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How to fight women hurting customs is still an open question. Legal bans and 

grass-root based programs have been implemented to stop female genital cutting, 

but there is still little evidence on their impact. We present here some empirical 

findings on anti-FGC interventions in Senegal and a discussion on the theoretical 

underpinnings of these policies.  

 

 

 

Female genital cutting (FGC), also known as female genital mutilation or female circumcision, is the 

total or partial removal of the external female genitalia done for non-medical reasons (WHO
1
). 

According to recent estimates, more than 125 million women and girls underwent FGC, mainly in 

African and Middle-East countries (UNICEF 2013). Practicing groups usually associate FGC with 

concepts of purity, cleanness and sexual control. 

The medical literature on FGC suggests that the custom is associated with health problems, both at the 

moment of cutting (excessive bleeding, poor sanitary conditions, etc.) and in the long term (fistula, 

haemorrhagic birth delivery, etc.). Discussions on FGC have been recently incorporated in a broader 

reflection over women's rights and empowerment. FGC is considered a human rights violation and its 

                                                      

1
 World Health Organization. See http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs241/en/  
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demise is related to a more general improvement of women's condition and status within a given 

society. Attempts to end the practice are therefore part of a broader effort to empower women. The 

European Commission in particular has committed to support anti-FGC projects in countries 

concerned by this phenomenon
2
.   

Since the 90s, the campaigns and interventions to stop FGC have steadily increased and nowadays 

most of the countries where FGC is widespread have legally banned it. It is however still little 

understood how these interventions can affect the custom, both in the decision to cut and in the way 

the cutting is performed.  

More in general, there is a lack of reflection on the theoretical underpinnings of existing interventions 

against harmful traditions which needs to be addressed.   

A popular definition of FGC, which has guided UNICEF and other international organizations in their 

interventions, frames FGC as a social norm and a coordination problem. The main idea is the 

following: even when people dislike the practice, they will still perform it if other individuals in the 

same group abide by the custom. If a household chooses not to cut their daughter, in a context where 

everybody follows the custom, it will face social ostracism and the girl will be unable to marry. 

Therefore, to end FGC, households need to coordinate and commit together. 

UNICEF and several NGOs have adopted this conceptualization of FGC for their interventions: in 

particular, the organisation of public pledges where communities declare to abandon FGC and other 

harmful customs has become a popular way to promote social change. Public pledges should work as 

coordination and commitment devices which allow people to coordinate the abandonment of these 

practices. While appealing, there is little empirical evidence both on the validity of the definition of 

FGC as a social norm and on the effectiveness of these programs. Recent empirical papers in 

economics address the problem of the nature of FGC and do not find strong evidence in favour of the 

social norm interpretation
3
. Given the number of interventions and resources invested in the fight 

against FGC and the popularity of the social norm approach to harmful traditions, it becomes 

imperative to better assess their effectiveness and to improve our understanding of the dynamics of 

social change.   

 

 

 

 

We contribute both theoretically and empirically to the debate on the nature of harmful customs and 

on the effectiveness of existing interventions to stop them. Special attention is paid to the case of FGC: 

the nature and evolution of FGC is analysed in the context of Senegal, using nationally representative 

data and original data collected in the region of Kolda. Senegal is indeed a remarkable case to study 

the evolution of FGC: both the Senegalese government and NGOs have shown a growing commitment 

in fighting FGC through the legal ban of the practice, sensitization campaigns and community 

empowerment programs
4
.  

                                                      
2 EC Justice has a campaign to stop FGM. “The EU has expressed a strong commitment to eliminating female 

genital mutilation. The European Commission Communication on eliminating FGM sets out a list of measures 

that the Commission will take in the coming years.”  

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-violence/eliminating-female-genital-mutilation/index_en.htm  
3
 Bellemare et al. 2015; Efferson et al. 2015  

4
 See Camilotti 2015a; 2015b; Platteau, Camilotti, and Auriol, 2016 
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Two events that took place in Senegal have been studied empirically. First, the project of an NGO 

called Tostan5, which works in Senegal and other countries on women empowerment and FGC within 

a social norm framework, has been explicitly analysed. The goal was to understand the role of its 

intervention on the demise of the practice and to get additional insights on the nature of FGC. Both the 

effect of this community empowerment program and the public pledges the NGO helps organizing are 

taken into account. Second, the potential effects of the legal ban on FGC on its incidence and on age at 

cutting have been explored to understand how individuals react to the criminalisation of the practice.  

The main findings can be summarised as follows.   

 There is a decrease in FGC incidence in targeted villages that can be reasonably ascribed to 

Tostan’s program. There is however no complete termination of the cutting practice in the 

targeted villages, despite a declining trend in FGC that continues well after the end of the 

program, in targeted but also non-targeted villages.   

 The conditions for the public pledge in the sampled area to work as a coordination and 

commitment device do not seem to be met.   

 There is nevertheless some evidence suggesting that coordination might take place at the level 

of the extended family network, across villages that had and did not have the program.  

 On a national scale, there is some evidence that the new anti-FGC environment, which 

includes the new law, generates perverse effects in the form of a decrease in the age at cutting 
 

One possible interpretation of these findings is that the conceptualization of FGC as a coordination 

game across communities might not be appropriate in this context. A legal ban on the practice or a 

public pledge that should help coordination might perform poorly if other people’s behaviours are not 

the leading determinant of the custom. This said, the fact that there is no simultaneous and complete 

abandonment of FGC in villages which had the NGO’s program does not, in and of itself, form a 

sufficiently strong basis to dismiss the social norm/coordination analytical approach. As a matter of 

fact, such observations are compatible with this approach if either of the two following situations 

prevails: 

 first, people are against the custom, but coordination takes place at other levels than the village 

or the inter-village network. For example, there exist strong sub-village networks through 

which people coordinate their actions related to social activities;  

 second, people have different preferences over the custom and individual factors are more 

important than coordination. Both explanations are compatible with existing available 

evidence from these studies.  
 

These empirical findings call for a careful discussion of the theoretical background of the interventions 

to fight harmful customs and on the theoretical underpinnings of legal ban and grassroots 

interventions. Such analysis shows the following. First, within a social norm framework, the initial 

distribution of preferences with respect to the custom determines the impact of policies aiming at 

coordinating individuals. No complete demise of the practice is guaranteed. Second, to eradicate 

oppressive social norms, interventions aimed at modifying individual preferences or payoffs may 

therefore be required through non-governmental organizations operating at the grass-root level and/or 

the staging of nationwide awareness campaigns. Again, it is probably too much to expect that a radical 

departure from the bad customary habit will result from them, and results are driven by the underlying 

distribution of preferences. It is worth emphasizing that coordination is not the only way to define 

customs. Other models, such as a bargaining framework, in which parties endowed with different 

bargaining strength have to reach an agreement, prove useful to understand the mechanisms through 

which interventions affect harmful practices. Finally, it can be proved that in both coordination and 

bargaining games, a change in economic conditions can have an effect on custom, which turns out to 

be equivalent to a legal intervention. This happens when economic change improves outside work and 

income opportunities for women.  
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Overall, the available evidence suggests that the existing emphasis on coordination and social norms 

in the discussion on FGC might be misleading and lead to wrong policy interventions. The importance 

of the individual versus the social determinants of the practice should be more carefully assessed to 

better design interventions.  

Legal bans of harmful practices, which are widespread and popular nowadays, might work only if the 

threat they represent is credible. This condition implies, inter alia, that the ban is fully enforceable. For 

instance, people must not be able to escape the legal consequences of their behaviour by concealing it 

from the lawmaker’s sight. As suggested by Camilotti (2015a) in the case of FGC, perverse effects 

may well result from public announcements against the harmful custom if their effect is to drive 

women to retreat into clandestinity by cutting girls at an earlier age and individually rather than 

collectively. Other dimensions of the custom, such as the age at cutting, the more or less severe type of 

cutting, and the more or less stressful circumstances under which cutting is performed, should 

obviously be taken into account when interventions are designed.   

Theoretically, if the role of the law is to coordinate people to abandon a harmful custom, its impact 

will depend on the distribution of preferences towards the custom. A very homogenous society will 

not react in the same way to a legal ban as a society where a variety of opinions coexists. The same 

holds for any other coordination device, such as the public pledges. Concretely, the sudden demise of 

a custom will not occur when people have different preferences regarding its desirability.   

Grassroots interventions have potentially one advantage with respect to legal bans: they can succeed in 

modifying individual preferences for the custom. The purpose of these actions is to make people aware 

that they are the victims of a discriminatory treatment and that they are entitled to be in a better 

situation. From a theoretical point of view, whom to target depends again on the pre-existing 

distribution of preferences.  

It should not be forgotten however that some of the results obtained through legal and other 

interventions against harmful customs could be equally reached through a change in economic 

conditions: this may be possible when the economic development implies growing mobility and 

distancing from erstwhile norms and values. An advantage of reforms aiming at changing economic 

conditions with respect to legal bans and sensitization campaigns is that the first are perceived as less 

intrusive and they are more readily accepted by the targeted population.   

The role of awareness-building campaigns and grassroots activities is especially justified when 

economic forces or strategies take a rather long time to produce their effects. When the disappearance 

of a practice is slow to materialize, the struggle to achieve its demise must be supported by reforms 

and institutional interventions directly addressing the problem.  

 

   

 

 

The empirical part of this project relies on both first-hand data collected in Senegal – sample of 507 

households in the Kolda region – and national representative data from the Demographic and Health 

Surveys (DHS).  

A survey was carried out in 2012 in the region of Kolda, in the south-east of Senegal, at the border 

with Guinea Bissau. The data collection was done in collaboration with the NGO Tostan and included 

villages that benefited from the NGO’s project. These data are used to assess the effect of the NGO’s 
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program on FGC and to describe the trend in age at cutting before and after the introduction of the law 

criminalizing the custom.   

For the first objective, the short term effect of the program on FGC is assessed with a difference-in 

difference approach. While FGC incidence in targeted and non-targeted villages was similar before the 

beginning of the program, the probability of being cut for girls at risk at the beginning of the program 

is smaller in targeted than in the comparison villages. Qualitative evidence and descriptive statistics on 

awareness and participation to public pledges are used to explore the role and perception villages had 

of this event. The correlation between the FGC status of girls in non-targeted villages and different 

measures of links to targeted villages is then used to explore the role of family networks in the 

decision over FGC. 

To study the evolution of age at cutting, a comparison of the trend on age at cutting before and after 

1999, the year of the introduction of the law, is proposed. Demographic and Health Survey data from 

Senegal are used to explore the effect of the application of the law – which was implemented in a few 

cases in different regions of the country – on FGC incidence and age at cutting at the national level.  

The theoretical part of the project reviews existing theoretical models (coordination and rival claimant 

games) of harmful customs. We identify the assumptions under which currently popular interventions 

such as legal bans and community-based empowering programs can be an effective. We compare it 

with the effect, in the same setting, of interventions which affect customs through a change in 

economic conditions. Existing empirical evidence on the impact of both approaches are reviewed.   
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