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Abstract

Do rulings by high courts influence social attitudes and perceived norms? Existing evidence is
largely confined to industrialized democracies or to corruption cases. This paper investigates the in-
fluence of a recent Tanzanian high court decision that laws permitting marriage for girls under the age
of 18 are unconstitutional. We begin by showing that just 8% of rural Tanzanians had heard about the
ruling one year after it was made. We then report the results of a lab-in-the-field experiment to test
whether media reports about the court’s decision influence attitudes, perceived norms, and intentions
to report early marriage to authorities. We randomly assigned 1,950 respondents in rural Tanzania to
hear a radio news story about the ruling or to a control condition. Respondents who heard the report
were 8 percentage points more likely to reject early marriage and 5 percentage points more likely to
say they would report early marriage to authorities, but no more likely to believe their rural commu-
nity rejects early marriage or to volunteer to speak out publicly against early marriage. The effect of
the report attenuated but did not disappear when it included the information that Tanzania’s Attorney
General disagreed with the court decision. We conclude that high court rulings can influence public
opinion, but these effects depend on dissemination and framing by news media.
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1 Introduction

The story of progress towards social equality in industrialized democracies is often told through victo-
ries won in their highest courts. For example, folk wisdom holds that rulings by the United States Supreme
Court have been both catalysts and crowning achievements for movements to end discrimination against
racial minorities (Brown v Board of Education), women (Reed v Reed), homosexuals (Obergefell v. Hodges),
and transgender persons (Bostock v. Clayton County). At the same time, contemporary observers have
wondered whether Supreme Court decisions to roll back existing rights (e.g. Dobbs v Jackson Women’s
Health) will have a conservatizing effect on the public. However, disentangling the persuasive effect of
court rulings from pre-existing cultural trends is notoriously challenging, and scholars of American poli-
tics have long debated whether rulings by high courts induce, hinder, or merely reflect changes in social
attitudes and norms (Dahl 1957; Franklin and Kosaki 1989; Rosenberg 1991). In recent years, scholars of
European politics have also debated the social influence of the European Court of Human Rights (Madsen
et al. 2020).

Despite the vibrant literature investigating the social influence of high courts in industrialized democ-
racies, scholarship on judicial opinion leadership in contexts with limited state capacity and judicial in-
stitutionalization remains scarce. A growing body of work examines how judicial decisions in corruption
cases shape institutional trust and political engagement in Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa (Barba-
bela 2025; Barbabela et al. 2022; Poertner and Zhang 2024), but whether constitutional court rulings can
exercise opinion leadership on contested cultural issues remains largely untested. The only study we are
aware of that directly evaluates whether court rulings influence social attitudes and norms is Gibson et al.
(2003), who examined acquiescence to court decisions in post-Apartheid South Africa. This limited atten-
tion to judicial opinion leadership on social and cultural issues is particularly surprising in light of the
important role that judiciaries play in theories of human rights diffusion and democratic consolidation.
Canonical theories of human rights diffusion draw on the untested assumption that constitutional court
rulings galvanize changes in public opinion and social norms, especially in places and times when the for-
mal powers of the judiciary are limited (Risse et al. 1999; Sikkink 2011; Simmons 2009). Similarly, studies of
“third wave” democratization emphasize the importance of an independent judiciary that can shape public
opinion and leverage public legitimacy (Staton 2010; Widner 2001). If court rulings fail to influence mass
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rights diffusion and democratic consolidation are undercut. Evidence is especially lacking in rural com-
munities, where the absence of effective legal enforcement makes the ability of law to shape social norms
through persuasion alone especially important.

This study investigates judicial opinion leadership on a contested cultural issue in rural Tanzania. We
trace the effect of an internationally heralded ruling by the Court of Appeal of Tanzania — Tanzania’s
highest court — that laws permitting marriage for girls under the age of 18 are unconstitutional. Early
marriage is common in rural areas of Tanzania and is frequently justified on religious and cultural grounds
despite concerns about its negative impact on the health and well-being of young girls (Hodgkinson 2016;
Mbaku 2020). On October 29, 2019, the Court of Appeal of Tanzania ruled in Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney
General that Tanzania’s Law and Marriage Act violated girls’ constitutional right to non-discrimination by
making them eligible for marriage at 15 years old, three years before boys. The ruling was the culmination
of a decades-long campaign by women’s and children’s rights groups against the Tanzanian government
and was celebrated by both the Tanzanian and international human rights community as a key step towards
gender equality (Mbaku 2020). However, little is known about whether the ruling influenced Tanzanian
public opinion and social norms about early marriage, especially in the rural, conservative communities
where early marriage is most common.

Our study was embedded in a survey of 1,950 respondents in rural communities of the northeastern
Tanga Region. Because the study was conducted shortly after the Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney General ruling
was announced and before Tanzania’s parliament has reformed the marriage law, we are able to hone in
on the unique contribution of hearing about the court ruling to changes in public opinion and social norms
(rather than downstream consequences of changes to the law itself). We use this opportunity to answer
three questions. First, to what extent are Tanzanian citizens even aware of major court rulings on salient
social issues? Second, how does learning about court rulings on civil rights issues from local media affect
social attitudes, behavioral intentions, and perceived norms? Finally, how is the persuasive influence of
judicial institutions affected by countervailing signals from other branches of Tanzania’s government? To
answer the second and third questions, we partnered with the Tangan radio station Pangani FM to develop
radio news reports about the ruling based on the station’s own 2019 broadcasts, and experimentally varied
which respondents heard the reports.

We present evidence for both the promise and limitations of judicial public opinion leadership in Tan-
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one year after the Court of Appeal ruling in Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney General, just 8% of respondents
in rural Tanzania reported having heard anything about it. On the other hand, when directly presented
with a news report about the ruling, respondents were about 8 percentage points more likely to reject all
justifications for early marriage, 5.4 percentage points more likely to say they would report incidents of
early marriage to authorities, and almost twice as likely to refer to courts or law to justify their opposition
to early marriage. However, these persuasive effects did not extend to perceived social norms or willing-
ness to speak publicly against early marriage, and changes in attitudes were significantly smaller when
the news report included information about the Attorney General of Tanzania’s opposition to the ruling.
Taken together, the results suggest that progressive court rulings can influence social attitudes, but their
persuasive power depends on whether the media communicates them to the general public and whether
news about the rulings is accompanied by countervailing signals from government authorities.

These results represent among the first pieces of experimental evidence on the influence of constitu-
tional courts on contested cultural issues outside of industrialized democracies and contribute to a rapidly
growing literature on comparative judicial politics (Bartels et al. 2021; Bartels and Kramon 2020; Choi et al.
2022; Shen-Bayh 2018; Vanberg 2015). Nonetheless, we are quick to point out the shortcomings of our ap-
proach. We did not re-measure changes in public opinion over an extended period of time, so the awareness
of court rulings may emerge more slowly than our design allows us to capture. Our research design is also
subject to a range of challenges common to lab-in-the-field experiments of its kind: we could not measure
the persistence of attitude changes or whether attitude changes translated into behavioral change, and
we must be wary of the potential for respondent desirability bias.! Moreover, our sample is drawn from
rural communities in a single region of Tanzania, and we cannot assume that results would generalize to
urban populations where media access, education, and exposure to state institutions differ. Nonetheless,
the results suggest that the opinion leadership of constitutional courts on culturally contested issues offers
a fruitful line of further inquiry.

In the following section, we briefly review the rich literature on judicial opinion leadership and the
role of courts in human rights diffusion and progressive social movements. We then discuss the design
of the study, present the primary results, and conclude by considering the implications of the study for

theories of legal institutions, human rights diffusion, and processes of cultural change in contexts where

'Notably, the pattern of results from lab-in-the-field and survey experimental evidence in Tanga is inconsistent with
strong and consistent social desirability bias. Table A8 shows that across nine different survey or lab-in-the-field
experiments in Tanga Region, treatment effects were inconsistent.



customary norms and formal law diverge.

2 Background

2.1 Institutional Opinion Leadership by High Courts

In Federalist 78, Alexander Hamilton articulated a fundamental skepticism about the influence of con-
stitutional courts that still has a foothold in political science scholarship today: "the judiciary, on the
contrary, has no influence over either the sword or the purse; no direction either of the strength or of the
wealth of the society; and can take no active resolution whatever. It may truly be said to have neither force
nor will, but merely judgment”

Scholars have long debated whether and how the “judgement” of high courts might still affect social
and political outcomes. Responses to Hamiltonian skepticism typically focus on the unique symbolic power
of high courts. Max Lerner (1937) famously argued that “the support of the judicial power lies largely in the
psychological realm,; its roots are in the minds of the people” (p 1292), a point later echoed by Robert Dahl
(1957): “[the court] possesses some bases of power of its own, the most important of which is the unique
legitimacy attributed to its interpretations of the Constitution” (p 563). Perhaps, this line of thinking goes,
constitutional courts affect society through what has been termed institutional opinion leadership (Bartels
and Mutz 2009): leveraging the unique position that they occupy in the popular imagination to persuade
the general public about what is morally desirable and socially accepted. A parallel line of argument holds
that even when constitutional courts do not directly persuade the public, they may at least convince those
who disagree to acquiesce to their decisions (Gibson and Nelson 2014).

Skepticism about the persuasive power of high courts has engendered a robust empirical literature
(Baas and Thomas 1984; Hoekstra and Segal 1996; Marshall 1987; Mondak 1990; Murphy and Tanenhaus
1968; Rosenberg 1991). Early studies by scholars of American politics tended towards Hamiltonian skep-
ticism, finding that the public was neither sufficiently aware of court rulings (Adamany 2000; Murphy
and Tanenhaus 1968) nor sufficiently favorable towards the judiciary (Murphy and Tanenhaus 1968) to be
swayed by its symbolic power alone. This skepticism was bolstered by findings from longitudinal stud-
ies that suggested that public opinion shifted minimally, if at all, in response to prominent United States
Supreme Court rulings, and some evidence that prominent rulings generated backlash (Klarman 2014).
Gerald Rosenberg (1991) famously labeled the United States Supreme Court a “hollow hope” for progres-
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equality.

However, subsequent experimental studies have generally told a more optimistic story. When experi-
mental subjects are told directly about Supreme Court rulings, their attitudes tend to move in the direction
of the ruling relative to control subjects (Bartels and Mutz 2009; Clawson et al. 2001; Gibson and Nelson
2014; Mondak 1990). The proliferation of experimental studies of court influence has also allowed schol-
ars to more carefully examine the mechanisms that inhibit or engender judicial opinion leadership. Two
findings are especially relevant for the present study. First, recent scholarship has emphasized that judicial
opinion leadership depends crucially on decisions by media about whether and how to cover court rulings
(Gibson and Nelson 2014; Linos and Twist 2013, 2016; Slotnick and Segal 1998), supporting classic findings
from political psychology about the importance of framing effects (Druckman 2001).

A second important insight about the mechanisms of judicial opinion leadership comes from Tankard
and Paluck (2017)’s extraordinary study of the United States Supreme Court’s decision in Obergefell v.
Hodges. Tankard and Paluck distinguished between the court’s influence on social attitudes towards gay
marriage and its influence on perceived social norms. They posit that while attitudes about controversial
issues are usually stable and difficult to change, court rulings may be more successful at influencing per-
ceptions of prevailing social attitudes. They leverage both longitudinal public opinion data and survey
experiments to show that the while the Obergefell ruling did not influence attitudes about the acceptabil-
ity of gay marriage, it did influence perceptions about whether other Americans approve. Clark et al.
(2024) replicate the findings in a study of the effect of the Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization.
However, Tankard and Paluck’s mechanism rests on the assumption that citizens view court rulings as
informative about prevailing public opinion. This is plausible in the United States, where the Supreme
Court is highly salient and widely perceived as a representative institution whose rulings reflect broader
societal shifts. In rural settings where courts carry moral authority but are not necessarily seen as repre-
sentative of community sentiment, court rulings may influence personal attitudes about what is morally
correct without shifting perceptions of what one’s neighbors actually think or do.

2.2 Judicial Opinion Leadership Outside of Industrialized Democracies

The voluminous research on judicial opinion leadership in the United States and Europe has yet to be
matched by a parallel interest in the social influence of high courts in other contexts (Dudziak 2003). This
gap is curious for two reasons. First, the study of judicial politics outside of industrialized democracies
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2022; Shen-Bayh 2018; Staton 2010). This body of scholarship argues that judiciaries play an important
role in the political economy of low- and middle-income countries (Gauri and Brinks 2008; Ginsburg and
Moustafa 2008; Gloppen 2017; Oloka-Onyango 2017; Prempeh 2005). An especially interesting line of
research focuses on the ways that court rulings on corruption in Latin America and Africa influence public
awareness, attitudes, and political engagement (Barbabela 2025; Barbabela et al. 2022; Poertner and Zhang
2024). However, whether courts can exercise opinion leadership on social and cultural issues remains
largely untested.

The limited scholarship on judicial opinion leadership on social and cultural issues is also surpris-
ing in light of the important role that court victories play in canonical theories of human rights diffusion
and democratic consolidation. In seminal research, Risse et al. (1999) developed a “spiral model” in which
rights abusing states are gradually socialized into rights-compliance through a combination of material
incentives, persuasion, capacity building, and coercion. In parallel research, Simmons (2009) has argued
that human rights treaties improve domestic rights protections in part by engendering grassroots litiga-
tion against human rights abuses. However, as Snyder (2022) emphasizes and both Risse et al. (1999) and
Simmons (2009) acknowledge, these canonical models of human rights diffusion are insufficient when ap-
plied to rights issues characterized by decentralized rule implementation, where abuses are the result of
individual rather than state practices and are sustained by powerful cultural attitudes and perceived social
norms. The challenge of moving from de jure legal changes to the de facto realization of human rights pro-
tections is especially acute in areas where communities are resistant to external cultural pressures or the
reach of state is limited. While Simmons (2009) concedes that “the question remains whether litigation is
an effective way to achieve real improvements in rights practices” because courts do not have the resources
to enforce their decisions, she nonetheless concludes that “a favorable ruling by an authoritative judicial
body carries a great deal of weight in many countries.” However, rigorous evidence about precisely how
much weight judicial bodies carry is in short supply.

Gibson and Gouws (2003) and Gibson and Caldeira (2003) are the closest precedents for the present
study, as they directly evaluate judicial opinion leadership on social issues outside of industrialized democ-
racies. Focusing on the role of constitutional courts in South Africa, these studies compare respondents’
attitudes towards free speech controversies before and after they are informed of a hypothetical court
decision on the topic. They find that courts rarely change underlying attitudes about contentious social

issues, but do make citizens more likely to acquiesce to policies with which they otherwise disagree. In ad-



dition to adopting a between-subjects randomized research design, this study builds on Gibson and Gouws
(2003) and Gibson and Caldeira (2003) by stepping outside of the important but unique context of racial
politics in post-Apartheid South Africa and into a substantive social issue area confronting a wide range
of post-colonial states: the adoption and implementation of policies to promote gender equality.

Why might we expect judicial opinion leadership to operate differently in contexts like rural Tanzania
than the United States and Europe? First, rural publics may be less likely to be aware of constitutional
court rulings (and of constitutional courts themselves) due to low levels of media penetration and limited
media coverage of court rulings (Widner 2001). Second, rural publics may be less likely to perceive a
distinction between high court rulings and policies of the ruling regime in countries with short histories
of judicial independence and a dominant party regime. Third, social practices sustained by decentralized
cultural norms like early marriage may be less responsive to changes in legal doctrine in countries and
communities where legal enforcement capacity is limited. These features suggest that both the potential
and the limitations of high court rulings as a vehicle for advancing social equality may be different in rural
communities and contexts like Tanzania than in the industrialized democracies where the literature has
been developed.

2.3 Study Context
2.3.1 Judicial Institutions in Tanzania

Our study evaluates the influence of the Court of Appeal of Tanzania, Tanzania’s highest judicial au-
thority.> The Court of Appeal of Tanzania offers a promising candidate for judicial opinion leadership
because the judiciary in Tanzania is among the most trusted in all of Sub-Saharan Africa (Afrobarome-
ter 2019). In her seminal work on the development of judicial institutions in post-colonial Sub-Saharan
Africa, Widner (2001) argues that the status accorded to the Tanzanian judiciary is the legacy of Frances
Nyalali, the Chief Justice of the High Court of Tanzania from 1976 until 2000, who played an instrumen-
tal role in the development of Tanzania’s judiciary akin to United States Chief Justice John Marshall in
the United States (Widner 2001). To bolster the legitimacy and autonomy of the Tanzanian judicial sys-
tem, Nyalali emphasized the importance of public support for, understanding of, and engagement with the
courts (Dudziak 2003). To this end, Nyalali collaborated regularly with the media, encouraging judges to

write opinion columns and appear on radio and television to explain their opinions to the public (Widner

The Tanzanian judiciary is separated into four tiers: The Court of Appeal of the United Republic of Tanzania, the
High Courts for Mainland Tanzania and Tanzania Zanzibar, Magistrates Courts, and Primary Courts. The Court of
Appeal is the highest judicial authority in Tanzania.



2001). Prominent rulings in family and gender law were especially important for strengthening the public
reputation of the courts because rulings on family and gender issues were directly relevant to the everyday
lives of the Tanzanian public (Widner 2001).

Early efforts to fortify the legitimacy and autonomy of the Tanzanian judicial system are reflected in
public perception of Tanzania’s courts today. In the 2019 Afrobarometer survey, 66% of Tanzanians said that
they trusted courts of law in Tanzania “somewhat” or “alot”, ranking second only to Botswana. Tanzanians’
reported levels of trust in courts was roughly equal to their reported levels of trust in the legislature and
ruling party, though lower than their reported trust in the President (71%) and military (80%). Similarly, 76%
of Tanzanians said they agreed with the statement that “courts make binding decisions” on the Tanzanian
executive, suggesting that they perceive the judiciary to have authority independent from the executive
branch and ruling party.

However, while Nyalali’s early public relations efforts have had a long-term influence on the legitimacy
of the judicial system, they did not result in lasting public awareness of the Court’s members or its activities.
Although the Court of Appeal is regularly covered by Tanzania’s national news media when it rules on
controversial economic, social, and political issues (Mbaku 2020), our survey in rural Tanga revealed much
lower levels of name recognition for Court justices compared to officials in other branches of government.
Only 19% of respondents could correctly identify the Chief Justice, Ibrahim Juma, compared to 73% who
could identify President Samia Hassan (who was Vice President at the time of the survey) and 76% who
could identify Prime Minister Kassim Majaliwa. Furthermore, just 8% of respondents reported having
heard about the Court of Appeal’s ruling on early marriage 14 months after it was made.

2.3.2 Early Marriage in Tanzania

Tanzania also offers an apt context for studying evolving cultural attitudes around early marriage. 36%
of women in Tanzania between 20 and 24 were married before the age of 18. Rates of early marriage are
especially high in low-income rural villages, the focus of the present study (MoHCDEC 2017). The preva-
lence of early marriage in Tanzania reflects broader trends in the developing world: the United Nations
estimates that under current trends, more than one billion women will have married before the age of
18 by 2030 (Hodgkinson 2016). Early marriages have well-documented deleterious consequences for the
autonomy, health, and economic well-being of young girls (Cloward 2016; Hodgkinson 2016). Girls who
are married before the age of 18 are substantially more likely to experience intimate partner violence and
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decision-making power in the household (Parsons et al. 2015). While an international campaign against
early and forced marriage has successfully induced many governments to formally outlaw early marriage
and require brides’ consent, 18% of countries still permit marriage under the age of 18, and 30% provide
for special exemptions when the bride is younger than 15 years old (Arthur et al. 2018).

Although the fundamental drivers of early marriage in Tanzania are variegated and complex, two ex-
planatory factors are especially relevant for this study: permissive social norms and a permissive legal
environment. First, while most Tanzanians oppose early marriage in general, many are accepting of early
marriage under specific circumstances, such as financial hardship of the girl’s family, the threat of misbe-
havior by the girl, or exemptions granted by the girl’s religion or culture (Green et al. 2022). Moreover, in
recent public opinion surveys in Tanzania, the strength of the perceived norm against early marriage is
much weaker than private held attitudes, which means that social pressure against the practice is limited
(Montano 2026).

Second, legal protections against early marriage are generally both seldom understood by Tanzanian
citizens and poorly enforced by Tanzanian authorities. Although the Tanzanian government has ratified
all relevant international treaties concerning early and forced marriage, the 1971 Law and Marriage Act
still permits marriage for girls between the ages of 15 and 18. Section 13 of the Law and Marriage Act
states: “No person shall marry who, being male has not attained the apparent age of eighteen years or, be-
ing female, has not attained the apparent age of fifteen years” Prior to the court ruling described in this
study, just 7% of surveyed Tanzanians reported awareness of laws about early marriage and fewer than
3% of Tanzanians reported ever hearing about a child marriage being prevented by police or government
authorities (MoHCDEC 2017).

Since 2010, the international human rights community has increasingly focused on early marriage as a
central obstacle to equality and well-being of young girls. In 2016, the United Nations Children’s Fund and
the United Nations Population Fund announced a global initiative to combat early marriage. A cornerstone
of their strategy has been support for domestic policy advocacy and litigation to bring national marriage
laws into compliance with international treaties banning early marriage (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo
2015; Hodgkinson 2016; Mbaku 2020).

2.3.3 Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney General
The Court of Appeal in Tanzania’s decision in Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney General was a widely her-

alded achievement of the international campaign against early marriage. The case began in 2016 when
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Rebeca Gyumi and the Msichana Initiative, an international women’s rights group, filed suit against the
Attorney General of Tanzania. Gyumi argued that the Law and Marriage Act, by establishing different
minimum marriage age and consent requirements for men and women, violated Article 12 of the Tanza-
nian Constitution, which guarantees non-discrimination, and Article 13, which explicitly protects against
discrimination on the basis of sex. The Attorney General’s response focused on the claim that litigation is
an inappropriate avenue for addressing issues rooted in cultural and religious beliefs in society.

The Court of Appeal of Tanzania ruled in favor of Gyumi on October 29, 2019. The Government of
Tanzania was directed to amend or repeal sections 13 and 17 of the marriage law within one year. At
the time of data collection in December 2020, legislation had been written but not yet introduced to the
Tanzanian parliament. In 2021, the Prime Minister indicated that a vote on the legislation was being
delayed until the Government could consult with local stakeholders. A vote in parliament is still pending.
Although the ruling against early marriage was widely discussed in Tanzanian newspapers, television, and
national radio, it is less well known how deeply the news of the ruling penetrated low-income, rural, and

socially conservative communities where early marriage is most common.

3 Research Design

3.1 Intervention

The focus of this paper is how hearing about the decision of the Court of Appeal of Tanzania to ban
marriage for girls under the age of 18 affects social attitudes and norms towards early marriage. To deliver
information about the court ruling, we developed a radio news clip in collaboration with the community
based organization UZIKWASA, which operates the community radio station Pangani FM.

The radio news clips were designed to mimic the public affairs bulletins that Pangani FM aired on its
morning news program Sauti Yangu in the immediate aftermath of the ruling. A radio presenter introduces
himself and says he is going to share an important national news item. He then reads one of two scripts.
The first script describes the ruling by the Court of Appeal of Tanzania. The second script describes the
ruling but includes the information that the Attorney General argued against the ruling. The English
translations of the two clips are as follows:

Clip one (Appeal Court only): In 2019, the Court of Appeal in Tanzania delivered a judgement
on the legal issue of child marriage, ruling that it is a legal offense for a girl to marry under the

age of 18 years. This means that even if a girl’s religion or culture allows it, the marriage is still
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illegal.

Clip two (Appeal Court and Attorney General Response): October 2019, the Tanzanian
Court of Appeal, Tanzania’s highest court, ruled that a girl cannot legally be married until she is
18 years old. The Attorney General of Tanzania argued that banning marriage before 18 interferes

with cultural and religious traditions, but the Court said the early marriage is illegal in all cases.

We designed the randomization procedure to assign respondents to the control condition with 40%
probability and each treatment arm with 30% probability. The clips were played as part of the survey by
enumerators using tablet devices. In rare cases where the respondent was unable to hear or process the
entire clip, the enumerator played the clip a second time. Following the clip, the enumerator asked a series
of questions to measure changes and perceived norms discussed below.

3.2 Respondent Sampling

This study was implemented as part of a survey conducted in 30 villages in Tanzania’s northeastern
Tanga Region in December 2020 and January 2021 (see Appendix J for details). Tanga is an ethnically and
religiously diverse coastal region in northeastern Tanzania with a population of approximately 2.5 million.
Livelihoods in the region are predominantly agricultural, and the region is broadly comparable to other
rural regions in Tanzania on key development indicators.

The survey was a 1.5 year follow-up survey to assess the extent of spillover effects of a larger field
experiment reported in (Withheld for anonymity) and (Withheld for anonymity). The target population is
rural: villages were excluded from the sample if they intersected with a primary or secondary road or lay
within 8km of a major town. Respondents were the spouses and friends of citizens sampled randomly from
a complete village census of 18-65 year-old adults conducted by a mobilization team 3-4 days prior to the
arrival of the first enumeration team.

Appendix A shows some individual-level characteristics of the resulting sample and how they compare
to rural respondents from 2019 Afrobarometer surveys in Tanzania and across Sub-Saharan Africa. The
sample considered in this paper has a higher proportion of Muslim respondents and respondents with
a primary school education than average, but is broadly similar on a range of measures of demographic

characteristics, gender equality attitudes, political participation, and assets.* Appendix B also confirms

3The translation of Attorney General was “Mwana sheria mkuu wa serikali”, or “the Chief Lawyer of the Govern-
ment”, which both enumerators and pilot respondents connected to the ruling party.

*We show in Appendix D that there is no evidence of treatment effect heterogeneity by either religiosity or education,
which mitigates concerns about generalizability to less Muslim and less educated populations.
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that randomization was successful; of 30 pre-treatment covariates, just one (3%) shows differences between
treatment and control groups that is significant at the 5% level and just two (6%) show differences significant
at the 10% level.

3.3 Outcome Measures and Hypotheses

3.3.1 Outcome Measures

Before testing the effect of media reports about the Tanzanian Court of Appeal ruling, we asked 1,200
respondents in a separate survey about whether they were aware of the court’s decision. Enumerators
asked “The Tanzanian Court of Appeal ruled last year that the legal age of marriage is 18. It is illegal even
if early marriage is allowed by the woman’s tradition or religion. Are you aware of the recent decision by
Tanzania’s Court of Appeal on the legal age of marriage?”

We then tested the effect of media reports about the Court of Appeal of Tanzania ruling on four cat-
egories of outcomes: attitudes towards early marriage, intentions to report incidents of early marriage,
perceived social norms about early marriage, and willingness to speak out publicly against early marriage.
To measure attitudes towards early marriage, we asked three questions. We first asked respondents “Imag-
ine that a girl in your village was offered a very good marriage, but she was less than 18 years old. Do you
think it would be acceptable for the girl to be married?” Respondents could answer that they thought that
the marriage would be always, sometimes, or never acceptable. We coded responses as 1 if respondent said
the marriage was never acceptable, and zero otherwise.” We followed up with two questions about com-
mon justifications for early marriage. Enumerators introduced the questions by saying “Now, I am going
to provide some situations in which families in Tanzania sometimes allow their daughters to marry before
they are 18. Please tell me if the situation makes marriage before 18 always acceptable, rarely acceptable,
or never acceptable.” The first scenario was “If the marriage is allowed by her religion and tradition?” The
second scenario was “If the family is facing economic hardship and the marriage will help the family with
money issues?” Once again, we coded the responses as one if the respondent said that marriage in the
specified scenario was never acceptable and zero otherwise.

Turning to intentions to report early marriage, we presented respondents with a hypothetical scenario
and asked how they would respond: “Imagine in your village, a father is going to marry their 16 year-old

daughter off. Is that something you would report to the village leader, or would you prefer to keep out of

SThe number of respondents who said that early marriage is “always” acceptable was never more than 5% for any
question.
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it because it is outside your own family?” Responses were coded as one if the respondent said they would
report the situation to a village leader and zero otherwise.

To measure perceived social norms, we followed up the question about approval of early marriage in
general and the question about willingness to report early marriage by asking respondents: “What do you
think others in your community think about this issue?” Both the answer choices and the coding rules are
in line with the questions outlined above.

Finally we sought to measure respondents’ willingness to speak publicly about early marriage. This
measure was designed in part to complement self-reported attitudinal measures with a higher-cost behav-
ioral outcome, since respondents who record and share a message face social costs that go beyond privately
reporting an attitude to an enumerator. After asking the preceding attitudinal and norms questions, enu-
merators asked respondents, “We are collecting statements from the community what people think is the
right age for girls to get married. We can keep your message completely anonymous if you would like.
Would you be willing to record a message?” If the respondent answered yes, they were invited to share
any message (up to 2 minutes long) about their views on early marriage. Surveyors then coded whether
the message was in favor or opposed to early marriage, and whether the respondent included their name
in the message. Finally, enumerators asked respondents one of two randomly selected questions: “If you
would like, we can share your message along with other messages from your community with the District
Councilor of your District, so she knows how his/her community feels about this issue. Would you like us
to include your message?”, or “The radio station Pangani FM would like to share the opinions of some cit-
izens on its programs. If you want, we can give them your recording and they might select your recording
to share on the radio. Would you like us to share your message with Pangani FM?” For purposes of this
paper, we created one outcome where responses were coded as 1 if the respondent recorded a message
opposed to early marriage and chose to share it with the District Councilor, and a separate outcome coded
as 1 if the respondent chose to share their anti-EM message with Pangani FM.

In addition to coding whether respondents chose to record and share a message, we also investigated
the reasoning expressed in the message itself. In collaboration with the automated language processing
firm Uliza, we converted the Swahili recordings (about 8.5 hours of audio) into text. The research team
then hand-coded each respondents’ answer based on argument or reason given for their opposition to
early marriage: the girls’ health, the girls’ maturity, religious reasons, social acceptability, the importance

of education, or references to legality/law. We coded the “legal reasons” outcome measure as 1 if the
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respondent referred to courts or law in their recording and 0 otherwise. Unlike the previous outcome
measures, this outcome was not a part of the original pre-analysis plan because we were unaware that the
opportunity for automated Swahili audio-to-text would be available.
3.3.2 Hypotheses

Before data collection, we pre-registered one-tailed tests for two groups of hypotheses (see Online
Appendix). First, we hypothesized that hearing about the court ruling would make respondents more
likely to reject, report, speak out against, and think that their community rejects early marriage. Second,
we hypothesized that this effect would be attenuated when the message included a countervailing signal
from the Attorney General of Tanzania.
3.4 Estimation

We estimate the effect of media reports about Court of Appeals rulings using ordinary least squares re-
gression. Let Y; denote the survey outcome for subject i, and let T; denote this subject’s assigned treatment.
The regression model

Y; = BT; + ySurvey; + u;

expresses the outcome as a linear function of the randomly assigned treatment and indicator variables for
each of the k survey conditions (partner survey or friends survey), and an unobserved disturbance term
;. The key parameter of interest is f§, which represents the Average Treatment Effect.

In keeping with our pre-analysis plan, our analysis of substantive outcomes also reports LASSO-
selected covariate-adjusted regression results. The LASSO procedure selects prognostic covariates from a
set of variables collected prior to the introduction of the treatment in the survey, as well as dummies for
village and enumerator. These variables are listed in B. Due to the similarity across experimental groups at

baseline, the estimates after adjustment closely resemble estimates without adjustment across all analyses.

4 Results

4.1 Awareness of Court Decision

For the Court of Appeals ruling to have significantly influenced views about early marriage in rural
communities, rural citizens needed to have heard about it. However, when we asked respondents whether
they were aware of the Court of Appeals ruling, just 8% said that they had. Men were 2 percentage points
more likely to report having heard of decision than women, and those who listen to the radio were 5

percentage points more likely to have heard of the decision than those who had not. In short, it is unlikely
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that the court decision exerted a significant effect on social attitudes in rural communities because news
about the court decision was not widely disseminated. In what follows, we investigate what effect news
reports might have generated in rural areas if they had been more widely broadcast.

4.2 Effects of Media Reports

4.2.1 Attitudes and Reporting Intentions

We begin our discussion of experimental results with the primary outcome measure, attitudes towards
early marriage. We first asked respondents whether it is generally acceptable for a girl to get married before
she is 18 years old. When the question was posed in the abstract, fewer than one in ten respondents said
that early marriage is sometimes or always acceptable. Hearing the news clip about the Court of Appeals
ruling cut remaining acceptance of early marriage nearly in half: on average, respondents who listened to
the radio message were 3.7 percentage points less likely to say that early marriage is ever acceptable. The
p-value for the result is 0.004.

But what if the girl’s religion permits early marriage or her family is facing economic hardship? When
presented with specific justifications, respondents were more likely to accept early marriage: 24% of control
group respondents said that early marriage could sometimes or always be justified for religious reasons,
and 21% accepted early marriage if the girl’s family was in a dire financial situation. How did hearing about
the Court of Appeals ruling affect these views? Given that the ruling specifically targeted customary and
religious exemptions for early marriage, it is not surprising that hearing about the decision substantially
influenced respondents’ attitudes towards religious justifications for early marriage. The treatment in-
creased the proportion of respondents who rejected early marriage permitted by the girl’s religion by 7
percentage points (p = 0.001). However, the treatment’s effects on attitudes towards early marriage justi-
fied by financial hardship, which were already illegal and therefore were not discussed in the radio message
about the court ruling, were small and not statistically significant (ATE = 1.6 percentage points, p = 0.222).

To aggregate these results, we created two indices of early marriage attitudes: one index that averages
across the three questions about the acceptability of early marriage (control group mean = 0.82) and one
index that takes the value one if the respondent rejected early marriage across all three questions and zero
otherwise (control group mean = 0.67). Hearing about the court ruling increased average rejection of early
marriage by 4 percentage points and increased the proportion of respondents who rejected early marriage

in all circumstances by 8 percentage points. The p-value for both results is between 0.003 and less than
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Table 1: Attitudes and Reporting Intentions - “Court Only” Treatment

Attitude Indices Attitude Components Reporting

Reject EM Index  Reject All EM General If Religion Permits If Needs Money Would Report

) @ ©) @ (©) (6) @) ® o q) a) @12
Court Rejects EM 0.0457* 0.040*** 0.085"** 0.081"** 0.039™** 0.037* 0.072"** 0.068"* 0.024 0.016 0.051** 0.054**
Standard Error ~ 0.016 ~ 0.015  0.026 0024  0.013 0014  0.023  0.021 0023 0021 0028 0.027

p-value 0.002  0.003 <0.001 <0.001 0.002  0.003 0.001 0.001  0.147  0.222 0.034  0.022
Hypothesis + + + + + + + + + + + +

Control Mean 0.82 0.82 0.67 0.67 0.92 0.92 0.76 0.76 0.78 0.78 0.62 0.62
Village SD 0.06 0.06 0.09 0.09 0.04 0.04 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.11
DV Range [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1]  [o-1]  [o0-1] [0-1]  [0-1]
Controls No 43 No 44 No 36 No 44 No 47 No 39

Adj-R? 0.00 0.15 0.01 0.17 0.00 0.05 0.01 0.12  -0.00 0.18 0.00  0.08
Observations 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,285 1,285

Note: All regressions include controls for survey (partner or friend survey) and an overlapping survey experiment. Variable
questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.

0.001. Taken together, the results suggest that the news report about the Court of Appeals ruling changed
respondents’ attitudes towards early marriage, although the size of the effects are not dramatic.

The high baseline opposition to early marriage in the control group suggests that these attitudes are
firmly held. Recent experimental studies in the same population have found that interventions designed
to shift early marriage attitudes, including radio dramas and community deliberation, had limited long-
term effects (Withheld for anonymity), consistent with evidence that attitudes toward culturally embedded
practices are resistant to change. This creates a hard test for judicial opinion leadership (Johnson and
Martin 1998). That we nonetheless find significant effects, particularly on the religion/culture dimension,
is consistent with the fact that 92% of respondents had never heard of the ruling, making this a genuine
first exposure to the court’s position.

Next, we consider whether changes in respondent attitudes are mirrored by changes in respondents’
willingness to report early marriages to local authorities. Surveyors provided respondents with a hypo-
thetical situation in which they find out about a father in their community marrying off his 16-year-old
daughter and asked respondents if they would report the issue to village leaders. 62% of control group
respondents indicated they would be willing to report the issue, roughly equal to the proportion of re-
spondents who rejected all justifications for early marriage. On average, respondents who heard about
the Court of Appeals ruling were significantly more likely say they would report early marriage to a vil-
lage leader (p = 0.022). The ATE of 5.4 percentage points represents about half of a village-level standard
deviation.

4.2.2 Perceived Norms

Taken together, the preceding results suggest that learning about court rulings influences social atti-
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tudes. What about perceived social norms? Respondents were much more likely to say that other members
of their community would sometimes or always accept early marriage (control group mean = 38%) than
to say that they accepted early marriage themselves (control group mean = 8%). Similarly, just 40% of
respondents in the control group said that their community would report early marriage to local authori-
ties, compared to 60% of respondents in the control group who said that they would report early marriage
themselves.

We find no evidence that learning about court rulings affects these perceived social norms: relative to
the control condition, respondents who heard the radio message were 2.1 percentage points less likely to
think that their community members rejected early marriage, and the results are not statistically signifi-
cant at conventional levels. We also observe no meaningful change in respondents’ perception that their
community would report early marriage to local authorities, and note that the estimate is not even stable
across different specifications. To the degree that the court ruling influence public opinion in Tanzania, it
appears to have done so by directly changing individual beliefs rather than shaping rural citizens’ views
about their community.

This finding runs contrary to research by Tankard and Paluck (2017), which found that United States
Supreme Court rulings shape perceived social norms but not personally held attitudes. Our findings sug-
gest that rural Tanzanians think that rulings by the Court of Appeals signal what is intrinsically morally
correct, while many Americans think that rulings by the Supreme Court signal what is socially accepted. In
other words, Tanzanians do not view the Court of Appeals decisions as representative of their community’s
views, but rather an indicator of what their community’s views ought to be. An alternative interpretation
is that perceived norms around early marriage are too deeply rooted in culture and religion for any external
authority, including a court, to shift. These interpretations are not mutually exclusive, and both suggest
important scope conditions for applying Tankard and Paluck’s framework where customary norms are
strong. Tankard and Paluck (2017) argue that perceived social norms, rather than attitudes, are more pre-
dictive of changes in behavior. While a direct test of this view is beyond the scope of this paper, we do
find that changes in attitudes are associated with changes in respondents’ behavioral intentions to report
instances of early marriage and share messages with the mass public, even in the absence of changes in
perceived social norms.

4.2.3 Speaking Out

Our final outcome measure is respondents’ willingness to share a message against early marriage. Re-
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Table 2: Perceived Norms - “Court Only” Treatment

Community Would Reject Community Would Report

1) @ ®) 4
Court Only Message -0.019 -0.021 -0.004 0.005
Standard Error 0.029 0.027 0.028 0.027
p-value 0.749 0.774 0.555 0.434
Hypothesis + + + +
Control Mean 0.62 0.62 0.39 0.39
Village SD 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10
DV Range [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1]
Controls No 59 No 46
Adj-R? -0.00 0.13 0.00 0.13
Observations 1,271 1,271 1,269 1,269

Note: All regressions include controls for survey (partner or friend survey) and an overlap-
ping survey experiment. Variable questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.

spondents were randomly assigned to be asked whether they would be willing to record an audio message,
then asked whether they would be willing to share the message with Pangani FM or with the Pangani Dis-
trict Commissioner. We also coded whether the recorded message referred to courts, laws, or government.
Overall, respondents were much less likely to share an audio message about their opposition to early mar-
riage than to state their opposition in the context of a private survey. In the control group, just over 53%
of respondents recorded a message opposing early marriage, and fewer than 28% included their name in
the message.

Respondents who heard the report about the early marriage law were 3.6 percentage points more
likely to record an message about early marriage for local radio and 4.5 percentage points less likely to
record a message for the District Commissioner. The treatment effect on respondents’ willingness to share
a public message is roughly the same size as the shift in self-reported attitudes. However, the estimates do
not reach conventional levels of statistical significance, in part because “share message on public radio”
and “share message with District Commissioner” were each only asked to half of respondents, reducing
statistical power.

Our second measure related to speaking out draws on the type of reasoning that respondents used when
they recorded their early marriage messages. We hand coded the types of reasoning included in each mes-
sage. The most common reasons respondents offered centered around a woman’s maturity (9.7%), followed
closely by concerns about the physical health of girls who marry before the age of 18 (9.2%). References
to legality (4.6%) and moral rules (3.27%) were comparatively less common. The high court message in-
creased the share of respondents who specifically mentioned legal rules in their message from 4% to 7%

(p = 0.012), suggesting that while the court ruling did not influence whether respondents spoke up about
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Table 3: Speaking Out -“Court Only Treatment”

Share Message with Media Share Message with DC Message Mentions Law/Courts

1) ) ®) 4 ©) (6)
Court Only Message 0.036 0.034 -0.018 -0.045 0.030** 0.028"**
Standard Error 0.040 0.035 0.042 0.038 0.013 0.012
p-value 0.187 0.166 0.661 0.886 0.012 0.012
Hypothesis + + + + + +
Control Mean 0.50 0.50 0.52 0.52 0.04 0.04
Village SD 0.12 0.12 0.10 0.10 0.04 0.04
DV Range [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1]
Controls No 35 No 40 No 38
Adj-R2 -0.00 0.26 -0.00 0.22 0.00 0.06
Observations 674 674 612 612 1,304 1,304

Note: All regressions include controls for survey (partner or friend survey) and an overlapping survey experiment. Variable questions
and coding are available in Online Appendix.

early marriage, it did influence how respondents spoke about the issue. The treatment led respondents
toward public expression rather than political mobilization.

Some examples of messages illustrate the types of reasoning that the treatment made more common.
Some respondents recorded simple messages that directly referred to the law. One respondent said, “I am
[name redacted], and I resist child marriage because girls should be limited by age to marriage. Legally
the age can be no less than 18" Other respondents complemented more nuanced reasons about a girls’
well being with references to the authority of the government. For example, another respondent recorded,
“Peace be with you, I am [name redacted]. For child marriage, I do not agree with it because you have the
rest of your life goals that you have to achieve, so [people who engage in child marriage] have committed
a crime unacceptable even to our government.”

4.3 Countervailing Regime Signals

We now turn to the question of whether countervailing signals from within the government undercut
the persuasive power of high court rulings. The second treatment arm (“Court + Attorney General”) in-
cludes the same factual information - that the Court of Appeals of Tanzania ruled that early marriage is
illegal — but includes the fact that Tanzania’s Attorney General opposed the decision. This treatment arm
was designed to test whether Court of Appeals rulings were influential independent of competing signals
about the preferences of Tanzania’s ruling regime. We hypothesized that countervailing regime signals
would reduce the influence of court rulings on social attitudes and norms. However, we were agnostic
about whether the net effect would be positive or negative relative to the pure control condition. If court
rulings are influential merely because they are a proxy for the views of the ruling party, then we should

expect the effect of the court ruling to dramatically diminish or even backfire when presented alongside
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countervailing elite signals. However, if courts are perceived as credible independent of their relationship
to the ruling party, then the effect of the report should remain positive even when it includes informa-
tion about the Attorney General’s opposition. A third possibility is that any expression of disagreement
by a prominent authority, regardless of government affiliation, would attenuate the influence of the court
ruling.

We begin by examining the effect of the “Court + Attorney General” report on attitudes towards early
marriage. We find that respondents assigned to the “Court + Attorney General” condition were signifi-
cantly less likely to reject early marriage in all cases relative to respondents who only learned about the
Court ruling. Including information about the Attorney General’s opposition to the court ruling dimin-
ished the effect of hearing about the court ruling by 5.9 percentage points (p = 0.008). The net effect of
hearing about the Court of Appeal ruling and the Attorney General’s opposition relative to the pure con-
trol condition remains positive but falls short of conventional levels of statistical significance under the
pre-specified two-sided test (see C).

On the other hand, the countervailing Attorney General message did not diminish the effect of the
court ruling on respondents’ willingness to report instances of early marriage when they are observed.
Evidently, countervailing regime signals undermine judicial opinion leadership about what is morally per-
missible, but not necessarily about what ought to be legally enforced. This result is in keeping with recent
evidence that inconsistent institutional signals demobilize citizens on contested issues; Barbabela (2025)
find that contradictory judicial rulings on corruption cases in Brazil similarly reduce citizens’ willingness
to support anti-corruption efforts.

Turning to perceived social norms, hearing about the Attorney General’s opposition did not influence
respondents’ perceptions of social norms. Relative to the “Court Only” treatment, the “Court and Attorney
General” treatment had no significant effect on respondents’ perceptions that their community rejects
early marriage or their perception that their community would report instances of early marriage when
they occurred. Together with the null effects of the “Court Only” treatment, these results suggest that
respondents do not believe that either the Court of Appeal or the Attorney General represent the views of
other rural Tanzanians in their community.

Finally, we do not observe a statistically significant effect of hearing about the Attorney General’s
position on whether respondents were willing to record an anti-early marriage message for either a lo-

cal radio station (-5.2 percentage points, p = 0.077) or District Commissioner (-3 percentage points, p =
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Table 4: Attitudes, Reporting, and Perceived Norms - “Court + AG” vs “Court Only” Treatment

Attitudes Reporting  Perceived Norms About... Share Message With

Reject EM Index  Reject AIEM ~ Would Report Reject EM  Report EM  Radio Station Ptix Leader

1) @ ®) @ 6 © O @ (@@ @ a) @) @) 14
Court+AG vs Court -0.023* -0.020" -0.066™** -0.059"** 0.005 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.011 -0.000 -0.040 -0.052* -0.043 -0.030

Standard Error 0.015  0.015 0.026 0.024  0.028 0.027 0.029 0.028 0.029 0.028 0.041 0.037 0.043 0.040
p-value 0.065  0.089 0.006 0.008 0.568 0.540 0.553 0.554 0.648 0.495 0.163 0.077 0.158 0.227
Hypothesis Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg. Neg.
Court Mean 0.86 0.86 0.75 0.75  0.67 0.67 0.60 060 039 039 053 053 049 049
Village SD 0.06 0.06 0.09 0.09 011 011 0.0 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.12 0.12 0.10 0.10
DV Range [0-1]  [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [o-1] [o-1] [0-1] [o0-1] [o0-1] [o0-1] [o-1] [0-1] [0-1]
Controls No 43 No 44 No 39 No 59 No 46 No 35 No 40
Adj-R? 0.00 0.19 0.01 0.17  -0.00 0.12 0.01 0.13 -0.00 0.14 000 024 0.00 0.24
Observations 1,195 1,195 1,195 1,195 1,175 1,175 1,165 1,165 1,154 1,154 620 620 557 557

Note: All regressions include controls for survey type (partner or friend survey) and an overlapping survey experiment. Variable
questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.

0.227). Relative to respondents in the pure control condition, respondents in the “Court + AG” condition
were 6.7 percentage points less likely to record a message for the District Commissioner, although the
difference also falls short of statistically significance at conventional levels (p = 0.098). This offers sugges-
tive but inconclusive evidence that introducing disagreement between the judiciary and other branches of

government makes respondents less likely to engage their political leaders about those issues directly.

5 Discussion

The literature on judicial opinion leadership is substantively, theoretically, and methodologically rich,
but has only recently begun to extend beyond industrialized democracies, with emerging work focused
primarily on corruption and institutional accountability (Barbabela et al. 2022; Gibson and Caldeira 2003;
Poertner and Zhang 2024). Meanwhile, research on comparative judicial politics has flourished in the
past decade, but has yet to directly engage the topic of judicial persuasion (Bartels et al. 2021; Bartels and
Kramon 2020; Choi et al. 2022). This paper joins the study of judicial opinion leadership with the study of
comparative judicial institutions by investigating public responses to a celebrated ruling by the Tanzanian
Court of Appeal, Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney General, which declared laws allowing marriage before the age
of 18 unconstitutional.

Our results demonstrate both the promise and limitations of judicial opinion leadership on contested
cultural issues in rural areas with limited state capacity and highlight the crucial role that media plays in
determining whether and how the public hears about high court rulings. In the rural Tanzanian communi-
ties where early marriage is most common, a vast majority of citizens have never heard of the Tanzanian

Chief Justice, much less the 2019 Court of Appeal ruling on early marriage. Even as Rebeca Gyumi v Attor-

22



ney General garnered attention and acclaim in the international press, Tanzanian media and civil society
did not successfully convey news of the ruling to the communities the ruling was meant to affect.

Upon hearing about the high court ruling, rural Tanzanians became more likely to reject early mar-
riage, more likely to say they would report incidents of early marriage to authorities, and more likely
to draw on arguments about the law when they spoke out about early marriage. The influence of even
short media reports about Rebeca Gyumi v Attorney General on public opinion point to media and pub-
lic awareness campaigns as potentially useful vehicles for translating de jure legal decisions into the de
facto realization of human rights and social equality. This finding affirms the views of Tanzania’s former
Chief Justice Francis Nyalali, who predicted that the Tanzanian judiciary’s ability to use mass media to
shape public opinion and attract public support would be fundamental to its ability to affect social change
and survive as an independent, legitimate branch of Tanzanian government (Widner 2001). The finding
also has important implications for the diffusion of human rights; it suggests that constitutional courts, in
collaboration with civil society and mass media, have the potential to meaningfully affect social progress
even in the absence of legislation and executive enforcement.

However, hearing about the Court of Appeal ruling did not influence respondents’ perceptions of
social norms or willingness to speak out publicly against early marriage. These results suggest that rural
Tanzanians do not view the Court of Appeal as representative of the views of their community, and they
are not inspired by court rulings to speak to either their political leaders or fellow citizens about their
views. Moreover, the persuasive power of the Court of Appeal ruling was sharply reduced when news
reports about the ruling included the information that Tanzania’s Attorney General opposed the decision.
This suggests that judicial opinion leadership in Tanzania is fragile, and is potentially compromised by
alternative messages from government authorities. Even in Tanzania, where public opinion surveys show
that citizens regard their judicial system as highly legitimate and independent relative to other Sub-Saharan
African countries, the high court’s ability to send persuasive messages about social issues may be limited
when other government authorities disagree.

Nonetheless, both the methodology and results presented here highlight the potential for a research
program focused on judicial opinion leadership on contested cultural issues in contexts with limited state
capacity and institutionalization of the judiciary. We view our findings as demonstrating the plausibility
that media coverage of high court rulings exert persuasive effects in such settings. The combination of

features that characterize our study context, including a dominant-party political system, limited media
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coverage of court decisions, and low legal enforcement capacity, is common across much of Sub-Saharan
Africa and parts of South and Southeast Asia.

Future research might build upon our work by employing field experimental approaches in which
information about court rulings is conveyed in more naturalistic settings and outcomes are measured un-
obtrusively, over longer periods of time, and using real-world behavioral measures. Future studies should
also explicitly compare the persuasive power of high court rulings (and Attorney General dissent) against
other institutions and messengers. Our preliminary investigation of respondents’ reasoning process about
early marriage offers another promising avenue for further research using new tools for automated tran-
scription and natural language processing. Finally, researchers might also complement experimental work
with longitudinal studies to track public opinion change before and after major court rulings. The prolif-
eration of court rulings on crucial questions around human rights, political freedoms, and social equality
in low and middle-income countries will provide ample opportunity to improve our understanding of the

persuasive power of high courts around the world in the years to come.
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Sample Characteristics Comparison

Table Al: Sample Characteristics, Compared to Afrobarometer

Variable Sample TZ Rural SSA Rural
Mean N Mean N Mean N

Demographics
Age 37.58 1,925 38.29 1,560 37.94 25,285
Female 0.52 1,925 0.50 1,560 0.50 25,306
Muslim 0.67 1,925 0.29 1,560 0.33 25,280
Completed primary school 0.79 1,109 0.73 1,555 0.54 25,180
Gender Equality Attitudes
Women have equal right to work 0.75 1,302 0.64 1,548 0.55 24,950
Genders should share HH labor 0.75 816 0.56 1,546 0.38 24,962
Men should not beat their wives 0.77 1,923 0.90 1,559 0.72 25,123
Women are equally good leaders 0.79 1,925 0.75 1,551 0.71 25,028
Political Attitudes and Participation
National ID as strong as Tribal ID 0.94 1,304 0.92 1,517 0.85 21,850
Engaged in collective action 0.66 1,304 0.53 1,555 0.54 25,105
Voted last election 0.79 1,304 0.86 1,553 0.72 25,178
Assets
Personally owns radio 0.48 816 0.57 1,557 0.52 25,182

Note: Data is taken from the 2019 Afrobarometer survey. Columns 3 and 4 show the sample mean and

sample size for respondents classified as "rural" in Tanzania. Columns 5 and 6 show the sample mean and

same size for respondents classified as "rural” across all Sub-Saharan Africa. Changes in sample size for some

variables reflect that those variables were only asked during one of two surveys in which the experiment was

conducted.
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B Balance

Table A2: Balance

Treatment Arm Mean

Control Court Only Court + AG Observations p-value

Pref. rank justice 3.716 3.604 4.060 1,900 0.001
Married 0.803 0.836 0.850 1,925 0.058
Hours listen to radio/day 0.739 0.621 0.567 1,907 0.100
Feeling thermo. - tribal other 60.530 60.954 63.069 1,827 0.163
Pref. rank roads 6.047 6.108 5.862 1,900 0.168
Pref. rank sanitation 6.058 5.933 5.829 1,900 0.215
Female 0.501 0.530 0.538 1,925 0.368
Feeling thermo. - religious other 66.169 67.203 68.200 1,840 0.376
TZ over tribe 0.564 0.578 0.539 1,925 0.386
Heard national leader on radio 0.791 0.774 0.762 1,907 0.431
Marriage prejudice index 0.731 0.736 0.748 1,862 0.436
Ideal age for kids 19.974 20.167 20.053 1,925 0.444
Reject forced marriage 0.885 0.902 0.903 1,925 0.459
Pref. rank health 5.515 5.684 5.624 1,900 0.481
Respondent age 37.907 37.148 37.597 1,925 0.518
Conformity is good 0.318 0.334 0.340 1,923 0.669
Time in Vﬂlage 23.822 23.030 23.829 1,107 0.688
Pref. rank agriculture 4.784 4.726 4.845 1,900 0.695
Reject forced marriage (long) 2.552 2.584 2.586 1,925 0.707
Ideal number of kids 4.995 4915 4.948 1,922 0.719
Muslim 0.668 0.679 0.660 1,925 0.770
Pref. rank education 6.213 6.302 6.248 1,900 0.779
Pref. rank EFM 4.354 4.318 4.265 1,900 0.798
Neighbor prejudice index 0.423 0.425 0.431 1,862 0.820
Religious school 0.518 0.533 0.519 1,924 0.841
Listen to news on radio 0.536 0.551 0.545 1,904 0.857
Ever listen to radio 0.657 0.647 0.643 1,904 0.863
Pref. rank crime 3.385 3.355 3.326 1,900 0.888
Know others in village 2.598 2.619 2.608 1,109 0.936
Pref. rank electricity 4.928 4.970 4.941 1,900 0.962

Note: p-values are the result of a grouped F-test across both treatment groups.
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C Coefhlicient Plots

Note: all variables have been standardized to a 0-1 scale.

C.1 “Courts Only” vs Control
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Reject EM index - reject all (0.67)

Reject EM general (0.92)

Reject EM when family needs money (0.76)
Reject EM when religion permits (0.78)

Reporting
Report EM to authorities (0.62)

Perceived Norms
Believe community rejects EM (0.62)
Believe community would report EM (0.39)

Share Anti-EM Message

Share anti-EM message with DC (0.50)

Share anti-EM message with Pangani FM (0.52)
Refer to courts and laws to justify (0.04)
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D Heterogeneous Treatment Effects

Table A3: Effect of Court Ruling on EM Attitudes and Reporting
Heterogeous Treatment Effects by Religion

Attitude Indices Attitude Components Reporting
Reject EM Index Reject All EM General If Religion Permits If Needs Money ‘Would Report
()] ) 3 4@ (O] ()

Court Only 0.064 0.113 0.031 0.096 0.065 0.068

(0.025) (0.042) (0.021) (0.034) (0.039) (0.046)
Muslim -0.032 -0.050 -0.031 -0.070 0.003 -0.092

(0.023) (0.038) (0.021) (0.034) (0.034) (0.039)
Court Only x Muslim -0.029 -0.043 0.012 -0.036 -0.062 -0.026

(0.032) (0.053) (0.027) (0.045) (0.049) (0.057)
Interaction p-value 0.368 0.424 0.669 0.428 0.204 0.656
Control Mean 0.82 0.67 0.92 0.76 0.78 0.62
Observations 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,285

Note: Regression of outcome on court treatment, a binary indicator for whether the respondent is Muslim, and an interaction of the treatment and Muslim
indicator. Variable questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.

Table A4: Effect of Court Ruling on EM Attitudes and Reporting
Heterogeneous Treatment Effects by Education

Attitude Indices Attitude Components Reporting

Reject EM Index Reject All EM General If Religion Permits If Needs Money Would Report

¢ [©)] ®) @ ©) (©)
Court Only 0.099 0.136 0.071 0.186 0.039 0.065
(0.050) (0.078) (0.048) (0.069) (0.073) (0.082)
Complete Standard 7 0.093 0.117 0.066 0.134 0.081 0.117
(0.038) (0.057) (0.038) (0.054) (0.051) (0.058)
Court Only x Standard 7 -0.061 -0.058 -0.036 -0.131* -0.016 -0.015
(0.053) (0.083) (0.050) (0.073) (0.076) (0.087)
Interaction p-value 0.247 0.485 0.470 0.072 0.830 0.860
Control Mean 0.82 0.67 0.92 0.76 0.78 0.62
Observations 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,304 1,285

Note: Regression of outcome on court treatment, a binary indicator for whether the respondent has completed Standard 7 in school, and an interaction of the
treatment and Standard 7 indicator. Variable questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.
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E Robustness Checks

Table A5: Effect of Courts on Attitudes and Reporting
Adjusted for Imbalanced Covariates

Attitude Indices Attitude Components Reporting

Reject EM Index Reject All EM General If Religion Permits If Needs Money Would Report

a @ ®) () © ®) @ @®) ©) (10) ay (12)
Court Rejects EM 0.045*** 0.048%** 0.085*** 0.086*** 0.039*** 0.045*** 0.072*** 0.075%** 0.024 0.025 0.051** 0.054**
Standard Error 0.016 0.016 0.026 0.026 0.013 0.014 0.023 0.023 0.023 0.024 0.028 0.028
p-value 0.002 0.001 <0.001 0.001 0.002 <0.001 0.001 0.001 0.147 0.148 0.034 0.026
Hypothesis + + + + + + + + + + + +
Control Mean 0.82 0.82 0.67 0.67 0.92 0.92 0.76 0.76 0.78 0.78 0.62 0.62
Village SD 0.06 0.06 0.09 0.09 0.04 0.04 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.11
DV Range [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1]
Controls No 3 No 3 No 3 No 3 No 3 No 3
Adj-R2 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.01 -0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.02
Observations 1,304 1,272 1,304 1,272 1,304 1,272 1,304 1,272 1,304 1,272 1,285 1,271

Note: Includes controls for three baseline covariates: rating of court as a community priority, marital status, and hours spent listening to the radio in the previous day. All regression include
controls for survey (partner or friend survey) and another overlapping survey experiment. Variable questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.

Table A6: Effect of Courts on Perceived Norms
Adjusted for Imbalanced Covariates

Community Would Reject ~ Community Would Report
(1) (2) (3) 4)

Court Only Message  -0.019 -0.020 -0.004 -0.006
Standard Error 0.029 0.029 0.028 0.029
p-value 0.749 0.755 0.555 0.588
Hypothesis + + + +
Control Mean 0.62 0.62 0.39 0.39
Village SD 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10
DV Range [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1]
Controls No 3 No 3
Adj-R? -0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.00
Observations 1,271 1,257 1,269 1,255

Note: Includes controls for three baseline covariates: rating of court as a community
priority, marital status, and hours spent listening to the radio in the previous day. All
regression include controls for survey (partner or friend survey) and an overlapping
survey experiment. Variable questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.
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Table A7: Effect of Courts on Speaking Out

Adjusted for Imbalanced Covariates

Share Message with Media ~ Share Message with DC ~ Message Mentions Law/Courts

(1) (2) ®3) (4) 5) (6)
Court Only Message 0.036 0.043 -0.018 -0.019 0.030™* 0.031%*
Standard Error 0.040 0.041 0.042 0.043 0.013 0.014
p-value 0.187 0.147 0.661 0.672 0.012 0.012
Hypothesis + + + + + +
Control Mean 0.50 0.50 0.52 0.52 0.04 0.04
Village SD 0.12 0.12 0.10 0.10 0.04 0.04
DV Range [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1] [0-1]
Controls No 3 No 3 No 3
Adj—R2 -0.00 0.00 -0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.00
Observations 674 665 612 607 1,304 1,272

Note: Includes controls for three baseline covariates: rating of court as a community priority, marital status, and hours
spent listening to the radio in the previous day. All regression include controls for survey (partner or friend survey)
and an overlapping survey experiment. Variable questions and coding are available in Online Appendix.
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Table A8: Summary of Experimental Results Across Experiments

Experiment

Treatment Description

Significant Effects

Null/Negative Effects

Panel A: Court Ruling Experiments (this paper)

Court Ruling

Court + Attorney General

Radio clip about Court of Appeal ruling
against early marriage

Court ruling clip with AG’s opposition

Reject EM (attitudes)
Report EM to authorities
Mention law in message

Attenuation of attitude effects

Perceived norms
Share message publicly

Reporting intentions
Perceived norms
Share message

Panel B: Other Experiments in Tanga

Women in Politics (Progressive Ustadh)

‘Women in Politics (Conservative Caller)

‘Women in Politics (Conservative Ustadh)

Pluralistic Ignorance

Partner Perspective Taking

Climate News

Edutainment for IPV

Indoor Cooking Health Risks

Watchdog Journalism

Progressive religious leader advocating
women in politics

Conservative caller opposing women in
politics

Conservative religious leader opposing
‘women in politics

Shared high rates of EM rejection in re-
spondent’s community

Ask respondent to consider partner’s pri-

orities before listing own

News clip on climate risks and impor-
tance of response

Entertainment education clip to increase
IPV reporting

Information about health risks of indoor
cooking

Negative news clip about water issue
blaming MP

Support daughter in politics
Women equally good leaders

Should be fewer female leaders

Should be fewer female leaders

Significant pre-registered hetero-
geneity

Significant difference in sharing
anti-EM audio clip across platforms

None

Policy support for environmental
protection
Willingness to report

Survivor reporting IPV to police

None

Willingness to vote
Vote against MP

Should be equal/more female lead-
ers
Perceived norms

‘Would not support daughter in pol-
itics

‘Would not support daughter in pol-
itics

ATE is null for attitudes against EM
ATE is null for share anti-EM audio
clip

Priorities closer to partner’s

Willingness to use solar
Decrease wood burning

Survivor to village leader
Witness to police

Witness to village leader
Support for IPV survivor

Behavioral interest in solar power

Believe MP is ineffective
Feeling thermometer towards MP
Protest

Note: This table summarizes the results of all randomized experiments administered during the same survey. “Sig-
nificant Effects” denotes outcomes where the treatment effect was statistically significant at the 5% level in the pre-
specified direction. “Null/Negative Effects” denotes outcomes where the treatment effect was negative or not statis-
tically significant. The mixed pattern of significant and null effects across experiments and outcomes is inconsistent

with a generalized tendency toward socially desirable responding.
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F Evidence from Other Lab-in-the-Field and Survey Experiments
G Data Collection Map

Figure A1l: Village Sample
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H Ethics

This project was implemented and data were collected in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
research team took special precautions to protect subjects and staff. We obtained approval from [redacted]
University and Innovations for Poverty Action COVID-19 review board to carry out the data collection, and
designed transportation and data collection procedures with COVID-19 risks in mind. Special precautions
were taken by enumerators, staff, and drivers to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Data collection teams
lived and ate in isolated quarters and took daily temperature readings. Interviewers wore masks during
interviews, which were conducted outside at appropriate distances. Respondents were offered masks but
not required to use them. Before moving between Districts, the survey team spoke with District officials
and health care workers to find out whether COVID-19 cases had been identified in the area; on one
occasion, data collection was paused and the data collection schedule was re-organized to respond to
concerns of a potential COVID outbreak. Thankfully, no cases of COVID-19 were reported among survey
staff or in participating villages during the data collection period.

I Pre-Analysis Plan

This study was pre-registered using the Open Science Foundation registry on December 7, 2020, before
the experiment was implemented. The full pre-analysis plan can be viewed (withheld for anonymity) and
the Online Appendix.

J Relationship to Broader Field Experiment

The current experiment is embedded in a larger field experiment reported in (Withheld for anonim-
ity) and (Withheld for anonimity). The field experiment used a placebo control design to evaluate the ef-
fect of two radio dramas: Wahapahapa, a nationally-syndicated radio drama that addresses issues around
HIV/AIDS disclosure, or Tamapendo, a regional audio drama focused on issues around early and forced
marriage. The original field experiment randomly sampled 40 respondents (20 males and 20 females) in 30
villages in 2019 and invited them to attend a community audio screening. 18 months later, the survey team
returned to the 30 villages to survey the original participants as well as their spouse and one randomly
selected friend (out of three provided by the respondent). The present study was embedded in these spouse
(n = 816) and friend (n = 1,109) surveys.
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