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Preview Context Design Results Conclusion

Why are widows vulnerable?

• In many customary systems, women access land through mar-
riage rather than direct ownership.

• When a husband dies, those rights can become fragile.

• Widows may face pressure to remarry, surrender land to rela-
tives, or relocate.

• A cohabiting son can provide informal protection by strength-
ening inheritance claims.

↪→ Can land formalisation provide protection when family-based
safeguards are absent?
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An unexpected finding

• We originally returned to study the long-run effects of land for-
malisation on investment and land markets (Goldstein et al.,
2018).

• In 2015, widow-headed households were disappearing dispropor-
tionately from control villages.

• Before studying investment outcomes, we first had to under-
stand why widows were more likely to remain in treated villages.
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What are we doing in this paper?

• We describe experiences of widowhood in Benin and study how
land-rights formalisation affects widows’ ability to remain in
their village.

• We study the Rural Landholding Plans program, which formal-
ized customary land rights and created local land committees.

• The program was randomly assigned across eligible villages, al-
lowing causal inference.

• We focus on whether effects differ by the presence of a son in
the household.
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The intuition

• Women’s property rights are mediated through their male rel-
atives, leaving them at risk of losing land and property they
depend on (Lambert et al., 2018; Peterman, 2012).

• Having a son can reduce the likelihood of property loss following
widowhood (Lambert and Rossi, 2016)

Customary protection
Widow + cohabiting son

⇓

Stronger informal claim to land
and housing

Formal protection
Widow without a cohabiting son

⇓

Formal institutions provide
missing family protection
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The PFR program

• The Rural Landholding Plans (Plans Fonciers Ruraux, or PFR)
were implemented in Benin from 2006 to 2011.

• The program demarcated plots, mapped customary land rights,
and was designed to issue land certificates.

• It also created elected village-level land committees with female
representation.

• 300 villages were randomly selected by public lottery from 576
eligible villages.
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Land demarcation activities

(a) (b)

Figure 1: Land demarcation activities
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Mapping and certifying land rights

Figure 2: Village land occupation plan
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Mapping and certifying land rights

Figure 3: Example of a rural land certificate
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Result 1/2: Protecting women who were already widowed
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Figure 4: Widow-headed households in 2011: probability of remaining in
the village by 2015
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Result 2/2: Protecting women not yet widowed
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Figure 5: Married households in 2011: probability of becoming
widow-headed and remaining in the village by 2015
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Contributions

• Land formalisation can strengthen tenure security, stimulate investment,
and facilitate land and labor markets (Ali et al., 2014; de Janvry et al.,
2015; Goldstein et al., 2018; Goldstein and Udry, 2008; Harari, 2019).

↪→ We show that it can also protect women from displacement after
widowhood.

• Widows often face heightened economic insecurity and loss of property
rights after a husband’s death (Lambert and Rossi, 2016; Milazzo and
van de Walle, 2017; van de Walle, 2013).

↪→ Formal land institutions can substitute for the protection traditionally
provided by a cohabiting son.

• Statutory law often coexists uneasily with customary institutions and norms
(Aldashev et al., 2012; Pande and Udry, 2006).

↪→ Land registration complements inheritance law by reshaping local
governance and expectations, not just by issuing certificates.
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Widowhood and customary norms in Benin

• Most of Benin is patrilocal (see Mama, 2005).

• Under some customary norms, if the husband dies (see Médé-
nouvo, 2004):

◦ his sons inherit his estate and land rights;
◦ the widow may be expected to remarry within the deceased

husband’s family;
◦ if she refuses, she may be forced to leave.

• Having a son in the household can therefore make it easier for
a widow to remain in her village.
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The Family Code and inheritance in Benin

• In 2004, Benin adopted a new Family Code with important pro-
visions for widows.

• The surviving spouse, male or female, is recognized as an heir.

• Levirate is outlawed.

• In practice, awareness and enforcement remain limited, espe-
cially in rural areas.

• In urban Cotonou, Andreetta (2019) documents that widows
use the law to negotiate inheritance claims.

13 / 25



Preview Context Design Results Conclusion

Program features relevant for gender equity

• Villages had to demonstrate support for women’s and girls’ in-
heritance rights to be eligible.

• The program documented primary and secondary land-use rights.

• Newly created land institutions required women’s representa-
tion.

• These design features made formal law and women’s land claims
more visible in the village.
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Program and data timeline

Policy

Data

2004
Family Code

2008–09
Info. campaigns

2009
Lottery

2009–11
Registration

From 2011
Certificates

2011
Survey

2015
Follow-up

2021
Focus groups
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Research design

• 576 eligible villages volunteered for systematic land registration.

• 300 villages were selected by public lottery.

• The remaining villages served as controls.

• Random assignment allows us to estimate the causal effects of
land formalisation.

• We surveyed 3,507 households selected in 193 PFR villages and
98 control villages.

Estimand
We report intent-to-treat effects; standard errors are clustered at the
village level.
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Description of main data set

3,507
Households

Female headed
(651)

Not married
(394)

Widow
(310)

Divorced
(71)

Single
(13)

Married
(257)

Male headed
(2,856)

Married
(2,655)

17 / 25



Preview Context Design Results Conclusion

Study populations in 2011

Widowed Married
(310 households) (2,912 households)

Demographic characteristics

Age of household head (years) 60.2 45.4
Schooling of household head (years) 0.1 1.6
Household size 3.8 6.7
Household head has a cohabiting son 46% 78%

Housing conditions

Household is homeowner 80% 89%
Roof made of cement or tiles 2% 2%
Wall made of cement 15% 16%

Landholdings

Household is a landholder 83% 96%
Number of landholdings 1.47 1.97
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Formalisation as widowhood insurance

Dependent variable: Widowed-headed households remaining in the village by 2015

Panel A: Panel B:
Widowed in 2011 Married in 2011

(1) (2) (1) (2)

Lives in a PFR village (β) 0.109* 0.208** 0.010 0.050**
(0.06) (0.09) (0.01) (0.02)

× Has a cohabiting son (λ) -0.185* -0.052**
(0.10) (0.03)

Has a cohabiting son (ψ) 0.233** -0.016
(0.09) (0.02)

β + λ 0.024 -0.002
(0.07) (0.01)

Number of households 310 310 2,912 2,912
Likelihood to remain for the reference group 0.805 0.707 0.053 0.069

Results for widowers
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Main result in words

• Among widow-headed households in 2011, those in PFR villages
were 11 percentage points more likely to remain in their village.

• The effect was concentrated among widows without a son in
the household.

• Among married women in 2011 who later became widowed,
the program also increased the probability of remaining in the
village.

• Formal institutions substituted for informal protection normally
provided by family networks.

• How?
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Land registration transformed local land governance
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Figure 6: Effects of land registration activities on local land
management. 21 / 25
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Registration reduced perceived tenure insecurity for women
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Figure 7: Treatment effect on married women’s land bequest
expectations in the event of widowhood. 22 / 25
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Men think formalisation improves women’s tenure security

+60 pp

+6 pp

+12 pp

+3 pp

+4 pp

R
es

po
nd

en
t t

hi
nk

s 
P

F
R

im
pr

ov
es

 te
nu

re
 s

ec
ur

ity
 fo

r:

Heard about the PFR  (C: 26%)

Landowners  (C: 81%)

Women  (C: 55%)

Tenants  (C: 49%)

Migrants  (C: 40%)

−10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Effect of PFR (percentage points)

95% 90%

Source: Botea et al. (2026), authors’ calculations.

 

 

Figure 8: Treatment effects among male respondents.
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Main lessons

• Land formalisation increased widows’ likelihood of remaining in
their communities.

• Effects were concentrated among widows without a son in the
household.

• Formal institutions substituted for informal protection normally
provided by family networks.

• The results appear to operate through changes in local insti-
tutions and social norms, not simply through the issuance of
certificates.

↪→ Land formalisation can function as widowhood insurance.
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Caveats

• Villages volunteered and had to support women’s and girls’ in-
heritance rights to be eligible.

• By 2015, only 19% of expected certificates had been delivered.

• We do not find evidence that gains extended to broader em-
powerment outcomes such as agricultural revenues or personal
autonomy.

• Holding on to a home is not the same as controlling economic
life, but it is often a prerequisite Results for Women’s agency

.
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Annexes

Main results with male-headed households

Dependent variable: Widower-headed households remaining in the village by 2015

Panel A: Panel B:
Widower in 2011 Married in 2011

(1) (2) (1) (2)

Lives in a PFR village (β) -0.0000 0.2000 0.0001 0.0001
(0.151) (0.195) (0.004) (0.008)

× Has a cohabiting son (λ) -0.1661 0.0000
(0.268) (0.009)

Has a cohabiting son (ψ) 0.3525 -0.0028
(0.279) (0.007)

β + λ 0.0339 0.0001
(0.184) (0.004)

Number of households 49 49 2,912 2,912
Likelihood to remain for the reference group 0.824 0.625 0.008 0.009

Back to results for widows
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Annexes

Women and household land decisions

Obs. Control ITT FWER
Mean p-value

Wife is involved in household’s land decisions
†

2,831 0.345 0.059** 0.001
(0.03) (0.03)

Wife receives share of HH’s ag. revenue
†

2,831 0.212 0.039 0.035
(0.02) (0.03)

Political involvement index 2,831 2.437 0.041 0.125
(0.04) (0.03)

Women’s autonomy index 2,831 0.798 0.008 0.850
(0.07) (0.06)

Back to Main lessons
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