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Female genital cutting is not
a social coordination norm

New data from Sudan question an influential approach to
reducing female genital cutting

By Charles Efferson,"" Sonja Vogt,""
Amy Elhadi,? Hilal El Fadil Ahmed,?
Ernst Fehr'*

he World Health Organization de-
fines female genital cutting as any
procedure that removes or injures
any part of a female’s external geni-
talia for nonmedical reasons (I). Cut-
ting brings no documented health
benefits and leads to serious health prob-
lems. Across six African countries, for
example, a cohort of 15-year-old girls is ex-
pected to lose nearly 130,000 years of life
because of cutting (2). We report data that
question an influential approach to pro-
moting abandonment of the practice.

A prominent view of female genital cut-
ting is that it is a social norm that evolved
culturally within the context of
a coordination game, which is
a type of social interaction in
which all parties face incentives to match
strategies (3—6). An especially influential
application of this idea has been to inter-
pret cutting as a coordinated practice that
families use to prepare their daughters for
future marriage (4-9). Under this inter-
pretation, marriage brings prestige from
successful reproductive pairings in natal-
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ist societies, and it provides the increased
social influence and spreading of risk
that result when families use marriage to
strengthen alliances.

According to this theory, a critical
threshold exists such that, if the share of
families who cut and demand cut daugh-
ters for their sons is above the threshold,
all families have an incentive to cut. If the
share of families is below the threshold,
however, the probability of finding hus-
bands without cutting one’s daughters is

“[Clutting rates show no
trace of the discontinuity

they should exhibit if
Jamilies were coordinating...”

sufficiently high for families to reap the
benefits of marriage without the health
costs of cutting. The strong policy implica-
tion is that development workers must as-
semble a critical mass of families in a short
period of time to move the share of cutting
families from above to below the threshold
(4—6). After publicly crossing the critical

threshold, cutting should then disappear
on its own, quite apart from the activities
of the development agency. This idea has
been attractive because it suggests how a
limited intervention can lead to long-term
improvements in well-being.

Development agencies spend consid-
erable resources for programs based on
this approach (6, 9-11). Along with other
activities, development workers gradually
try to convince families in a community
to abandon cutting and to declare publicly
that they have done so. Once the develop-
ment workers estimate they have enough
families to cross the critical threshold, they
have a public declaration (6-8), typically a
large festival where many families declare
they will no longer cut their daughters.
The hope is that this public declaration
will lead the remaining families who cut to
realize that abandoning the practice is now
in their own interests.

It is surprising given the considerable
development funds at stake (6, 9-1I), no
one has provided data clearly showing that
female genital cutting exhibits the charac-
teristics of a social norm based on coordi-
nation. In particular, if coordination is an
appropriate theoretical framework, two re-
lated predictions hold (see the chart). First,
communities should have either very low
or very high cutting rates, with attitudes re-
flecting either a noncutting norm or a cut-
ting norm, respectively. Second, if cutting
practices and attitudes vary, a pronounced
discontinuity should separate noncutting
from cutting communities.

To see if such a pattern can be detected,
we developed empirical methods that do
not rely on interviews with parents. This
enabled us to collect data in the state of
Gezira, Sudan, that were not compromised
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Cutting rates in Gezira communities. Red diamonds show ordered cutting rates as predicted by the coordination game model (12). Blue dots show actual cutting rates across
the 45 communities with 95% boot-strapped confidence intervals.
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by the potential social desirability biases
associated with asking parents about cut-
ting [for details, see (12)]. Nine teams of
professional photographers and medical
doctors visited 45 schools in Gezira, one
school in each of the 45 communities in our
study (12). Girls in Gezira are typically cut
during the summer vacation just before en-
tering primary school or earlier (72). Henna
is almost always applied to a girl’s feet
when she is cut, and this is the only time in
ayoung girl’s life when henna is applied. As
residual henna remains on toenails for sev-
eral weeks, our team photographed the feet
of nearly all girls in the 45 schools within
the first few days of the girls first entering
primary school (12).

We also added one question to the
medical exams normally sponsored by the
Gezira government. The doctors asked each
girl if she had been “purified,” which is a
literal translation of the Arabic word used
in the local area to describe being cut. If
either the photo or the girl’s response indi-
cated cutting, we coded the girl as cut (12).

Communities varied substantially in
terms of their estimated cutting rates, but
they did not vary in any way that reveals
the signature of social norms that evolved
within the context of a coordination game
(see the chart). Apart from a single com-
munity with an estimated cutting rate of
100%, cutting rates were neither extremely
high nor extremely low. Moreover, when
ordered, cutting rates show no trace of the
discontinuity they should exhibit if families
were coordinating on cutting practices at
the community level.

A formal modeling analysis supports
this conclusion (72). The data were best ex-
plained, by far, with a heterogeneous model
that assumes a different cutting rate for
each community. Other models, including
a coordination game model that assumes
communities had coordinated on either a
cutting norm or a noncutting norm, were
much worse.

If families were coordinating in marriage
pools that were not the same as commu-
nities, the observed intermediate cutting
rates could conceivably be consistent with
the coordination model. However, a repre-
sentative survey with roughly 2500 adults
revealed a very high degree of community
endogamy (12). Within each community, a
substantial number of participants told us
that their families would not refuse mar-
riage with other families in the community
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because of cutting practices. These results
show that marriage pools did not typically
divide or fragment communities based on
cutting practices. Moreover, an extended
theoretical analysis of the coordination
game model shows that, even if one allows
for multiple marriage pools within commu-
nities, coordination cannot support stable
intermediate cutting rates of the sort ob-
served in our data (12).

Finally, if multiple marriage pools with
different cutting norms exist within com-
munities, a discontinuity in normative
attitudes about cutting should also exist
within communities. We developed an im-
plicit association test to measure attitudes
in an unobtrusive way (12), and we imple-
mented the test with adults from 2260
randomly selected households in the 45
communities. We found that communities
with high cutting rates had significantly
more negative attitudes toward uncut girls
(Spearman’s rank correlation, p = -0.493, P
< 0.001). At the individual level, however,

“Public declarations
indicate neither widespread
abandonment nor that

a program has co-opted
coordination incentives...”

the distribution of attitudes showed no
evidence of a discontinuity that should
have been present if two norms, one in
favor of cutting and the other against, co-
existed. This conclusion holds whether we
look at attitudes over all participants from
all communities or at the 45 communities
separately (12). Cutting rates and attitudes
varied substantially and covaried across
communities. Neither measure, however,
indicated that cutting was a social norm
based on coordination.

The enormous heterogeneity we ob-
served in cutting practices within and
across communities points toward other
potent forces sustaining cutting. Families
may value cutting because they see it as a
religious obligation (13), or they see cutting
as the only way to produce feminine women
in a society where gender must be clearly
marked (13). Alternatively, perhaps cutting
families believe that some men wield con-
siderable power in the mating market and
providing these men with costly signals of
sexual fidelity brings a net benefit (13). Fi-
nally, families who cut may underestimate
the risks of cutting because they do not link
cutting to later health problems (14).

Heterogeneity means that a single criti-
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cal threshold is unlikely to exist. Each fam-
ily will have its own threshold. Thus, the
claim that a public declaration will reduce
cutting lacks empirical foundation. A pub-
lic declaration of abandonment runs the
risk of merely assembling families who al-
ready place a low intrinsic value on cutting,
while the families who give it high intrin-
sic value will remain unconvinced. Public
declarations indicate neither widespread
abandonment nor that a program has co-
opted coordination incentives in a way that
will lead to reductions in cutting (12).

Other policies may contribute more effec-
tively to the reduction of cutting. Identifying
the benefits families attribute to cutting is
crucial to promoting sustainable changes in
values, preferences, and the harmful prac-
tices that sometimes follow. This may lead to
different kinds of policy interventions such
as communications-based programs or in-
creasing the benefits of abandonment with
conditional transfers. |
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