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Key Findings

]	 Survey responses indicate a significant breakdown in the relationship between citizens 	
	 and the national government. More respondents disagreed than agreed with the 
	 statement: ‘The national government cares about my community.’

]	 Respondents who felt more unsafe, were displaced more often, and who felt more 		
	 pessimistic about peace were more likely to feel that the government did not care 		
	 about their community.

]	 Respondents perceived national political leaders to have limited influence in making 
decisions about safety in their communities. In all locations other than Aweil, 
governors and county commissioners were perceived to be the most influential in 
making decisions that affected community safety.

]	 The survey underlined community trust in traditional authorities, but with striking 		
	 diversity across locations. Respondents also perceived traditional authorities to have 		
	 power in motivating families to engage in armed struggle. 

]	 However, this variation across locations suggests that traditional authorities’ power in 
security matters does not correlate with conflict exposure, displacement status or 
living environment. Traditional authority legitimacy is more strongly determined by 
their varying social ties in every community. 
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Introduction

This briefing note presents a summary of findings about citizens’ perceptions of public 
authority from a survey of South Sudanese in 2021-2022.  The three-wave survey recorded 
the views of 8,843 people from 12 counties across 9 states and special administrative 
areas, covering urban, rural and IDP camp environments.1 Respondents were asked 
questions about their daily experiences of public authority and safety, based on indicators 
of everyday peace developed through focus groups.2 They also shared their views on a wide 
range of governance issues, including about whom they trusted to make decisions about 
their community.

Citizen Relationships with the 
National Government

Survey responses indicate a significant breakdown in the relationship between citizens and 
the national government. More respondents disagreed than agreed with the statement: 
‘The national government cares about my community.’ Some of the lowest levels of 
agreement were in Yei (20%) and Bor (24%), both of which are highly conflict-affected 
locations in recent years. Rumbek stands out for having the best perceptions of its 
relationship with the national government, with 74% of respondents agreeing with the 
statement (Figure 1). 

Respondents who felt more unsafe, were displaced more often, and who felt more 
pessimistic about peace were more likely to feel that the government did not care about 
their community (Figures 2-5). The correlations between safety, displacement, views on 
peace and the belief in government care are strong, substantively and statistically.3  
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Figure 1: Do you agree or disagree? ‘The national government cares about my 
community’



Figure 2: Do you agree or disagree? ‘The national government cares about my 
community’
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Figure 3: Do you agree or disagree? ‘The national government cares about my 
community’



Figure 4: Do you agree or disagree? ‘The national government cares about my 
community’
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Figure 5: Do you agree or disagree? ‘The national government cares about my 
community’
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Influential Decision-makers

Respondents perceived national political leaders to have limited influence in making 
decisions about safety in their communities. With the exception of Aweil, governors and 
county commissioners together represented the actors perceived as most influential in 
making decisions that affected community safety (Figure 6).

A similar pattern was evident with respect to trust in public authorities to negotiate 
agreements about cattle-related conflict and the passage of armed groups through the 
area. Respondents identified state and local government as more trusted than national 
actors in these spheres (Figure 7, Figure 8). It is notable that many of the security actors, 
including police and organized forces, did not feature prominently among the most trusted 
actors. This reflects the strained relationship between civilian and security personnel in 
South Sudan.
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Figure 6: Who is most influential in making decisions about the safety of your 
community
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Figure 7: Which of the following actors do you trust most to help your community 
reach peaceful agreements about conflict over cattle?

Figure 8: When armed group are fighting in this area, is it primarily about national 
political issues, local political issues, both national and political issues, or not about 
politics at all? (2022)
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Traditional Authorities’ Role in Security

The survey underlined community trust in traditional authorities, but with striking diversity 
across locations. In Aweil, where traditional authorities have played active roles in brokering 
local agreements, a majority of respondents (55%) identified the paramount chief as the 
most influential decision maker about safety in their communities. By contrast, only two 
percent of respondents felt this way in Rubkona, where most respondents were displaced 
persons (Figure 6).  

Respondents perceived traditional authorities to have power in motivating families to 
engage in armed struggle.  A third of respondents agreed with the statement: ‘If traditional 
leaders in my community told my family that a member should join an armed group, we 
would comply’ (Figure 9). In Yei, Yambio and Rumbek, very few respondents agreed with 
this statement. However, in Yirol, Aweil, Bor and Juba, almost half of the respondents felt 
that traditional authorities could encourage their family members to join armed groups. 

This locational variation suggests that traditional authorities’ power in security matters 
does not correlate with conflict exposure, displacement status or living environment. 
Traditional authority legitimacy may be robust to these factors, and more strongly 
determined by their varying social ties in every community. 
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Figure 9: Do you agree or disagree? If traditional leaders in my community told my 
family that a member should join an armed group, we would comply.
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Figure 10: Do you agree or disagree? If traditional leaders in my community told my 
family that a member should join an armed group, we would comply.
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Conclusions

The survey findings suggest that political leaders need to make more targeted efforts 
to include the most insecure and displaced populations in national projects if they are 
to build durable legitimacy. National political leaders face a legitimacy challenge. Many 
citizens believe that the national government neither cares about their community, nor has 
great influence to make decisions that affect their safety. The most unsafe and displaced 
communities feel the weakest stake in national government. In public consultations and 
service delivery, these are the most difficult populations to reach. But continuing to 
exclude them will mean that the national government will face difficulties in establishing 
a trusted and meaningful central state for all South Sudanese.  

In establishing this legitimacy, national political leaders should work through local 
leaders, formal and traditional, rather than circumventing them to engage citizens. 
Respondents indicated high levels of trust for traditional authorities, state governors and 
local governments to manage security in their communities and resolve local conflicts. 
Respondents also highlighted varying roles across locations of traditional authorities in 
motivating armed mobilization. In contexts like Yirol and Aweil, policy makers may find 
traditional authorities to be an important partner in dissuading citizens to join armed 
groups.
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