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Abstract
Ethnic relations play an important political role in many countries and can have serious consequences
for policy and stability, with many conflicts occurring along ethnic lines. While most studies on ethnic
relations focus on the behavior of the general public, ethnic bias among political elites may be equally
consequential but remains understudied. This study explores tools that improve interethnic cooper-
ation among politicians in governance (rather than electoral competition). We argue that shared
interests incentivize elites to overcome ethnic bias. We conduct two experiments (one survey and
one lab-in-the-field) with local politicians in Bosnia and Herzegovina and find support for this
expectation, i.e., concrete information about shared policy priorities and goals foster interethnic
cooperation.
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Ethnicity plays an important political role: individuals often vote along ethnic lines (e.g., Posner
2005; Ferree 2006; Huber 2012; Ichino and Nathan 2013; Adida 2015; Carlson 2015) and are
more altruistic and trusting toward coethnics (Whitt and Wilson 2007; Robinson 2016b).
Ethnic favoritism affects whether and when voters hold governments accountable for bad per-
formance (Adida et al. 2017), and shapes economic transactions (Michelitch 2015; Robinson
2016a), government responsiveness (McClendon 2016), and public resource allocation (Franck
and Rainer 2012; Kramon and Posner 2016).1 Such favoritism can negatively affect important
political outcomes, such as development and democratic stability (Chandra 2005; Posner
2005). In some cases, it can also lead to violent conflict (Horowitz 1985; Gurr 2000).

Prior research shows that political elites play an important role in fostering ethnic favoritism
by taking purposeful actions (such as ethnic based appeals) that politically activate ethnic divi-
sions (Bates 1983; Chandra 2004; Tavits and Potter 2015).2 In contrast, we look at the role of
elite behavior in the context of governing, where elite’s own ethnic bias (rather than their ethnic-

© The European Political Science Association 2020. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the same Creative Commons licence is included and the original work is properly
cited. The written permission of Cambridge University Press must be obtained for commercial re-use.

1But see Burgess et al. (2015), who show that ethnic favoritism in public goods provision is less likely under democracy
than non-democracy.

2It is possible that elites sometimes strategically misrepresent the motivations of the ethnic other to strengthen their own
base of support, not because of their distrust in those elites (de Figueiredo and Weingast 1999). However, many studies con-
tinue to argue that to avoid ethnic tensions in divided societies, we should incentivize cooperation among elites (Rothchild
1997; Lijphart 2012). Referring to Bosnia, Keil and Kudlenko (2015) argue that ethnic tensions have not been fully resolved
because of the lack of trust and willingness to cooperate among elites.
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based appeals) may play an important role. Looking directly at politicians’ own ethnic biases is
important because, to reduce ethnic tensions, we need to understand when and why political
elites are motivated to pursue interethnic cooperation. Furthermore, prior work informs us
that politicians’ behavior cannot simply be deduced from studies of mass behavior (LeVeck
et al. 2014; Butler and Kousser 2015).

What fosters interethnic cooperation among elites in deeply divided societies? Prior research
on ethnic conflict and cooperation has shown that existing circumstances play a large role in
whether ethnic identity becomes politically salient (Laitin 1986; Chandra 2005; Posner 2005).
A prominent explanation associates the moderation of ethnic divisions to the presence of
identity-based cross-cutting cleavages (e.g., class, religion, and cousinage) along which members
of the same ethnic group have different allegiances that they share with members of other ethnic
groups (e.g., Lipset 1960; Dunning and Harrison 2010; Gubler and Selway 2012). The competing
allegiances are likely to dampen ethnic favoritism.

Rather than studying identity-based cross-cutting cleavages, we focus on the extent to which
shared interests can help overcome ethnic bias among political elites. Shared interests refer to pol-
icy preferences or goals that the members of different ethnic groups have in common. Reminding
political elites of their shared interests with non-coethnics can undercut in-group bias and
increase interethnic cooperation. When information about shared interests and common goals
is absent or ignored, politicians rely on ethnic cues for determining which other politicians are
likely to share their preferences (cf. Ferree 2006). Providing and highlighting such information
may effectively moderate the political salience of ethnic identity in elite behavior.

We test our argument with experiments (one survey and one lab-in-the-field) among political
elites in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH hereafter)—a site of an ethnic war between all three of its
major ethnic groups. If shared interests facilitate cooperation in a society following ethnic conflict,
such interests are likely to be even more effective in fostering cooperation in less deeply divided
societies. BiH is a good case for our purposes for two other reasons. First, there are no major,
cross-cutting identity cleavages in BiH. The other major division—religion—falls along ethnic
lines: the Bosniaks are Muslim, the Serbs are Orthodox, and the Croats are Catholic. If
the major ethnic groups in BiH are to achieve interethnic cooperation, it must be through
some means other than an existing, crosscutting identity. Finally, the role of elites is especially
important in BiH because the political system has, by design, delegated interethnic cooperation
to elites.

Our experiments were conducted as part of a survey of local political elites in BiH (N = 1389).
We designed these experiments to study whether common interests increase the willingness of
individuals to work with non-coethnics. In line with expectations, Experiment 1 shows that offi-
cials’ bias in favor of a coethnic collaborator is significantly reduced when they learn that a poten-
tial non-coethnic collaborator shares their policy priorities. In Experiment 2, we find that priming
officials to think about the benefits of the EU—a common pan-ethnic goal—leads some officials,
though not all, to exhibit higher levels of cooperation with non-coethnic politicians in a trust
game. Our results advance theories of interethnic cooperation and provide encouraging signs
for policy-makers tasked with improving ethnic relations in divided societies.

1. Shared interests and cooperation: theoretical argument
Recent research on ethnic relations argues that ethnicity often acts as an information shortcut
about shared interests among members of the same group (Chandra 2004; Posner 2005; Ferree
2006). This suggests that ethnic voting could arise from voters using ethnicity as a cognitive
shortcut about who is most likely to share and pursue their preferences (Ferree 2006; see also
Abrajano and Alvarez 2005; Posner 2005; Carlson 2015). The work on cross-cutting cleavages
echoes this perspective: such cleavages are argued to dampen ethnic conflict because they create
interdependencies between otherwise potentially antagonistic groups by highlighting shared
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interests across ethnic lines (Coser 1956). This argument about ethnicity (or other group member-
ship) as informational cue has primarily been applied to analyzing the electoral choices of voters.3

We extend this argument to political elites and apply it to cooperation in governance.
We argue that access to information about shared interests across different social groups leads

to gains in inter-group cooperation among political elites.4 Such shared interests can take the
form of shared policy preferences or priorities, or common goals. Information on shared interests
can reduce inter-ethnic bias among elites for the following reasons. First, as summarized above,
the primary role of a social cleavage is to serve as a signal of shared values and interests with the
other members of that cleavage (e.g., Chandra 2004; Hale 2004; Posner 2005; Ferree 2006;
Lieberman and McClendon 2013). Yet signals are imperfect—not all members of the same social
group think alike. Obtaining concrete information about shared interests with out-group mem-
bers decreases the need to rely on identity as an imperfect signal of such interests. Unless interests
are always perfectly collinear with ethnic identity, such concrete information should therefore
increase the likelihood of inter-ethnic cooperation among politicians.5

Second, information on shared interests redirects individuals’ attention away from the social
category that divides them (ethnicity) to a different category that unites them (shared interests)
(Gaertner et al. 2000; see also Sherif 1966). That is, such information incentivizes individuals to
conceive of (at least some) non-coethnics as part of a new in-group (e.g., the group that shares
their preferences). Ethnic bias is therefore reduced through the process of recategorization of non-
coethnics from out-group to in-group (Hewstone et al. 2002).

For the sake of illustration, imagine two politicians from different ethnic groups. In the
absence of information about shared interests, neither politician has incentives to look beyond
ethnic differences and seek cooperation in governance. Each politician, interested in pursuing
a policy priority or a goal, is better off seeking allies within his or her own group because the
shared identity provides a reasonable expectation of potential for shared values and interests.
In such a case, in-group favoritism and out-group antagonism are likely to dominate, i.e., poli-
ticians are more likely to cooperate with in-group than out-group members. In fact, antagonism
may run deep if the groups believe that they have explicitly different and conflicting policy pri-
orities or goals.

Information about shared interests with members of the out-group, on the other hand, paves
the way for establishing common ground between politicians from different ethnic groups. Such
interests provide a reason for communicating and cooperating with the out-group politicians.6

When information about shared interests is available and made salient, politicians no longer
need to rely on an imperfect, identity-based signal about the potential of commonalities.
Rather, information about shared interests shifts politicians’ attention away from identity-based
differences, which loosens the barriers to cooperation that heightened ethnic-based social identity
induces and sustains. In sum, we expect that shared interests increase the level of cooperation
between politicians from different ethnic groups.

3But see Adida et al. (2017) for a criticism; this study argues that due to ethnically motivated reasoning, performance infor-
mation will actually enhance and not diminish ethnic voting.

4Habyarimana et al. (2007), studying a group of citizens in Uganda, find that preferences do not correlate with ethnicity
and conclude that the level of ethnic bias cannot be driven by shared preferences. In contrast, we focus on how to change the
level of bias and whether information that one shares preferences with a non-coethnic can produce such change.

5This argument is in line with some studies in political psychology, which argue that in-group favoritism is the result of
interdependence (implied or actual) between in-group members. Consequently, introducing interdependence with out-group
members can promote out-group favoritism (Rabbie et al. 1989; Yamagishi et al. 1999). Such interdependence refers to com-
mon fate or expectations of reciprocity (see Balliet et al. 2014 for a review), and we see it as conceptually similar to our notion
of shared interests or goals.

6Sharing interests does not presume that both parties prefer a universalistic policy. Individuals from two different groups
can support project A over project B because it advances the interests of their own group. Furthermore, a short-term ability to
cooperate across ethnic lines because of a fortuitous alignment of interests may have no spillover effects on future cooperation
(see Hale 2004), but common preferences can.
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2. Case selection
We test whether shared interests help foster interethnic cooperation by fielding experiments with
local politicians in ethnically divided BiH. Ethnicity became a particularly salient identity in BiH
during the conflict in 1990s, which was carried out along ethnic lines. Since that conflict, the dif-
ferent ethnic groups have created strong enclaves that reinforce ethnic divisions (Busby 2018) and
lack of other cross-cutting cleavages helps sustain them. Post-war institutions also played an
important role in freezing the ethnic divisions in place: the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement,
which ended the fighting, established a consociational government with the ethnic Bosniaks,
Serbs, and Croats being equally represented. For example, voters in BiH elect three presidents:
a Serb, a Bosniak, and a Croat. The chair of the presidency then rotates among the three members
every eight months over their four-year terms. Similarly, the upper house of the legislative branch
is composed of an equal number of each of the three ethnic groups. Voters from each ethnic group
elect the representatives for their own group. The political system is explicitly designed along eth-
nic lines, reinforcing the salience of ethnicity for both voters and politicians. As a result, most—
though not all—political parties in Bosnia are based on ethnic identity and nationalism (Stojarová
2010; Keil and Perry 2015). Furthermore, while most acute at the national level, ethnic divisions
are also salient in local government (Jokay 2001; Kapidzic 2016).

While most political parties in Bosnia are focused on the narrow interests of one ethnic group,
a few multiethnic parties compete in and win elections. These parties include the Our Country
(NS), the Democratic Front (DF), and the Social Democratic Party (SDP) (Šedo 2010; Keil and
Perry 2015). In the 2018 elections, they won 10 of the 42 seats in the House of Representatives
and 2 of the 15 seats in the House of Peoples. These multiethnic parties are an exception to the
rule, but they show that inter-ethnic cooperation can occur in Bosnia. We test whether shared
interests boosts such cooperation among politicians in the context of governance.

3. Empirical strategy
We study politicians because they are key opinion leaders in interethnic cooperation. Politicians
are the ones who politicize (or downplay) ethnic identity among the general population (Bates
1983; Chandra 2004). If we wish to increase general levels of interethnic cooperation, the most
direct way of doing so is by increasing cooperation among elites. The behavior of elites is particu-
larly important in BiH due to its consociational political institutions where negotiations, at least
at the federal level, are delegated to elected officials from the different ethnic groups.

We opted for an experimental design to directly manipulate shared interests. This design thus
allows us to hold constant a host of potential confounders, such as party affiliation (ethnic or
multi-ethnic) and the ethnic composition of the municipality that might affect elite level
cooperation.

We conducted an original survey of municipal level politicians in BiH from November 2015
through March 2016. The survey firm IPSOS conducted face-to-face interviews with 1389 local
politicians (members of municipal councils (N = 809)) and politicians who had run for such
office in the most recent municipal election (N = 580). This constitutes a relatively unique and
hard to reach sample in the comparative context. Interviews were conducted in all municipalities
except two where the local councils opted out. Additional information about the survey is pro-
vided in Online Appendix (OA) section 1.

Our sample is reflective of the ethnic diversity of BiH. Bosniaks comprise 45 percent of our
respondents, Serbs 35 percent, and Croats 17 percent. This ethnic breakdown is similar to that
in the general population. Women represent 27 percent of the sample and elected officials con-
stitute 58 percent of the sample. The majority of interviews (61 percent) were conducted in the
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the larger of the two entities in federal BiH.

In the survey, we conducted two experiments: Experiment 1 is a vignette experiment and
Experiment 2 a lab-in-the-field experiment. Both studies were designed to measure the
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willingness of local politicians to cooperate with a non-coethnic partner, and to estimate the
extent to which exposure to information about shared interests alters this willingness. The
vignette experiment uses a real policy scenario, which increases the possibility of external validity
of Experiment 1. At the same time, the lab-in-the-field experiment uses more subtle priming of
shared goals, and measures elite behavior rather than opinions, both of which amount to a more
conservative test of the argument. The experiments are also complementary in that they focus on
slightly different facets of interethnic cooperation: collaboration (Experiment 1), which is a more
specific outcome, and trust (Experiment 2), which is a more general outcome.

4. Experiment 1. The effect of shared policy priorities on interethnic cooperation
Our first experiment focuses on the effect of shared policy priorities (an indicator of shared inter-
ests) on interethnic cooperation. We set up the experiment by asking respondents, in the section
on demographic items, the following question:

Here is a list of some issues that local governments deal with. Please rank the issues in the
order of importance to you in your municipality. 1 =Most important and 4 = Least
important.

Officials were shown the following issues: childcare, education, maintaining roads, and polit-
ical participation.7 This allowed us to identify each respondent’s most and least important policy
issue—information we use for the “shared interests” condition.8

Later in the survey, we presented a vignette that asked respondents about partnering with an
official to seek funds from the European Union via the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance
(IPA). The IPA program designates money for development and institution building in countries,
such as Bosnia, that may join the EU in the future. Local and regional governments and various
non-governmental organizations can apply for these funds, and collaboration is often encour-
aged.9 This allowed us to present the respondents with a very realistic scenario. Further, the
IPA program is not unique. Other organizations, such as the OSCE Mission to Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the Council of Europe, and local Association of Towns and Municipalities run vari-
ous schemes where cross-municipal cooperation is necessary to receive a benefit or an award
(World Bank 2009). Although officials recognize the benefits and incentives (electoral and other-
wise) to cooperate with peers from other municipalities (World Bank 2009), they still often fail to
do so (Jokay 2001, 99; Avramovic 2017). At least part of this failure is due to the “environment of
pervasive mistrust among groups” (Avramovic 2017; see also Keil and Kudlenko 2015). Our study
is designed to directly address these real-world cooperative dilemmas by building trust.

In the vignette, we presented respondents with information about two other officials and then
asked them which one of the two they would choose to work with to apply for IPA funds. The
text of the control version of the vignette, presented to a random half of the respondents, is
shown in Figure 1.

We randomized the ethnicity of Official 1 and Official 2 to measure the level of favoritism
toward coethnics. In each case, one of the two officials was randomly assigned to be the respon-
dent’s coethnic. The other official was a non-coethnic (we randomly chose which group the

7We picked these issues because local government is responsible for them and they are covered by IPA funding described
in the subsequent survey experiment.

8Politicians from all three groups prioritize child care and education more than roads and political participation. Yet, there
are still some differences between the groups, e.g., 73 percent of Serb politicians prioritized child care compared to only 54
percent of Croats and Bosniaks. Similarly, only 18 percent of Serb politicians listed education as the top priority compared to
36 percent of Croats and Bosniaks.

9See the European Commission (https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/overview_en) for more
information.
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non-coethnic official was from). In addition to the information on ethnicity, the bios included
information about the potential collaborators’ age, gender, and occupation. These additional
pieces of information were not varied; they are included because a politician might use this infor-
mation in making decisions about who to work with.

In the treatment condition, we also provided information on the policy priorities of Officials 1
and 2 by adding a line at the bottom of the bios. We designed the experiment such that the coeth-
nic always wanted to work on an issue that was a low priority for the respondent, and the non-
coethnic wanted to work on an issue that was a high priority for the respondent.10

In the experiment, we ask politicians about collaborating with councilors from other muni-
cipalities because that is the main way in which cross-ethnic collaboration can occur. To illus-
trate this point, Figure 2 displays the ethnic composition of the 142 municipalities in Bosnia
covered by the 2013 national census with each point showing how much of the population cor-
responds to each of the three ethnic groups. The points near the corners of the plot are muni-
cipalities dominated by one ethnic group. As the data show, most municipalities are ethnically
homogenous. In fact, in 102 of the 142 municipalities (i.e., 72 percent), the largest ethnic group
represents 80 percent or more of the population. This intra-municipal ethnic homogeneity
means that the opportunity to collaborate occurs across municipalities—a feature we capture
in vignette.

The IPA program that we study (and cross-municipal cooperation in general) is not a zero-
sum negotiation. The politicians are encouraged to collaborate and the benefits for one politician
do not come at a cost to the other. Several real-world collaborations in Bosnia are of this kind.
Further, the issues that are included in the study—e.g., roads and education—are essentially
valence issues about which the different ethnic groups can share a common preference: if both
prioritize roads, both likely want better roads; if both prioritize education, both want better edu-
cation. This contrasts with zero-sum or positional issues, i.e., divisive issues where different
groups have opposing directional preferences, such as gun control or immigration in the USA.
In that case, a benefit or policy victory for one side will come at a cost to the other side. It
will be harder to find a solution in settings where groups have opposing positional goals.
More generally, studying a cooperation opportunity that is not zero-sum (like we do) means
that it may be easier to find an effect than under circumstances where bargaining is zero-sum.

Figure 1. Text of control condition for vignette on seeking IPA funds.

10As an example, if a respondent who assigned to the treatment condition had listed education as their top priority and
maintaining roads as their lowest priority, then in the vignette their coethnic would want to work on an IPA proposal focused
on maintaining roads (the respondent’s lowest priority) and the non-coethnic would want to apply for funds to improve edu-
cation (the respondent’s highest priority).
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4.1 Experiment 1: results

A comparison of the control and treatment conditions shows how much shared priorities can
overcome the existing ethnic bias. Recall that the control condition itself provides the baseline
for ethnicity’s importance. If ethnicity is all that matters, then we would expect the officials to
always choose to work with the coethnic in the control condition. If, however, ethnicity did
not matter at all, we would expect the officials to choose to work with the coethnic 50 percent
of the time in the control condition (because ethnicity was randomized in the bios). We can
then see how much providing information on policy priorities changes these preferences. If eth-
nicity always trumped policy priorities, then we would expect information to have no effect on the
propensity to choose the coethnic partner. In other words, providing the information about the
shared priorities would have no effect on the likelihood of choosing a coethnic. However, if
shared priorities do matter, we would expect officials to be much less likely to choose the coethnic
partner (because that partner does not share their policy priorities).

Table 1 provides a summary of the results. It presents the share of individuals in both experi-
mental conditions that chose to work with the coethnic, and the difference in these shares (along
with the associated standard errors). The first column gives the results for the full sample, while
columns 2–4 give the results by the respondents’ ethnicity. The subgroup analyses in columns 2–
4 were not part of our original plan and should be viewed as exploratory.

The results reveal that providing information on policy priorities decreases the likelihood of
choosing one’s coethnic. If officials were choosing a partner without respect to one’s ethnicity,
we would expect them to choose a coethnic 50 percent of the time. However, column 1 shows
that in the control condition (i.e., absent information on policy priorities), officials chose the
coethnic about two-thirds of the time. This is statistically different from 50 percent, the no
bias benchmark (p < 0.0001).

When learning that the coethnic did not share their policy priority but the non-coethnic did,
officials only choose the coethnic one-third of the time. The 33-percentage point difference shows
that officials were extremely responsive to considerations regarding the policy priorities of their
potential working partners.11 In other words, information about shared priorities substantially
increased the likelihood of interethnic cooperation. Of course, sharing policy priorities does

Figure 2. Ethnic composition of the population of munici-
palities in Bosnia.
Notes: The dots represent the ethnic composition of each munici-
pality.
Data source: The 2013 national census.

11We do not believe that social desirability bias affects this result. First, several recent studies show that demand effects are
not a major concern in survey experiments (White et al. 2018; Mummolo and Peterson 2019). Second, randomization ensures
that any desire to not show ethnic bias will be equal across the treatment and control conditions. Finally, even if such pressure
exists, it is likely to work against finding a significant treatment effect because all respondents would feel obliged to not show
bias.
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not completely eliminate the preference to work with a coethnic; if it had, then no one in the
treatment condition would have chosen to work with their coethnic.12

Columns 2–4 show the results by ethnic group, which should be viewed as purely exploratory.
Several interesting points emerge. First, the rate of choosing coethnics is statistically different
from the 50 percent threshold in all cases. This means that even in the control condition all of
the officials exhibit a bias for working with a coethnic. Second, shared policy priorities decrease
the baseline preference to work with coethnics and increase the likelihood of interethnic cooper-
ation for all three ethnic groups: for Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs. Third, there are some differences
across ethnicities in the magnitude of the effect. In the control condition, the Croat and Serb
respondents showed a stronger preference for working with a coethnic than the Bosniak respon-
dents (73 percent versus 56 percent) indicating a higher level of baseline in-group preference. Of
the three ethnic groups, the Serbs were the most likely to change their choice to a non-coethnic
working partner in response to information about policy priorities. The Serb respondents’ like-
lihood of working with a non-coethnic increased by 50 percentage points in response to infor-
mation about shared priorities. This is the largest change and it is also statistically significant
relative to the shifts for Bosniaks and Croats (see the bottom of Table 1).

In sum, our first experiment provides evidence that shared interests help foster cooperation
across ethnic lines. Shared interests increase the likelihood of interethnic cooperation by one
third, on average, and by one-half for the Serbs. Recall that we find such a sizable effect in a
deeply divided society that is emerging from the ruins of a devastating ethnic civil war. This find-
ing bodes well for efforts to increase interethnic (and potentially other inter-group) cooperation
in divided societies. It suggests that interethnic cooperation does not solely depend on
difficult-to-change contextual factors, but can be achieved by shifting individuals’ attention
from identities to interests. What is more, our experiment offers a very concrete policy tool
that national or international actors can use to induce cooperation: project-based funding that
requires partnering with other municipalities or groups.

The results so far are encouraging. But how far can we push the idea that shared goals can
foster cooperation? Do local politicians also respond to less concrete information about shared
goals, such as shared national level (i.e., pan-ethnic) ideals and aspirations? Are more diffuse
forms of mutual acceptance—such as cooperation with out-group members—also affected?

Table 1. The effect of shared policy priorities on choosing to work with a coethnic

DV = % Choosing coethnic (1) (2) (3) (4)
Sample: All Bosniaks Croats Serbs

Control 65% 56% 73% 73%
Policy preference treatment 32% 37% 41% 20%
Difference −33* −20* −31* −52*

(3) (4) (6) (4)
Observations 1342 620 232 490
R2 0.11 0.04 0.10 0.26
Difference in treatment effects between ethnic groups

Serbs - Bosniaks −32*
(6)

Serbs - Croats −20*
(7)

Notes: *p ≤ 0.05 (two-sided). Standard errors in parentheses.

12These results are not driven by the specific issue priorities of the respondent. Specifically, one concern is that political
participation is the least important issue for most respondents, suggesting that there might be something unusual about that
issue. However, when we only focus on the subsample of respondents who chose something other than political participation
as the least important issue, we find the same pattern with 59 percent of the control and 33 percent of the treatment choosing
a coethnic partner.
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Can we observe changes in actual rather than just intended behavior? We designed Experiment 2
to explore these questions.

5. Experiment 2. The effect of shared pan-ethnic goals on interethnic cooperation
Experiment 2 was conducted as a separate part of the survey and set up as a lab-in-the-field experi-
ment. While Experiment 1 focused on the effect of shared policy priorities, in this study, we test
whether priming politicians to think about a common pan-ethnic goal leads to higher levels of
interethnic cooperation among them (as measured by their behavior in a trust game). In Bosnia,
the possibility of EU membership is one such highly desirable pan-ethnic goal. In our study, we
prime politicians to think about the benefits of EU membership.13 This treatment is potentially
invoking many different things. In the open-ended responses, the politicians noted several benefits
including the ability to travel more easily and economic gains (see OA2.1). We are not identifying
what about EU membership is attractive. The goal of this experiment is to prime country-wide pri-
orities (as opposed to ethnic ones) more broadly, and EU accession is a good way to do so. Finally,
note that compared to Experiment 1, this is a more indirect and subtle way of reminding respon-
dents of shared priorities/interests, which sets an uphill battle for the empirical test.

We used the trust game to get a behavioral measure of levels of cooperation. It helps overcome
the concern that the vignette design in Experiment 1 is simply cheap talk and that ethnic biases
cannot be overcome when there are costly stakes involved (e.g., Habyarimana et al., 2007; Whitt
and Wilson 2007). For this study, participants played four rounds of the trust game, which we
modeled on the work done by LeVeck et al. (2014) and Iyengar and Westwood (2015).

The key part of the experiment is that we primed a randomly-chosen half of the officials to
think about the benefits of EU membership (treatment group) before playing the trust game,
while the other half played the trust game without receiving the prime.14 The officials in the treat-
ment group were asked the following open-ended question: “Bosnia and Herzegovina is one of
the countries that is under consideration for future EU membership. Please tell us what you
think the benefits of EU membership are.” The enumerators then recorded keywords for their
responses. Note that for our purposes, it is not the content of these responses15 but the fact
that officials had to think about the benefits of the EU membership that constitutes the treatment.

5.1 Setup of the trust game

A trust game takes place between two individuals (Player 1 or “trustor” and Player 2 or “trustee”).
It was originally developed for lab experiments but is increasingly used in the field as a behavioral
measure of how much trust Player 1 puts in Player 2 (see Robinson 2016b). In research on post-
conflict societies (Horowitz 1985; Gibson 2004; Whitt 2010), the terms trust and cooperation are
often used interchangeably. In other instances, one is used to help define the other, e.g., “general-
ized trust refers to the degree to which people are willing to cooperate” (Bouckaert and Dhaene
2004, 870). We follow this conceptualization of trust and cooperation in our study.

The game is played as follows. Player 1 is given an endowment, and a choice of how much to
keep and how much to share with Player 2. That amount is multiplied (in our case tripled) and

13Our setup assumes that thinking of the benefits of joining the EU reminds local politicians of the shared aspirations that
they have with the other ethnic groups in Bosnia, and allows us to test whether shared goals foster interethnic cooperation.
We find support for this assumption from officials’ qualitative responses to the treatment question as described in footnote 15
and OA2.

14The experimental groups were re-randomized with respect to Experiment 1.
15OA2 provides descriptive information about the types of benefits that the respondents listed. In line with our argument

that accession to the EU represents a common pan-ethnic goal, the items on the list are all common goods that would benefit
all ethnic groups and not just some. That is, respondents do not see the EU as a tool to advance the interests of their ethnic
group at the expense of the other groups. About 13 percent of the treated respondents stated that there are “no benefits” to
EU membership.

Political Science Research and Methods 635

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
01

9.
60

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.60


given to Player 2. Player 2 then has a chance to decide how much money to give back to Player 1. If
Player 1 trusts that Player 2 will return at least as much as he or she gives, then Player 1 should be
willing to give more money. In this way, we get a tangible measure of how much Player 1 trusts
Player 2.

For our study, all the respondents played the game as Player 1, i.e., the player who receives the
initial endowment and then must decide how much to give to Player 2.16 Following the protocol
used by LeVeck et al. (2014), the initial endowment was 10 tokens (we also explained that each
token represented 100 Bosnian marks, or roughly $50). Before playing the game, the respondents
all received instructions on how the game was played followed by three hypothetical examples to
reinforce the information in the instructions. The text for the instructions and examples closely
followed the work of LeVeck et al. (2014) and can be found in OA3.

The last page of instructions explained that officials would be playing to benefit the local
schools in their municipality. We paid out one reward so that we could offer a sizeable enough
amount to get politicians invested in the outcome. Further, playing for a local school avoided any
ethical and legal concerns that might occur when making large payments to sitting politicians
(Butler and Pereira 2018).17

After receiving the instructions, each participant then played four rounds as Player 1. In each
round, the participants were presented with a different profile for Player 2 (including their eth-
nicity, gender, age, and years served as councilor), given a reminder of how the game works, and
then asked how many tokens they would like to send to Player 2 of that round.18 The ethnicity of
Player 2 was randomized in each round, with each profile having an equal probability of being an
ethnic Bosniak, Croat, or Serb. This means that officials played with a coethnic about one-third of
the time. This randomization allows us to estimate whether respondents shared more tokens with
coethnics than with others (i.e., the size of the coethnic bias). We can then test whether thinking
about a shared pan-ethnic goal reduces this bias.

We test the hypothesis about the effect of shared interests by estimating whether those who
were primed to think about EU benefits (i.e., the treatment group) show higher levels of trust
toward non-coethnics than those in the control group. We do so by running a random effects
regression model, which uses the respondent-round as observations and includes random effects
for the respondents.19 The dependent variable is the number of tokens that the respondent shared
with Player 2 that round. The model includes a dummy variable for whether Player 2 was a non-
coethnic (Non-coethnic partner), a dummy variable for whether the respondent received the EU
Benefits treatment, and an interaction term between the non-coethnic dummy and a treatment
group dummy (Non-coethnic partner × EU benefits). The coefficient on the non-coethnic
dummy quantifies how much less trust the respondents exhibited toward non-coethnics relative
to coethnics, in the control condition. The interaction term then provides estimate of how much
the coethnic bias is reduced when the respondent is primed to think about EU benefits.

16This was for logistical reasons dictated by the capabilities of the survey firm. A similar strategy is used in other studies,
see Johnson and Mislin (2011) for a review.

17After the study was completed, we randomly chose one participant and one round of play, and paid those earnings
($1000) as a donation to the local school in the participant’s municipality.

18Our instructions were ambiguous in two ways. First, we did not tell respondents what instructions player 2 received,
although we set up the instructions such that they likely assumed their partner got the same instructions. Second, we did
not tell respondents the city of player 2. Therefore, it is possible that officials may have assumed that coethnics were
more likely than non-coethnics to be from their own city, which could increase the observed ethnic differences for reasons
of city location and not ethnic bias. We think that the results are still informative for two reasons: (a) this experiment came
after Experiment 1 where respondents were explicitly asked about officials from other cities, making it likely that they
assumed that they would be playing against officials from other cities here too; (b) we don’t have reasons to suspect that
the EU treatment would change someone’s preference for working with a local colleague, but for the reasons we lay out,
it could affect their level of ethnic bias. In the end, we do not think that these omissions are driving the results.

19We present the random effects model because it allows us to estimate the direct effect of the treatment. Table OA6 pre-
sents models using fixed effects; those results are qualitatively the same.
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5.2 Experiment 2: results

Table 2 provides the regression results, with column 1 representing the full sample, while columns
2–4 show the results for the various ethnic groups.20 All officials in the control condition exhib-
ited lower levels of trust toward non-coethnic players: the coefficient on the Non-coethnic partner
variable is negative and statistically significant in all models. The size of the bias is largest for the
Serb respondents (with the bias among Croats being relatively similar) and lowest for Bosniaks.
The difference in bias between Serbs and Bosniaks is statistically significant at the 0.05 level. In
substantive terms, the coefficient of −1.1 indicates that Serbs send one less token (out of a pos-
sible 10 tokens) to non-coethnics than they send to coethnics, while Bosniaks send 0.6 fewer
tokens to non-coethnics than they send to coethnics. As was the case in Experiment 1, with
no other information available, respondents default to ethnicity in deciding who is trustworthy.

Can a reminder of shared pan-ethnic goals (in the form of potential EU membership) help
overcome this bias in favor of coethnics? In column 1, which combines data for all ethnic groups,
the coefficient for the interaction term does not come close to being statistically significant (p =
0.170). The results in columns 2–4 explore the effect among the three ethnic groups. These sub-
group analyses are exploratory, i.e., they go beyond what we had planned for the experiment and
they should be interpreted as such. These preliminary results show that the shared goals prime
had its largest effect on the level of interethnic trust for the Serb respondents.21 Those Serb
respondents who were primed to think about the benefits of EU membership gave their non-
coethnic partners only 0.75 tokens less than they did to coethnic partners, compared to the
1.1 token difference in the control condition. Substantively, the 0.35 point reduction in ethnic
bias is close to a third of the bias shown in the control condition. Further, the reduction is
large enough to bring the level of bias close to the lower level exhibited by Bosniak officials.

It is notable that we observe a positive increase in the levels of trust among the Serbs, i.e., the
group that initially exhibited the greatest preference for working with coethnics. It is also inter-
esting that both studies uncovered the strongest effect among the same group: the Serbs.22 This

Table 2. The effect of shared pan-ethnic goals on interethnic trust

DV = Number of tokens to Player 2 (1) (2) (3) (4)
Sample: All Serbs Croats Bosniaks

Non-coethnic partner −0.86* −1.11* −1.01* −0.60*
(0.09) (0.14) (0.18) (0.13)

EU Benefits treatment −0.21 −0.24 −0.06 −0.20
(0.15) (0.24) (0.34) (0.22)

Non-coethnic partner × EU benefits 0.16 0.37* −0.08 0.09
(0.12) (0.19) (0.25) (0.18)

Constant 4.99* 4.82* 5.00* 5.10*
(0.11) (0.18) (0.25) (0.16)

Observations 5368 1960 928 2480
Individuals (# Random effects) 1342 490 232 620

Notes: *p ≤ 0.05 (two-sided). Standard errors in parentheses.

20OA4 presents means and standard deviations of the dependent variable (i.e., number of tokens to player 2) for each of
the three ethnic groups.

21We designed this prime to get officials to think about common interests and benefits that come with EU ascension.
Another possibility is that the Serb officials were competitively oriented in both the treatment and control groups and
that the treatment just caused them to reorient themselves toward competition between different countries instead of com-
petition within their own country. Distinguishing between these two possibilities is another way in which this finding is
exploratory.

22We also looked at the treatment effects broken down by whether the respondent was an elected official (see Enemark
et al. 2016) or someone who had run for office and lost (see Table OA5). The results showed that the effect of the EU
prime is driven primarily by elected officials. The results also showed that elected officials were less likely to exhibit a coethnic
favoritism in Experiment 1, but that with information about potential collaborators’ preferences, the elected and non-elected
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consistency is encouraging and suggests that similar processes of reducing ethnic bias might be at
play across the two studies.23

That said, the effects of Experiment 2 are weaker than those of Experiment 1. The EU treat-
ment had a noticeable change in the behavior of Serbs but not the behavior of the Croats and
Bosniaks in the sample. Experiment 2 differs from Experiment 1 in several important ways, all
of which could be responsible for the weaker results: (a) information about shared goals is subtler,
(b) we consider a more diffuse form of out-group acceptance, one that does not imply an imme-
diate tit-for-tat the way cooperation often does, and (c) the observed behavior is costly. While we
cannot pinpoint the exact reason for the weaker results, it is clear that there are limits to what the
priming about shared goals alone could do. Simply being reminded of abstract pan-ethnic goals
(instead of concrete information on shared interests) may not be enough to generate generalized
trust toward out-group members.

6. Discussion and conclusion
Our experiments revealed that, in Bosnia, ethnic divisions affect whether politicians want to cooper-
ate with non-coethnics in governance. In both experiments, the individuals assigned to the control
group exhibited a bias in favor of politicians from their own group. Our results show that shared
interest can, at least in some cases, increase interethnic cooperation. In our first experiment, we
found that politicians were more willing to work with a non-coethnic if they shared the same policy
priority. This effect held across all three ethnic groups; the likelihood of interethnic cooperation
increased by a third on average, and by a half for the Serbs. Our second experiment defined shared
interests as more abstract, pan-ethnic goals and also looked at a more diffuse form of ethnic accept-
ance as revealed in a trust game. In this more demanding set-up, the priming treatment was less
effective at changing politicians’ bias for coethnics. Priming officials to think about the benefits
of EU membership decreased coethnic favoritism only among Serb respondents.

Taken together, our results suggest that concrete information about shared policy priorities is
effective at inducing expressed willingness of local politicians to cooperate with out-group mem-
bers. National and international policy-makers can design funding schemes and other programs
that provide incentives for finding common policy priorities across groups.

It is important, however, to keep in mind that our first experiment focuses on a situation
where the bargaining is not zero-sum. The officials were asked about working with others in dif-
ferent cities. As a result, the politicians did not have to worry about fighting over the distribution
of benefits within their city and both sides would benefit from cooperation. In zero-sum negotia-
tions, the effects might be weaker. Our results cannot speak to that.

Similarly, our study focuses on municipal politicians. As described above, the real-world con-
text of BiH, particularly its consociational structure, the territorial separation of groups, and hier-
archical, mono-ethnic parties, strongly discourages actual cross-ethnic cooperation among
political elites. In this context, the local level provides the most incentives for cross-ethnic cooper-
ation among elites. The extent to which our results generalize to elites in higher levels of govern-
ment, where constraints on cooperation are stronger, is a question for future research.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.60

Acknowledgment. Funding for this research was provided by the Weidenbaum Center on the Economy, Government, and
Public Policy.

elites in the sample showed comparable levels of preference for working with coethnics (i.e., the treatment effect was smaller
for elected officials because they exhibited less favoritism to begin with in the first experiment).

23As noted in an earlier footnote, Serbs held preferences that were most different from the other two groups. They are also
living in areas that are less ethnically diverse. For these reasons, the Croats and Bosniaks may already have been acquainted to
the fact that the groups share interests and therefore be less affected by our treatment than Serbs.
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