
Vol.:(0123456789)

The Annals of Regional Science (2024) 73:2117–2142
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-024-01324-8

ORIGINAL PAPER

Kin networks and quality of government: a regional 
analysis

Roberto Ezcurra1 

Received: 28 March 2024 / Accepted: 1 October 2024 / Published online: 13 November 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
This paper examines the relationship between kin-based institutions and quality of 
government in the regions of Spain, France, and Italy. The results show that the rate 
of cousin marriage during the twentieth century is a strong predictor of the modern-
day quality of government in the regions of these three countries. Regions character-
ized by a higher prevalence of cousin marriage tend to have on average worse gov-
ernance outcomes. This finding holds after accounting for country fixed effects and 
different variables that may be correlated with both consanguinity and regional qual-
ity of government, including an extensive array of geographical, historical, and con-
temporary factors. The observed association between cousin marriage and quality of 
government persists when I utilize an instrumental variable approach that exploits 
regional variation in the degree of historical exposure to the marriage laws of the 
medieval Catholic Church to address potential endogeneity concerns. Furthermore, 
the paper also provides evidence consistent with the idea that the effect of cousin 
marriage on the quality of government operates through its impact on a series of cul-
tural traits such as impersonal trust, fairness, and conformity-obedience.

JEL Classification  H11 · J12 · R11

1  Introduction

During the last decade, an increasing number of studies have highlighted the impor-
tance of the quality of government for regional development in the European Union 
(EU). For example, Rodríguez-Pose and Garcilazo (2015) and Rodríguez-Pose and 
Ketterer (2020) document the importance of regional governance, both as a direct 
determinant of economic growth in the EU and as a moderator of the efficiency of 
Structural and Cohesion Funds expenditure. In fact, Ketterer and Rodríguez-Pose 
(2018) reveal that the quality of government, particularly government effectiveness 

 *	 Roberto Ezcurra 
	 roberto.ezcurra@unavarra.es

1	 Department of Economics and INARBE, Public University of Navarre, Pamplona, Spain

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3406-4745
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s00168-024-01324-8&domain=pdf


2118	 R. Ezcurra 

and the fight against corruption, is more important than ’first-nature’ geography for 
regional development in the EU. Consistent with these findings, Crescenzi et  al. 
(2016) demonstrate that the quality of government at the regional level impacts the 
economic returns of transport infrastructure investment, while Rodríguez-Pose and 
Cataldo (2015) provide evidence of the positive association between government 
performance and innovative capacity in EU regions. Additionally, Ezcurra and Rios 
(2019) find a positive relationship between quality of government and regional resil-
ience during the Great Recession, whereas Barbero et  al. (2021) report that trade 
across EU regions is highly influenced by differences in regional government qual-
ity. Furthermore, Rodríguez-Pose and Burlina (2021) document that regional insti-
tutions played an important role in the impact of the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

In view of these findings, it is crucial to understand why some European regions 
have better quality of government than others. However, apart from a few exceptions 
(e.g., Charron et  al. 2014; Ketterer and Rodríguez-Pose 2018; Ezcurra and Rios 
2020), there is limited research addressing this question. To contribute to this litera-
ture and enhance our comprehension of the underlying determinants of government 
performance in the EU, this paper investigates the impact of kin-based institutions 
on the quality of government at the regional level.

Kin-based institutions, considered the oldest and perhaps most fundamental of 
human institutions (Schulz et  al. 2019; Bahrami-Rad et  al. 2023), encompass the 
set of culturally transmitted social norms that regulate aspects related to marriage, 
descent, residence, and other associated domains (Henrich 2020). While kin-based 
institutions vary along several dimensions, anthropologists have traditionally empha-
sized the importance of kinship intensity, which reflects the extent to which indi-
viduals are part of broad and tight kin networks that demand loyalty and prescribe 
much of their behavior (Walker et al. 2013; Enke 2019). Intensive kinship systems 
include practices like cousin marriage (Bittles and Black 2010; Leutenegger et al. 
2011), customary inheritance (Bahrami-Rad 2021; Bau 2021), post-marital resi-
dence (Lowes 2018; Bau 2021), and polygamy (Tertilt 2006; Fenske 2015), which 
continue to be relevant in many societies around the world today.

The cultural evolutionary forces that shape the development of intensive kin-
ship systems promote obedience, conformity, and in-group loyalty, while discour-
aging individualism, independence, impersonal trust, fairness, and cooperation 
with member outside the kin group (Schulz et al. 2019; Henrich 2020). This aspect 
is particularly important in our context, as the literature shows that these cultural 
traits are associated with the quality of government. For example, numerous stud-
ies have demonstrated that societies characterized by individualistic values and a 
higher degree of impersonal trust tend to have better governance outcomes (e.g., 
Knack and Keefer 1997; La Porta et al. 1997; Licht 2007; Bjørnskov 2010; Kyri-
acou 2016). This suggests a possible negative relationship between the intensity of 
kinship networks and government performance. Consistent with this hypothesis, 
Alesina and Giuliano (2014) document that countries with stronger family ties tend 
to have on average worse governance outcomes. Against this background, this paper 
aims to examine the link between the intensity of kinship systems and the quality of 
government at the regional level. To do so, as is common in the literature 
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(Woodley and Bell 2013; Akbari et al. 2019; Schulz 2022; Ghosh et al. 2023), I uti-
lize the rate of cousin marriage as a proxy for the intensity of kinship networks, tak-
ing advantage of the availability of this information for the regions of Spain, France, 
and Italy.

The results of the paper show that the rate of cousin marriage during the twentieth 
century is a strong predictor of the modern-day quality of government in the regions 
of these three countries. Consistent with the previous discussion, those regions char-
acterized by a higher prevalence of cousin marriage tend to have on average worse 
governance outcomes. This finding holds after accounting for country fixed effects 
and different variables that may be correlated with both consanguinity and regional 
quality of government, including an extensive array of geographical, historical, and 
contemporary factors. To address potential endogeneity concerns, I utilize several 
empirical strategies, among which is an instrumental variable approach that exploits 
regional variation in the degree of historical exposure to the marriage laws of the 
medieval Catholic Church. Furthermore, the paper also provides evidence consistent 
with the idea that the effect of cousin marriage on the quality of government oper-
ates through its impact on a series of cultural traits such as impersonal trust, fair-
ness, and conformity-obedience.

The present paper is related to several strands of literature. First, as mentioned 
above, this research contributes to the empirical literature on the determinants of the 
quality of government across the European regions. The scant previous studies on 
this issue have primarily focused on examining the importance of the “proximate” 
determinants of government performance, such as the level of development, popula-
tion size, or the degree of regional autonomy (Charron et al. 2014; Ezcurra and Rios 
2020), as well as historical factors (Rodríguez-Pose and Cataldo 2015; Ketterer and 
Rodríguez-Pose 2018). However, none of these prior studies have investigated thus 
far the potential influence of the intensity of kinship networks on regional govern-
ment quality.

Second, this work is also related to a few papers that have highlighted the impor-
tance of kin-based institutions for different economic and political outcomes in 
the European regions. For example, Duranton et  al. (2009) show the relationship 
between medieval family structures and existing disparities across European regions 
in household size, educational attainment, social capital, labor force participation, 
sectoral structure, wealth, and inequality. Using data for Spain, France, Italy, and 
Turkey, Schulz et  al. (2019) document the impact of cousin marriage on cultural 
variation at the regional level, while Schulz (2022) finds that higher consanguinity 
decreases the degree of political participation. Akbari et  al. (2019), for their part, 
show the existence of a negative relationship between the rate of cousin marriage 
and corruption across the regions of Spain, France, and Italy, a finding consistent 
with the results obtained in the present paper.

Third, more broadly, this research also contributes to the extensive literature that 
emphasizes the endogeneity of culture and the importance of deep historical fac-
tors in the adoption of certain cultural values (Rothstein and Stolle 2008; Cappelen 
et al. 2022; Kammas and Sarantides 2024). For example, Putnam (1993) argues that 
regional differences in Italy in levels of cooperation, participation, social interaction, 
and trust—dating back at least as far back as the twelfth century—can be attributed 
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to the impact of the free city-state experience during the Middle Ages (Guiso et al. 
2016). In turn, Tabellini (2010) shows the relevance of the political institutions 
in place between 1600 and 1850 and the literacy rate at the end of the nineteenth 
century when explaining the cultural differences across European regions. In the 
same vein, and in line with Schulz et al. (2019), the findings of the present paper 
are consistent with the idea that regional variation in certain cultural traits favoring 
impersonal trust, fairness, and cooperation is the result of the historical processes 
that contributed to shaping kin-based institutions during the Middle Ages (Hen-
rich 2020; Schulz 2022). In this way, this study would also relate to works that have 
highlighted the importance of culture and social capital in explaining the current 
differences in development levels across European regions. For example, Tabellini 
(2010) documents that several cultural traits, such as interpersonal trust and indi-
vidualism, are positively associated with present-day regional economic develop-
ment in Europe. Similarly, Forte et al. (2015) show that higher levels of trust and 
active associationism lead to more intense regional growth in the EU. Moreover, 
Muringani et al. (2021) find that bridging social capital is linked to higher levels of 
economic growth across European regions, while bonding social capital is highly 
correlated with bridging social capital and is associated with lower growth when 
controlled for (Beugelsdijk and Smulders 2009).

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. After this introduction, 
Sect. 2 presents the conceptual framework of the research, highlighting the reasons 
why kin-based institutions should influence the quality of government. Following 
that, Sect. 3 describes the measures used to assess the intensity of kin-based institu-
tions and the quality of government at the regional level. In Sect. 4, I empirically 
examine the association between the rate of cousin marriage and governance out-
comes in the regions of Spain, France, and Italy, paying particular attention to the 
robustness of the results. To complement the analysis, Sect. 5 provides initial evi-
dence on the role played by certain cultural traits as a potential transmission channel 
linking kin-based institutions and the quality of government. The final section sum-
marizes the main conclusions of the paper and discusses the key policy implications 
stemming from the analysis.

2 � Kin‑based institutions and quality of government: conceptual 
framework

Kin-based institutions consist of a set of culturally transmitted norms that regulate 
marriage and family relations, endowing individuals with a series of responsibili-
ties, obligations, and privileges vis-á-vis other members of their community (Schulz 
et al. 2019). This type of institution is perhaps the oldest and most relevant of human 
institutions, constituting the primary framework for organizing social life in most 
societies throughout history (Lévi-Strauss 1969; Bahrami-Rad et  al. 2023). Their 
universality and enduring presence are connected to various aspects of our species’ 
evolved psychology, including our innate inclinations for incest aversion, kin altru-
ism, and pair bonding (Chapais 2009; Henrich 2016).
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The type of kin-based institutions adopted by a society is influenced by a vari-
ety of ecological, climatic, geographic, and historical factors that interact with each 
other in a complex way (Kaplan et al. 2009; Hernich 2020). While kin-based institu-
tions vary along several important dimensions, anthropologists have long empha-
sized the importance of kinship intensity, which reflects the degree to which individ-
uals are part of broad and tight kin networks that demand their loyalty and determine 
relevant aspects of their behavior (Enke 2019; Schulz et al. 2019). Intensive kinship 
norms favor the development of compact, dense, and overlapping kin-based net-
works that result in clans or lineages isolated relationally from other groups. These 
networks provide their members with mechanisms of mutual aid, business partners, 
and political alliances. Among the characteristic practices of societies with inten-
sive kinship networks is cousin marriage, which contributes to reinforcing kin bonds 
with additional ties, ensuring that these relationships endure across generations. 
Moreover, intensive kinship systems often include norms that favor co-residence 
in extended families and unilineal descent, promoting internal cohesion and loyalty 
among group members. In contrast, extensive kinship systems are characterized by 
marriages to non-kin, bilateral descent, and flexible residential norms, resulting in 
more diverse and non-exclusive kin networks (Bahrami-Rad et al. 2023).

Cultural evolutionary forces shaping the development of intensive kinship net-
works promote obedience, conformity, and in-group loyalty, while discouraging 
individualism, independence, impersonal trust, fairness, and cooperation with those 
outside the kin group (Schulz et al. 2019; Henrich 2020). This is particularly impor-
tant in our context, as there is abundant evidence demonstrating that these cultural 
traits are related to the quality of government. For example, Licht et al. (2007); Kyr-
iacou (2016), or Ezcurra (2021) show that individualistic countries tend on aver-
age to have better governance outcomes. These findings are consistent with Tanzi 
(1994), who points out that in collectivist societies, public activity is often char-
acterized by the existence of clientelistic networks that operate based on reciproc-
ity rules originating from kinship networks, leading to lower levels of bureaucratic 
quality and greater corruption. According to Tanzi (1994), this contrasts with the 
situation in individualistic societies, where it is more likely that public administra-
tors are hired and promoted based on merit, and their activities follow rational pro-
cedures and universalistic principles. As a result, the quality of public policies and 
governance outcomes tend to be greater in individualistic societies.

In a similar vein, Greif (2006) argues that in individualistic societies, their mem-
bers show less in-group favoritism and are more prone to interact with strangers 
compared to collectivist societies. This emphasis on the principles of generalized 
morality in individualistic societies makes it more likely to establish effective for-
mal institutions to enforce cooperative behavior in social dilemmas such as public 
good provision or trade exchanges characterized by asymmetric information (Enke 
2019; Cappelen et al. 2022). On the contrary, in collectivist societies, the principles 
of limited morality (or amoral familism according to Banfield 1958) tend to prevail, 
implying greater in-group favoritism and fewer incentives for the development of 
these types of institutions (Tabellini 2008; Akbari et al. 2019).

Starting with the seminal work of Putnam (1993), numerous studies have linked 
the degree to which people believe that strangers can be trusted with the quality 
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of government, both across countries (e.g., Knack and Keefer 1997; La Porta et al. 
1997; Tabellini 2008; Bjørnskov 2010) and within countries (e.g., Putnam 1993; 
Helliwell and Putnam 1995; Knack 2002; Charron et al. 2014). Among the mecha-
nisms that explain this association, the literature has emphasized the positive impact 
of trust on “civicness,” whereby more civically minded citizens are better at holding 
politicians accountable, and consequently politicians “are more inclined to temper 
their worst impulses rather than face public protests” Putnam (2000, p. 43). Like-
wise, trust leads to better governance outcomes by providing a greater supply of 
quality decisions in the bureaucracy and political processes (Bjørnskov 2010).

The preceding discussion suggests the likely existence of a negative relationship 
between the intensity of kin-based institutions and government quality. Consistent 
with this idea, Alesina and Giuliano (2014) report that countries with stronger fam-
ily ties are characterized by lower quality of government, while Akbari et al. (2019) 
find that cousin marriage is negatively correlated with corruption both across and 
within countries. Moreover, Woodley and Bell (2013) and Schulz (2022) show that 
consanguinity is detrimental for the development of democratic political institutions. 
In fact, the existence of a negative association between the intensity of kinship net-
works and government performance aligns with a long tradition in social sciences 
scholarship that over the last century has highlighted the potential of kin-based insti-
tutions to undermine the development of strong and effective states (e.g., Weber 
1915; Migdal 1988; Fukuyama 2011).

3 � Data and preliminary evidence

To quantify the intensity of kin-based institutions across European regions, I utilize 
a measure of the relevance of cousin marriages taken from Schulz et  al. (2019).1 
This measure reflects the percentage of kin marriages up to and including first-
cousin marriages, as well as uncle-niece marriages. The data on this type of mar-
riages are based on the information provided by the marital dispensation records of 
the Catholic Church throughout the twentieth century and are only available for the 
regions of Spain (average of years 1911 to 1943), France (average of years 1926 to 
1958), and Italy (average of years 1910 to 1964).2 Overall, I have data on the rate of 
cousin marriage for 57 NUTS-2 regions belonging to these three countries (see the 
online Appendix for further details).3

1  The employment of cousin marriage as a proxy for the intensity of kinship networks is common in the 
literature. See, for example, Woodley and Bell (2013), Akbari et al. (2019); Schulz et al. (2019); Schulz 
(2022) or Ghosh et al. (2023). As pointed out by Greif (2006, p. 309), consanguineous marriages have 
“historically provided one means of creating and maintaining kinship groups.”
2  Schulz et al. (2019) also provide data for Turkey, but the measure of quality of government used in the 
paper is not available for the regions of this country.
3  NUTS is the French acronym for “Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics,” a hierarchical clas-
sification of sub-national territorial units established by Eurostat according to administrative criteria. In 
this classification, NUTS-0 corresponds to the country level, while increasing numbers indicate increas-
ing levels of spatial disaggregation.
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Figure  1 shows the spatial distribution of the rate of first-cousin marriage 
across regions in Spain, France, and Italy. According to the map, there is consid-
erable regional variation in the rate of cousin marriage in these three countries. 
Specifically, the regions where cousin marriages during the twentieth century 
were more common are located in southern Italy, as well as in central and north-
western Spain. Indeed, the three regions with the highest presence of this type 
of marriage are Sicily (4.8%), Calabria (3.5%), and Asturias (3.2%). In contrast, 
regions in France generally tend to have a lower number of cousin marriages. 
Consistent with this, the lowest percentage of first-cousin marriages corresponds 
to Bourgogne (0.24%), Champagne-Ardenne (0.26%), and Poitou-Charentes 
(0.33%).

The analysis also requires data on the quality of government in the regions of 
Spain, France, and Italy. To that end, I rely on the European Quality of Govern-
ment Index (EQI), a comparable and homogeneous measure of governance at the 
regional level that is widely used to make comparisons within and across countries 
in Europe (e.g., Rodríguez-Pose and Cataldo 2015; Ketterer and Rodríguez-Pose 
2018; Ezcurra and Rios 2019, 2020; Rodríguez-Pose and Ketterer 2020; Rodríguez-
Pose and Burlina 2021). The EQI was developed by Charron et  al. (2014, 2015, 
2019) and is based on survey data that capture the average citizens’ perceptions on 
the quality and impartiality of public services in their region of residence, as well as 
their experiences with corruption. In order to generate the EQI score for the different 
regions, the survey data are combined with four of the six World Bank’s Worldwide 
Governance Indicators (WGI) constructed by Kaufmann et  al. (1999): Voice and 
accountability, Government effectiveness, Rule of law, and Control of corruption. 

Fig. 1   Cousin marriage across the regions of Spain, France, and Italy
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To date, the EQI is available for years 2010, 2013, 2017, and 2021. As long as the 
quality of government at the regional level tends to be persistent and changes slowly 
over time (Charron et al. 2019), I utilize the mean value of the EQI for these years in 
the analysis below.4

Figure  2 displays the spatial distribution of the EQI in the regions of Spain, 
France, and Italy. As can be observed, the majority of regions with the highest levels 
of quality of government are located in France, while the lowest values of the index 
are found in the regions of central and southern Italy. In addition to the differences 
between countries, the map also reveals the existence of considerable within-coun-
try disparities, which is especially evident in the cases of Spain and Italy. This is 
consistent with the trend observed in the EU as a whole, where countries with lower 
EQI values tend to have wider divergence of EQI scores at the sub-national level 
(Charron et al. 2019; Ezcurra and Rios 2020).

As outlined in the introduction, this paper aims to investigate the link between the 
intensity of kin-based institutions, as proxied by the rate of cousin marriage, and qual-
ity of government at the regional level. To initially explore this relationship, the regions 
of Spain, France, and Italy are divided into two and three groups according to their 
rates of cousin marriage. The definitions of the various groups are based on the median 
(classification into two groups), and the first and third quartiles (classification into 
three groups) of the regional distribution of first-cousin marriage rates. As depicted in 
Fig. 3, regions where cousin marriage is more prevalent tend to exhibit lower levels of 

Fig. 2   Quality of government across the regions of Spain, France, and Italy

4  The correlation coefficient between the EQI in 2010 and 2021 is 0.91 (see Table  A1 in the online 
Appendix for further details). This suggests that the results of the analysis are unlikely to depend on 
using an average of the measure of government quality. In order to provide further evidence on this issue, 
Table A2 in the online Appendix shows that the relationship between the rate of cousin marriage and the 
quality of government remains unaltered when I alternatively utilize the EQI for each available year.
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government quality. Conversely, regions with fewer consanguineous marriages have on 
average higher values of the EQI. Indeed, the observed differences in government per-
formance between the various groups are statistically significant at the 1% level. When 
considering these findings, however, it is important to note that this analysis is merely 
descriptive, and the results just discussed may ultimately be sensitive to the specific 
number of groups used to perform the regional classification. More importantly, omit-
ted variables may be driving the apparent link between cousin marriage and the quality 
of government at the regional level. In view of this, in the next section I conduct a more 
appropriate statistical analysis to investigate this issue.

4 � The relationship between consanguinity and quality 
of government

4.1 � Model specification

In order to explore the reduced-form relationship between consanguinity and quality of 
government in the regions of Spain, France, and Italy, I use the following model:

where QGic represents the average value of the EQI in region i of country c over 
the period 2010-2021, Cic is the first-cousin marriage rate in the twentieth century, 

(1)QGic = � + �Cic + X�

ic
� + �c + �ic

Fig. 3   Cousin marriage and quality of government: Preliminary evidence. Note: The bars represent the 
average level of quality of government in each group, along with the corresponding 90% confidence 
interval
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and Xic stands for a vector of variables controlling for additional factors assumed to 
influence on the quality of government and consanguinity. �c is a vector of country 
fixed effects used to control for country-specific characteristics related to historical, 
cultural, or institutional factors, thereby reducing the potential influence of unob-
served heterogeneity on the results. Finally, �ic is the error term. The coefficient of 
interest throughout this section is � , which captures the impact of the rate of cousin 
marriage on the quality of government. According to the discussion in Sect.  2, I 
expect 𝛽 < 0.

The control variables in vector X have been selected in an attempt to minimize the 
risk that the estimate of � is capturing the influence from other determinants of the 
quality of government that may also be correlated with the rate of cousin marriage. 
Following this strategy, I control for a host of geographic factors, including latitude, 
temperature, precipitation, ruggedness, distance to coast, the presence of rivers or 
lakes, elevation, and agricultural suitability.5 These variables are potentially impor-
tant for various reasons. For example, factors like latitude, ruggedness, distance to 
coast, the presence of rivers or lakes, and elevation capture the degree of remoteness 
of a region, which may negatively impact the quality of government by increasing 
the costs associated with adopting institutional innovations aimed at improving the 
way regional governments exercise authority (Ezcurra and Rios 2020). By learning 
from the successes of others, a region can compete more effectively, thereby avoid-
ing the costs of policy innovation (Mukand and Rodrik 2005; Ward and John 2013). 
However, geographically isolated regions would have more difficulties in copying 
those policies that have yielded good results in other areas and avoiding those that 
have failed. Likewise, Jimenez-Ayora and Ulubaşoğlu (2015) argue that rugged ter-
rains tend to increase the costs of cooperation among members of society, compli-
cating the solution of collective action problems, which is likely to negatively affect 
governance outcomes. Geographic isolation also influences consanguinity, decreas-
ing the probability of finding an unrelated marriage partner and reinforcing kin-
based institutions (Schulz et al. 2019; Henrich 2020).

Agriculture is another factor that may jointly impact consanguinity and quality 
of government. As evidenced by anthropologists, reliance on agricultural activity 
as a subsistence mode traditionally tends to foster the intensity of kinship networks, 
favoring cousin marriages (Jones 2011; Henrich 2020). At the same time, this activ-
ity has historically played a significant role in shaping the institutional development 
of pre-industrial societies (Ang et al. 2020, 2021). For these reasons, the geographic 
controls include various variables related to agricultural conditions such as latitude, 
temperature, precipitation, or elevation, as well as an index of land suitability for 
agriculture.

The modernization theory popularized by Lipset (1981) implies that economic 
growth fosters institutional improvement. According to this argument, as the scale 
of economic activity expands, better institutions become affordable, and hence, 
the quality of government should improve (North 1990; La Porta et al. 1999). This 

5  The online Appendix provides a detailed description of all these control variables, as well as their 
sources.
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suggests that the possible existence of a negative relationship between consanguin-
ity and quality of government could, in principle, be the result of the weakening of 
kin-based institutions due to advances in the process of economic development. As 
economies grow over time, increasing urbanization and migration processes gener-
ate greater interactions with non-kin, which is likely to pose challenges in sustaining 
the close bonds and fulfilling the characteristic obligations of intensive kinship net-
works, including cousin marriage preferences (Bittles and Black 2010; Shenk et al. 
2016). This underscores the importance of considering in our analysis the poten-
tial impact of past economic prosperity on the modern-day quality of government. 
Therefore, I also include in the list of controls of model (1) two proxies for the level 
of regional development around the beginning of the twentieth century: GDP per 
capita in 1900 and literacy rate around 1880.

While the rate of cousin marriage is highly correlated with the intensity of kin-
ship networks (Schulz et al. 2019; Henrich 2020; Schulz 2022),6 it is possible that it 
does not capture all aspects of kin-based institutions that could influence the quality 
of government. In relation to this, it is important to note that Alesina and Giuliano 
(2014) document that countries with strong family ties, measured using data from 
the World Values Survey, tend to have lower quality of institutions. The strength 
of family ties depends on the type of family (Galasso and Profeta 2018), which is 
in turn correlated with attitudes toward kin marriages (Henrich 2020; Bahrami-Rad 
et al. 2023). This raises the possibility that our measure of consanguinity could be 
capturing the effect of family type on the quality of government. To address this 
potentially important concern, I include in the list of controls of model (1) a set of 
dummy variables based on Todd (1990) classification of medieval European fam-
ily systems to identify the historically predominant family type in each region, dif-
ferentiating between absolute nuclear family, egalitarian nuclear family, stem fam-
ily, incomplete stem family, and communitarian family (see Todd (1990) for further 
details).

4.2 � Results

Table 1 shows the results obtained when various versions of model (1) are estimated 
by OLS. The possible existence of spatial spillover effects in the regional distri-
bution of quality of government (Ezcurra and Rios 2019, 2020), and the recogni-
tion that cultural practices and shared histories may extend beyond contemporary 
regional borders (Klasing 2013; Schulz 2022), cast doubt on the independence of 
the error term in model (1). To account for this potential spatial autocorrelation, I 
utilize the Conley (1999) correction of the standard errors with a Bartlett kernel and 
a cutoff distance of 500 kms above which spatial interactions between regions are 
assumed to be negligible. This cutoff distance was chosen after evaluating different 

6  In a sample of 71 countries from around the world, the correlation coefficient between the percentage 
of consanguineous marriages at the country level and an index of kinship intensity constructed by Schulz 
et al. (2019) from ethnographic data incorporating additional elements of kin-based institutions such as 
unilineal descent, polygyny, co-residence of extended family, or community organization is 0.75.
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cutoffs ranging from 300 to 1,500 kms, with increments of 100 kms, and, following 
Colella et al. (2019), selecting the largest standard error across these cutoffs in the 
full specification of model (1) (see Figure  A1 in the online Appendix for further 
details).7

Focusing on the main aim of the paper, the estimates in Table 1 reveal that the 
coefficient on the measure of consanguinity is negative and statistically significant at 
the 1% level in all cases. This implies that regions with higher rates of cousin mar-
riage during the twentieth century tend to have lower levels of government quality 
today, which is consistent with the arguments discussed in Sect.  2. The bivariate 
estimate in column 1 of Table  1 indicates that the rate of cousin marriage alone 
accounts for 29% of the variation in modern-day quality of government, which is 
a remarkable finding for a cross-sectional analysis. The inclusion of country fixed 
effects and the various controls outlined in Sect. 4.1 diminishes somewhat the mag-
nitude of the estimated coefficient on the rate of cousin marriage. However, it does 
not change the observed relationship between consanguinity and government qual-
ity, showing the robustness of this result and ruling out the possibility of a spurious 

Table 1   Cousin marriage and quality of government: Baseline results

OLS estimates. The dependent variable is the mean value of the EQI for the years 2010, 2013, 2017, and 
2021. The geographic controls include latitude, temperature, precipitation, ruggedness, distance to coast, 
the presence of rivers or lakes, elevation, and agricultural suitability. The historical controls include the 
log of GDP per capita in 1900 and the literacy rate around 1880. The family-type fixed effects identify 
the historically predominant family type in each region according to the Todd (1990) classification of 
medieval European family systems, differentiating between absolute nuclear family, egalitarian nuclear 
family, stem family, incomplete stem family, communitarian family, and indeterminate family type. 
Conley standard errors are reported in parentheses. The Conley standard errors were calculated using 
a Bartlett kernel and a cutoff distance of 500 kms above which spatial interactions between regions are 
assumed to be negligible
* p < 0.10 , ** p < 0.05 , *** p < 0.01

Quality of government

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cousin marriage −0.440*** −0.303*** −0.233*** −0.241*** −0.233***
(0.152) (0.092) (0.058) (0.063) (0.062)

Country fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geographic controls No No Yes Yes Yes
Historical controls No No No Yes Yes
Family-type fixed effects No No No No Yes
Observations 57 57 57 57 57
R-squared 0.291 0.779 0.904 0.907 0.914

7  Tables A3 and A4 in the online Appendix show that the results in Table 1 remain unaltered when I use 
the conventional heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors with the small-sample correction proposed 
by MacKinnon and White (1985) due to the relatively low cross-sectional dimension, and an alternative 
version of standard errors that assigns higher weight to residuals of observations with higher leverage 
(Imbens and Kolesár 2016).
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correlation due to the omission of these covariates. This is particularly important 
given that, as pointed out above, the different geographic and historical controls may 
be correlated with both the quality of government and consanguinity. Figure 4 illus-
trates the relationship between the rate of cousin marriage and the quality of gov-
ernment through a partial regression plot based on all covariates and country fixed 
effects.

The regression coefficient from the preferred specification in Table 1 (column 5) 
indicates that an increase of 1% in the rate of cousin marriage is associated with 
a 0.233 unit decrease in the measure of quality of government (equivalent to 30% 
of one standard deviation). To get a more accurate idea of the magnitude of this 
effect, let us consider the case of the Spanish region of Galicia. Compared to the 
rest of regions in Spain, Galicia has a high rate of cousin marriage ( C = 2.67 ) and a 
low quality of government ( QG = −0.14 ). The estimates in Table 1 indicate that if 
Galicia had a rate of cousin marriage equal to that of the Spanish region of Murcia 
( C = 1.1 ), its governance score would increase by 0.368 points, placing it above the 
Spanish mean ( QG = 0.13 ). These figures suggest that consanguinity exerts a quan-
titatively relevant impact on the quality of government.

4.3 � Robustness tests

The online Appendix includes the results of various additional robustness tests that 
confirm the observed relationship between consanguinity and quality of government 
in the regions of Spain, France, and Italy.

Fig. 4   Cousin marriage and quality of government: Partial regression plot. Note: Partial regression plot 
conditional on the full set of controls described in section 4.1 and country fixed effects
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Given the relatively limited number of observations, there is a possibility that a 
few extreme cases could be driving the results. However, the information provided 
by columns 2–7 of Table A5 indicates that the link between the rate of cousin mar-
riage and the quality of government still holds after removing outliers and influen-
tial observations identified through the following procedures: studentized residuals, 
DFBETA and DFITS statistics, leverage, and Cook’s and Welch’s distances. Fur-
thermore, column 8 of Table A5 also reveals that the effect of consanguinity on gov-
ernance outcomes remains unchanged when excluding the regions that host national 
capitals from the analysis.

As pointed out in Sect. 3, the indicator of quality of government used in the paper, 
the EQI, is an aggregate measure derived from three indices that assess the quality 
and impartiality of public services at the regional level, as well as citizens’ experi-
ences with corruption. While these three indices are highly correlated (see Table A6 
in the online Appendix for further details), it is not evident a priori that consanguin-
ity affects these three aspects of government quality in the same way. To explore this 
issue, I now repeat the previous analysis using each of these dimensions of govern-
ance as the dependent variable when estimating model (1). The results presented in 
Table A7 indicate that the coefficient on the rate of cousin marriage is in all cases 
negative and significant at the 1% level. This means that regions with lower rates of 
cousin marriages tend to have higher-quality and more impartial public services and 
experience lower levels of corruption, confirming that the results in Table 1 are not 
driven by a specific dimension of government quality.

Furthermore, I examine the effect on the previous results of controlling for a set 
of contemporary factors that may affect the quality of government at the regional 
level, such as GDP per capita, population size, the stock of human capital, the degree 
of regional autonomy, innovation activity, and whether a region hosts the capital of 
the country (Charron et al. 2014, 2019; Ezcurra and Rios 2019, 2020).8 However, 
before discussing the results of this analysis, it is important to note that the major-
ity of these proximate determinants of the quality of government can be considered 
outcomes of the intensity of kinship networks and would, therefore, be bad controls 
in this context (Angrist and Pischke 2009, p. 64). Nevertheless, Table A8 shows that 
their inclusion in the analysis does not affect the observed relationship between the 
rate of cousin marriage and the quality of government. The estimated coefficient 
on the measure of consanguinity continues to be negative and statistically signifi-
cant at the 1% level in all cases, confirming our previous findings. That said, the 
estimates show that most of the additional controls considered are not significant at 
conventional levels. The only exception is the level of GDP per capita and popula-
tion size. According to the results in Table A8, governance outcomes tend to be bet-
ter in regions with higher GDP per capita and lower population, which corroborates 
earlier findings (Charron et al. 2014; Ezcurra and Rios 2020).

As is common in the literature, the previous analysis utilizes the Conley (1999) 
correction of the standard errors to account for spatial dependence across regions. I 

8  I take the average value of these variables over the period 2000-2010 to minimize any potential reverse 
causality problem between these additional controls and the measure of government quality.
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now examine whether the results hold when I alternatively employ a spatial autore-
gressive model with autoregressive disturbances of order (1,1), which is known in 
the spatial econometrics literature as a SARAR(1,1) model (Anselin and Florax 
1995). This SARAR(1,1) model is estimated using a spectral-normalized inverse-
distance weighting matrix and a quasi-maximum likelihood (QML) estimator (Lee 
2004). Table A9 in the online Appendix presents the results of this additional robust-
ness test. As can be observed, the results are consistent with our previous findings, 
confirming the observed association between the rate of cousin marriage and the 
quality of government. Interestingly, the estimates reveal a negative and significant 
direct effect of consanguinity in a region on its own quality of government, with a 
magnitude very similar to that reported in Table 1. However, the indirect effect on 
the governance outcomes of the rate of cousin marriage in the neighbouring  regions 
is non-significant.

4.4 � Addressing potential endogeneity concerns

The fact that the rates of cousin marriage were obtained using data from the twenti-
eth century rules out simple reverse causality between them and modern-day quality 
of government attributable to omitted factors that only emerged subsequently, inde-
pendently of any geographical or historical deep factor. Nevertheless, the observed 
association between consanguinity and quality of government may be affected by an 
omitted variable that could be correlated with both the rate of cousin marriage and 
regional governance. In the previous analysis, I have addressed this issue by control-
ling for country fixed effects and an extensive set of geographic and historical vari-
ables that, according to the literature, might be relevant in this context. The robust-
ness of the coefficient estimates on the measure of consanguinity to the inclusion 
of these additional controls provides a first piece of evidence that omitted variables 
alone are not driving the observed relationship between cousin marriage and quality 
of government. However, it is practically impossible to identify all potentially con-
founding variables and control for them in a regression analysis. For this reason, and 
in an effort to bolster the strength of the previous findings, I now adopt the approach 
proposed by Oster (2019) to evaluate the potential impact of omitted variables on 
my results.

Building on the earlier work of Altonji et  al. (2005),   Oster (2019) employs 
coefficient stability and R-squared movements when the observed controls are 
introduced into the model to assess the robustness of estimation results to poten-
tial omitted variable bias. In my analysis, I utilize the � and �∗ statistics proposed 
by Oster (2019). The � statistic indicates how strongly correlated the unobserva-
bles need to be with the rate of cousin marriage, relative to observables, in order 
to account for the full size of the coefficient on the measure of consanguinity. 
The �∗ statistic reflects the estimated value of the coefficient on cousin marriage 
rate if unobservables were as correlated with the measure of consanguinity as the 
observables. Oster (2019) shows that if the interval between the estimated coef-
ficient on the rate of cousin marriage and �∗ does not include zero, then one can 
reject the null hypothesis that the coefficient of interest is exclusively driven by 
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unobservables. To calculate these statistics, I compare the model with the full set 
of controls (column 5 of Table 1) with a restricted version which only includes 
the measure of consanguinity as explanatory variable (column 1 of Table 1). The 
Oster’s � statistic is in our case 1.32, indicating that the correlation of unobserv-
ables with the rate of cousin marriage needs to be greater than the correlation 
of the measure of consanguinity with observables in order to drive the estimate 
down to zero. Assuming that the unobservables are equally correlated with the 
rate of cousin marriage as are the observables, and that these correlations have 
the same sign, the estimated coefficient for our measure of consanguinity, if one 
were able to control for all unobservables, would be �∗ = −0.090 . Therefore, 
the interval between the actual coefficient estimate from the full specification of 
model (1) (− 0.233) and �∗ does not include zero. Overall, these results suggest 
that it is unlikely that the observed association between consanguinity and quality 
of government could be explained away by omitted variables.

However, despite these findings, the possible presence of some omitted variable 
bias in the analysis cannot be ruled out beyond all doubt. In addition to this concern, 
the rate of cousin marriage is based on data from the marital dispensation records 
of the Catholic Church during the twentieth century and is susceptible to measure-
ment error, which could bias the OLS estimates downward. To address these poten-
tial problems and deal with the possible endogeneity of the rate of cousin marriage, 
I now adopt an instrumental variable approach by exploiting plausibly exogenous 
variation in the degree of historical exposure to the marriage laws of the medie-
val Catholic Church. Starting from the sixth century, the medieval Catholic Church 
implemented a series of prescriptions and prohibitions concerning cousin marriage, 
polygyny, bilateral inheritance, and other practices related to marriage and the fam-
ily (Goody 1983; Ubl 2008). This led to the destruction of existing European clan-
based kin networks (Schulz et al. 2019; Henrich 2020) and gave rise to a distinctive 
European family system characterized by a low prevalence of marriage among blood 
relatives compared to other parts of the world (Bittles 2001; Alesina and Giuliano 
2010, 2014).

Although all regions of Spain, France, and Italy have remained under the sphere 
of influence of the Catholic Church for at least 500 years, there are relatively impor-
tant differences in some cases in their exposure to ecclesiastical regulations related 
to cousin marriage during the Middle Ages. This circumstance is especially evident 
in the cases of Spain and Italy. In Spain, the southern regions of the country were 
under Muslim control for much of the medieval period (Oto-Peralías and Romero-
Ávila 2016). Likewise, in southern Italy there were several areas under Muslim or 
Byzantine rule over the Early Middle Ages, which led to a substantially lower influ-
ence of the Church in those zones compared to the northern part of the country for 
several centuries (Wickham 2016). In view of this, I consider as a first potential 
instrument a measure that captures the degree of Church exposure of the different 
regions between 550 and 1500 based on the spatial distribution of bishoprics during 
the Middle Ages (see the online Appendix for a detailed description of this vari-
able). Furthermore, the close association between the Church and the Frankish kings 
led the Carolingian Empire to support through its secular power the implementa-
tion of ecclesiastical regulations (Wickham 2007, 2016; Ubl 2008). As a result, the 
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Carolingian Empire experienced the most stringent enforcement of Church prohibi-
tions regarding marriage between relatives (Schulz et  al. 2019). For this reason, I 
also consider as a possible instrument an alternative proxy for Church exposure that 
reflects the share of a region’s surface that belonged to the Carolingian Empire in the 
year 814, the date of Charlemagne’s death.

Table 2 shows the association between the two potential instruments and the rate 
of cousin marriage in the regions of Spain, France, and Italy during the twentieth 
century.9 The estimates indicate that the relationship between the measure of Church 
exposure and cousin marriage becomes non-significant once country fixed effects 
and the baseline controls are included in the analysis. This is not particularly surpris-
ing as, given its nature, this measure is likely to overestimate the Church’s capacity 
to implement its marriage regulations. On the contrary, the estimated coefficient for 
the variable identifying whether a region belonged to the Carolingian Empire in 814 
is negative and significant at the 1% level in all cases, in line with the evidence pro-
vided by Schulz et al. (2019). This suggests that this variable is a natural candidate 
to be used as an instrument in this context. However, for it to be a valid instrument, 

Table 2   Church exposure, Carolingian influence, and cousin marriage

OLS estimates. The dependent variable is the rate of first-cousin marriage in the twentieth century. The 
geographic controls include latitude, temperature, precipitation, ruggedness, distance to coast, the pres-
ence of rivers or lakes, elevation, and agricultural suitability. The historical controls include the log of 
GDP per capita in 1900 and the literacy rate around 1880. The family-type fixed effects identify the his-
torically predominant family type in each region according to the Todd (1990) classification of medi-
eval European family systems, differentiating between absolute nuclear family, egalitarian nuclear fam-
ily, stem family, incomplete stem family, communitarian family, and indeterminate family type. Conley 
standard errors are reported in parentheses. The Conley standard errors were calculated using a Bartlett 
kernel and a cutoff distance of 500 kms above which spatial interactions between regions are assumed to 
be negligible
 * p < 0.10 , ** p < 0.05 , *** p < 0.01

Cousin marriage

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Church exposure −0.265*** −0.171 0.014 0.013 0.054
(0.081) (0.119) (0.048) (0.047) (0.052)

R-squared 0.336 0.481 0.710 0.714 0.744
Carolingian influence − 1.557*** − 1.487*** − 0.935*** − 0.947*** − 1.053***

(0.251) (0.342) (0.197) (0.185) (0.289)
R-squared 0.599 0.672 0.764 0.769 0.783
Country fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geographic controls No No Yes Yes Yes
Historical controls No No No Yes Yes
Family-type fixed effects No No No No Yes
Observations 57 57 57 57 57

9  Figures A2 and A3 in the online Appendix display the corresponding partial regression plots based on 
the full set of controls and country fixed effects.
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in addition to being correlated with the measure of consanguinity, it is necessary 
that a region’s belonging to the Carolingian Empire does not affect its modern-day 
quality of government beyond its impact on the rate of cousin marriage. The fulfill-
ment of this exclusion restriction cannot be formally tested in the absence of other 
valid instruments. Nevertheless, considering that the baseline controls include the 
historically predominant type of family in the region, and various proxies for its 
level of economic development at the beginning of the twentieth century, I consider 
this assumption to be plausible.

Table 3 shows the second-stage regressions when the rate of cousin marriage is 
instrumented using the share of a region’s surface that belonged to the Carolingian 
Empire in 814.10 As can be checked, the estimated coefficient on the measure of 
consanguinity is in all cases negative and statistically significant, confirming the 
OLS results in Table 1. According to the estimate in the specification with country 
fixed effects and the full set of controls (column 5 of Table 3), an increase of 1% in 
the rate of cousin marriage is associated with a 0.422   unit decrease in the meas-
ure of quality of government at the regional level (55 % of one standard deviation). 
Interestingly, the magnitude of this effect is larger than in the OLS estimates, indi-
cating a potential attenuation bias due to measurement error in the rates of cousin 
marriage.

Table 3   Cousin marriage and quality of government: Second-stage regressions

2SLS estimates. The dependent variable is the mean value of the EQI for the years 2010, 2013, 2017, 
and 2021. The rate of cousin marriage is instrumented using the share of a region’s surface that belonged 
to the Carolingian Empire in 814. The geographic controls include latitude, temperature, precipitation, 
ruggedness, distance to coast, the presence of rivers or lakes, elevation, and agricultural suitability. The 
historical controls include the log of GDP per capita in 1900 and the literacy rate around 1880. The 
family-type fixed effects identify the historically predominant family type in each region according to 
the Todd (1990) classification of medieval European family systems, differentiating between absolute 
nuclear family, egalitarian nuclear family, stem family, incomplete stem family, communitarian family, 
and indeterminate family type. Conley standard errors are reported in parentheses. The Conley standard 
errors are calculated using a Bartlett kernel and a cutoff distance of 500 kms above which spatial interac-
tions between regions are assumed to be negligible
 * p < 0.10 , ** p < 0.05 , *** p < 0.01

Quality of government

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cousin marriage −0.351* −0.465*** −0.389*** −0.395*** −0.422***
(0.213) (0.133) (0.128) (0.132) (0.156)

Country fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geographic controls No No Yes Yes Yes
Historical controls No No No Yes Yes
Family-type fixed effects No No No No Yes
Observations 57 57 57 57 57
R-squared 0.280 0.755 0.894 0.897 0.900

10  The corresponding reduced-form results can be found in Table A10 in the online Appendix.
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5 � A potential mechanism: consanguinity and cultural psychology

The analysis conducted thus far indicates that regions with higher rates of cousin 
marriage during the twentieth century tend to have on average lower quality of gov-
ernment today. As discussed in Sect. 2, this result could be attributed to the influ-
ence of cousin marriage on certain cultural and psychological characteristics that 
affect the quality of government. To explore the empirical relevance of this potential 
mechanism, in this section I undertake an analysis at the individual level using data 
from the European Social Survey (ESS) for Spain, France, and Italy. This analysis is 
similar to that performed by Schulz et al. (2019),11 and utilizes data from multiple 
waves of the ESS to maximize the number of observations.  Importantly, the ESS 
provides information on the region of residence of each survey respondent, which 
allows us to investigate the impact of the regional rate of cousin marriage on various 
cultural traits of individuals residing in the respective region. Moreover, this type 
of analysis also allows us to control for individual characteristics of the respondent.

According to the discussion in Sect. 2 and following Schulz et al. (2019), I focus 
on four cultural variables that capture different aspects of impersonal prosociality, as 
well as the importance of conformity-obedience and individualism-independence.

Generalized trust. This cultural trait is an essential part of what has come to be 
known as social capital (Rothstein and Stolle 2008; Sarracino and Mikucka 2017). 
As is common in the literature, I measure the level of generalized trust using the 
ESS question that asks, “Generally speaking would you say that most people can be 
trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”. Individual answers 
to this question vary on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (“you can’t be too careful”) 
to 10 (“most people can be trusted”).

Generalized fairness. This variable is based on the ESS question that asks “Do 
you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance, 
or would they try to be fair?”. As in the previous case, individual answers to this 
question are ordered on an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (“Most people would try to 
take advantage of me”) to 10 (“Most people would try to be fair”).

Conformity-obedience. This variable is based on the individual answers to four 
ESS questions: “Please [ … ] tell me how much each person is or is not like you. (i) 
It is important to her/him always to behave properly. She/he wants to avoid doing 
anything people would say is wrong. (ii) She/he believes that people should do what 
they are told. She/he thinks people should follow rules at all times, even when no-
one is watching. (iii) It is important to her/him to be humble and modest. She/he 
tries not to draw attention to herself/himself. (iv) Tradition is important to her/him. 
She/he tries to follow the customs handed down by her/his religion or her/his fam-
ily.” Individuals answer these four questions on a 6-point scale ranging from “Not 
like me at all” to “Very much like me.” The measure of conformity-obedience used 
is based on the average of the four questions. Following Schwartz (2012) recom-
mendation, to avoid capturing perceptions of closeness, the mean answers given by 

11  Unlike the present paper, Schulz et al. (2019) include Turkey in their analysis. Furthermore, there are 
differences in the control variables included in both studies.
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a respondent to all 21 human value questions included in the ESS were subtracted 
from the respondent’s mean conformity-obedience answers.

Individualism-independence. This variable is derived from the following two ESS 
questions which emphasize individual freedom and independence: “Please [ … ] tell 

Table 4   Cousin marriage and cultural values

OLS estimates. The dependent variables are the standardized measures of generalized trust, generalized 
fairness, conformity-obedience, and individualism-independence described in section 5. The individual 
controls include age, age squared, gender, education, labor market status, religious affiliation, and reli-
giousness. The geographic controls include latitude, temperature, precipitation, ruggedness, distance 
to coast, the presence of rivers or lakes, elevation, and agricultural suitability. The historical controls 
include the log of GDP per capita in 1900 and the literacy rate around 1880. The family-type fixed effects 
identify the historically predominant family type in each region according to the Todd (1990) classifica-
tion of medieval European family systems, differentiating between absolute nuclear family, egalitarian 
nuclear family, stem family, incomplete stem family, communitarian family, and indeterminate family 
type. Robust standard errors clustered at the regional level are reported in parentheses
 * p < 0.10 , ** p < 0.05 , *** p < 0.01

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Generalized trust
Cousin marriage −0.068*** −0.054*** −0.065*** −0.065*** −0.055**

(0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.022)
Observations 16,361 16,361 16,361 16,361 16,361
R-squared 0.015 0.052 0.054 0.054 0.055
Generalized fairness
Cousin marriage −0.069*** −0.059*** −0.078*** −0.078*** −0.078***

(0.016) (0.017) (0.020) (0.018) (0.018)
Observations 16,308 16,308 16,308 16,308 16,308
R-squared 0.036 0.056 0.057 0.058 0.058

Conformity-obedience
Cousin marriage 0.088*** 0.045** 0.054* 0.052** 0.044**

(0.029) (0.022) (0.029) (0.022) (0.022)
Observations 16,388 16,388 16,388 16,388 16,388
R-squared 0.028 0.284 0.285 0.287 0.288
Individualism-independence
Cousin marriage −0.027 0.006 0.002 0.004 0.006

(0.036) (0.030) (0.036) (0.023) (0.023)
Observations 16,388 16,388 16,388 16,388 16,388
R-squared 0.013 0.064 0.065 0.067 0.067
Wave fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Individual controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Geographic controls No No Yes Yes Yes
Historical controls No No No Yes Yes
Family-type fixed effects No No No No Yes
Regions 56 56 56 56 56
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me how much each person is or is not like you. (i) It is important to her/him to 
make her/his own decisions about what she/he does. She/he likes to be free and not 
depend on others. (ii) Thinking up new ideas and being creative is important to her/
him. She/he likes to do things in her/his own original way.” As in the case of the 
measure of conformity-obedience, individuals answered these four questions on a 
6-point scale varying from “Not like me at all” to “Very much like me.” The varia-
ble of individualism-independence is constructed using the same procedure adopted 
to obtain the measure of conformity-obedience.

Table 4 presents the results of regressing the cultural variables defined above on 
the rate of cousin marriage using robust standard errors clustered at the regional 
level. In addition to the measure of consanguinity, the analysis also includes indi-
vidual-level controls such as age, age squared, gender, education, labor market sta-
tus, religious affiliation, and religiousness. I also add the geographic and historical 
controls at the regional level described in section 4.1. Furthermore, all regressions 
include survey wave fixed effects and country fixed effects. Importantly, country 
fixed effects allow us to exploit within-country variation in our analysis, control-
ling for country-level unobservable factors such as national institutions, social secu-
rity systems, or cultural and social norms that are shared by individuals within each 
country.

Table 4 shows that a higher rate of cousin marriage is associated with lower gen-
eralized trust and fairness, and greater conformity-obedience, confirming the evi-
dence provided by Schulz et al. (2019).12 These results are robust to the inclusion 
in the analysis of country fixed effects, ruling out the possibility that the estimations 
are biased by country-level omitted variables. Similarly, the observed relationships 
between the rate of cousin marriage and these cultural variables remain significant in 
those specifications that include both individual and regional controls. However, the 
link between consanguinity and individualism-independence is not statistically sig-
nificant at conventional levels. Taking into account potential endogeneity concerns, 
I now repeat the analysis using 2SLS and instrumenting the rate of cousin marriage 
with the share of a region’s surface that belonged to the Carolingian Empire in the 
year 814. The results of this additional robustness test are presented in Tables A11 
in the online Appendix and generally confirm the OLS findings. The main difference 
is that while the sign of the estimated coefficients goes in all cases in the expected 
directions, the precision of the estimates decreases somewhat for the measures of 
generalized trust and conformity-obedience.

Taken together, these results provide a possible explanation for the reduced-
form relationship between consanguinity and quality of government observed in the 
paper. Consistent with the arguments presented in Sect. 2, the estimates in Tables 4 
and A11 show that the rate of cousin marriage is associated with various cultural 
traits that, by altering people’s psychology, affect the development and functioning 
of formal economic and political institutions (Enke 2019; Henrich 2020). Indeed, as 
detailed in Sect. 2, there exist numerous studies highlighting the influence of these 
cultural traits on the quality of government (e.g., Putnam 1993; Knack and Keefer 

12  The analysis rests on 56 regions due to the lack of data in the ESS for the Italian region of Molise.
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1997; La  Porta et  al. 1997; Licht et  al. 2007; Bjørnskov 2010, Kyriacou 2016; 
Ezcurra 2021).

6 � Concluding remarks

In order to enhance our understanding of the deep determinants of quality of gov-
ernment in the EU, this paper has examined the effect of kin-based institutions on 
governance outcomes across the regions of Spain, France, and Italy. The results of 
the analysis show that the rate of cousin marriage is a strong predictor of the quality 
of government in the regions of these three countries. Regions characterized by a 
greater prevalence of cousin marriage in the twentieth century tend to have on aver-
age worse governance outcomes today. This finding holds after accounting for coun-
try fixed effects and different variables that may be correlated with both consanguin-
ity and regional quality of government, including an extensive array of geographical, 
historical, and contemporary factors. The observed association between cousin mar-
riage and quality of government remains unaltered when I utilize an instrumental 
variable approach that exploits regional variation in the degree of historical expo-
sure to the marriage laws of the medieval Catholic Church to address potential endo-
geneity concerns. Furthermore, the paper provides evidence consistent with the idea 
that the effect of cousin marriage on government performance operates through the 
impact of kin-based institutions on a series of cultural traits such as impersonal trust, 
fairness, and conformity-obedience.

Given the importance of quality of government for economic growth, there is 
increasing interest in the EU in designing strategies for regional development that 
reduce corruption levels and introduce measures aimed at making government deci-
sions more transparent and efficient. This is particularly relevant for lagging regions, 
which are often characterized by poor government performance. In this context, 
the results of the paper offer a series of potentially important policy implications. 
Specifically, the findings discussed above show that a significant proportion of the 
variation in government quality at the regional level can be attributed to the inten-
sity of kin-based institutions, a deeply rooted cultural factor. This is something that 
policymakers should consider when determining how to strengthen the quality of 
government in regions with poor governance outcomes, especially in societies with 
a historical tradition of strong kinship networks. At the same time, our results also 
suggest that public interventions aimed at reducing the intensity of kinship networks 
would help promote interpersonal trust and other cultural traits that, according to the 
literature, are positively associated with regional growth in Europe.

In any case, the findings of the paper imply that limiting to mimetically reproduc-
ing the same type of policies across the less developed regions of Europe to improve 
their institutional framework is very likely not to achieve the expected results, con-
firming once again that there are no one-size-fits-all policies in this context. On the 
other hand, although the analysis conducted in the paper implies that the effect of 
kin-based institutions on the quality of government tends to be enduring over time, it 
is likely that the ongoing process of globalization may foster greater convergence of 
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cultural values across the European regions, thus facilitating the spatial diffusion of 
institutional innovations.
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