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The reintegration of former members of violent extremist groups
is a pressing policy challenge. Governments and policymakers often
have to changeminds among reticent populations and shift perceived
community norms in order to pave the way for peaceful reintegra-
tion. How can they do so on a mass scale? Previous research shows
that messages from trusted authorities can be effective in creating
attitude change and shifting perceptions of social norms. In this study,
we test whether messages from religious leaders—trusted authorities
in many communities worldwide—can change minds and shift norms
around an issue related to conflict resolution: the reintegration of
former members of violent extremist groups. Our study takes place
in Maiduguri, Nigeria, the birthplace of the violent extremist group
Boko Haram. Participants were randomly assigned to listen to either a
placebo radio message or to a treatment message from a religious
leader emphasizing the importance of forgiveness, announcing the
leader’s forgiveness of repentant fighters, and calling on followers to
forgive. Participants were then asked about their attitudes, intended
behaviors, and perceptions of social norms surrounding the reintegra-
tion of an ex–Boko Haram fighter. The religious leader message signif-
icantly increased support for reintegration and willingness to interact
with the ex-fighter in social, political, and economic life (8 to 10 per-
centage points). It also shifted people’s beliefs that others in their com-
munity were more supportive of reintegration (6 to 10 percentage
points). Our findings suggest that trusted authorities such as religious
leaders can be effective messengers for promoting peace.
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Violent extremist groups such as al-Qaida, al-Shabab, Boko
Haram, and the Islamic State and its regional affiliates have

proliferated across the world in recent decades, killing hundreds
of thousands and displacing millions more (1, 2). Considerable recent
scholarship addresses the question of who joins violent extremist
groups and what motivates people to join (e.g., refs. 3–11). Less
attention has been paid to the systematic study of how former
members of violent extremist groups reenter society (but see ref.
12), despite the fact that this has become an urgent and growing
policy challenge. In the wake of conflicts in Iraq, Nigeria, Syria,
the United States, Europe, and beyond, former members of violent
extremist groups are attempting to reintegrate into society through
informal as well as formal, government-led processes (13–17).
While former combatants have generally been welcomed back

home in civil war contexts after intensive reintegration campaigns
(18, 19), the reintegration of former violent extremists has proved
more challenging (12, 13, 20, 21). Violent extremist groups not only
use violent tactics targeted at civilians, such as suicide bombings and
armed attacks, but also indoctrinate members into extremist ideologies.
As a result, policymakers and citizens are often afraid that de-
fectors still believe in extremist ideology and may be motivated to
carry out violence back at home or recruit others into the group.
Yet putting an end to conflict and preventing the continuation

of cycles of violence requires finding ways for former members of
extremist groups to rejoin social, political, and economic life at

home (22). Former violent extremists with nowhere to go may
rejoin their extremist groups or form new ones. Moreover, the
lack of a viable path out of a violent extremist group and back into
civilian life may dissuade current fighters from defecting (23).
Creating the conditions for peaceful reintegration of former

fighters requires change on a mass scale in advance of their return.
Acceptance is a collective process requiring the assent of many,
such as government officials, community leaders, family members,
future neighbors, and local business owners (24). While the ultimate
goal is to change behaviors to foster reintegration, governments and
civil society must first address the reticence of communities to ac-
cept ex-fighters back home (15). This process starts by changing
community members’ attitudes, intended behaviors, and perceived
community norms (i.e., perceptions of what others in one’s com-
munity think; refs. 25, 26) around reintegration. If most citizens are
personally supportive of reintegration, intend to accept returning
fighters, and believe others in their community are also supportive
of reintegration, this will signal to government officials that rein-
tegration efforts can begin, help prevent conflict when former
combatants return home, and encourage the demobilization and
return of former fighters ready to lay down arms.

Significance

Violent extremist groups such as the Islamic State and Boko
Haram have proliferated across the world in recent decades.
While considerable scholarship addresses why people join vio-
lent extremist groups, much less attention has been paid to how
former members reenter society. Yet successfully ending conflict
requires reluctant communities to accept former members back
home. In this research, we find that radio messages delivered by
trusted authorities in Nigeria lead to large, positive changes in
people’s willingness to accept former Boko Haram fighters back
home and make people think their neighbors are more in favor
of reintegration. Our results show that messages from leaders
can create change on a mass scale at low cost, helping to end
conflict and division.

Author contributions: G.B., R.L., E.R.N., R.W., M.B., A.E., C.H., and J.K. designed research;
R.L., M.B., and J.K. performed research; G.B., R.L., and B.C. analyzed data; and G.B., R.L.,
E.R.N., R.W., B.C., and C.H. wrote the paper.

Competing interest statement: R.W., M.B., and A.E. were employed by Mercy Corps dur-
ing the research. The study was partially funded by a US State Department grant to Mercy
Corps for both research and programming activities. Research was independent of pro-
gramming activities but informed future programming.

This article is a PNAS Direct Submission.

This open access article is distributed under Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0
(CC BY).
1G.B., R.L., E.R.N., and R.W. contributed equally to this work.
2To whom correspondence may be addressed. Email: rlittman@uic.edu or graeme.blair@
ucla.edu.

This article contains supporting information online at https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/
doi:10.1073/pnas.2105570118/-/DCSupplemental.

Published October 11, 2021.

PNAS 2021 Vol. 118 No. 42 e2105570118 https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2105570118 | 1 of 6

PS
YC

H
O
LO

G
IC
A
L
A
N
D

CO
G
N
IT
IV
E
SC

IE
N
CE

S

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

O
ct

ob
er

 1
2,

 2
02

1 

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9164-2102
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2455-3673
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9133-2611
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9646-1853
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1380-0130
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8170-8067
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1819-1928
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3252-686X
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1073/pnas.2105570118&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:rlittman@uic.edu
mailto:graeme.blair@ucla.edu
mailto:graeme.blair@ucla.edu
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2105570118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2105570118/-/DCSupplemental
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2105570118
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2105570118


In this paper, we examine a highly scalable intervention that we
hypothesize will be effective at changing minds and shifting norms
surrounding the acceptance of former fighters: having trusted
authorities spread messages in support of reintegration. This
intervention is promising because it has the potential to create
change on a mass scale by spreading messages in the media and
at large public gatherings. Converging evidence from political
science and psychology on the effects of cues from elites, moral
authorities, and group leaders suggests that messages from trusted
authorities can be effective in both changing people’s attitudes as
well as shifting social norms. People often form beliefs and make
decisions based on cues from their leaders (27–29). Additionally,
leaders’ words and actions serve as signals of social norms: people
assume that others in their community will observe and be influ-
enced by their leader’s messages or actions, which in turn can shift
people’s own attitudes and behaviors (30–32).
Moreover, messages from trusted authorities are commonly

employed by policymakers to combat violent extremism (33).
However, little previous research examines whether such messages
are effective in changing attitudes and norms around the challenges
in ending violent conflict. Indeed, one recent study in Burkina
Faso finds that messages from religious leaders are not effective in
changing attitudes on violent extremism (34), raising the question
of whether this type of intervention will be effective when it comes
to reintegration. Yet, encouragingly, recent research in civil war
contexts in West Africa suggests that authorities, such as local
leaders and international peacekeepers, can play important roles
in preventing or resolving conflict (35–37).

Context
In the present study, we examine whether messages from trusted
authorities can change people’s attitudes, intended behaviors,
and perceptions of community norms around the reintegration of
former members of the Salafi-Jihadist group Boko Haram in
northeastern Nigeria. Boko Haram promotes an extremist form
of Islam and targets both Muslim and non-Muslim communities.
The conflict, which started in 2009, has killed tens of thousands
and displaced millions (38). While the conflict continues unabated,
thousands of male fighters—together with men, women, and
children who played support roles—have escaped, surrendered, or
been captured. Many are now entering a government-led deten-
tion and rehabilitation process for repentant former Boko Haram
members or are attempting to informally reintegrate into their
home communities (15).
However, those seeking to reintegrate face a suspicious,

sometimes hostile, population (39). Forty percent of people in our
placebo-control group reported that they are unwilling to accept a
former Boko Haram fighter back into their community, and 43%
think that former Boko Haram members will try to harm people
rather than live peacefully in the community.
Successfully ending this conflict will require these reluctant and

fearful communities to accept former fighters and affiliates back
home as neighbors. Finding ways for governments or other orga-
nizations to address community concerns and ultimately change
the way communities feel about reintegration is therefore para-
mount to preventing violence.

Religious Leaders as Trusted Authorities
To develop the intervention in northeastern Nigeria, we first iden-
tified what kind of leaders are most trusted by the general pop-
ulation. In qualitative interviews and focus groups conducted prior
to our experimental study, many people expressed high levels of trust
in and deference toward religious authorities, from their local imams
to national religious leaders, on a number of issues, including rein-
tegration. This is not surprising, given that religion plays an important
role in daily life in northeastern Nigeria. In our placebo-control
group, 97% of people report trusting their religious leaders.

Moreover, at the time of our study, a number of religious leaders
were already involved in efforts to prepare communities for re-
integration by including messages about the importance of for-
giveness in their sermons and on radio programs.
We note that northeastern Nigeria is not alone in its high levels

of trust and deference to religious authorities. The vast majority of
the world’s population is highly religious, particularly in the Global
South (40). In addition to being trusted authorities in many
communities worldwide, religious leaders have the authority to
advise their followers on a variety of topics, such as politics, eco-
nomics, justice, and health, by drawing on religious tenets and
texts with legitimacy (41). Messages from religious leaders on such
topics reach billions of people around the world each week.
Previous research on the influence of religious leaders relies

largely on evidence from observational studies. A small but growing
number of experimental studies focus on the effects of presenting
people with the content of religious texts, delivered without attri-
bution to a religious authority (42–44) or with attribution (45). The
effects of these texts likely differ when incorporated into sermons
and private counsel delivered by religious leaders.

Methods
We designed an experiment in cooperation withMercy Corps, an international
humanitarian and development organization working in northeastern Nigeria,
to test whether messages from religious leaders can influence attitudes and
intended behaviors, as well as shift perceived social norms, related to com-
munity support for the reintegration of former Boko Haram members. The
experiment was conducted fromAugust to October 2018with a representative
sample (n = 1,452) of adult Muslim residents in Maiduguri, Nigeria, the birth-
place of Boko Haram.* Participants were recruited from 67 urban and semiurban
neighborhoods and camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs) and were
interviewed face-to-face in their communities. They were randomly assigned
to listen to either a treatment message from a religious leader (n = 699) or to
a placebo radio message on a topic unrelated to the Boko Haram conflict
(n = 753). Power calculations were conducted using DeclareDesign (46).

Study communities were randomly selected from a list of all neighborhoods
and IDP camps in the Maiduguri metropolitan area that passed an initial se-
curity check. Within each community, we used a random walk procedure to
select households and then randomly selected one adult from each household
to participate in the study. Interviews were conducted using Qualtrics Offline
software on smartphones by a team of 25 local researchers who were all from
Maiduguri town and were trained over a 2-wk period by the authors. Inter-
viewers were matched to the respondent’s language and gender.

Developing the Messages. We developed the religious leader message in col-
laboration with a senior Islamic sheik, who recorded the message in his own
voice in bothHausa andKanuri, the twomost common languages inMaiduguri.
The message content was pilot-tested using focus groups and individual in-
terviews. The message began with an announcer welcoming everyone to to-
day’s radio program and explaining that listeners would hear from “Goni
Muhammad Sa’ad Ngamdu himself, a known Muslim cleric in Borno State.”
The Sheikh then delivered his message about reintegration. The message had
three key elements: 1) emphasizing the importance of forgiveness in religious
texts, 2) announcing that the leader would forgive repentant former Boko
Haram members, and 3) calling on followers to forgive as well. The announcer
then closed the program by thanking everyone for listening.

The placebo radio message was designed to control for the experience of
listening to a radio message in the middle of the study. The same announcer
opened the program, and the intro and outro text was as similar as possible to
the treatment condition. The announcer then transitioned to the day’s guest,
who would provide information on how to stay healthy by using safe water,
sanitation, and hygiene practices (the study was conducted before the
COVID-19 pandemic). The placebo message was not delivered by a religious
leader. The full text of the treatment and placebo messages can be found in
SI Appendix, Tables S1 and S2.

*We exclude from the main analyses a small number of Christian respondents (n = 90),
who were randomized separately and whose treatment differed from the Muslims in
the study (they received a message on reintegration from a Catholic bishop). Results do
not change with their inclusion; we report the main analyses with Christians included in
SI Appendix.
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Procedure and Measurement. Once an individual was randomly selected from
within their household to participate in the study, they went through a
detailed informed consent procedure. They were told that the survey would
ask about their experiences with the BokoHaram conflict, including questions
on their opinion of people who were associated with Boko Haram. The in-
terviewer explained that they were working with an international nongov-
ernmental organization and anAmericanuniversity. They also emphasized that
theywere in the community to do research and that the survey questionswould
not have anything to do with the distribution of aid. Respondents were not
offered any compensation for their participation in the survey due to the
policies of our partner organization and were informed of this.

If an individual consented to participate in the study, the interviewer started
by asking a number of pretreatment questions on demographics, experiences
with BokoHaramviolence, andmental health. After this series of questions, the
interviewer explained that they had been asking a lot of questions, so now they
were going to do something different and play a clip from a radio program.
Since people in northeastern Nigeria typically listen to the radio communally,
we incorporated a communal listening experience into the study design in
order to make the treatment more naturalistic. We did so for generalizability
reasons: listening to a radio program alone likely has a different effect than
listening in a group. When listening in a group, people can observe how others
react verbally and nonverbally to the content, which in turn could influence
their perceptions of social norms and their own attitudes. To create a group
experience, the interviewer asked theparticipant togather a fewof their family
members or neighbors to join for the radio program.

Once the participant gathered their family members or neighbors, the
interviewer connected the smartphone to a speaker and played one of the
two audio messages to the small group. The treatment condition was ran-
domly assigned fromwithin the Qualtrics Offline survey, using simple random
assignment with equal probabilities across participants. The interviewer did
not know which program would air until they pressed play on their survey.

When the program was over, the interviewer thanked the others for
joining and politely asked them to leave in order to continue the interview
with the respondent in private. Next, participants completed an immersive
distractor task. They were then given a short vignette about a hypothetical
ex–Boko Haram fighter. Characteristics of the ex-fighter’s profile were ran-
domly assigned, such as his age, length of time in Boko Haram, and whether
he is described as repentant (Table 1). This was done in order to ensure that
effects were not dependent on particular characteristics of the hypothetical
ex-fighter.

Participants were then asked an outcome question measuring attitudes
(specifically, “If the decision was yours alone, do you think he should be
allowed to stay in the community?”), several intended behaviors (e.g.,
“Would you trade with him?”), and perceptions of social norms about the
willingness of their neighbors, community leader, and local religious leader
to accept the ex-fighter back into the community (e.g., “Now I want you to
think about the rest of the people in your community. Do you think they
would agree for him to stay in the community?”). We average the six be-
havioral intention items to create the “Willingness to Interact Index” and
average the three perceived social norms items into the “Perceived Norms
Index.” The indices are constructed by taking the mean across all items in the
index that a respondent answered (except for attitudes, which are measured
using a single item). We also measure the emotions of anger at the ex-
fighter for what he has done in the past and fear of what the ex-fighter
might do in the future. The full text of the outcome measures can be found
in SI Appendix, Table S3. All survey questions were translated into Hausa and
Kanuri. The questions were also pilot-tested to make sure they were ap-
propriate for the local context and that the translation into both languages
correctly captured the meaning of each question consistently.

Safety and Ethics. Conducting a study in an active conflict zone raises a
number of safety and ethical concerns that must be addressed. Our main
priority was to ensure that we never put either interviewers or respondents at
risk during the data collection. We addressed this challenge in a number of
ways. First, we worked closely with the security team from our partner or-
ganization, Mercy Corps. We checked in with them each day to make sure
that it was safe to travel to the day’s selected community. Second, we
contacted community leaders in advance of our visit to get permission to
come into their community and conduct the study. We would also visit the
community leader upon entry into the community, and the leader would
typically assign a few respected community members to accompany our
team. Third, we made sure to finish all of our interviews in each community
within 1 d. Finally, the interviewers were instructed to stop an interview or
leave a community immediately if they felt any threat to their safety.

Another priority was to make sure that we mitigated negative conse-
quences to respondents and interviewers that may arise from participating in
a survey that included detailed questions on violence and trauma. Inter-
viewers went through 2 wk of training before the survey. The training in-
cluded mock interviews in which we acted out difficult scenarios that may
arise in the field and discussed techniques to deal with upset or traumatized
respondents. To address possible negative consequences for respondents,
everyone who participated in the survey received a psychosocial referral card
at the end of the interview. The card had information about the psychosocial
counseling network in Maiduguri, which is accessible to anyone for free.
Interviewers also offered to assist respondents if they needed help navigating
the psychosocial referral process. The study was approved by the University of
California, Los Angeles institutional review board.

Analysis. We estimate treatment effects and calculate adjusted conditional
means using a linear regression model to adjust for the characteristics of the
hypothetical fighter that varied in the vignettes.We use demeaned indicators
for each vignette feature, interacted with the treatment, to improve effi-
ciency (47).† We report heteroskedasticity-consistent SEs (specifically the
“HC2” estimator). The study hypotheses and analyses were preregistered on
the Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://osf.io/pu5yr/.

Descriptive Statistics
Our sample is 57% female, with an average age of 35 (median = 32;
range = 18 to 90). Forty-nine percent have no formal education,
and 29% are completely unemployed, meaning they have no formal
or informal work. The sample is also highly war affected: 63%
were displaced at some point during the conflict, including 41%
who were displaced at the time of the survey. Experiences with
violence at the hands of Boko Haram are extremely common:
47% of respondents had their property destroyed by Boko Haram,
26% witnessed Boko Haram killing someone, and 14% were
personally beaten or tortured. Sixty-seven percent had a relative
killed by Boko Haram, and 31% had a relative abducted. Not
surprisingly, respondents report experiencing many symptoms as-
sociated with posttraumatic stress disorder. For example, 46%
experience nightmares and 36% have flashbacks.
In terms of attitudes toward reintegration, 40% of respondents

in the placebo-control condition say that the ex-fighter featured
in the vignette should not be allowed to return to their community.
Forty-two percent would not allow the former fighter to attend
community meetings, and 46% would not trade with him in the

Table 1. Hypothetical Boko Haram fighter vignette

I want to tell you the story of [ Ali / Usman ] a [16 / 21 / 26 / 31] year old
man from your community. Before the crisis, [ Ali / Usman ] [ was
living with his parents. In the morning, he swept the front of his
house. Most evenings, he played football on a field in the community.
/ was a small trader selling vegetables before the crisis. He had two
younger sisters. In the morning, he went to the market and then sold
on a street in his community. ] When Boko Haram came to the
community, he was convinced by their preaching and willingly
decided to join them. He was with them for [ 1 mo / 1 y / 2 y ], and his
role was mostly as a fighter. [ He escaped their camp one afternoon,
and walked until he reached a nearby town. / He was captured by the
military. / He surrendered during a battle. ] [ He has been released by
the government after rehabilitation. / No mention.] [ He is willing to
swear on the Koran to show the community that he is repentant and
will never go back to Boko Haram. / He is willing to swear on the
Koran to show the community that he is repentant. / No mention.]

The vignette was read to respondents before asking outcome questions
regarding this hypothetical former Boko Haram fighter. Italicized text was
randomized independent of the main treatment.

†The results do not differ substantively when analyzed using the difference-in-means
estimator.
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market. Thirty-six percent of placebo-control respondents report
feeling angry at the ex-fighter for what he has done in the past, and
53% are afraid of what he might do in the future. With respect to
community norms around reintegration, 28% of respondents say
that none of their neighbors would be willing to accept the former
fighter back into the community, and 48% say that only some of
their neighbors would be willing to accept. Thirty-nine percent
think that their local community leader would not allow the ex-
fighter to return, and 39% think their local religious leader would
not allow him to return.

Results
We find that listening to a message from a religious leader changes
people’s minds about reintegration, positively shifting both peo-
ple’s attitudes and behavioral intentions toward accepting former
fighters. In terms of attitudes, 60% of respondents in the placebo
group say that they think former members should be allowed to
reintegrate into their community (SD = 49); this number increases
by 10 percentage points for those who listen to the religious leader
message (95% CI: 5 to 15; P = 0.00006; Fig. 1; regression esti-
mates in SI Appendix, Table S4). In terms of behavioral intentions,
the increase is 9 points on the “Willingness to Interact Index”
(95% CI: 5 to 14; P = 0.00007). This is a substantial effect, given
that the mean in the placebo group is 53% (SD = 44). Effects
range from 8 to 10 percentage points across index items (Fig. 2;
regression estimates in SI Appendix, Table S5). For example, 53%
of respondents in the placebo group say that they would allow
former members to attend their wedding or their child’s naming
ceremony; this number increases by 10 percentage points for those
who listen to the religious leader message (95% CI: 4 to 15;
P = 0.0003).
The religious leader message also positively shifts people’s

perceptions of social norms around reintegration in their com-
munity (placebo group mean = 56%; SD = 38). Participants who
listen to the treatment (versus placebo) message report thinking
that their neighbors, community leader, and local religious leader
are more supportive of reintegration (average effect on the
“Perceived Norms Index”: 7 points, 95% CI: 3 to 11, P = 0.0005;
Fig. 3; regression estimates in SI Appendix, Table S6). Effects
range from 6 to 10 percentage points across items.
These effects are not moderated by any of the randomly varied

characteristics of the hypothetical ex-fighter profile. The only
characteristic that influenced mean levels of acceptance in the
main indices was whether or not the ex-fighter was described as
repentant. The Perceived Norms Index was also influenced by the
age of the hypothetical former fighter. We also find little het-
erogeneity in effects for any of the main outcomes according to
any of the respondent characteristics we preregistered, including
measures of religiosity, trust in political and religious leaders, and
authoritarian personality (SI Appendix, Tables S12–S14).
The religious leader message also shifts attitudes, intended

behaviors, and norms toward two additional hypothetical Boko

Haram members: a man and a woman described as being
abducted into the group. The effects are generally positive, large,
and statistically significant (SI Appendix, Tables S15–S18).
However, we do not see effects on anger and fear toward

former Boko Haram members (anger: −2 points, 95% CI: −7 to 4,
P = 0.56; fear: −0.007 points, 95% CI: −6 to 5, P = 0.78; SI Ap-
pendix, Table S19). This suggests that the patterns we observe are
not simply a result of demand effects, as participants are not
responding positively to all outcome questions as a result of hearing
a message in favor of reintegration. It also raises an interesting
question about why the intervention improves reintegration atti-
tudes but does not reduce anger and fear. A likely explanation is
that the message content is designed more to influence how
people think about reintegration rather than how they feel about
former Boko Haram affiliates. It provides information about what
Islamic texts say about forgiveness, informs listeners that their
religious leader is in favor of reintegration, and includes an appeal
from the leader for them to support reintegration as well. Perhaps
the message would need a more explicit appeal targeted at emo-
tions in order to reduce anger and fear.

Discussion
Our findings provide experimental evidence that messages from
religious leaders can shift personal attitudes, intended behaviors,
and perceived social norms around the reintegration of former
members of a violent extremist group. After the intervention,
people are more likely to say they will allow former members of
Boko Haram to rejoin the community and participate actively in
social, economic, and political life. They are also more likely to
believe that their neighbors and local leaders are supportive of
former members returning. These results are encouraging, because
if even a small number of ex-members are reluctant to reintegrate
due to fears that their communities won’t accept them, the risks of
instability remain. We consider this study to be a first step in a
broader research agenda investigating whether religious authori-
ties are effective messengers in conflict contexts and should be
centrally involved in conflict resolution. In that spirit, we note here
some limitations for our study that may inspire future research.
First, we measure the effect of the religious leader message on

attitudes, perceived norms, and intended behaviors, not on ac-
tual behaviors. While our goal for this particular study was to test
whether messages from trusted authorities could change minds
and shift norms in order to pave the way for peaceful reintegration,
the question remains whether such messages would be effective at
changing behaviors down the line and how long that effect might
last. While behavioral intentions do not always predict future
behavior, perceived social norms often do (32, 48). Given this, as
well as the brevity of our intervention and the magnitude of ob-
served effects on attitudes, norms, and intended behaviors, we
think there is reason for optimism that trusted authorities will also
influence future reintegration behaviors. Additionally, we measure
effects immediately after listening to the radio program. Due to
respondent safety concerns, we were not able to collect follow-up
data to examine whether the effects persist. Previous research
finds mixed evidence as to whether a brief messaging or media
intervention leads to lasting change (49–51). It is possible—and
perhaps even likely—that listening to one relatively short message
from a religious leader may not lead to enduring effects. However,
hearing repeated messages from religious leaders on the radio or
in the mosque might be more likely to create lasting change.
Second, we measure the effect of a message delivered by a reli-

gious leader. The use of religious leaders makes sense in our study’s
context: northeastern Nigeria is a highly religious society, making
religious authorities plausibly influential. Moreover, religion is at
the center of the Boko Haram conflict that defines this context.
Beyond Nigeria, we expect that religious leaders will be effective

Should reintegrate

Placebo Leader

0.4

0.6

0.8

Fig. 1. Messages from religious leaders change attitudes toward reinte-
gration. We present regression-adjusted conditional means (red dot) with
95% CIs (red lines) for the placebo-control group (“Placebo”) and the reli-
gious leader treatment group (“Leader”) for attitudes toward reintegration.
The vertical axis represents the proportion of “yes” responses.
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at influencing attitudes, norms, and behaviors among religious
populations. Most religions lay out many prescriptions relevant to
issues of politics, economics, justice, and social organization (52),
and thus religious leaders can and do credibly speak about and
likely influence people in a number of domains (45, 53–55). Ad-
ditionally, while our study had a message from a high-profile re-
ligious authority, we would expect messages from more local-level
religious authorities to be similarly effective. While local leaders
may not be as high in status, they may be better able to tailor
messages to local contexts and focus on community-specific issues.
In other contexts, trusted secular authorities may be more

effective messengers among populations that are less religious or
in which political divides are not religious in nature. A significant
body of work suggests that lay authority figures of all kinds can
be effective in changing minds and shifting norms (27, 29, 56),
particularly those who are trusted and who are considered to be
experts in a given domain (28, 57). More research is needed into
whether domestic secular leaders are effective in promoting
peace in conflict and postconflict settings, which kinds of secular
leaders are most influential, and whether levels of trust or other
characteristics condition this influence.

Third, our intervention does not permit us to disentangle
whether our effects are caused by the religious content itself or the
influence of a religious leader; we combine the two in the radio
programs. This mimics how respondents often experience religion
in the real world as a bundled treatment. Exposure to religious
text on its own has been found to be very persuasive in influ-
encing individual attitudes, particularly among highly religious
populations (44) and when delivered by religious authorities
(45). Future research should build on these experimental ap-
proaches and include exhaustive treatment conditions that both
isolate the religious content of the message from the religious
credentials of the messenger as well as combine the two to explore
which elements might be causing the kind of effects we observe in
this research.
Our results show that elevating the voices of leaders who pro-

mote reconciliation can be effective, even in the wake of violent
conflict. Based on these results, we believe this can be a scalable
and cost-effective intervention to foster positive social change.
Messages from trusted authorities can reach hundreds or even
tens of thousands of people at once through in-person speeches,
broadcast media, and social media. For example, leaders can go
on the radio or television and discuss their views in interviews or

Willingness to interact index
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Effects for index

Allow to reintegrate Allow in meetings Invite to event
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Effects for index items

Trade with them Vote for them Allow child to marry
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Fig. 2. Messages from religious leaders change willingness to interact. We present raw outcome data (jittered black dots) and regression-adjusted condi-
tional means (red dots) with 95% CIs (red lines) for the placebo-control group (“Placebo”) and the religious leader treatment group (“Leader”) for the
“Willingness to Interact Index.” We also present regression-adjusted conditional means and 95% CIs for the six constituent items. The vertical axis for each
item represents the proportion of “yes” responses; the vertical axis for the index plot represents points on that index, which is an average of the proportion of
“yes” responses on the component items.

Perceived norms index
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Fig. 3. Messages from religious leaders shift perceived norms. We present raw outcome data (jittered black dots) and regression-adjusted conditional means
(red dots) with 95% CIs (red lines) for the placebo-control group (“Placebo”) and the religious leader treatment group (“Leader”) for the “Perceived Norms
Index.” We also present regression-adjusted conditional means and 95% CIs for the three constituent items. The vertical axis for each item represents the
proportion of "yes" responses; the vertical axis for the index plot represents points on that index, which is an average of the proportion of "yes" responses on
the component items.
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talk shows. In contexts in which Internet usage is common, they
can spread written messages and short video clips on social
media sites such as Facebook. Leaders can also work collab-
oratively with governments, nonprofits, and religious organi-
zations to launch coordinated campaigns in which a number of
local and national leaders all spread similar messages at the
same time. We encourage scholars and practitioners to creatively
build on our intervention and findings to more fully explore how
trusted authorities can promote reconciliation and positive social
change.

Data Availability. Anonymized data have been deposited in OSF
(DOI: 10.17605/OSF.IO/PU5YR).
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