AFRO

BAROMETER

Let the people have a say

Working Paper No. 231

Formal political reach and the
social patterning of institutional
trust in Ghana, 2014-2024

by Raymond Damptey Owusu | September 2026




AFR¢
BAROMETER

Let the people have a say
Working Paper No. 231

Formal political reach and the social
patterning of institutional trust
in Ghana, 2014-2024

by Raymond Damptey Owusu | September 2026

Raymond Damptey Owusu is a PhD student in politics at the University of Strathclyde.
Email: raymond.owusu@strath.ac.uk

Abstract

This paper asks how trust in Ghana's formal political institutions is socially patterned: by citizens'
contact with the formal political system, by their contact with traditional leaders, or by both?
Drawing on five rounds of the Afrobarometer survey in Ghana spanning the decade from 2014 to
2024 (pooled N=11,969), the paper measures citizens' contact with two authority structures
separately: formal political actors (members of Parliament, party officials, assembly members, and
local councillors) and traditional leaders. Citizens who report contact with formal political actors
express higher levels of trust in the president, Parliament, and local government than citizens who
had no contact. Contact with traditional leaders shows no association with trust in formal
institutions; it is instead associated with trust in traditional leaders themselves. Contact and trust are
thus linked within each authority structure rather than across them. With respect to citizen contact
and institutional trust, Ghana's two authority structures operate as parallel domains rather than as a
single complementary or substitutive circuit: Trust in formal institutions is patterned by contact with
the formal political system, while trust in traditional leaders is patterned by contact with traditional
authority.

Keywords: Ghana, political trust, chieftaincy, Afrobarometer, democratic embeddedness, political
contact
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1. Introduction

The political sociology of postcolonial Africa has long been shaped by what Mamdani (1996)
called the bifurcated state, with civic authority structured around the formal apparatus of
the modern state and customary authority structured around hereditary rule. In Ghana, that
dual structure has been institutionalised. The 1992 Constitution simultaneously establishes the
framework for competitive multiparty politics and formally recognises chieftaincy as an
institution of governance, with a National House of Chiefs and Regional Houses of Chiefs
alongside the formal state apparatus (Boafo-Arthur, 2003; Knierzinger, 2011). Both structures
have been contfinuous features of Ghana's Fourth Republic (Ubink, 2008; Whitfield, 2009).
Ghanaian citizens engage them routinely. Citizens contact members of Parliament (MPs),
party officials, and assembly members or local councillors when they want to raise a problem
or make themselves heard in the formal political system (Bob-Milliar, 2012; Brierley & Nathan,
2021). They contact chiefs and traditional leaders when they want to raise concerns in the
customary sphere (Boafo-Arthur, 2003; Ubink, 2008; Knierzinger, 2011). They move between
the two with the ease of people for whom both are part of the same social world (Logan,
2009, 2013; Whitfield, 2009). What we know about how these two spheres fit together,
however, comes mostly from how citizens rate them, not from how they engage them.
Whether contact with one sphere goes with trust in the other, or whether contact and tfrust
stay within each authority structure, is a separate question, and it is the one this paper takes
up.

The central research question is whether citizens' contact with the formal political system,
with traditional leaders, or with both predicts trust in Ghana's formal political institutions. Two
scholarly approaches bear on it. They foreground different channels of contact and lead to
different expectations about which channel should matter for trust.

The first approach concerns contact with the formal political system. In Ghana, citizens
reach that system through party operatives, MPs, assembly members, and local figures who
connect them to government (Lindberg & Morrison, 2008; Nathan, 2019; Brierley, 2021;
Brierley & Nathan, 2021, 2022; Acheampong, 2026). Much of this scholarship has studied
these contacts through the lens of clientelism and brokerage, but what defines the channel
is not whether a given interaction is a favour or a routine dealing; it is that these are all actors
sifuated in the formal political arena. Reaching them is a matter of engaging the formall
electoral and representative system, not of crossing between formal and customary
authority. Some of this contact is people seeking favours; much of it is ordinary dealing with
officials and parties, with no favour involved (Mattes, Krénke, & Lockwood, 2025). What it has
in common is that it makes the formal state less of a stranger. A person who deals with these
actors comes to know the system from the inside rather than from a distance, and that
familiarity should show up in how they regard the instfitutions of the state.

The second approach concerns chieftaincy and customary authority. Recent work has
shown that chiefs continue to be politically consequential, that they retain strong local
legitimacy, and that they are folded into party strategies and development politics in ways
that link the customary to the formal (Boafo-Arthur, 2003; Ubink, 2008; Knierzinger, 2011;
Brierley & Ofosu, 2024; Nathan, 2019). Most directly, Logan (2009, 2013) has shown that
Ghanaian citizens hold elected and traditional authority together rather than apart, with
positive evaluations of chiefs carrying across to support for democratic governance more
broadly. If so, contact with traditional leaders should also be associated with trust in formal
institutions, because regard for chiefs may carry across to regard for the democratic state.

The two approaches yield two testable expectations. H1: Contact with formal political actors
will be positively associated with frust in formal state institutions. H2: Contact with traditional
leaders will also be positively associated with trust in formal state institutions, because
Ghanaian citizens hold chiefly authority and formal democratic authority within the same
local authority field rather than as rival sources of legitimacy. Whether either expectation
holds for citizens who actually contact these actors, as opposed to citizens who simply rate
them well, has not been tested directly. That is the gap this paper addresses. The reason this
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gap matters lies in what the coexistence claim has been built on. The view that chiefly and
elected authority reinforce one another in Ghana, and across much of Africa, rests for the
most part on how citizens rate the two. Logan's evidence is that popular evaluations of chiefs
and of elected officials are strongly and positively linked, with citizens regarding the two as
common players in a single political system rather than as opponents in a bifurcated one.
That is a claim about attitudes. It tells us how people answer when asked to judge their chiefs
and their councillors side by side. But a favourable disposition toward authority in general
would produce the same pattern whether or not the two channels function as one in
practice. How citizens actually engage these authorities, and whether that engagement
leaves any corresponding frace in their trust, is a separate matter that the evaluative
evidence cannot settle.

Ghana is a natural place to put the question. Its Constitution recognises chieftaincy through
the Natfional House of Chiefs and the Regional Houses alongside a competitive multiparty
system. Few African states have institutionalised both as fully. So if the two authority structures
cohere in citizens' dealings with them, Ghana is a place where that coherence should be
visible. There is also reason not to assume that the earlier picture still holds. The studies on
which the coexistence reading rests, including Logan's (2009, 2013) cross-national work and
Gyimah-Boadi and Mensah's (2003) account of Ghana's democratic path, predate the last
decade, and recent Afrobarometer treatments of fraditional leaders have come as short
dispatches (Sanny & Asiamah, 2020; Logan & Amakoh, 2022) rather than sustained analyses,
even as contact with both formal and customary actors has shifted across the 2014-2024
survey rounds.

The paper reports two findings. First, the data support H1 but not H2. Citizens who report
contact with MPs, party officials, or assembly members and local councillors report higher
levels of frust in the president, Parliament, and local government than citizens who had no
contact. Contact with traditional leaders, however, does not comparably predict frust in
these formal institutions. Rather, it is strongly associated with trust in fraditional leaders
themselves. In other words, contact and trust are related, but only within each institutional
sphere separately; there is no evidence of cross-domain association. Second, within formal
political contact, the association between trust and contact is strongest for the president
and weakest for local government. If contact mainly bought local favours, the link should be
strongest close to home, at the local government level. It is not. This ordering is secondary to
the paper's main claim, and the discussion treats it cautiously; what it shows is that the
contact-and-trust relationship is not simply strongest where contact is most local.

The first finding speaks most directly to Logan's work on this dual sefting. Logan found that
citizens evaluate chiefs and elected officials in consonant terms, regarding the two as part of
a single political system. The present results show that this consonance does not extend to a
behavioural contact channel: Citizens may hold chiefs and the formal state within the same
local authority field rather than as rival sources of legitimacy, but their contact with
fraditional leaders does not carry across to trust in formal institutions. The findings have
implications for how Ghana's democratic embeddedness is understood (Oduro, Selvik, &
Dupuy, 2022) and for the long-running debate over whether informal institutions complement
or substitute for formal ones in African political life (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004).

Section 2 situates the argument in scholarship on chieftaincy, brokerage, and institutional
trust, and develops the reasoning behind H1 and H2. Section 3 describes the data and
approach. Section 4 presents the findings. Section 5 discusses what the difference between
formal and customary contact implies for Ghana's democratic embeddedness and for the
complement-vs.-substitute debate. Section 6 concludes with policy implications.

2. Two authorities and the question of trust

Existing Ghanaian political life runs through two authority structures at once. The state is the
formal one, with elected officials, party operatives, and decenfralised administrative
machinery. Chieftaincy is the other, constitutionally recognised, locally rooted, and present
across most of the country's traditional areas. Citizens move between the two. They contact
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MPs and assembly members. They contact chiefs and traditional councils. They evaluate,
and where it matters, they comply. The pattern is older than the Fourth Republic. Mamdani's
(1996) account of postcolonial Africa as a bifurcated state, with civic citizenship structured
around the formal apparatus and customary authority structured around hereditary rule, is
the framework most of the contemporary literature still works in or against. In Ghana, the 1992
Constitution accommodates both, and the political sociology of the Fourth Republic has
spent two decades fracking how the two systems sit alongside each other (Boafo-Arthur,
2006; Whitfield, 2009; Ubink, 2008; Knierzinger, 2011). What follows draws together the existing
literature on each channel, on institutional frust in Ghana, and on the question the paper sets
out to answer.

2.1. Formal authority and political contact

The reasoning behind H1 sits in two decades of scholarship on Ghanaian party politics in the
Fourth Republic. That scholarship has mostly approached the system as a story about parties,
brokerage, and clientelism, fracing the dense intermediation between citizens and the state
that runs through overlapping party, representative, and decentralised structures: party
operatives, MPs, assembly members, foot soldiers, and constituency-level figures (Lindberg &
Morrison, 2008; Lindberg, 2010; Whitfield, 2009, 2018; Bob-Milliar, 2012, 2014; Nathan, 2019).
What matters for this paper is not how that intermediation works, but that these are the
actors in the formal electoral and representative system whom Ghanaians actually deal with
when they have anything to do with the state.

This literature shows that citizens encounter formal politics largely through party-linked and
representative actors, rather than the state in the abstract (Bob-Milliar, 2012, 2014; Brierley,
2021; Brierley & Nathan, 2021). It does not require treating all such contact as clientelist
exchange. The point that maftters here is narrower: A great deal of ordinary political life in
Ghana runs through these party and party-linked figures, so a person who has dealf with
them has, in effect, had dealings with the formal political system.

A complementary line of work measures formal political reach more directly. Krénke,
Lockwood, & Mattes (2022) build a Party Presence Index using Afrobarometer data, arguing
that local party presence is central to how parties engage and mobilise citizens. Mattes et al.
(2025) push back against the assumption that contact between parties and citizens is
clientelist exchange, finding that African parties contact citizens regardless of party affiliation
and that most contacts occur without material exchange of any kind. Contact, on this
reading, includes routine outreach and political incorporation, not only fransactional
exchange.

Formal political contact in Ghana is therefore not random. People who contact these actors
are not making isolated requests at a counter; they are dealing with the wider world of
parties, representatives, and local government. Some want something from it, some have a
complaint about it, some are simply part of it. Whatever the reason, the contact gives them
a closer view of the formal state than they would have from the outside. The literature has
studied how this world works in detail, but not whether dealing with it leaves people trusting
the institutions of government more. H1 asks exactly that.

2.2. Customary authority and the dual political field

Chiefs sit at the centre of community life in a way that elected officials in Ghana's urban and
rural settings often do not. The 1992 Constitution recognises chieftaincy as an institution of
governance, establishes a National House of Chiefs and Regional Houses of Chiefs, and
reserves matters of customary law and lineage fo tfraditional authorities. Chiefs cannot stand
for partisan office, but they are not banned from politics. They mediate disputes, allocate
communal land, hold ritual authority, and play visible roles in development politics, especially
in rural areas (Boafo-Arthur, 2003; Ubink, 2008; Knierzinger, 2011). Their reach is uneven.
Centralised southern kingdoms operate differently from decenftralised northern systems, and
chieftaincy in the urban South has been reshaped by migration, land commodification, and
party politics (Lentz, 2006; Bob-Milliar, 2009).

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2026 3



Recent work has shown that chiefs influence voter behaviour through endorsements, that
they are folded into party strategies during election cycles, and that political parties tfreat
them as conduits for reaching rural and traditional constituencies (Brierley & Ofosu, 2024;
Nathan, 2019). The relationship runs in both directions: Acheampong (2025) shows that
Ghanaian MPs orient their constituency focus around traditional authority, with implications
for representational behaviour. On this reading, customary contact is also political work.
Chiefs are infermediaries in their own register, channelling information, mobilisation, and
legitimacy between citizens and the state. Baldwin (2015) makes the strongest version of this
case. She argues that fraditional leaders strengthen formal democratic governance, rather
than competing with it, because their local embeddedness and longer fime horizons give
them capacities that elected politicians often lack: chiefs sustain local public-goods
provision, mediate between citizens and the elected state, and contribute to the everyday
responsiveness on which formal democratic legitimacy rests. If Baldwin's account is right,
then everyday citizen contact with traditional leaders should plausibly be associated with
citizens' trust in the formal democratic institutions that chiefs help to support. H2 flows from
such logic.

Carolyn Logan's work is the prior most directly engaged here. Using pooled Afrobarometer
data from the early rounds, Logan asked whether citizens evaluate elected and traditional
authority as parts of a single system or as alternatives. The answer, she found, is that they
evaluate them together. Trust in chiefs correlates positively with trust in elected local officials.
Citizens who think well of their councillors also think well of their chiefs, and vice versa. The
two are evaluated as part of one local system rather than as competing claims on
legitimacy (Logan, 2009). In a follow-up piece, Logan extended the argument to popular
support for fraditional authority more broadly, finding that endorsement of chiefs draws on
the same reservoirs of legitimacy that sustain support for democracy, and that the two are
mutually reinforcing rather than mutually exclusive (Logan, 2013). The reading is structural.
Citizens hold chieftaincy and the state fogether as a single field of authority that operates at
the local level, rather than as alternatives.

Logan's findings have encouraged a broader reading in which chiefs and elected local
officials are mutually reinforcing parts of a single local authority field, and a great deal of
subsequent work has built on this picture (Holzinger, Kern, & Kromrey, 2016; Baldwin, 2015).
The reading is plausible when citizens are asked how they rate chiefs and the state. But it
does not settle the behavioural question this paper asks. Logan's design measured how
Ghanaian citizens evaluate chiefs and the elected state side by side. It did not ask whether
citizens who actually contact chiefs are more tfrusting of the state. The two questions are not
the same. A Ghanaian citizen can hold chiefs and councillors within the same local authority
field rather than as rival sources of legitimacy, as Logan documented, without that
evaluative consonance franslating into a behavioural pattern in which contact with chiefs is
associated with trust in the president, Parliament, or local government. H2 is best understood
as the behavioural counterpart of Logan's evaluative finding: If that consonance reflects a
deeper integration of chiefly and formal democratic authority in Ghanaian political life, then
citizens who engage chiefs should also be more trusting of the formal institutions of the state.
Whether they are is the question that Section 4 takes up.

2.3. Institutional trust as a missing outcome

Neither literature treats institutional trust as its main outcome. The brokerage literature studies
vote choice, mobilisation, and parliamentary behaviour. The chieftaincy literature studies
legitimacy, dispute resolution, public-goods provision, and voter behaviour. Trust in the
institutions of governance is freated as background, or as a downstream consequence,
rather than as something to be explained directly.

Where instfitutional trust has been engaged in Ghanaian scholarship, the focus has been
elsewhere. Lauterbach and Bob-Milliar (2021) provide the most direct treatment, locating
political frust in Ghana within the historical relationship between political parties and public
authority. They find that political tfrust is shaped by party loyalty, economic performance, and
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internal party politics, and they note a structural puzzle that runs through the trust literature
on Ghana: Citizens often place more confidence in fraditional authorities and religious
organisations than in political parties or state institutions, but it is parties that govern and
implement policy. Sulemana and Issifu (2015) test the determinants of trust in Ghanaian
institutions quantitatively and find that satisfaction with democracy and political affiliation
are strongly correlated with trust in public institutions. Kuenzi (2008) provides the older
Afrobarometer anchor on Ghana and Nigeria, arguing that institutional trust drives
interpersonal frust rather than the other way around, in line with an institutional rather than a
civil-society explanation of social capital. Oduro et al. (2022) read Ghana as a
comparatively resilient African democracy while warning that resilience coexists with
declining trust in the institutions that sustain democratic rule.

What this body of work establishes is that institutional trust in Ghana is shaped by
performance, partisanship, satfisfaction with democracy, and the broader institutional
environment. What it does not engage is the question this paper asks. It does not test
whether trust in formal state institutions is patterned by the channels of authority through
which citizens actually reach the state.

The analytic move that follows turns on a long-standing distinction in studies of political
behaviour. Citizens' attitudes toward political institutions and their actual engagement with
those institutions are related, but they do not move together in lockstep. People who say
they trust the state are not always the same people who turn up to interact with it; people
who turn up to interact with it do not always come away trusting it more (Bratton, Mattes, &
Gyimah-Boadi, 2005). Logan's question and most of the frust literature's questions sit on the
aftitudes side. This paper's question sits on the engagement side. Measuring contact rather
than evaluation is what distinguishes the test reported here from the existing literature, and it
is what allows H1 and H2 to be read as behavioural rather than purely attitudinal claims.

2.4. Formal reach, customary distance

The two bodies of work intersect on a question neither has answered. Work on Ghanaian
parties, representation, and political intfermediation shows that MPs, party officials, assembly
members, and brokers connect citizens to formal political authority. Work on chieftaincy and
dual governance shows that traditional leaders remain locally legitimate, accessible, and
politically consequential. Both literatures usually take their outcomes elsewhere: mobilisation,
resource access, public goods, vote choice, local authority. Neither literature has tested
whether formal and customary contact are similarly associated with trust in the institutions of
governance.

Each approach gives reason to expect a positive relationship for its own contact channel,
but for different reasons. The first approach predicts that contact with formal political actors
should be associated with frust in formal institutions because such contact embeds citizens in
the formal political system. Through the party, representative, and decenfralised structures
described in 2.1, citizens who reach the state become participants in formal political life
rather than observers of it. Participants tend to develop attitudinal fies to the institutions they
participate in: They accumulate information about how those institutions work, identify
themselves as people who can act through them, and read what the state does in light of
their own engagement with it. Contact, on this account, is one of the social channels
through which trust in formal institutions is built. H1 states that expectation. The second
approach predicts the same for contact with fraditional leaders because, in Ghana, chiefly
authority and formal state authority are held by citizens within the same local authority field
rather than as rival sources of legitimacy. If that shared view reflects something real about
how Ghanaian citizens organise their political world, then citizens who engage chiefs should
also be more trusting of the formal institutions of the state, particularly for local government,
where the customary and formal domains intersect most directly in everyday political life.
That is what H2 claims. If both approaches hold, both contact channels should predict trust
in formal institutions, and contact with chiefs, if it carries across at all, should show up most at
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the local government level, where the customary and the formal meet most directly in daily
life.

A caveat on what contact can and cannot tell us is necessary. The data are observational,
and contact is not random. Citizens who already trust formal institutions may be more likely
to seek out formal political actors. Citizens with grievances may turn more readily to chiefs or
to the state, depending on the kind of grievance and the kind of citizen. Contact may
therefore mark access, embeddedness, need, frustration, or confidence. The paper cannot
disentangle these mechanisms and does not claim to. This does not strip the findings of
value. Both approaches reviewed above predict an association between their contact
channel and trust in formal institutions whichever way the influence runs: If contact is one
source of trust, citizens who use a channel should report more of it, and if trust draws citizens
info contact, the more trusting should be found among those who use it. Either way, the
contrast holds: Formal contact and formal frust go together, while customary contact and
formal trust do not, even though the data cannof tell us which one leads to the other. What
the paper establishes is the empirical pattern of association across a decade of survey
rounds, where the relationship between contact and trust holds and where it does not, and
what that pattern says about how citizens' connections to Ghana's two authority structures
are organised.

This distinction also matters for how Ghana's democratic robustness is understood. If trust in
formal institutions is associated with formal political contact rather than customary contact,
then Ghanaian democracy is not socially anchored only by the coexistence of chieftaincy
and elected institutions. It is anchored by the everyday reachability of formal political
authority itself: MPs, party officials, assembly memlbers, and local councillors. The paper
therefore treats democratic robustness not simply as alternation or institutional survival, but as
a pattern of social connection between citizens and the formal institutions that govern them.

3. Data and approach

3.1. Data and sample

The data are five rounds of the Afrobarometer survey in Ghana: Round 6 (2014), Round 7
(2017), Round 8 (2019), Round 9 (2022), and Round 10 (2024). Each round is a nationally
representative repeated cross-section of approximately 2,400 adult citizens, drawn through a
multi-stage clustered probability design with stratification by region and by urban or rural
location. The five rounds together yield a pooled sample of 11,969 respondents before
listwise deletion. After listwise deletfion of cases with missing values on any of the variables
used in Table 1, the pooled N is 10,975 for the trust index column and between 11,141 and
11,509 for the three trust outcomes used to construct the index, namely frust in the president,
frust in Parliament, and frust in the elected local government council. Section 3.2 explains
how each of the three is measured. The Afrobarometer methodological design is set out in
Bratton et al. (2005) and has been carried forward across subsequent rounds, with each
round publicly available through the Afrobarometer data archive.

3.2. Contact and frust

The formal-political-contact indicator is set to 1 if the respondent reports having contacted
an MP, a political party official, or an assembly member or local councillor at least once in
the past year. The customary-contact indicator is set to 1 if the respondent reports having
contacted a traditional leader at least once in the past year. The Afrobarometer items ask,
for each actor, how often the respondent has contacted them about a problem or to give
them their views, with response categories of “Never,” "Only once,” “A few times,” and
“Often.” Any reported contact is tfreated as contact, and the analysis does not weight by
frequency. The theoretical reasoning behind this coding is that what matters for institutional
trust, on the reasoning developed in Section 2, is whether the channel of authority has been
engaged at all. A citizen who has ever contacted an MP, an assembly member, or a chief
has crossed a behavioural threshold: She has acted on the assumption that the channel can
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be approached and that the actors who occupy it are reachable. Whether she did so once
or several fimes is informative about the intensity of her engagement, but not, primarily,
about whether that initial threshold has been crossed. The binary indicator aligns the
empirical measure with the theoretical concept of reachability that the paper takes from the
literature on political contact in African democracies (Bratton et al., 2005; Kronke et al., 2022;
Mattes et al., 2025). The binary specification is therefore a threshold test; future work could
examine whether the frequency of contact produces the same pattern. The pooled
prevalence of formal political contact across the five rounds is around 37%. The pooled
prevalence of customary contact is around 25%.

The four trust outcomes are constructed from the Afrobarometer four-point trust scale.
Respondents are asked how much they trust each of a list of institutions, with response
categories of “Not atf all,” “Just a little,” “Somewhat,” and “A lot.” These are coded 0-3. The
three components used here are frust in the president, frust in Parliament, and trust in the
elected local government council. The trust index is the simple average of the three, again
on a 0-3 scale. The index has acceptable reliability across rounds, with Cronbach's alpha
ranging from 0.73 in 2024 to 0.85 in 2014, with intermediate rounds between 0.77 and 0.78
(Table A.2 in the Appendix). The components are reported alongside the index in Table 1
because the pattern across the three institutions, discussed in Section 4.2, can be seen only
in the disaggregated columns.

3.3. Controls and estimation

The conftrols are age, gender, education (the standard Afrobarometer 0-9 schooling scale,
freated as ordinal), urban or rural residence, and lived poverty. The Afrobarometer Lived
Poverty Index is the simple average of the five standard Afrobarometer lived-poverty items,
which ask how often someone in the respondent's family went without enough food, enough
water, medical care, enough fuel, and a cash income during the past year (Mafttes, 2008).
The five-item index is preferred to the single cash-income item because it captures
multidimensional deprivation rather than only material shortfall in cash. Round fixed effects
absorb period-level shocks. Region fixed effects are mapped to the 10-region structure that
predates the 2019 administrative splits: Volta and Oti are recombined; Brong-Ahafo is
recombined from Ahafo, Bono, and Bono East; Northern is recombined from North East and
Savannah; and Western and Western North are recombined. The full region crosswalk (Table
A.4), the source variable harmonisation by round (Table A.3), and sample-size diagnostics by
round (Table A.1) are reported in the Appendix.

Estimation is by weighted least squares using each release's within-country survey weight (the
household-level variant where provided). Standard errors are HC2 heteroskedasticity robust.
The public Afrobarometer files for rounds 6-10 in Ghana do not include a harmonised primary
sampling unit (PSU) or enumeration area (EA) identifier (Table A.5), which precludes PSU
clustered standard errors that the Afrobarometer survey design would otherwise warrant.
Standard errors clustered by round-region cells, reported in Table A.6, leave the significance
pattern of the main specification intact on all four outcomes. The pooled model in Table 1
includes both contact terms simultaneously, so each contact coefficient is the marginal
association of that channel holding the other constant. The round-level models in Figure 2
use the same specification within each round. Listwise deletion is used for missing values.
Multiple imputation was considered and rejected. Missingness is not concentrated on a
single item but distributed across the frust components and the lived-poverty battery, and
the pooled N after listwise deletion sfill exceeds 10,000. Given the descriptive purpose of the
analysis and the large retained sample, listwise deletion is unlikely to alter the broad patterns
reported here. Political-engagement variables are not included in the main specification
because they may partly mediate the relationship between contact and institutional trust
rather than simply confound it.
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3.4. Limitations

The customary-contact item asks about contact with a “traditional leader.” In the Ghanaian
context, this most plausibly refers to chiefly or traditional authority, but the item does not
disaggregate chiefs, queen mothers, or other customary office holders. A separate item on
contact with religious leaders appears in rounds 6-8 but not in rounds 9 or 10, and the paper's
customary-contact construct does not include religious figures. The construct is therefore
narrower than local authority in the wider African-studies literature, where religious as well as
chiefly figures may matter. Section 5 returns to what this means for the null association on
customary contact reported in Section 4.

The data are observational, and contact is not random. The paper does not claim that
contact moves trust in a causal sense. The reading offered is structural, in the sense set out in
Section 2: The paper documents the empirical pattern of association across a decade of
survey rounds and treats the difference between formal and customary contact as
evidence about which contact channel is associated with frust in the formal state.

4. Findings

4.]. Contact across the decade

Across the five Afrobarometer rounds from 2014 to 2024, both formal and customary
channels of contact are in routine use in Ghana. Figure 1 plofs the share of citizens reporting
contact in the previous year with each of four actors: MPs, party officials, assembly members
or local councillors, and traditional leaders.

Figure 1: Contact prevalence by Afrobarometer survey round and actor | Ghana

| 2014-2024
50%
40% 36%
=8— Assembly member
30% 27% 29% 30% 30% or local councillor
Traditi I lead
27% 27% raditional leader
22% 20%
20% 197 =e@=Party official
14% —
16% 16%
10% 13% 15% 15% =o—Member of
Parliament
0%
2014 2017 2019 2022 2024

Respondents were asked: During the past year, how often have you contacted any of the following
persons about some important problem or to give them your views: A member of Parliament?g A
political party official? An assembly man or woman? A traditional leader? (% who report any contact)

The figure shows a clear ordering across the four channels. Assembly members and locall
councillors are consistently the most reachable formal political actors, with contact
prevalence between 27% and 36% across the decade. Traditional leaders are next, between
20% and 29% depending on the round. Party officials (14%-21%) and MPs (13%-16%) sit lower.
The local end of the formal political system, captured in assembly members and local
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councillors, is more accessible to citizens than the national end, captured in MPs. The two
channels overlap but are not identical: 57% of respondents report neither form of contact,
18% report formal political contact only, 6% report customary contact only, and 19% report
both.

The lines also move. Most are reasonably stable from 2014 through 2022, with gentle drift.
Assembly or local-councillor contact rises from 27% in 2014 to 36% in 2022, then settles back
to 30% in 2024. Traditional-leader contact rises from 22% in 2014 to a peak of 29% in 2022, and
then drops sharply fo 20% in 2024. The 2024 fall in customary reach is the most striking single
change in the figure: a decline of roughly one-third in two years.

Customary reach is substantial across the decade. Contact with traditional leaders is roughly
as common as contact with any single formal actor, though less common than contact with
at least one formal actor of any kind. Section 5 returns to what the trajectories of each
channel might mean.

4.2. Pooled associations

Table 1 reports the pooled weighted least squares results across the five rounds, with four
columns presenting the trust index averaging the three components as well as trust in the
president, Parliament, and local government separately. The two contact terms are the
formal-political-contact indicator (any reported contact with an MP, party official, or
assembly member or local councillor in the past year) and the customary-contact indicator
(any reported contact with a traditional leader). Controls are age, gender, education, urban
or rural residence, the five-item Lived Poverty Index, round fixed effects, and region fixed
effects mapped to the 10-region structure that predates the 2019 splits. Pooled N is 10,975 for
the trust index column and 11,141 to 11,509 for the components.

The contrast between formal and customary contact runs through every column. The
coefficient for formal political contact is positive and significant on all four pooled outcomes.
Itis 0.10 on the frust index, 0.13 on trust in the president, 0.10 on trust in Parliament, and 0.07
on frust in local government. The customary-contact coefficient, by contrast, is
indistinguishable from zero on every pooled outcome. On the central question the paper
asks, the two kinds of contact behave differently. Citizens who contact formal political actors
express higher levels of trust in governing institutions. Citizens who contact traditional leaders
do not differ in their trust in those institutions, once formal contact and conftrols are
accounted for. The same difference shows on all three components, not only on the frust
index.

The formal-contact aggregate is not driven by any single actor. Decomposing formal
contact info its three components shows that each independently predicts higher trust on
the index: MP contact 0.077 (p=0.014), party-official contact 0.100 (p<0.001), and assembly-
member or local-councillor contact 0.060 (p=0.012). Traditional-leader contact is null (-0.023,
p=0.390). The aggregate formal-contact effect runs through all three formal channels rather
than concentrating in any one of them.

A second pafttern appears within the formal-contact results. The coefficient on formal
contact is strongest for trust in the president, followed by trust in Parliament and then tfrust in
local government. A formal test of the three pairwise contrasts shows that the difference
between the president coefficient and the local-government coefficient is statistically
distinguishable (0.061, p=0.033). The infermediate contrasts are not (president vs. Parliament:
0.035, p=0.195; Parliament vs. local government: 0.025, p=0.323).

This ordering is hard to square with the simplest version of an exchange account. If dealing
with formal political actors mattered mainly because people get something out of it close to
home, the strongest link should appear at the local government level, where those dealings
happen and where any favour is delivered. Instead, the link is sfrongest for the most distant
institution, the Presidency, and weakest for local government. This does noft rule exchange
out. A person who asks a councillor for help and is let down may end up no more frusting
than before, so the local relationship can look weak for reasons that have nothing to do with
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the argument here. What the ordering does show is that exchange close to home cannot be
the whole story, because if it were, the pattern would run the other way. Section 5 takes up
what this implies.

Table 1: Formal and customary contact and institutional trust in Ghana | pooled
weighted least squares results | 2014-2024

(1) Trust (2) Trust (3) Trust S LSS
index president Parliament Lozl
government
Formal political contact 0.10*** 0.13*** 0.10*** 0.07**
(0.022) (0.028) (0.026) (0.025)
Customary contact 0.02 -0.02 0.01 0.04
(0.026) (0.031) (0.031) (0.030)
Age 0.007*** 0.008*** 0.006*** 0.005***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Female -0.043* -0.032 -0.029 -0.041t
(0.020) (0.025) (0.023) (0.022)
Education -0.024*** -0.027*** -0.024*** -0.019%**
(0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)
Urban -0.078*** -0.082** -0.090*** -0.070**
(0.022) (0.028) (0.026) (0.025)
Lived poverty -0.142*** -0.206*** -0.105*** -0.109***
(0.014) (0.017) (0.016) (0.015)
Round fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Region fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
N 10,975 11,509 11,409 11,141

Note: Coefficients from weighted least squares with HC2 heteroskedasticity robust standard errors in
parentheses. Round fixed effects and 10-region fixed effects included in all specifications. Significance
levels: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05, 1p<0.10.

Respondents were asked, for the trust outcomes: How much do you trust each of the following, or
haven't you heard enough about them to say: The president? Parliament? Your local government
council?2 In Round 6, the local government item asked instead about the respondent's metropolitan,
municipal, or district assembly. The formal- and customary-contact indicators are constructed from the
contact items shown under Figure 1.

Magnitudes are modest relative to the four-point frust scale. The formal-contact coefficient
on the president represents around 4% of the scale's range. They are less modest against the
other predictors in the model: The formal-contact effect on the frust index is comparable to
roughly a two-thirds unit difference in the Lived Poverty Index, the strongest demographic
predictorin Table 1.

The control coefficients in Table 1 are familiar in pattern. Older citizens trust more. More
educated citizens, urban residents, and citizens facing lived poverty trust less. The lived-
poverty coefficient is the largest in absolute terms across the four columns, between -0.10
and -0.21. Women trust less on the index and marginally on local government, but the
gender coefficient is not significant for trust in the president or frust in Parlioment. These
patterns are not the focus of the paper.

The formal-contact results are robust to the choice of standard error. Clustering by round-
region cells, rather than using heteroskedasticity robust standard errors, leaves the point
estimates unchanged and preserves the significance pattern on all four outcomes, with trust
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in Parliament the only coefficient to move, from significance at the 0.001 level to the 0.01
level (Table A.6).

4.3. Customary contact within its own domain

The null association on customary contact in Table 1 raises a question the table itself cannot
answer. Does customary contact predict anything at all2 If customary contact were
unrelated to any kind of trust at all, the contrast the paper draws between the two channels
would mean much less.

Because the paper's main outcome is trust in formal institutions, the reciprocal test with frust
in tradifional leaders is freated as a domain check rather than as a separate hypothesis. The
Afrobarometer instrument provides a potential test. Trust in fraditional leaders is asked on the
same four-point scale as the formal-trust outcomes. Table 2 reports a weighted least squares
regression of trust in traditional leaders on the same two contact indicators and controls used
inTable 1.

The result is the mirror image of what Table 1 reports for the formal-tfrust outcomes. Customary
contact is strongly and significantly associated with trust in traditional leaders (0.216,
p<0.001). Formal political contact is, if anything, marginally negatively associated with trust in
traditional leaders, at the boundary of statistical significance (-0.045, p=0.100). The pattern
reverses across the two domains. Customary contact is associated with trust within the
customary domain; formal contact is associated with trust within the formal domain; and the
two channels do not appear to cross.

Table 2: Customary domain check: Trust in traditional leaders | pooled weighted
least squares results | Ghana | 2014-2024

Trust in traditional leaders

Formal political contact -0.0457 (0.027)
Customary contact 0.216*** (0.031)
Age 0.004*** (0.001)
Female -0.101*** (0.024)
Education -0.037*** (0.006)
Urban -0.157*** (0.027)
Lived poverty -0.0331 (0.017)
Round fixed effects Yes
Region fixed effects Yes

N 11,446

Note: Coefficients from weighted least squares with HC2 heteroskedasticity robust standard errors in
parentheses. Specification matches Table 1, with trust in traditional leaders substituted for the formal-
trust outcomes. Significance levels: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05, 1p<0.10.

Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say: Traditional leaders?

Customary contact is therefore not noise. It is associated with frust within its own institutional
sphere, just as formal contact is within its own. What the paper documents across the pooled
datais that the two channels operate within their own domains rather than across them.
Section 5 develops the implications of this two-domains pattern. This check pools across all
five rounds. The sharp fall in customary-contact prevalence in 2024, shown in Figure 1, is not
separately examined here, and whether the domain association holds in that round is left for
further work.
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4.4. Round-level texture

The pooled finding anchors the paper's argument, but it averages across five rounds in which
the formal-contact coefficient does not move identically. Figure 2 shows the round-level
pattern. For each round, the formal-contact coefficient on the frust index is estimated from a
separate weighted regression with the same controls used in Table 1, and plotted with 95%
confidence intervals.

The pattern shifts across rounds. In 2014, the coefficient is -0.04 with a confidence interval
that crosses zero (p=0.48). In 2017, the coefficientis 0.15 (p<0.001), and in 2019 itis 0.18
(p<0.001). Both 2017 and 2019 confidence intervals exclude zero. In 2022, the coefficient falls
to 0.10 with a confidence interval that just touches zero (p=0.06). In 2024, the coefficient is
0.05, and the confidence interval crosses zero (p=0.23). The arc rises from null af the start,
peaks in the middle two rounds, and attenuates back toward null by the end of the decade.

Figure 2: Round-level formal-contact coefficient on the trust index | Ghana
| 2014-2024
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Note: Point estimates with 95% HC2 robust confidence intervals. Dashed horizontal line at zero.

The positive pooled result for the frust index comes mainly from the middle rounds. The 2017
and 2019 coefficients are roughly twice the size of the pooled estimate. The 2014 and 2024
coefficients are below it, and the boundary rounds account for most of the round-to-round
variation. The pooled finding is accurate, in the sense that all five rounds enter the regression
with their actual weights, but the round-level picture should be read as adding texture rather
than challenging the pooled result. The contrast between formal and customary contact,
the cenftral finding, holds clearly in the pooled data, while the round-level estimates show
that its formal-contact component varies over time. The null finding for customary contact,
by contrast, is even more stable across rounds. The customary-contact coefficient is
indistinguishable from zero on the trust index in every individual round, just as it is in the
pooled ftable. Figure 3 plots the round-level customary-contact coefficients on the same
scale as Figure 2, with the full estimates reported in Table A.7.

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2026 12



Figure 3: Round-level customary-contact coefficient on the trust index | Ghana
| 2014-2024
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Note: Point estimates with 95% HC2 robust confidence intervals. Dashed horizontal line at zero.
Full estimates are reported in Table A.7.

The rise and fall of formal-contact coupling across the decade coincides with broader
political and economic conditions over the period. The data cannot adjudicate between
competing readings of why the coupling weakens. One possibility is that contact has
become more discretionary or more transactional as the institutional environment has
soured. Another is that period-level shocks to institutional frust have compressed the contact-
based gap. Section 5 takes the structural reading of this pattern, without staging a political-
economic explanation the data cannot carry.

The honest summary of Figure 2 is that the association between contact and trust is a feature
of the decade rather than a constant of every round, and that the null finding for customary
contact holds across rounds. Taken together, the difference between the two channels, the
pattern across institutions in Table 1, and the prevalence pattern in Figure 1 point to a clear
answer. Both formal and customary channels are in routine use in Ghana, and have been
across the decade. Formal political contact is associated with trust in the institutions of
governance; customary contact is not. The link between formal contact and trust is sfrongest
for the president and weakest for local government, not the pattern one would expect if the
association were driven only by proximate local exchange. What is open is why the formal-
contact coupling has weakened in the most recent rounds, and what the difference
between formal and customary contact means for the dual-authority picture. Section 5
takes both questions up.

5. Discussion

5.1. Two separate channels of trust

The central finding is that the two kinds of contact run on separate tracks. Formal political
contact is positively and significantly associated with trust in every formal institutional
outcome the paper examines. Customary contact is indistinguishable from zero on every
formal outcome, in every individual round, and across the decade as a whole. The data are
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consistent with H1: Contact with formal political actors is associated with trust in the formal
institutions of the state. The data are not consistent with H2: Contact with traditional leaders is
not associated with frust in those institfutions.

The question is how to reconcile the null result on H2 with the preceding literature. The
clearest reconciliation runs through the distinction between evaluative and behavioural
measures of chiefly authority, set out in Section 2. Logan (2009) documented that Ghanaian
citizens hold chiefs and elected officials together in their attitudes. They evaluate the two as
parts of a single local authority structure rather than as competing claims on legitimacy. H2
extrapolated from that evaluative consonance to a behavioural prediction: If citizens
evaluate the two together, citizens who actively contact chiefs should also trust the formal
institutions of the state more. The behavioural prediction does not hold. Between 20% and
29% of Ghanaian respondents report contact with a traditional leader in any given round,
and that contact does not independently predict their trust in the president, Parliament, or
local government. The prediction fails even where it had ifs best chance: At the locall
government level, where the two domains intersect most directly, the customary coefficient
is null (0.04, Table 1).

This does not say that chiefs do not matter politically. The customary literature is clear that
chiefs continue to allocate land, mediate disputes, sit alongside the state in formal political
bodies, and feature in electoral mobilisation (Boafo-Arthur, 2003; Ubink, 2008; Knierzinger,
2011; Brierley & Ofosu, 2024). It does not say that contact with chiefs makes no difference at
all either. Table 2 applies the same contact measures used for formal frust to trust in chiefs:
Contact with tfraditional leaders is strongly associated with trust in traditional leaders (0.216,
p<0.001), while formal contact shows at most a marginal negative association on the same
outcome (-0.045, p=0.100). Customary contact relates to trust in chiefs in the same way that
formal contact relates to frust in the state. The difference is therefore not a story about
customary contact being meaningless. It is a story about the two channels operating within
their own domains rather than across fo one another.

Why might this be?2 The most plausible reading is that the two channels of citizen contact
serve different functional purposes in Ghanaian political life. Citizens contact chiefs and
other traditional leaders about land, dispute resolution, ritual matters, lineage questions, and
locally rooted concerns over which customary authority has long held jurisdiction. Citizens
contact formal political actors about national and partisan problems, the delivery of public
services, and access fo formal decision-making processes. The frust associated with each
channel remains within its functional domain because the channels run on different
institutional logics and answer different kinds of concern. Boafo-Arthur (2003) and Logan
(2009) can both be right at the same time: Chiefs retain robust local legitimacy, and citizens
evaluate chiefs and the state in a coherent frame, yet the everyday engagement
associated with trust in one domain does not, in itself, carry trust across into the other.
Ghana's dual-authority structure is, on this evidence, best understood as two structurally
distinct domains of trust rather than as one shared field through which legitimacy circulates.

5.2. Contact and trust across the three institutions

The pattern of association across the three formal institutions is the second finding worth
taking seriously. The formal-contact coefficient runs from 0.13 on trust in the president to 0.10
on trust in Parliament and 0.07 on trust in local government. If the association were driven
only by proximate local exchange, such as the assistance MPs deliver to constituents or the
responsiveness of assembly members to local problems, the strongest contact and tfrust
association should appear at the most proximate institution. It does not.

The reading the paper offers is structural, not causal. Formal political contact appears to
mark infegration into the formal political system, not simply proximity-based exchange.
Citizens who have contacted MPs, party officials, or assembly members have entered the
formal political system as participants, and that participation connects them to the system as
a whole, not only to the actor they contacted. The connection reaches national-level
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instifutions in a way that local experience alone does not. Trust in the most national institution,
the Presidency, is where the association between contact and trust is largest.

The reading rests on two simple ideas. The first is about information. People can judge local
government against what they see for themselves, the services that do or do not arrive. The
president is farther away and harder to judge that way. So for the president, having dealt
with the formal system at all is one of the few things a person has to go on, while for local
government it is only one of many. That is why contact might matter more for the distant
institution than the near one. The second idea is about belonging. Trusting a distant institution
depends partly on whether a person feels part of the formal political system in the first place,
and contact gives them that sense of taking part. Trust in local government rests more on
what people can see being done, to which contact only adds a little.

There is a simpler alternative reading the data cannot rule out. The same property that
makes trust in the president more abstract also makes it more elastic to any signal of political
involvement, not only to contact. On this alternative reading, the larger coefficient at the
Presidency reflects not a president-specific marker of infegration but the general fendency
for trust in distant institutions to move more freely with any marker of political engagement,
while trust in local government is held closer to the ground by direct service experience. The
integration reading and the elasticity reading make the same prediction about the pattern
across institutions, and the cross-sectional design cannot separate them. The paper offers the
integration reading as the more substantively interesting of the two, while acknowledging
that the pattern alone does not establish it over the simpler alternative.

This reading aligns with recent work on Ghanaian voters and the meaning of political
contact. Brierley and Nathan (2021, 2022) show that Ghanaian voters evaluate MPs on
dimensions that exceed pure brokerage, including representation, accessibility, and
alignment with party platforms. Mattes et al. (2025) find that most contact between parties
and citizens in Africa happens without material exchange of any kind, suggesting that
contact is more often a routine feature of political incorporation than a transactional
vehicle. Whitfield (2009) describes the long-running embeddedness of party politics in
everyday Ghanaian life. The contact mechanism this paper has measured is associated with
these representational and integrative dimensions, not only with clientelist exchange. The
pattern across institutions is consistent with that mechanism: The contact-and-trust
association is largest at the institutions where integration into the formal political system
matters most for citizens' attitudes, and smallest af the institutions where citizens have other,
more concrete sources of frust.

5.3. The pattern across rounds

The round-level pattern adds texture and needs more careful reading than the pooled
findings. The difference between formal and customary contact holds in pooled form and
supports a structural reading across the decade. The null finding for customary contact is
essentially constant: In every individual round, customary contact is indistinguishable from
zero on the trust index (Figure 3). The formal coupling, however, is not constant. It is largest in
2017 and 2019 and smaller at the boundaries (2014 and 2024), and the pooled positive
estimate is carried by the middle rounds.

There is a temptation to read this as a political-economic story fied to broader conditions
over the decade, but the paper's design does not test one. The structural reading it can
support is more modest: The contact-and-trust coupling is conditional on the broader
political environment, clear in the pooled data and uneven across rounds. What is durable
across the decade is not the magnitude of the formal association but the fact that the two
channels stay separate.

What the round-level customary results add, against this picture, is that the difference itself is
robust to whatever is moving the formal coupling. Even in the rounds where formal contact is
weakly associated with frust, customary contact never gains the role that formal contact
partially loses. The data do not support a substitution story in which citizens disengaged from
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the formal political system would draw their frust from customary structures instead. Whatever
is behind the round-level variation in the formal association, it does not redirect trust through
chiefly authority.

5.4. Implications for democratic embeddedness and the complement-vs.-substitute
debate

The findings do not show that contact produces trust. They show that trust in Ghana's formal
institutions is patterned by formal political reachability. Citizens who report contact with MPs,
party officials, or assembly members or local councillors report higher frust in governing
institutions. Citizens who report contact with traditional leaders do not. This distinction matters
because it shows that Ghana's two authority structures do not operate as a single shared
circuit of institutional frust.

This is a more sociologically grounded picture than two common readings of Ghanaian
democracy allow. One reading frames Ghana as a seftled democracy in which frust follows
from accumulated democratic practice. The other emphasises the persistence of chiefly
authority as a parallel source of legitimacy alongside the formal state. The findings here
suggest something neither reading captures. Institutional trust is socially patterned by
ordinary political contact between citizens and the formal political system, not by contact
with the customary structures that the dual-authority frame would foreground.

The findings sit awkwardly in the complement-vs.-substitute debate that has framed much
African scholarship on informal and formal institutions (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004). A pure
complementarity account would predict that contact with traditional leaders should carry
across to trust in formal state institutions, because the two authority structures reinforce one
another. The data do not show that. The strong reading of Logan's (2009, 2013) evaluative
finding, in which positive regard for chiefs tfranslates into support for democratic governance
more broadly, is not borne out at the level of citizen contact. A pure substitution account
would predict that in periods when formal political reach weakens, citizens should shift trust
toward customary authority, with the two channels exchanging roles. The data do not show
that either: The customary-contact coefficient is indistinguishable from zero across every
round, including the rounds in which the formal coupling weakens (Figure 3). The pattern is
instead one of parallel domains. Each channel is associated with frust in its own authority
structure, and neither feeds into the other at the level of citizen contact. The implication for
the broader debate is that, af least in the Ghanaian case, the question of whether informal
institutions complement or substitute for formal ones may be poorly posed if it is asked of the
relationship between citizen contact and institutional trust. On that relationship, the two
systems are neither partners nor rivals. They run in parallel. The reason the two do not pull
against each other is that trust here is not a fixed quantity that the two must share out
between them. A citizen can report more trust in a chief without reporting any less in the
president, and that is what the data show: Each kind of frust moves with its own kind of
contact and leaves the other largely untouched.

The round-level magnitudes vary, and the paper does not establish what drives the variation.
It could reflect the political-economic conditions of the period, a change in the composition
of who reports contact, or other factors the cross-sections cannot isolate. But the variation is
not only a puzzle about magnitude. If frust in formal institutions is socially organised through
citizens' contact with formal political actors, then a weakening of that association is a
weakening of one of the channels through which democratic embeddedness is sustained.
The paper cannot say whether the recent decline is a temporary compression, which would
leave the structural picture intact, or the start of a longer decoupling, which would mean
that the everyday political reach that carried trust through the middle of the decade is
doing less of that work. That is a more pointed reason to watch the coupling than the
descriptive record alone suggests.
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6. Conclusion and policy implications

This paper has used five rounds of Afrobarometer survey data spanning a decade to
examine how trust in Ghana's formal institutions is socially patterned. The central finding is the
difference between two contact channels. Citizens who report contact with formal political
actors (MPs, party officials, assembly members or local councillors) report higher levels of trust
in the president, Parliament, and local government than citizens who report no such contact.
Contact with traditional leaders shows no comparable pattern in trust in formal institutions.
The difference holds in the pooled regression and across all four formal-trust outcomes, and
the null finding for customary contact is essentially constant in every individual round.
Customary contact does, however, pattern frust within its own domain: It is strongly
associated with trust in traditional leaders themselves. Trust stays within each channel's
sphere instead of crossing to the other.

A secondary pattern within the formal-contact results is that the association between
contact and trust is largest for the Presidency and smallest for local government, with the
difference between the two ends statistically distinguishable and the adjacent differences
not. This ordering should be read cautiously, and it is secondary to the paper's main claim. It
does not show that contact integrates citizens into the formal political system, nor does it
settle what the association reflects. What it does suggest is that the contact-and-trust
relationship is not simply strongest where contact is most local. One plausible reading is that
citizens have more direct bases for judging local government, through everyday experience
of services, while the Presidency is more distant and may depend more on general cues of
connection to the formal political system. The data cannot establish this reading, so the
ordering is freated here as suggestive rather than as central fo the argument.

The conftribution of the paper is fo make this patterning visible using a decade of nationally
representative survey data. It puts a sociological reading of the dual political field on a
longer empirical base than has typically been available, and it does so by separating the
formal- and customary-contact channels and fracking each across five survey rounds. It
engages a literature that has often emphasised one side of the dual political field at a time,
focusing either on the persistence of chiefly authority or on the embeddedness of party
politics. It asks what can be seen when both are measured at citizen level and traced
through to institutional trust.

This matters for how Ghana's democratic robustness is understood. The findings suggest that
institutional trust in Ghana is socially patfterned by ordinary contact with formal political
actors rather than by the customary structures the dual-authority frame would foreground.
Trust in formal institutions coincides with this formal-political reach more clearly than it does
with customary contact across the decade. Customary structures persist in their own domain
and remain robustly associated with trust in fraditional leaders, but they are not the channel
through which trust in formal state institutions is patterned. The two domains of trust are
parallel rather than convergent.

What follows for policy from a descriptive study has to be stated with care, since the paper
documents associations rather than effects. But if trust in formal institutions is associated partly
with citizens' everyday reach to the formal political system, as the pattern across the decade
suggests, then several implications follow.

The first concerns the value of reachability itself. The accessibility of MPs, party offices, and
assembly members or local councillors is usually treated as a matter of constituency service
or administrative convenience. The pattern documented here suggests it may also be part of
how trust in formal institutions is held together. The channel that Ghanaians use most,
contact with assembly members and local councillors, is also the one most widely available,
which makes the quality of that contact — whether citizens who reach the local state come
away having been heard — a reasonable focus for those concerned with institutional frust
and not only with service delivery.

The second concerns the recent weakening of the formal contact-and-trust association. If
the decline in the most recent round reflects a genuine loosening rather than survey noise, it
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would mean that one of the channels through which trust in formal institutions is sustained is
doing less work than it did in the middle of the decade. The thing to watch is whether the
attenuation continues into Afrobarometer Round 11 and beyond. A single weak round can
reflect survey noise or a one-period shock. A sustained downward trend would suggest that
the channel connecting Ghanaian citizens to frust in formal institutions has been narrowing,
and it would be a candidate early-warning indicator for those tracking the resilience of
democratic political life in Ghana, alongside more established measures such as the quality
of elections, the autonomy of the judiciary, and press freedom. The pooled cross-sections
cannot identify what drives the attenuation. Until richer data are available, the descriptive
arc itself is what can be monitored, starting with Round 11.

The third concerns customary authority. Because customary contact patterns trust in
traditional leaders but not trust in the formal state, governance and development
programmes that route engagement with citizens through chiefs, a common and often
effective practice, should not be expected to be associated automatically with higher trust
in the formal institutions of the state. Traditional leaders remain locally legitimate and
consequential within their own domain, and engaging them has its own justifications. The
evidence here simply indicates that the customary channel is not a conduit for trust in the
formal state, and that trust in the formal state is associated with engagement that runs
through the formal political system itself.

Two questions remain open: why the formal association has varied across rounds, and
whether it will hold. Both invite the kind of granular data the pooled cross-sections cannot
provide: panel data on the same respondents across rounds, comparative data from other
African democracies under similar conditions, and richer measurement of what citizens are
doing when they contact formal political actors. The paper offers a structural starfing point.
In Ghana, frust in formal institutions is partly a relationship to the formal political actors
through whom those institutions become reachable.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any
guestion, for any country and survey round. It’s easy and
free at www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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Appendix

Table A.1: Sample sizes by round

Round

R6
R7
R8
R9
R10

Pooled

government). Cases complete for Table 1 model are respondents with non-missing values on all

Year

2014
2017
2019
2022
2024

2014-2024

Note: Total cases are the released Afrobarometer Ghana sample for each round. Cases with valid frust
index are respondents with non-missing values on all three trust outcomes (president, Parliament, local

Total
cases

2,400
2,400
2,400
2,369
2,400

11,969

Cases with valid

trust index

2,263
2,186
2,158
2,334
2,250
11,191

Cases complete
for Table 1

model
2,192
2,152
2,110
2,325
2,196

10,975

variables used in the pooled weighted least squares model (frust index, formal and customary contact,

age, gender, education, urban or rural residence, Lived Poverty Index, region).

Table A.2: Cronbach's alpha for the trust index by round

Round

R6
R7
R8
R9
R10

Note: Reliability of the three-item frust index (trust in the president, Parliament, and elected local
government), computed within each round on respondents with valid frust-index scores.

Year

2014
2017
2019
2022
2024

N

2,263
2,186
2,158
2,334
2,250

Cronbach's

alpha
0.846
0.768
0.772
0.778
0.727
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Table A.3: Source question numbers by construct and round

Construct

Trust in president

Trust in Parliament

Trust in elected local government
Trust in traditional leaders
Contact: Assembly or local councillor
Contact: Member of Parliament
Contact: Party official

Contact: Traditional leader

Lived poverty: Food

Lived poverty: Water

Lived poverty: Medical care
Lived poverty: Fuel

Lived poverty: Cash income
Education

Gender

R6
(2014)

Q52A
Q528
Q52E
Q52K
Q24A
Q248
Q24D
Q24E
Q8A
Q8B
QscC
QsD
Q8E
Q97
Q101

R7
(2017)

Q43A
Q438
Q43D
Q43)
Q25A
Q258
Q25D
Q25E
Q8A
QsB
QscC
QsD
Q8E
Q97
Q101

R8
(2019)

Q41A
Q41B
Q41D
Q41K
Ql12A
Q12B
Q12Cc
Q12D
Q7A
Q7B
Q7C
Q7D
Q7E
Q97
Q101

R9
(2022)

Q37A
Q378
Q37D
Q37)
Q118
Q1ic
Q11D
Q1l1E
Q6A
Q6B
Q6C
Q6D
Q6E
Q94
Q100

R10
(2024)

Q37A
Q378
Q37D
Q37K
Q12D_GHA
Q12A
Q128
Q12C
Q7A
Q78
Q7¢
Q7D
Q7E
Q96
Q101

Note: Source variable identifiers in the Afrobarometer round release files used to consfruct each
analysis variable. Round 10 uses Ghana-specific question numbering for the assembly or local
councillor item (Q12D_GHA). The formal-political-contact indicator is set to 1 if the respondent reports
any contact in the past year on at least one of the assembly, MP, or party-official items. The customary-

contact indicator is set to 1 if the respondent reports any contact with a fraditional leader in the past

year.
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Table A.4: Region crosswalk to the pre-2019 10-region structure

Region in release file
Ashanti

Ahafo

Bono

Bono East

Brong Ahafo (R6 and R7 only)
Central

Eastern

Greater Accra

North East

Northern

Savannah

Upper East

Upper West

Oti

Volta

Western

Western North

Pre-2019 10-region structure
Ashanti
Brong-Ahafo
Brong-Ahafo
Brong-Ahafo
Brong-Ahafo
Central
Eastern
Greater Accra
Northern
Northern
Northern
Upper East
Upper West
Volta

Volta
Western

Western

Note: Rounds 6 and 7 (2014 and 2017) use the pre-2019 10-region structure directly. Rounds 8, 9, and 10
(2019, 2022, 2024) use the 16-region structure infroduced by the 2018 Constitutional Instrument and the

2019 referendum. The crosswalk collapses the post-2019 regions back to the pre-2019 10-region
structure to support pooled analysis across the decade: Ahafo, Bono, and Bono East recombine as
Brong-Ahafo; North East and Savannah recombine with Northern; Oti recombines with Volta; Western

North recombines with Western.
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Table A.5: Survey design identifier audit, public Afrobarometer Ghana files,

rounds 6-10

Design element

Primary sampling
unit or enumeration
area identifier

Enumeration-area-

level weights

Region

District

Status in public files

No harmonised PSU or EA
identifier across R6-R10 in the
public files used here

Available in later releases as
within-country household or EA
weight variables, but these are
weights rather than cluster
identifiers

Available in every round and
harmonised to the pre-2019 10-
region structure (Table A.4)

Available as LOCATION.LEVEL.1 in

R10 only, not consistently across
R6-R10

Implication for the analysis

Main models use HC2
heteroskedasticity robust standard
errors. PSU clustered standard errors
cannot be estimated from these files
without an additional design identifier.

Weights are used in all weighted least
squares models. They do not
substitute for cluster identifiers in the
standard error calculation.

Standard errors clustered by round-
region cells are reported as a
robustness check on the main HC2
specification (Table A.6).

District clustering is not used in the
pooled R6-R10 analysis.

Note: The audit reports what is harmonised and available across all five rounds in the publicly released
Afrobarometer Ghana files used for this paper. PSU and EA identifiers may be available in restricted
access versions of the data, but they are not harmonised in the public release.

Table A.é: Formal-political-contact coefficient under HC2 and round-region
clustered standard errors

Outcome

Trust index
Trust in president

Trust in Parliament

Trust in local government

Main specification
(HC2 robust)
0.096*** (0.022)
0.125*** (0.028)
0.101*** (0.026)
0.069** (0.025)

Round-region clustered
specification

0.096*** (0.026)
0.125*** (0.031)
0.101** (0.035)
0.069** (0.024)

Note: Formal-political-contact coefficients from weighted least squares models with round fixed effects

and 10-region fixed effects included in all models. The main specification uses HC2 heteroskedasticity
robust standard errors (in parentheses); these are the values reported in Table 1. The round-region
clustered specification clusters standard errors by round-region cells using the harmonised pre-2019 10-
region structure. This is a locality and period clustering sensitivity check, not a substitute for PSU
clustering; the public rounds 6-10 files used here do not contain a harmonised PSU or EA identifier (Table
A.5). Point estimates are identical across the two specifications, since clustering affects only the
standard errors. The significance pattern is preserved: All four formal-contact coefficients remain
significant, with trust in Parliament the only coefficient fo move, from p<0.001 to p<0.01. Customary
contact remains null on all four outcomes under both specifications. The full cluster-robust model
output, including all control coefficients, is available in the replication files. Significance: ***p<0.001,
**0<0.01, *p<0.05.
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Table A.7: Round-level customary-contact coefficients on the trust index

Round Year

6
7
8
9
10

2014
2017
2019
2022
2024

Customary-contact coefficient

0.090
-0.013
-0.070
0.081
0.075

SE
0.058
0.050
0.062
0.058
0.055

p
0.124

0.791
0.254
0.166
0.173

Note: Coefficients from weighted least squares with HC2 heteroskedasticity robust standard errors,
estimated separately within each round using the same specification as Figure 2 and plotted in Figure
3. The customary contact coefficient is not statistically distinguishable from zero in any round.
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