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Governments can be more or less effective in providing public goods and services such as 

schools, health clinics, clean water, and electricity. One determinant of effectiveness is electoral 

accountability: politicians charged with setting policy and overseeing bureaucracies might 

rewarded for good performance by being reelected; politicians who perform poorly might be 

voted out of office. Accountability might not be the only criterion that guides voters. In many 

places, political office is used to channel public goods disproportionately to members of an 

ethnic group.  This paper addresses this question in the context of recent elections in Burkina 

Faso. The poor provision of public goods in many localities may have been a key driver of the 

jihadist insurgency that started in 2016 and has spread rapidly throughout the north and east of 

the country.  The analysis mixes qualitative information about local political discourses with 

quantitative analysis of recent electoral-related data (voter registries, election outcomes, 

provision of public goods, candidate identity markers, etc.) for Burkina Faso. The scale, scope, 

and methods of the data analysis are innovative (complete voter registry for entire country, 

polling-place level vote outcomes, and detailed and geo-coded measures of public goods at the 

village level for 8,000 villages).  The analysis suggests that ethnic voting and poor and unequal 

provision of public goods are not likely to have been key drivers of the current insurgency. There 

seem to have been no ‘red flags’ detectable in election outcomes or provision of public goods. 

Instead, the insurgency probably had a different dynamic: a strategic extension by jihadists in the 

Mali conflict led to a vicious cycle of inter-community violence that escalated rapidly. It may be 

that peace-making involves credible promises of provision of public goods to areas affected by 

the insurgency, but analysts should not confuse that with unequal distribution of public goods 

being the cause of the insurgency.


