The tempered embrace of politi-
cal patrons in the aftermath of the flooding in Ghana might thus be explained by 

Table 3  Determinants of 
prioritizing family and the 
community

*** p ≤ .001, **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05, †p ≤ .10. OLS regressions with 
robust standard errors in columns 1 and 2; logistic regressions in 
columns 3 and 4. See Table 3 for additional details

Ideal number of children Willingness to attend 
funeral

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

Flooded 1.199 * 1.199 † 0.780 * 0.780 ***
 std error (0.547) (0.685) (0.405) (0.154)
 p-value 0.030 0.082 0.054 0.000
Large town  − 0.318  − 0.318  − 0.054  − 0.054
 std error (1.075) (0.717) (0.633) (0.622)
 p-value 0.768 0.658 0.932 0.930
Female
 std error
 p-value

 − 1.370 *
(0.557)
0.015

 − 1.370 *
(0.676)
0.044

0.186
(0.403)
0.645

0.186
(0.366)
0.611

Age 0.002 0.002  − 0.029 *  − 0.029 ***
 std error (0.021) (0.028) (0.012) (0.007)
 p-value 0.908 0.932 0.018 0.000
Education  − 0.242  − 0.242  − 0.116  − 0.116
 std error (0.165) (0.382) (0.116) (0.075)
 p-value 0.145 0.528 0.321 0.121
Std of living  − 0.035  − 0.035 1.209 *** 1.209 ***
 std error (0.484) (0.487) (0.367) (0.326)
 p-value 0.943 0.943 0.001 0.000
SE clustered
by village

Yes Yes

Ethnic FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Religious FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 186 186 205 205
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patterns in electoral timing and preference. National elections did not occur until 
late 2008, more than a year after the floods in Upper East, so respondents in both 
flooded and non-flooded locations may have understood politicians to have fewer 
resources available and little incentive to expend them at that time. On the other 
hand, the research from Paller (2019), Rizzo (2015), and others suggests that incen-
tives still exist to take care of clients in need during electoral off-seasons.

Second, if the flooded locations of Sandema and Garu did not support the incum-
bent party at the time, residents may not have anticipated post-crisis resources from 
political big men. At the time of the crisis, the New Patriotic Party (NPP) held the 
presidency, and while the northern regions in Ghana are historically associated with 
National Democratic Congress (NDC) support (Kelly 2005), Upper East is politically 
diverse: the district in which Bolgatanga lies was represented in Parliament by the 
People’s National Convention (PNC), Sandema’s district was represented by the NPP, 
and the districts of Musiga and Garu elected NDC representatives, presenting differ-
ent allegiances among politicians, brokers, and voters.11 If incumbency support is a 
criterion for receiving patronage, one would expect that residents of Sandema would 
have been particularly likely to reach out to political big men, but they were no more 
likely to do so than their counterparts in the other three locations (13.5% vs. 14.0%).12 
Further, Table A.4 adds political party support as an additional control variable; the 
results indicate that respondents do not differentially contact patrons based on their 
party preferences.13

Third, the crises may have countervailing effects in larger towns and small vil-
lages. In particular, town dwellers may rely on programmatic assistance from politi-
cal leaders as village dwellers turn primarily to family and community in post-crisis 
contexts. In addition to the town-village fixed effects included in the main models, 
Tables A.3 and A.5 present the disaggregated results for the larger towns and small 
villages, respectively. While the small sample sizes limit the ability to detect statisti-
cally significant outcomes, the findings are instructive. Residence in flooded San-
dema, among the larger towns, correlates with greater emphasis on family and to 
some extent community. If anything, those respondents are somewhat less inclined 
to reach out to political patrons. In the small villages, those exposed to floods (in 
Garu) also appear more likely to rely on community and family than do their coun-
terparts in Musiga, while appeals to patrons remain ambiguous.

A fourth potential concern is that some residents of the flooded locations may have 
left the community as a result of the crisis and that those who remained may differ 
in systematic ways. If those who remained behind did so because they have no fam-
ily or friends with whom to settle elsewhere, we might characterize those individuals 
as generally less reliant on family and the community rather than more, which would 

11 District-level results reported in the absence of polling station data. For district-level data, see 
“Ghana: Results of the Parliamentary Elections, 2004”. Friedrich Ebert Stiftung report. http:// libra ry. fes. 
de/ pdf- files/ bueros/ ghana/ 02987. pdf.
12 Residents of Sandema were somewhat more likely to contact political big men than were their coun-
terparts in Bolgatanga (13.5% vs. 10.5%), though the difference is not statistically significant.
13 Using the question “to which party do you feel closest, if any?” 42% reported NDC, comparable to 
Afrobarometer 2005–2006 polls, in which 33% selected NDC. The region voted 56.1% NDC in the 2008 
presidential election.
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bias against the findings. Furthermore, standards of living across the non-flooded and 
flooded locations are nearly identical.14 Unless socioeconomic status differed across 
the two contexts prior to the floods, which is unlikely given pre-event equivalence 
along a number of livelihood-related dimensions, those who remained in the flooded 
villages would have standards of living comparable on average to the standards of liv-
ing of those who may have left, in addition to those in non-flooded locations. Reports 
from respondents and observers also indicated that only small numbers of residents 
left the flooded locations, given that alternative housing was made available, and the 
research team located residents of nearly all selected households.15

Table A.6 presents results with outliers removed (Column 1) and using a Pois-
son model (Column 2) to evaluate the ideal number of children. Extreme values in 
flooded villages may be a function of the crisis experience; one survey participant 
calculated how much more quickly he could rebuild if he had more family members 
around to help him.16 Nevertheless, with outliers removed, the flood effect remains 
positive, and the p-value is 0.055. The direction and level of significance also remain 
unchanged using the Poisson model.

Finally, coarsened exact matching (CEM) generates matched treatment and con-
trol units (based on exposure to the flooding) along relevant covariates, in this case 
town size, gender, age, education, and standard of living (see Iacus et  al. 2012). 
CEM in this context represents a conservative strategy to address potential bias or 
model dependence in the event that the differences between those in flooded and 
non-flooded locations are particularly large (Ho et al. 2007). As the results reported 
in Table A.7 indicate, the average treatment effect (ATE) for ideal number of chil-
dren is 1.351 (p = . 050). The ATE for funeral attendance is also in the anticipated, 
positive direction, though, given a matched sample size of just 97, it does not reach 
conventional levels of statistical significance.

Conclusion

In poor settings, individuals exposed to crisis prioritize reliable forms of protection 
against threats to their future subsistence. This study demonstrates that in those con-
texts, their inclination is not to instinctively expect more of their patrons, political 
or otherwise. Instead, the evidence following floods in northern Ghana indicates 
that constituents in conditions of crisis complement patronage ties with family and 
community investments, as a means of putting “safety first.” Investing in the fam-
ily allows members to have greater control over their insurance, while investments 
in the broader community generate numerous potential insurers in addition to com-
fort from the shared experience. Patron-client relationships are likely beneficial at 
the local level for individuals seeking regular material assistance, or perhaps in the 

15 Enumerators gathered information from neighbors if a residence was damaged and unoccupied. Indi-
viduals from 92% of selected households were locatable.
16 FG-04–01-2007.

14 The asset scale included bicycle, radio, mobile phone, livestock, and motorized transportation: Bolga-
tanga = 3.25, Sandema = 3.09, Musiga = 2.02, Garu = 2. 08. Village-level means for the three-point SOL 
scale are as follows: Bolgatanga = 1.88, Sandema = 1.91, Musiga = 1.75, Garu = 1.79.
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immediate aftermath of a crisis, but as clients contemplate their sources of support 
thereafter, they appear to look beyond conventional patron-client exchanges.

The study has both theoretical and empirical implications. From a theoretical 
standpoint, it casts doubt on the reflexive reliance on patronage that often charac-
terizes poor communities in Africa. Additionally, the framing of the study around 
a major natural disaster provides new insight into the sources of support that appeal 
most to communities under crisis, thus moving our understanding of informal insur-
ance and patronage beyond the context of stable exchanges. Finally, the results repre-
sent a call to more fully consider risk and reward calculations among the poor, and to 
note that under threats to livelihood, sources from which individuals generate greater 
control and comfort, such as family and community ties, become increasingly valued.

Empirically, the research design relies on an unanticipated, exogenous shock that 
flooded some villages, but not otherwise similar, nearby villages in northern Ghana. 
The identification strategy highlights the spectrum that exists between purely obser-
vational and naturally experimental designs and suggests that quasi-experimental 
designs—particularly those exploiting a naturally occurring shock—can provide greater 
design-based control over unobservables that might otherwise threaten the inferences 
drawn from a purely observational study. Conducted in close temporal proximity to the 
exogenous shock, the study further demonstrates that even a small sample size can gen-
erate valuable insights regarding shifting preferences in the aftermath of crisis.

The design and results open up numerous avenues for future research. The study 
did not include aid agencies and non-governmental organizations as potential sources 
of informal support, as they exist largely outside of the local network. Nevertheless, 
future research might explore the role that such actors play as alternatives to patron-
client networks. Studies might also build on this one to examine how shifts in indi-
vidual-level priorities affect the political status of incumbent leaders. Finally, future 
research might apply a design similar to the one used here to evaluate outcomes in 
other localities affected by crisis as climate-related natural disasters increase.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s12116- 021- 09329-6.
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