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Sources of Civic Engagement in Latin America —

Empirical Evidence from Rural Ecuadorian Communities

1. Introduction

The point of view that civic engagement is a central form of social capital (Putnam, 1993:
173) has become very popular in recent decades (Bebbington et al., 2008; Putnam, 1993,
2000). Since citizen activism became to be seen “as essential in holding the state to account
and constituting grassroots mechanism for promoting democracy” (Bebbington et al., 2008:
2888), a vast quantity of empirical studies have been carried out to analyse the determinants
and consequences of volunteering (Knack, 2002; Dasgupta, 2000). Particularly at the
beginning of research into this area, civic engagement was considered to be a driving force
behind a large number of societal benefits. Although empirical results since draw a more
differentiated picture, most literature assumes civic engagement to be ‘“necessary for

democracy to take root” (Seligson, 1999: 343).

The concept of civic engagement has not only influenced the academic debate, but also the
policy-making process in the field of development cooperation. International (€ p. 1442)
organisations such as the World Bank and the United Nations as well as the European Union
and national governments have implemented many projects aimed at reinforcing the civic
engagement of the people in developing countries (World Bank, 2006; UNDP, 2004;
Bebbington et al., 2006, 2008; Seligson, 1999). A strong civil society which is highly engaged

in public affairs is considered to be an effective instrument in the struggle against rural
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poverty. The measures taken by these organisations are therefore particularly aimed at the
local level in rural areas, since these are the most marginalised regions in developing

countries (UNDP, 2004).

However, several drawbacks exist with regard to the research literature. First, in contrast to
the high number of empirical studies which analyse civic engagement in the OECD countries,
we know very little about volunteering and its sources in developing countries (Molenaers,
2005). Development projects are therefore often based on empirical results generated for
industrialised countries. However, the question of whether, and to what extent, the causal
relationships identified for industrialised countries can be transferred to a developing-country
context remains an area of dispute (Butcher, 2003). Second, research on civic engagement in
developing countries is dominated by case studies (Ospina et al., 2008; Ortiz, 1999). Due to a
lack of data, quantitative research in this context is very much underrepresented and its great
potential remains unexploited. Third, the majority of the quantitative studies focus on civic
engagement at the national level and disregard existing sub-national differences (Putnam,
1993). Because of sub-national heterogeneities, particularly in developing countries, civic
engagement at the local or regional level needs to be considered to a greater extent (Snyder,

2001).

This article aims to address the abovementioned gaps by analysing forms and determinants of
civic engagement in the rural communities of the Ecuadorian province of “Cotopaxi”, which
is located in the Central Andes. The study is based on quantitative and qualitative data

generated during a five-month field study. The quantitative data set contains data for all 33
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rural communities in the province of Cotopaxi and is analysed by multivariate statistical
techniques. Additionally, expert interviews were carried out to ensure a context-specific
operationalisation of the central variables. The years of observation were 2005 and 2006.

The communities in Cotopaxi were selected for the following reasons. First, the local

level in Ecuador is characterised in particular by its lively civil society (Faust et al., 2008;
Ospina et al., 2008; Espinosa, 2000). Furthermore, in contrast to other provinces, the relevant
determinants in Cotopaxi show a great deal of variation among the communities and are
representative for the region as a whole. For example, the ethnic composition of the
population — with white people, mestizos, Afro-Ecuadorians and indigenous people — is in
line with the main ethnic groups of Ecuador and the distribution of these variables reflects the
situation in the whole country. Moreover, by analysing all communities in a single province,
potential confounding variables such as the political framework can be kept constant (‘most
similar systems design’, Przeworski and Teune, 1970; Seawright and Gerring, 2008). Hence,
the selected communities are exceptionally suitable for the investigation of forms and sources

of civic engagement.

This paper is structured as follows. Section two describes civic engagement in the selected
communities in more detail. Section three outlines the hypotheses for the (€ p. 1443)
empirical investigation. Section four presents the operationalisation of the central variables
and describes the procedures for the empirical analyses, while section five illustrates the

empirical findings. This is followed by a discussion of the results and the policy implications.



2. Civic Engagement in Ecuadorian Rural Communities

Forms of civic engagement always depend on the specific cultural context. In Latin America,
civic engagement “means the active involvement of society in fields which concern society as
a whole” (Art. 15 LRM!, own translation, Molina, 2004). This concept emphasises the
cooperative arrangement of public affairs (GTZ, 2001; Carrasco, 2003; IIG, 2004; Ortiz,
1998, 2003). Due to a lack of data on civic engagement at the local level in rural Ecuadorian
communities, it is necessary to find an appropriate way to operationalise the theoretical
concept. Membership in formal associations, which is often used to operationalise social
participation, is only suitable to a limited extent, since this operationalisation does not
differentiate between active and passive participation (Molenaers, 2005; Knack and Keefer,
1997). 1t is only if people are actively engaged in the given task that social participation is
associated with personal contacts and social interactions, and thus with the generation of
social trust and norms of reciprocity (Eastis, 1998). Furthermore, no distinction is made
between bonding and bridging forms of civic engagement. Bonding networks such as
dogmatic ethnic groupings are exclusive, while bridging ties such as parish assemblies link
different groups together and are open to others. The positive effects of civic engagement are
usually connected with bridging, non-exclusive forms of volunteering (Putnam, 1993; Knack
and Keefer, 1997). In addition, informal kinds of social participation such as volunteering in

single-issue projects with concrete aims are not considered (Molenaers, 2005).

Expert interviews and workshops were conducted in order to avoid the abovementioned

pitfalls and in order to ensure that the operationalisation was valid. Based on the qualitative
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data, the following typical forms of participation in the Ecuadorian rural communities were

identified.

a) Mingas. Mingas are a very traditional form of participation at the local level in the Latin
American context. The people of a community come together and invest time and energy in a
concrete project which usually lasts for several days, for example the planting of trees to avert
erosion or the construction of a well (Ortiz, 1998, 1999). “A minga is an activity and a form
of collective enforcement in which the whole of society participates to achieve something for
the community. A minga has social character and encompasses the principle of reciprocity”
(Torres, 2004, p. 90; Molina, 2004). When organising a Minga, collective enforcement is
organised by scheduling the activity, rallying the community and supplying the relevant

materials. It only takes place if the whole population of a community participates.

b) Annual strategy and activity plan. The local governments have to develop an annual
strategy and activity plan. In this plan, the local governments set out and determine policy
strategies to enhance their community. The law" empowers citizens to influence the content
of the plan. For example, citizens (€ p. 1444) are given the opportunity to define local policy
goals and the instruments used to achieve the defined objectives. If the citizens exercise this
option, they have to organise assemblies in which the community comes together in order to

define and articulate their demands (Torres, 2004).

c) Assemblies on special issues. The communities of Ecuador are affected by many problems,
for example, in the sectors of the environment, education and health. In this context, a further
platform for participation has evolved: special issues assemblies. In these assemblies people

discuss, for example, environmental and health-related topics. The assemblies are aimed at



finding solutions or strategies to deal with the specific problems faced by the communities
(Ortiz, 1999). They provide the opportunity to directly influence the policy strategies

implemented by the local governments (Torres, 1999).

In all the interviews conducted, these forms of participation were considered to play a big role
in the everyday lives of people in the rural communities of Cotopaxi. All these forms of
participation are optional and only take place if nearly the entire population of a community
participates. They are based on non-hierarchical, symmetrical ties among the members
involved (Peralta et al., 2008). Molenaers (2005), who has identified similar forms of
volunteering in Nicaraguan communities finds that it is essential to look for these types of
indicators, which are, in the context of developing countries, alternative operationalisations
for the horizontal and voluntary forms of civic engagement within the concept of social

capital (Molenaers, 2005, p. 165).

Table one shows the distribution of the numbers of the different forms of civic engagement.

The data covers the period from January to May in both 2005 and 2006."

Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Standard Variance
N Min Max Mean deviation coefficient
Mingas 2005 31 0 14 3.25 3.17 .98
Mingas 2006 31 0 17 3.88 4.47 1.15
ggggial issue assemblies 31 0 10 1.9 2.24 1.17
ggggial issue assemblies 31 0 6 1.9 1.94 1.02
Strategic plan assemblies 31 0 6 1.59 1.5 .94
2005
Strategic plan assemblies 31 0 6 1.13 1.56 1.38
2006




The level of civic engagement varies greatly among the local communities. The variance
coefficient for the different forms of participation ranges between 0.94 and 1.38. Mingas, as
the most traditional form of civic engagement, are also the most frequent. For example, one
community had 17 mingas in the year 2005, while in other communities not a single minga
was organised. 17 mingas is an outstanding number considering the fact that the community
comes together for a period of several days for each minga. In three communities no mingas
took place in either the first or in the second period. The number of assemblies on special
issues as well as those held on the annual strategy plans indicates strong differences between
the communities, even though the overall amount of these forms of participation is smaller
than for mingas. The citizens of some communities make no use of the (€ p. 1445)
opportunity afforded to them to influence the annual strategy plan of their local government,
while others organise assemblies more than once a month to articulate their demands. On
average, citizens participated 1.9 times in special issue assemblies and 1.36 times in annual
strategy planning assemblies over the five month periods. The correlation of civic
engagement is very high between the two periods and among the three indicators. Citizens
who organised many mingas also participated heavily in assemblies. Furthermore, the level of
civic engagement remained constant over time.

3. Theories and Hypotheses

When analysing the sources of civic engagement, several factors have to be taken into
account. The following section discusses the influence of socioeconomic, sociodemographic,

political and cultural determinants on social participation in Ecuadorian rural communities."



3.1 Socioeconomic and Sociodemographic Determinants

Wilson finds that the “[I]evel of education is the most consistent predictor of volunteering”
(Wilson, 2000: 215; Putnam, 2000; Brehm and Rahn 1997). Education is usually
accompanied by better knowledge of the possibilities available for civic engagement. This is
of great importance in Ecuadorian communities, since new participatory mechanisms were
institutionalised during the state reform process in the second half of the 1990s. For example,
even though parish assemblies were organised before the reform process, the legal rights
afforded to citizens to influence local policy goals and instruments were only introduced in
1999. In terms of the Ecuadorian province of Cotacachi, Peralta et al. (2008) state that a
significant share of the population is still unaware of the new participatory mechanisms (pp.
2925). Higher levels of education are assumed to increase the probability of people being
informed about these possibilities (Torres, 1999). Educated people are more interested in the
overall state of society and are more willing to stand up for their interests in the public
domain. Furthermore, “schools are communities with the potential to inculcate social norms,
such as norms of engagement in collective action like civil and political activity” (Campbell,
2006, p. 104; Verba et al., 1995). By generating abilities such as the assimilation of
information and the articulation of demands, education paves the way for civic and political
engagement (Brehm and Rahn, 1997; Rothstein and Stolle, 2003). Hypothesis one is therefore
as follows: the higher the ratio of well-educated people, the greater the resourcefulness of the

community, and thus the higher the level of civic engagement (HI).

In the rural areas of Ecuador, many communities have to deal with high rates of

unemployment. Similar to education rates, unemployment affects the resources available for
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social participation. By analysing two participatory forums in Brasil, Coelho and Favareto
(2008) find that the participants were typically well-educated and had permanent jobs (pp.
2946). Having a permanent job, i.e. being in employment, implies greater and easier social
contact with one another people. Citizens who are in work are able to quickly exchange
information about the given situation and the relevant problems facing their community. They
can use the social networks (€& p. 1446) at the work place to organise mingas or parish
assemblies. In contrast, unemployment limits the opportunities available for civic engagement
and decreases people’s motivation to participate (Bebbington et al., 2008). Hypothesis two is
based on the assumption that a high level of employment facilitates community group activity
and therefore postulates that a high rate of employment is associated with a high level of civic

engagement (H2).

Furthermore, the Ecuadorian communities in question vary greatly with regard to their
demographic structure. The demographic structure is important for the level of civic
engagement, since old and young people typically differ in their propensity to volunteer.
From middle-age on, the level of civic engagement usually decreases (Halpern, 2005).
Because young people still have much of their life ahead of them, their motivation to create a
worthwhile living situation for themselves and their families is higher than that of old people.
Young people tend to be more willing and able to be involved in public affairs and the
strategic planning of the development of the community. Therefore it is assumed that
communities with a high ratio of old people are associated, ceteris paribus, with a low level

of civic engagement (H3).



Moreover, geographical conditions also influence the potential to organise mingas and
assemblies. In rural Ecuadorian communities, the population of some communities is highly
scattered. Distances in this region represent a real problem due to poor roads (or the complete
absence of roads) and a lack of a means of transport. The opportunities available for getting in
touch with others are thus low to non-existent. Therefore, population density affects the
opportunity structure of civic engagement. In scattered communities, people have to spend
more time and money cooperating in order to be able to organise mingas or assemblies. In
contrast, in very densely populated communities cooperation is easier because of easy access
to relevant information and the close proximity of other people (Torres, 2004). It is assumed

that a low population density is associated with a weak level of civic engagement (H4).

3.2 Political Factors

According to the law"", the local Ecuadorian governments are required to reinforce the social
participation of the people (Torres, 2004; GTZ, 2004). It can be assumed that local political
actors encourage the civic engagement of citizens when this is perceived as benefiting
people’s living situation. Policy strategies that represent the demands of society and which are
characterised by fairness, makes civil society more willing to participate (Molenaers, 2005;
Booth and Bauer Richard, 1998; Kaufmann et al., 2004; Skopcol et al., 2000). In contrast,
hierarchical forms of political mechanisms such as clientelism, patronage or corruption make
horizontal ties in the form of mingas and assemblies less likely. Thus, the level of civic
engagement should be relatively high in communities with local governments that are highly

engaged in community affairs (H5).
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Furthermore, it can be assumed that the provision of public utilities such as drinking water,
roads, schools, and parish halls has an effect on civic engagement. Two opposing hypotheses
can be derived.

First, if a community is characterised by an extensive provision of public utilities, the
necessity to be engaged in public affairs is lower. The state assumes the (& p. 1447)
responsibility of supplying public utilities and social participation becomes an unattractive
option (the “crowding-out” hypothesis, Oorschot and Arts, 2005). In contrast, when the
community lacks basic services, the organisation of mingas or parish assemblies to discuss
and improve living conditions in the community is much more pressing (Molenaers, 2005). 4
low coverage of public utilities might therefore be associated with a high level of civic
engagement (Hb6a). According to the second hypothesis, the existence of public utilities
creates the conditions required for civic engagement to emerge in the first place (Halpern,
2005). From this perspective, the adequate provision of public utilities is seen as a resource of
the community which enables investment in civic engagement. Without public utilities such
as roads or parish halls, people would not have the opportunity to get together or they would
have to spend more time and money on civic engagement than people in communities with a
high rate of public utility coverage (Rothstein and Stolle, 2003). Public utilities could make
civic engagement flourish and a high rate of utility coverage might correspond with a high

level of civic engagement (H6b).

3.3 Cultural Determinants
Ecuadorian rural communities are characterised by an ethnically very heterogeneous society

encompassing white, indigenous, Afro-Ecuadorian and mestizian people. Since the

11



indigenous and the Afro-Ecuadorian people were marginalised and repressed in the course of
history, the distrust between the different ethnic groups is still very high. However, mingas or
parish assemblies require the participation of the whole community and therefore the
collaboration of the different ethnic groups. Working together in a minga or in an assembly is
easier if the people have the same ethnic roots and share the same norms and values (Alesina
and La Ferrara, 2000; Zamosc, 2003; Assies, 2000; Knack and Keefer, 1997). “[T]he greater
the social and cultural differences between people, the more difficult it tends to be for them to
form social connections, and the higher the probability of direct exposure to prejudice,
discrimination and conflict” (Halpern, 2005, p. 260). Ethnically fragmentised communities
make cooperation among the different groups less likely (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2000; van
Cott, 2000). It can therefore be expected that ethnic heterogeneity is associated with low

levels of volunteering (H7).

Moreover, in the Ecuadorian context, a significant part of the population is made up of
indigenous people. A lot of case studies suggest that indigenous people are more likely to
participate in public affairs because participation is deeply anchored in the indigenous
tradition as an instrument to express their own demands (Torres, 1999; Peralta, 2008; Muiioz
1999, Ortiz, 1999). The case studies reveal that the indigenous tradition is characterised by
norms of reciprocity as well as non-hierarchical forms of cooperation (Jackson and Warren,
2005). Civic engagement as a form of participation in public life might be taken more for
granted in these communities than in others (Mufioz, 1999; Bebbington, 2001). Furthermore,
indigenous people had previously been living in disastrous conditions. Cooperation or

working together was the only possible way in the struggle against repression (Ortiz, 2003;
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Bebbington and Perreault, 2001; Jackson and Warren, 2005). Hence, according to hypothesis
eight, a high ratio of indigenous people corresponds to a high level of civic engagement (HS).

(€ p. 1448)

4. Measurement, Method and Data

The quantitative data was collected with the support of the local governments in the rural
communities and validated by representatives of civil society as well as by international donor
organisations. In the following, the operationalisation of the context-specific variables is

discussed in further detail (see table three below for a complete list of variables).

The level of civic engagement was measured by the number of a) mingas, b) assemblies on
special issues and c) assemblies on the annual strategy plan. As the correlation between the
level of civic engagement between the two periods was high (Pearson’s r between .54 and
.75), the mean for each of the three indicators was calculated. The correlation matrix indicates
that the three indicators measure one latent dimension, which has also been substantiated by a
factor analysis. The eigenvalue is 2.05 and the identified factor explains 68.3 per cent of the
overall variance. The three indicators were then summed up in an additive index. Due to the
different ranges, the z-standardised values were used to avoid the weighting of particular

indicators.

A close look at the function of the local governments is required for the operationalisation of

the policy output of the local governments in the communities. The main task of the local
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governments is not the provision of services or goods, but rather transferring societal demands
in their communities to other government levels. Furthermore, according to the law", local
governments should cooperate with other local governments to empower the marginalised
rural areas to participate in the political system. Therefore, two main indicators for policy
output can be identified: a) The number of petitions for community goods submitted at other
levels of governments; and b) the number of meetings with other local governments
concerning special issues (Torres, 2004; GTZ, 2004). Analogous to the level of civic
engagement, data for a) and b) were compiled for the period from January to May in both
2005 and 2006. The forms of activity are highly correlated with each other and between the
two periods. The means of the indicators are based on one factor. Therefore, the z-
standardised values of the indicators were summarized. Table two shows the results of the

factor analyses.

Table 2. Factor analyses

Civic engagement Policy output of local government
Indicator Factor 1 Indicator Factor 1
Mingas .87 Petitions for community goods .87
Special issue assemblies .69 Special issue meetings with .87
Strategic plan assemblies .90 other local governments

Eigenvalue 2.05 Eigenvalue 1.52
Explained variance in % 68.28 Explained variance in % 75.86
N 30 N 30

Notes: Principal components analysis: varimax rotation

Data for the variables which were not described in detail were taken from the national
statistical office of Ecuador (SIISE, 2004). (€ p. 1449)
Given the structure of the data set with two points of observation, multivariate cross-sectional

ordinary least squares regressions were run.
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5. Empirical Findings

Before discussing the results of the regression analyses in detail, we will focus on the
interrelationships of the independent variables. The correlation matrix reveals some
interesting details. Communities with a high population density are also characterised by a
relatively high coverage of public utilities and a high level of education. Therefore, the
provision of public utilities and education is particularly high when people live near to each
other. The share of old people in these communities is typically high and indigenous people
form a minority part of the population. In contrast, indigenous communities are relatively
scattered communities with a low coverage of public utilities, a low level of education, and
relatively young citizens. In the following, the effect of each variable on civic engagement is
analysed by controlling for the effect of all other alternative explanatory variables.

In order to ensure unbiased, efficient and robust estimates, it has to be verified whether the
Gauss Markov assumptions are fulfilled. By conducting regression diagnostics, two potential
sources of inefficiency and biasedness of the estimators can be observed. First, the
Cook-Weisberg test for the overall estimations indicates heteroscedasticity (Var (u/x) # 0) and
the Szroeter-test shows that the heteroscedasticity is caused by the ratio of indigenous people.
When the ratio of indigenous people is high, the variance of the residuals becomes higher and
therefore the point estimate more inefficient. The plots of the residuals against the predictors
illustrate that the values of two units are responsible for the heteroscedasticity. Due to a
missing theoretical indication of omitted variables, the problem can be solved econometrically
by running the OLS regressions with White (1980) robust standard errors’. Furthermore, all

models documented were also specified with dummies for the two units, to ensure that the
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empirical findings for the integrated variables do not depend on the two units mentioned. The

results remain the same.

Table 3. Hypotheses and operationalisations

Expected
Independent influence on civic
variable engagement Operationalisation (data source)

Socioeconomic and sociodemocraphic resources

Level of positive Percentage of youngsters between the ages of 12 and
education 17 who attend secondary school (SIISE, 2004)
Unemployment  negative Number of economically inactive individuals in
relation to the working-age population (SIISE,
2004)
Population positive Population in relation to area in square kilometres
density (SIISE, 2004 and provincial government)
Demographic negative People older than 65 years in relation to the overall
structure population (SIISE, 2004)

Political determinants

Policy output of  positive Number of petitions submitted at other sub-national
local levels from January to May in both 2005 and 2006
governments (own elevation)

Number of meetings with other local governments
from January to May in both 2005 and 2006 (own
elevation)

Public utilities positive Proportion of people supplied with public utilities in
relation to the overall population (SIISE, 2004)

Cultural determinants
Ethnic positive According to Alesina and La Ferrera (2000)the
fragmentation ethnic fragmentation is measured by 17 siki?
where i represents the specific community and k the
specific ethnic group (here: white, afroecuadorians,
mestizos, black, indigenous). ski is the share of the
ethnic group in a specific community (SIISE, 2004
and own calculation)
Indigenous positive Proportion of indigenous people in relation to the
people overall population (SIISE, 2004)

(€ Table 3 p. 1451)

Second, high dfbeta values for one unit in the models integrating the policy output of the local
governments indicate that this unit has a high influence on the overall estimation (=influential
case). The affected community shows a low level of civic engagement in combination with a
high level of cooperation on the part of the local government. To ensure that the empirical

findings are not based on the influential case, models two to four were also specified with a
16



dummy for this case (see table four). All other assumptions required for the OLS regressions
were met. The techniques used are illustrated in table three. To make the results comparable,

the root mean squared error is presented.

There are two missing values for the level of civic engagement and one missing value for the
policy output of the local government. To allow comparisons among the different model
specifications, the regressions are estimated for the 30 communities with a full data set. Due
to the problem of having “too few cases/ too many variables”, it is not appropriate to include
all relevant variables in one model. Therefore, several models were specified, integrating
different combinations of the independent variables. Table three/four shows the empirical
findings of the multivariate (€ p. 1450) regression analyses for a selection of model
specifications® (values in bold indicate significant results that at least attain the 5 per cent
level). Model one tests the socioeconomic and sociodemographic variables, while the cultural
and political variables were assessed in model two. Models three to five only integrate the
variables which had the greatest effect in the previous estimates.

The empirical result for the demographic structure in model one corresponds to the theoretical
prediction. Hence, communities with a high ratio of old people tend to show lower levels of
civic engagement. But the results indicate only a weak effect. The same holds true for the
population density. If people live close to each other, the probability of volunteering is
slightly higher. Again, the coefficient and the standard error are indicative of a very weak
effect. According to the theoretical predictions, the impact of unemployment on the level of

civic engagement is negative. However, due to the high standard error, the coefficient is far
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Table 4. Determinants of civic engagement: multivariate analyses

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Constant
Socioeconomic and sociodemographic determinants
Unemployment —-.14 (.10) - - - -
Educational level -.10 (.04)* - —.04 (.02)! - —.05 (.02)*
—.04 (.03)?
ropulauon gensity UL (LWU) - - - -
Demographic structure - .17 (19) - - - -
Political determinants
Policy output of the local governments - 28 ((L24)! 17 (22)! 28 (22)! -
.59 (27)*2 .50 (.22)*2 .60 (.26)*2
Public utilities — —.0U (.L2) — — —
-.00 (.02)?
Cultural determinants
Ethnic fragmentation - —.11(2.25)" - - -
Indigenous people’ .56 (2.27)*
.05 (.02)**! .04 (.02)*! .05 (.02)**! .04 (.02)*
U (U2)== 04 (U2)== U (U2)==
R2 (Root MSE) A7 (1.98)*! .52 (1.85)**1 A7 (1.90)**! .50 (1.84)***

N

53 (1.91)**2
30

57 (1.77)%%%2
30

.52 (1.84)**2

30

Notes: *p 5 0.05, **p 5 0.01, ***p 5 0.001, White (1980) robust standard errors in brackets; 'models are estimated without the dummy for the influential case; models are
estimated including the dummy for the influential case; 3because of the weak exponential course of the variable ‘indigenous people’, the estimations were also specified with the
logarithmicvaluesofthis variable withoutadifference to the documented empirical findings. The Ramsey testshows thatthelinearmodels are adequately specified. Histogramsand p-
p-plots indicate normally distributed residuals. Furthermore, the variance inflation factors are examined to detect multicollinearity. The VIF-values are far below the normally
used limit of 4 and therefore unproblematic. Thedeviationbetweenthe observed valuesand the predicted values, whichindicate outliers, is smallerthan three standard deviations.

(€ Table 4 p. 1454)
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from being significant. Furthermore, the influence of the coverage of public utilities is close
to zero and neither a positive nor a negative effect on social participation is observable.
Similar (€ p. 1451) results can be found for the level of ethnic fragmentation. Ethnically very
heterogeneous communities have the same level of civic engagement as very homogenous

ones.

Arguably the most striking result is the revealed negative effect of the level of education on
civic engagement, which contradicts the theoretical assumptions. To ensure that the effect of
education is not caused by omitted variables, a variety of models were estimated including
control variables such as economic wealth, the living conditions with regard to housing and
health or the geographical region of the community. The coefficients are negative in all
models when including the rival explanatory factors. Taking the specific context of the rural
communities in developing countries into account, this striking result becomes more
comprehensible. The low educational level in these contexts means that scarcely anybody
attends, or has attended, school. For instance, in one of the analysed communities the
proportion of people having completed primary education is just 9.6 per cent. A low
educational level in this case means a low variance within the community, because more than
90 per cent in this community have not completed any level of education at all. Therefore, it
can be suggested that an increasing level of education is associated with a rising educational
fragmentation in the community population. In developing-nation contexts, the population
often only marginally benefits from an enhanced overall educational situation. By correlating
the education level with a measurement of educational heterogeneity™, which considers the

distribution of the educational achievements within a community, initial empirical results
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corroborate this assumption. Including educational heterogeneity in the regression analyses
demonstrates that volunteering is less likely when educational fragmentation is high. Thus, if
the people benefit very unequally from educational possibilities, an increasing educational

level might inhibit horizontal and bridging forms of civic engagement.

The effect of an active local government (policy output) on the level of civic engagement is
positive in all models. However, the empirical results differ depending on whether the dummy
is included or not. All models without the dummy show a positive but weak influence. Thus,
the results clearly demonstrate that this weak influence is caused by a single case unit with an
uncommon combination of values for the output level and the level of civic engagement. The
effect in those models which include the dummy is positive and significant, at the 5 per cent
level. Communities with governments which translate the demands of citizens to other levels
of the political system or cooperate with each other also demonstrate a high level of
volunteering. Governments which themselves demonstrate a high level of civic engagement

also provide incentives for the citizens to cooperate as well.

The greatest and most stable effect can be observed for the ratio of indigenous people. In the
majority of the specifications the effect is significant at the 1 per cent level. The empirical
findings confirm the theoretical assumption that a high ratio of indigenous people is
accompanied with a high level of engagement in public affairs. This effect is stable even
when taking account of all other factors. Hence, neither a passive local government nor a low
population density can hamper the civic engagement of the indigenous people. The root mean

squared error of 1.772 and the F-test indicate that the most efficient model is model three,
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estimated with the dummy, the educational level, the policy output and the ratio of indigenous

people. (€ p. 1453) It is also significant at the 0.1 per cent level.

Table 5. Comparison of hypotheses and empirical findings

Hypotheses Theoretical Empirical findings
assumptions
H1 (Level of education) positive negative
H2 (Unemployment) negative slightly negative
H3 (Population density) positive slightly positive
H4 (Demographic structure) negative slightly negative
HS (Policy output of local positive positive
overnments)
6a (Public utilities) negative no relation
H6b (Public utilities) positive no relation
H7 (Ethnic heterogeneity) negative no relation
HS (Indigenous people) positive strongly positive

6. Conclusion

In contrast to the vast quantity of empirical studies on civic engagement in the OECD
countries, very little data is available for the developing-country context. This is
unsatisfactory when one considers that civic engagement has been highlighted as important by
a great number of international donor organisations and national political actors which have
implemented numerous projects in order to strengthen the civic engagement of the society.
The importance of an active civil society is emphasised in particular for local rural areas.
However, there is no comprehensive understanding of what volunteering means in this
context and what the main driving forces behind it are. Systematic empirical analyses are
necessary to test whether the hypotheses assumed by policy makers are valid. This paper has

attempted to fill this gap and to determine the patterns of civic engagement and its sources at
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the local level in the 33 rural local communities in the Ecuadorian province of Cotopaxi.
Various socioeconomic, political and cultural variables as well as their influence on the level
of volunteering were analysed. So what are the main empirical findings and what are the

implications?

From a descriptive perspective, there is a remarkable variance of civic engagement between
the communities as well as a remarkable level of civic engagement within some communities.
For instance, the civil society of one community organised at least three mingas per month —
all of which lasted several days — while others failed to hold a single minga in the period of

observation.

With respect to the explanatory dimension, there is good and bad news. In contrast to the
theoretical assumptions and the opinions and fears of the experts interviewed, the level of
cooperation in ethnically heterogeneous communities is similar to the level of civic
engagement in homogenous communities. Thus, the expected prejudices and distrust against
members of other ethnic groups associated with low levels of civic engagement cannot be
sustained empirically. Against the historical background of repression of the indigenous and

Afro-Ecuadorian population, this is a remarkable result. (€ p. 1454)

In contrast to the expectations, it emerged that the level of education had a negative impact on
civic engagement. While education is assumed to be an “extremely powerful predictor of
civic engagement” (Putnam, 2000, p.186) in the context of OECD countries, the positive

effect cannot be observed in the communities analysed. A more detailed investigation
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suggests that increasing educational levels, especially in rural areas of developing countries,
might be associated with an increase in educational heterogeneity and fragmentation.
“[R]ising educational levels produce an inequitable distribution of the opportunities for
educational advancement” and thus, might hamper engagement in horizontal, bridging forms
of volunteering (Campbell, 2006, p. 53). The results demonstrate that the relationship between
the level of education and civic engagement is less self-evident than expected and that causal

mechanisms may be different in different contexts.

Additionally, the level of civic engagement depends on the policy output of the local
governments. If politicians are actively engaged in improving the living situation of the
people in their community and cooperate with each other, civil society follows this example
and shows a high level of social participation. Hence, the civic engagement of public and

private actors is complementary.

The strongest and most robust influence of all predictors analysed is the share of indigenous
people in the population. This suggests that the level of civic engagement mainly depends on
the cultural tradition and the extent to which norms of reciprocity and helpfulness are rooted
in the population. Putnam (1993) has termed the empirical findings of the cultural roots of
civic engagement “a depressing observation for those who view institutional reform as a
strategy for political change” (Putnam, 1993, p. 183). This perspective is very gloomy.
Knowing about the great potential of indigenous people to have a strong civil society does not
necessarily mean that political governance is of no avail, but it might help to mobilise less

active parts of the society.
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Regarding the patterns and sources of civic engagement in a rural region within the context of
a developing country, what lessons have we learned? One is that civic engagement has deep
cultural roots. This seems to suggest that the effectiveness of development projects that seek
to reinforce people’s civic engagement by modifying political or socio-economic conditions is
rather limited. The study has also shown that an effective empowerment of civil society not
only requires the provision of opportunities but also the guarantee that people will benefit
equally from these. Whether the great hopes associated with civic engagement are really
justified and whether a strong civil society is really a potent instrument in the struggle against
rural poverty are questions that belong to another research project that is yet to be examined.
However, the active involvement of people in public affairs is of value in its own right and is

necessary to help keep democracy alive. (€ p. 1455)

i. LRM = Ley de Régimen Municipal

ii. The people interviewed were representatives of sub-national governments as well as representatives of
international and national donor organizations.

iii. In some Latin American regions there is the possibility of opting out of a minga. If someone opts out, he or
she pays a fee instead of participating. This possibility does not exist in the communities examined.

iv. Ley Organica de las Juntas Parroquiales Rurales

v. The period from January to May was chosen for the comparison because community festivities start as of June
onwards. These festivities, which vary among the communities with regard to frequency and date, are often
accompanied by forms of civic engagement, especially mingas. Therefore, data collected in June and later are
deemed to be invalid. Data were compiled over two periods to minimize the possibility that some communities
had to deal with external influences such as environmental shocks in one year which would present a skewed
level of civic engagement.

vi. However, the causal directions are not unambiguous. The literature also discusses the effect of civic
engagement on some of the determinants mentioned, such as government performance or the level of coverage
with public utilities (Knack, 2002). These relationships are mutually reinforcing and the hypotheses can be
conversely formulated.

vii. See endnote iv.

viii. Ley Organica de las Juntas Parroquiales Rurales

ix. When running the OLS regressions with robust standard errors, the normal variance covariance matrix is
weighted by the non-constant error variance. Robust standard errors therefore tend to be larger.
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x. Due to the vast quantity of possible model specifications, not all model specifications can be displayed. For
example, several estimations were run to control for the influence of welfare, geographical region or the level of
illiteracy. The results do not vary form the presented results.

xi. According to the ethnic heterogeneity, the educational heterogeneity is calculated by 1 - Y s> where i
represents the specific community and k the specific level (here: no school, completion of primary education
education, completion of secondary education and higher institutions). s is the share of the group with a certain
level of education in a specific community.
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