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It is an article of faith in development policy that communities should contribute towards the costs of local
development projects. Requiring contributions is meant to target projects towards communities that really want or
value the assets on offer, raise funds from beneficiaries to offset intervention costs, and foster a sense of ownership
over project assets, which in turn should make communities more likely to maintain them.

But this policy is based on very little concrete evidence (Mansuri and Rao 2013), and it is not difficult to think of ways
in which this could go wrong. Projects might only go to the communities that can best afford the contributions,
instead of those that most need the projects. If the rich pay most of the contributions, the project could end up
reflecting their preferences, rather than the community's as a whole, and their greater contributions might legitimise
elite capture of project benefits. If the required contributions are in labour, the poor might end up bearing the brunt of
the costs, without necessarily gaining influence over project decisions.

A field experiment on community contributions

We use a field experiment to evaluate what happens when we introduce community contribution requirements to a
programme providing safe drinking water wells in rural Bangladesh (Cocciolo, Ghisolfi, Habib, and Tompsett
forthcoming). A total of 171 communities were randomised into four groups. The first group served as a control group
that did not receive the intervention. The second group received the programme but were not required to contribute.
The third group also received the programme, but communities had to provide 18 person-days of labour for each
well they wanted to build. The fourth group had to raise about US$72 in cash for each well they wanted to build,
approximately equal in value to the labour contribution if priced at the unskilled daily wage.

When we offered the programme without contribution requirements, communities took up about 87% of the wells we
offered. When we asked for labour contribution requirements, take-up was essentially identical at 85%. When we
asked for cash contributions, however, take-up collapsed to 23%. These differences in take-up translate into
differences in impact: exposure to arsenic, a naturally occurring pollutant (Smith et al. 2000, Tarozzi et al. 2021), fell
by about 0.1 standard deviations compared to the control group in the no-contribution and labour-contribution arms,
and barely changed in the cash-contribution arm (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Cash contribution requirements reduce take-up and impact
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Notes: Left panel shows the fraction of offered wells for which communities met all programme requirements, by
contribution treatment arm. Right panel shows the impact on a household-level arsenic exposure index, in standard
deviations relative to control. Bars show 95% confidence intervals. Source: Cocciolo et al. (2026).

Why do communities respond so differently to cash and labour contribution requirements, despite their apparent
equivalence when valued at the market wage? The main reason is simple, and it's something that is well-
documented in poor rural communities worldwide: most people don't value their time at the market wage (Figure 2).
Cash is scarce; labour is not. As a result, providing labour is considerably less onerous than paying in cash.

Figure 2: Households value their time well below the market wage
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Notes: Left panel shows the distribution of household value of time, inferred from stated willingness to contribute to
safe drinking water wells in time and money. Right panel shows households' stated reservation wages. Both
measures are expressed as a ratio to the local market wage, with a ratio of 1 marking parity (dashed line). Shaded
areas show the share of households whose valuation sits strictly below the market wage. Source: Cocciolo et al.

(2026).

It also seems that cash is harder to coordinate, although we can't tell whether this is itself because it's more onerous,
or because of other characteristics of the labour requirement: labour contributions have to be provided
simultaneously, at a pre-specified date and time, making them visible and public. Seeing other people show up to
provide labour might motivate hesitant contributors to do the same.
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We find little evidence for negative distributional consequences, such as favouring the rich or penalising the poor.
For both cash and labour, it is the relatively wealthy who are more likely to contribute. We also find little evidence for
effects on elite capture, with the caveat that our intervention included a host of measures designed to reduce the
potential for capture, including consensus-based decision-making (Madajewicz et al. 2021), and the effects might
have been different without these measures.

Contribution requirements raise costs, not savings

A key rationale for requiring communities to contribute is the idea that the funds raised from communities can help
make scarce budgets go further. But when we compare the cost per installed well of each approach, it turns out that
requiring either type of contribution raises the cost of each well installed (Figure 3). What it costs the implementing
organisation to physically install each well falls when communities contribute. But these savings are more than offset
by increased overheads generated by the staff time and effort needed to coordinate the contributions. This is
particularly stark for the cash contribution arm because so much time and effort are wasted in communities that do
not take up the programme, but it's also true for the labour contribution arm. Asking communities to contribute makes
the implementing organisation spend money less efficiently, not more. Communities themselves also report incurring
substantial additional time costs when they need to coordinate contributions, over and above the costs of the
contribution requirements themselves.

Figure 3: Requiring contributions raises overheads by more than the contribution amounts
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Notes: Figure shows the estimated cost per successfully installed well under each contribution requirement, broken
down into three components. 'Installation’ is the net price paid to the contractor. 'Overheads' covers all other project
costs, including staff, premises, and local travel. 'Community contribution' is the value of what communities actually
paid or contributed, with labour contributions valued conservatively at the inferred value of time. Source: Cocciolo et
al. (2026).

We do find some evidence consistent with cash contribution requirements improving targeting to communities with
greater need: communities with higher baseline arsenic contamination were more likely to raise the cash
contributions. But neither contribution requirement turns out to be an effective screening device. The cash
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contribution requirement would need to increase the impact of constructed wells almost four-fold to offset only the
negative effects on take-up and more than eight-fold to additionally offset the overhead expenses incurred in
communities that do not take up the programme. In the small number of communities that took up the programme
under cash, we find no evidence for screening effects anywhere close to this magnitude. Wells built under the labour
and no-contribution arms have almost identical impacts, suggesting no screening effect.

Implications for project design

If you're working in poor rural communities, and you're planning to ask for contributions towards the costs of a
development programme, you might want to consider asking them to contribute in labour instead of cash, if it's
feasible. That said, the preference for labour over cash probably changes as incomes grow. In less poor or more
urban areas, cash might be preferred to labour. At what level of income the preference flips is a question for future
research.

But you might want to stop and think about why you're asking communities to contribute at all. In our study, neither
contribution requirement makes the programme more effective in increasing access to safe drinking water. Cash
reduces take-up and impact. And either contribution requirement makes the programme less cost-effective, because
imposing the requirements generates more costs in overheads than communities raise in contributions.

People often bundle contribution requirements with a wider set of policy recommendations about involving
communities in project design and implementation, often labelled "participatory" or "community-driven" development
(Mansuri and Rao 2013). But our results suggest that we should think separately about the different components of
these approaches. The evidence for other ways to engage communities is more encouraging, such as giving
communities the right to take decisions about projects that affect them (Madajewicz et al. 2021), as we also did here,
or providing information and opportunities for communities to affect public service provision (Bjéorkman and Svensson
2009), at least when the stakes are high enough for communities to invest real effort in engagement processes
(Habib et al. 2026, Raffler et al. forthcoming).

If contributions don't work in the way we expected, how did this recommendation become so widespread? One
possibility is, of course, that contributions do work everywhere else, just not in safe drinking water programmes in
rural Bangladesh. But at least some of our effects are likely to generalise to other settings. People in poor rural
communities all over the world value their time well below the market wage (see, for example, Kremer et al. 2011,
Breza et al. 2025, Agness et al. 2025). Any contribution requirement that a poor community can afford is likely to be
small and thus vulnerable to being offset by increased implementation costs.

Our guess is that the recommendation originates with people drawing the wrong lessons from experience. Some
communities really want a programme, or are really well organised. These communities tend to be able to raise
funds for contribution requirements. Projects there also have high impact and are successfully maintained.
Practitioners took from that experience the idea that it was the contribution requirements that improved outcomes,
when really it was just that those communities had some special characteristics that affected both the rate of
contributions and programme impact. What our experiment shows is that contribution requirements don't causally
increase impact, and they decrease cost-effectiveness. We should all be asking ourselves why we impose these
costs on poor beneficiary households.
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