Determinants of Willingness to Pay for Land Title Registration:
Evidence from Colombo, Sri Lanka






Abstract
Land title registration is widely recognised as a key instrument for strengthening tenure security, improving land governance, and promoting efficient land markets; however, despite the introduction of the Bim Saviya programme under the Title Registration Act No. 21 of 1998 to transition Sri Lanka from a deed-based to a conclusive title system, adoption remains limited, raising concerns regarding demand-side constraints and long-term financial sustainability. This study therefore aims to examine households’ willingness to pay (WTP) for land title registration in Colombo and to identify the socioeconomic, land-related, and perceptual factors influencing both the decision to participate and the amount households are willing to pay, addressing the limited empirical evidence on economic valuation in this context. The study employs a quantitative cross-sectional design using primary data collected from 252 land-owning households in selected Divisional Secretariat areas where the programme is actively implemented; WTP is elicited through a stated-preference approach, and a two-stage hurdle model is applied, with a probit model estimating participation (WTP > 0) and an OLS specification modelling the WTP amount, supported by robustness checks including Tobit and two-stage least squares estimations. The findings indicate considerable heterogeneity in valuation, with a mean WTP of Rs. 17,900 and a median of Rs. 15,000, while approximately 18.7 per cent of households report zero WTP; demand remains relatively inelastic within the cost-relevant range but declines sharply beyond Rs. 15,000, and participation and valuation are significantly influenced by income, education, tenure status, and perceptual factors such as perceived benefits and transparency, whereas physical land attributes are not statistically significant. These results suggest that households’ valuation of title registration is shaped not only by cost considerations but also by institutional trust and perceived service quality; therefore, maintaining fees near the unit cost of provision, complemented by targeted subsidies and enhanced transparency and awareness, is essential to sustain participation and improve the financial viability of the programme.
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1. Introduction
Secure land tenure is widely recognized as a foundational determinant of economic development, influencing investment incentives, access to credit markets, land market efficiency, and social stability (Byamugisha & Dubosse, 2023; Mbudzya et al., 2022; Subedi, 2016). Formal land title registration systems are designed to institutionalize tenure security by granting legally enforceable ownership rights, reducing boundary disputes, lowering transaction risks, and enhancing confidence in property exchanges. Empirical evidence from developing contexts, including Kumasi, Ghana, demonstrates that formal title registration strengthens tenure certainty and stimulates private investment by mitigating legal ambiguities (Sarpong et al., 2025). Consequently, land titling has become a central component of land administration reforms aimed at advancing sustainable urban development, strengthening governance institutions, and promoting inclusive economic growth.
Notwithstanding these anticipated benefits, global progress in land formalization remains uneven. It is estimated that only about 30% of land rights worldwide are formally registered, leaving approximately 70% undocumented and exposed to insecurity, disputes, and inefficiencies in land allocation and exchange (Di Falco et al., 2020; McDermott et al., 2018). While governments have introduced large-scale registration initiatives, their effectiveness depends not solely on statutory reforms or institutional restructuring but critically on demand-side participation. Theoretical models and empirical studies emphasize that landowners' willingness to accept and engage with registration systems is pivotal to programme success (Miceli et al., 2001; Schreiber, 2017). Nevertheless, adoption rates frequently remain low due to financial constraints, administrative bottlenecks, limited awareness, and institutional trust deficits (World Bank, 2017). These persistent barriers underscore the importance of examining behavioural and economic determinants of participation in formal land registration systems.
Sri Lanka's transition from a deed-based conveyancing system to a conclusive title registration framework under the Title Registration Act No. 21 of 1998 represents a significant institutional reform in land governance. The Bim Saviya programme was established to provide definitive legal proof of ownership, thereby addressing the uncertainties, fraudulent risks, and protracted litigation associated with the deed system (Divithure & Tang, 2013). Despite the reform's institutional ambition, implementation outcomes have been modest. As of 2023, approximately 900,000 titles had been issued, representing nearly 7% of total land parcels nationwide (Registrar General's Department, 2025). This limited coverage reflects structural challenges including inadequate public awareness, procedural inefficiencies, administrative capacity constraints, and trust deficits in land administration institutions (Wickramaarachchi & Namasinghe, 2022; World Bank, 2017).
A further complexity arises from the programme's fiscal structure. Although first-time title registration is provided free of charge to beneficiaries, substantial administrative, technical, and operational costs are borne by the state. By 2022, cumulative expenditure on the Bim Saviya programme had reached approximately six billion Sri Lankan rupees (equivalent to around USD 19 million) (Lankalaw, 2024; Sri Lanka Study Circle, 2022; Sugathadasa & Hemachandra, 2025). In the absence of cost recovery mechanisms, the long-term financial sustainability of the programme becomes uncertain. This raises a critical policy question: to what extent do landholders value formal title registration, and what factors shape their willingness to contribute financially toward its provision?
The broader literature suggests that demand for land title registration is multidimensional, shaped by economic capacity, institutional quality, and behavioural perceptions. Cross-country evidence highlights the roles of household income, transaction costs, awareness of registration benefits, perceived tenure security, and trust in land administration institutions in influencing participation decisions (Ali & Deininger, 2022; Manara, 2025). Recent applications of willingness-to-pay (WTP) methodologies demonstrate that landholders' valuation of formal titles extends beyond immediate financial returns to incorporate expectations of reduced litigation risk, improved intergenerational transfer security, and enhanced access to land markets (Manara & Regan, 2024). These findings illustrate the importance of capturing latent demand and subjective valuation processes that are not observable through administrative uptake statistics alone.
Despite these advances, empirical evidence on the demand-side economics of title registration in Sri Lanka remains limited. Existing studies primarily focus on institutional design, legal reforms, or implementation challenges, with comparatively little attention to households' economic valuation of formal title registration services. In particular, there is limited quantitative evidence distinguishing between the decision to participate in registration and the magnitude of financial contribution households are willing to make under alternative pricing scenarios. Addressing this gap is essential for informing cost-recovery strategies, improving programme targeting, and enhancing fiscal sustainability without undermining equitable access.
Against this backdrop, this study empirically examines households' willingness to pay for land title registration in selected areas of Colombo District, Sri Lanka, and identifies the key determinants shaping this demand. Using household-level survey data and an econometric modelling framework appropriate for two-part willingness-to-pay responses, the analysis distinguishes between the participation decision and the conditional payment amount. The study evaluates how socioeconomic characteristics, tenure attributes, and perceived institutional quality influence demand for formal title registration. By providing empirical demand-side evidence, the study contributes to the literature on land governance reform and offers policy-relevant insights for designing financially sustainable and socially responsive title registration systems in Sri Lanka and comparable developing-country contexts.
2. Literature Review
Willingness to Pay (WTP) represents the maximum amount an individual or household is willing to sacrifice to obtain a good or service under specified conditions (Gunatilake et al., 2007). In the context of land administration, WTP provides a monetary measure of how landholders value formal title registration and the tenure security it confers. The conceptual foundation for analysing WTP for land title registration originates from the seminal framework proposed by Feder et al. (1988), which identified two primary channels through which land titling affects economic outcomes. First, secure property rights reduce uncertainty and expropriation risk, thereby strengthening incentives for long-term land-related investment. Second, formal titles improve access to credit by enabling land to serve as collateral, facilitating capital accumulation and productivity-enhancing investments (Byamugisha, 1999). This framework has strongly influenced subsequent empirical research on land tenure and economic performance.
A substantial body of empirical literature has tested these propositions across diverse institutional and geographic contexts. Numerous studies report that land titling and registration are associated with increased agricultural productivity, higher levels of investment in land improvements, and improved access to formal credit markets (Feder & Nishio, 1999; Flower, 2018; Schmidt & Zakayo, 2018; Zhou et al., 2022). These findings suggest that landholders internalize the expected benefits of formal tenure, forming the basis for demand-driven participation in title registration programmes. From this perspective, WTP captures not only the direct financial valuation of a title certificate but also broader expectations regarding legal protection, transferability, dispute resolution, and future land market opportunities (Linde-Rahr, 2008).
Empirical evidence from developing countries indicates that households are often willing to pay a non-trivial share of land value to secure formal titles. For example, studies from Tanzania estimate that households are willing to pay approximately USD 40–50, equivalent to around 2% of land value, for a title certificate (Ali et al., 2014), while research from Rwanda reports similar proportions for registering land transactions (Ali et al., 2021). These findings demonstrate that even low-income landholders perceive formal titling as valuable and are prepared to incur costs relative to expected benefits. At the same time, observed WTP levels frequently fall below the full administrative cost of providing registration services, raising concerns regarding cost recovery, subsidy design, and the financial sustainability of land registration systems. Consequently, WTP analysis has become an important policy tool for informing pricing strategies, cost-sharing arrangements, and demand-responsive land administration reforms.
Methodologically, the literature employs a range of approaches to elicit and analyse WTP for land title registration. Stated preference techniques, particularly the Contingent Valuation Method (CVM), are widely used to capture WTP for non-market goods such as tenure security (Agbo et al., 2019). CVM typically involves presenting respondents with a hypothetical but realistic registration scenario and asking their maximum WTP using closed-ended or dichotomous choice formats across varying bid levels (Trang et al., 2017). Socio-economic and demographic information is collected alongside WTP responses to explain heterogeneity in valuation. While CVM provides direct insights into perceived benefits, it is subject to potential biases, including hypothetical bias and starting-point bias, necessitating careful survey design and econometric treatment (Zhu et al., 2021). Econometric models such as logit and probit are commonly applied to binary WTP responses, while Tobit and truncated regression models are used when WTP values are censored at zero. In contexts where land tenure choices and WTP may be jointly determined, instrumental variable approaches have been employed to address endogeneity and obtain consistent estimates (Zhu et al., 2021).
Beyond methodological considerations, empirical studies consistently identify a set of socio-economic, institutional, and behavioural factors influencing WTP for land title registration. Household income is one of the most robust determinants, with higher-income households exhibiting greater WTP due to improved affordability and higher expected returns from secure tenure (Fu et al., 2022; Julius et al., 2017). Education also plays a significant role by enhancing awareness of legal rights and the perceived benefits of formal registration (Trang et al., 2017). Other household characteristics, such as household size, display mixed effects across studies, reflecting differences in dependency ratios, land use strategies, and risk preferences (Ezebilo, 2013; Nkansah et al., 2015; Zhu et al., 2021). Spatial and contextual factors further shape demand, with urban households and those located closer to markets generally demonstrating higher WTP due to greater land values and more active land markets (Bezu & Holden, 2013).
Tenure-related and institutional factors are particularly influential in shaping WTP. More secure tenure arrangements are typically associated with higher WTP for formal titles, as landholders have stronger incentives to protect valuable assets (Kasirye, 2019). Gender disparities persist in many settings, with female-headed households often exhibiting lower WTP, reflecting structural inequalities in land ownership, access to information, and financial resources (Ali et al., 2015; Bezu & Holden, 2013). Land size also constitutes a critical factor, as larger plots generate higher absolute benefits from legal protection, increasing the value placed on registration (Fu et al., 2022; Manara & Regan, 2024). In addition, trust in government and land administration institutions has been shown to significantly enhance WTP by reducing perceived risks and increasing confidence in the registration process (Kim et al., 2020). Awareness-raising activities and transparent, efficient procedures further strengthen demand by lowering informational and transaction costs (Trang et al., 2017; Zevenbergen & Western, 2023). Perceived risks of eviction, land disputes, or land grabbing also positively influence WTP, as households view formal titles as a mechanism for risk mitigation (Blackman et al., 2022), while social influence and community networks can reinforce participation through peer effects and local leadership (Kim et al., 2020; Manara & Regan, 2024).
Despite this extensive international evidence, significant gaps remain. Empirical research on WTP for land title registration has been unevenly distributed across regions, with relatively limited attention to urban South Asian contexts. In Sri Lanka, studies on land titling have largely focused on legal frameworks, institutional capacity, and implementation challenges, with minimal emphasis on household-level demand and economic valuation (Waduge, 2022; Wickramaarachchi et al., 2021). As a result, policymakers lack robust evidence on how landholders perceive the benefits of title registration and how much they are willing to pay for such services. This gap constrains the design of effective pricing, subsidy, and outreach strategies and underscores the need for demand-side, econometric analysis of WTP for land title registration in urban Sri Lanka.
3. Methods and Data
3.1  Research Design
This study adopts a quantitative research design to examine households' willingness to pay (WTP) for land title registration under Sri Lanka's Bim Saviya programme and to identify the socioeconomic, land-related, and perceptual factors influencing this willingness. A quantitative approach is appropriate given the study's objective of estimating the direction and magnitude of relationships between WTP and explanatory variables using econometric methods.
The analysis is based on primary cross-sectional household survey data collected at a single point in time. This design allows for comparison of WTP behaviour across households operating under similar institutional and policy conditions, while capturing heterogeneity in income, education, tenure documentation, and perceptions of land administration.
3.2  Study Area
The study was conducted in selected areas of the Colombo District where the Bim Saviya title registration programme is actively progressing, covering local authority areas including Moratuwa, Kesbewa, Homagama, and Maharagama. These areas represent a particularly relevant setting for analysing WTP for title registration due to high land values, dense settlement patterns, and complex ownership arrangements.
Colombo District combines strong economic incentives for secure land rights with pronounced socio-economic inequality. While the district records the highest average household income in Sri Lanka, a substantial share of households resides in under-serviced settlements and holds land under diverse tenure and documentation arrangements. These conditions make Colombo an appropriate case study for examining both participation decisions and valuation behaviour related to land title registration.
[image: ]Figure 1. Study Area
3.3  Data Collection and Sampling
Primary data were collected through a structured household questionnaire administered via face-to-face interviews. The questionnaire captured information on household demographics, income, education, land characteristics, tenure documentation, and perceptions related to land tenure security and the title registration process.
Respondents were selected from households residing in Colombo areas where the Bim Saviya programme is being implemented. A purposive sampling approach was employed to ensure that respondents possessed at least a basic level of awareness of land administration and title registration processes, consistent with established stated preference and contingent valuation studies where informed respondents are required to evaluate institutional or policy interventions. While this approach may limit strict population representativeness, it enhances internal validity by reducing information-driven zero responses and improving the reliability of valuation responses. The implications for external validity are discussed in the limitations section.
3.4 Elicitation of Willingness to Pay
Willingness to pay was elicited using a stated preference approach that combined a dichotomous choice question with follow-up price brackets. Respondents were first asked whether they were willing to pay anything for land title registration under the Bim Saviya programme. Those who responded affirmatively were then presented with a sequence of ascending price brackets (Rs. 1,000; 2,500; 5,000; 7,500; 10,000; 15,000; 20,000; 25,000; 50,000), followed by an open-ended question to identify their maximum willingness to pay. The resulting WTP variable contains a proportion of zero responses (18.7%) alongside continuous positive values, reflecting a mixed discrete continuous outcome structure appropriate for a two-stage hurdle model.
3.5  Variable Definition and Measurement
The dependent variable is the maximum one-time fee (in Sri Lankan Rupees) that a household is willing to pay for land title registration. For econometric estimation, WTP is treated as a binary indicator in the participation stage (WTP > 0) and as a continuous variable in logarithmic form for the amount stage (conditional on positive WTP).
Composite perceptual indices were constructed from Likert-scale items and standardised prior to estimation. Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach's alpha: benefit perception (α = 0.896, 4 items: PB_EVIC, PB_EINH, PB_CRDT, PB_SLD), transparency (α = 0.844, 3 items), and perceived risk (α = 0.897, 3 items), all exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70. Exploratory factor analysis using principal axis factoring confirmed the unidimensional structure of each construct, with all items loading strongly on a single factor (loadings ranging from 0.683 to 0.919) and eigenvalues greater than one.
Table 1. Definition of Variables
	Variable
	Definition
	Measurement

	WTP
	Maximum one-time fee respondent is willing to pay for land title registration
	Continuous (LKR); elicited via dichotomous choice followed by open-ended maximum

	Education level
	Highest educational attainment of the household head
	Categorical dummies: Upto O/L (reference), A/L, Bachelor's degree, Postgraduate

	HH_income
	Natural logarithm of total annual household income
	Continuous (log LKR/year)

	HH_Size
	Number of individuals living in the household
	Continuous (count)

	LT_Type
	Legal tenure status of the land parcel
	Categorical dummies: Deed (reference), Title, Other (permit/leasehold)

	benefit_indx
	Perceived benefits of title registration (tenure security, transferability, dispute reduction)
	Standardised composite index (mean of 4 items; α=0.896)

	Gender_HH
	Gender of the household head
	Dummy: 1=female, 0=male

	No_Lots_Owned
	Number of land parcels owned by the household
	Continuous (count)

	Transparency
	Perceived transparency of the registration process
	Standardised composite index (mean of 3 items; α=0.844)

	Plot_Size
	Size of the land parcel under consideration
	Continuous (perches)

	log_Lvalue
	Natural logarithm of estimated land value
	Continuous (log LKR)

	L_Use
	Current land use category
	Dummy: 1=residential, 0=other

	risk_indx
	Perceived risk related to land tenure (eviction, disputes, land grabbing)
	Standardised composite index (mean of 3 items; α=0.897)

	Social influence
	Perceived influence of family members, neighbors, peers, and community experiences on an individual’s decision to register land title
	Standardised composite index (mean of 4 items; α = 0.836)



The conceptual framework of this study is developed based on the premise that participation in voluntary land title registration is a behavioural decision influenced by the perceived benefits and costs associated with formalising land rights. The framework draws primarily on the economic theory of utility maximization and the land formalization literature, which suggest that landowners will participate in registration programmes when the expected benefits of obtaining formal title outweigh the associated financial, administrative, and opportunity costs (Deininger & Feder, 2009; Miceli et al., 2001). Within this perspective, title registration is viewed as an investment decision through which landowners seek to enhance tenure security, improve land marketability, facilitate inheritance, and increase access to formal credit (Feder & Nishio, 1999; Byamugisha & Dubosse, 2023).

The framework is further informed by the Theory of Planned Behaviour, which posits that an individual's intention to engage in a particular behaviour is shaped by attitudes towards the behaviour, perceived social norms, and perceived behavioural control. In the context of land title registration, positive perceptions regarding the benefits of title registration are expected to increase willingness to participate, whereas perceived risks and uncertainties may discourage participation. Likewise, social influence from family members, neighbours, community leaders, and professionals may affect landowners' decisions by shaping their perceptions of the programme and its expected outcomes (Kim et al., 2020).

Based on these theoretical foundations, the study groups the determinants of participation into three broad categories. The first category comprises socioeconomic characteristics, including age, education level, household income, household size, and gender of the household head. Previous studies have shown that these factors influence households' ability to engage with formal institutions, understand administrative procedures, and mobilise the resources required for land formalisation (Bezu & Holden, 2013; Kasirye, 2019).

The second category consists of land and tenure characteristics, including land certification type, plot size, land value, land use, and the number of land parcels owned. These variables represent the economic significance of land assets and the extent to which landowners may benefit from obtaining legally recognised ownership rights. Earlier research suggests that owners of higher-value land and those with more complex landholdings often have stronger incentives to secure formal title due to the potential gains in tenure security, transferability, and investment opportunities (Miceli et al., 2001; Zhou et al., 2022).

The third category comprises perceptual and behavioural factors, including perceived benefits of title registration, perceived transparency of the registration process, perceived tenure-related risks, and social influence. These variables capture landowners' subjective assessments of the programme and reflect the behavioural dimension of participation decisions. Studies on land formalisation and willingness-to-pay behaviour consistently demonstrate that perceptions of programme effectiveness, institutional transparency, and anticipated benefits play a crucial role in determining participation outcomes (Wickramaarachchi et al., 2021; Manara & Regan, 2024).

Accordingly, the conceptual framework hypothesises that willingness to participate in voluntary title registration is jointly determined by socioeconomic characteristics, land and tenure attributes, and perception-based factors. Figure 2 presents the conceptual framework adopted for the study.

Based on the conceptual framework, the following hypotheses were formulated:
H1: Household Demographics and Willingness to Pay
H1a: Household demographic characteristics significantly influence the probability of willingness to pay for land title registration.
H1b: Household demographic characteristics significantly influence the amount households are willing to pay for land title registration.

Specifically:
H1a1: Gender of the household head significantly influences willingness to pay.
H1a2: Household size significantly influences willingness to pay.
H1a3: Educational attainment significantly influences willingness to pay.
H1a4: Household income significantly influences willingness to pay.
H2: Property Characteristics and Willingness to Pay
H2a: Property characteristics significantly influence the probability of willingness to pay for land title registration.
H2b: Property characteristics significantly influence the amount households are willing to pay for land title registration.

Specifically:
H2a1: Land title type significantly influences willingness to pay.
H2a2: Land value significantly influences willingness to pay.
H2a3: Number of lots owned significantly influences willingness to pay.
H2a4: Plot size significantly influences willingness to pay.
H2a5: Land use type significantly influences willingness to pay.
H3: Perceptual and Social Factors and Willingness to Pay

H3a: Perceptual and social factors significantly influence the probability of willingness to pay for land title registration.
H3b: Perceptual and social factors significantly influence the amount households are willing to pay for land title registration.

Specifically:
H3a1: Perceived benefits positively influence willingness to pay.
H3a2: Perceived risk significantly influences willingness to pay.
H3a3: Perceived transparency positively influences willingness to pay.
H3a4: Social influence significantly influences willingness to pay.
Figure 2. Conceptual Framework H1
H2
H3


3.6 Econometric Model: Two-Stage Hurdle Model
The distribution of WTP responses exhibits two key features: (i) a non-negligible mass of zero values (18.7%), representing households unwilling to pay, and (ii) positively skewed continuous WTP amounts among paying households. These features indicate that the decision to pay and the amount to be paid are governed by distinct behavioural processes.
Rather than treating zero responses as censored observations from a single latent process, this study adopts a two-stage hurdle model that explicitly separates the participation decision from the valuation decision. This approach imposes fewer behavioural restrictions than a Tobit model and is well suited to stated-preference settings where non-payment reflects a deliberate choice.
Stage 1 — Participation Decision: In the first stage, the probability that household i is willing to pay for title registration is modelled using a probit specification:
  Pr(WTPi> 0 | Xi> 0
Logarithmic transformation is applied to reduce skewness and allow coefficients to be interpreted as approximate percentage effects.
Identification and robustness: The potential endogeneity of perceptual variables (benefit perception and transparency) was assessed using the Wu-Hausman test. The test statistic (chi²(2) = 0.147, p = 0.863) fails to reject the null hypothesis of OLS consistency, confirming that OLS is the appropriate estimator for the amount equation. Two-stage least squares (2SLS) estimates using leave-one-out local authority mean instruments are reported as a robustness check. All models are estimated with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors (HC3). Tobit and OLS estimations on the full sample are also reported to assess robustness. All analysis was conducted using Stata Statistical Software.
4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Socio-Economic and Land Characteristics
Table 2. Socio-Economic Profile of Respondents
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Local Government Type
	Municipal Council (MC)
	40
	15.87

	
	Urban Council (UC)
	67
	26.59

	
	Pradeshiya Sabha (PS)
	145
	57.54

	Gender of Household Head
	Male
	215
	85.32

	
	Female
	37
	14.68

	Age Group (years)
	Below 40
	31
	12.30

	
	Between 40–60
	140
	55.56

	
	Above 60
	81
	32.14

	Education Level
	Upto O/L
	51
	20.24

	
	A/L
	133
	52.78

	
	Bachelor's degree
	56
	22.22

	
	Postgraduate
	12
	4.76

	Household Income (LKR/month)
	Less than Rs. 100,000
	50
	19.84

	
	Rs. 100,000 – Rs. 150,000
	58
	23.02

	
	Rs. 150,001 – Rs. 300,000
	103
	40.87

	
	Above Rs. 300,000
	41
	16.27

	Household Size
	1–3 members
	86
	34.13

	
	4–5 members
	150
	59.52

	
	More than 5 members
	16
	6.35


Source: Survey data, 2026
The socio-economic profile of respondents indicates that the sample captures a mixed urban and semi-urban population within Colombo District. A majority of households reside in Pradeshiya Sabha areas (57.54%), followed by Urban Councils (26.59%) and Municipal Councils (15.87%). Male-headed households account for 85.32% of the sample, reflecting prevailing gender patterns in property ownership and household leadership structures in Sri Lanka (Keerthika, 2025).
The age distribution is concentrated in the economically active segment, with 55.56% of respondents between 40–60 years and 32.14% above 60 years. Educational attainment is varied: 20.24% completed up to O/L, 52.78% completed A/L, and approximately 27% possess tertiary qualifications. Income distribution is predominantly middle-income, with 63.89% earning between Rs. 100,000–Rs. 300,000 per month; 16.27% earn above Rs. 300,000. Household size is dominated by 4–5 member families (59.52%).
Table 3. Land Characteristics of the Sample
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Land Tenure Type
	Freehold (Deed)
	109
	43.25

	
	Title (1st/2nd Class)
	110
	43.65

	
	Other (State Permit & Leasehold)
	33
	13.10

	Plot Size
	Small (< 14 perches)
	114
	45.24

	
	Medium (14–30 perches)
	102
	40.48

	
	Large (> 30 perches)
	36
	14.29

	Land Value
	Low (< Rs. 750,000)
	130
	51.59

	
	Medium (Rs. 750,001–Rs. 2,000,000)
	96
	38.10

	
	High (> Rs. 2,000,000)
	26
	10.32

	Land Use
	Residential
	210
	83.33

	
	Commercial
	6
	2.38

	
	Mixed Use
	23
	9.13

	
	Other
	13
	5.16


Source: Survey data, 2026
Land characteristics show an almost even split between deed-based freehold (43.25%) and title-registered land (43.65%), with 13.10% under state permit or leasehold arrangements. More than 85% of plots are under 30 perches, and over half (51.59%) fall into the low-value category. Land use is overwhelmingly residential (83.33%).
4.2 Willingness to Pay and Demand Patterns
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Willingness to Pay
	Variable
	N
	Mean (Rs.)
	Std. Dev.
	Min
	P25
	Median
	P75
	Max

	WTP — All respondents
	252
	18,296
	20,398
	0
	5,000
	15,000
	25,000
	100,000

	WTP — Positive responses only
	205
	22,490
	20,424
	1,000
	15,000
	15,000
	25,000
	100,000

	WTP = 0 (non-participants)
	47 (18.7%)
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—
	—


Source: Survey data, 2026
The mean WTP for title registration is Rs. 17,900 (including zero responses), with a median of Rs. 15,000 and a standard deviation of Rs. 20,398, indicating high heterogeneity in valuation. Among the 205 households willing to pay (81.3%), the mean conditional WTP is Rs. 22,490. Approximately 18.7% of respondents report zero WTP. The distribution is right-skewed, driven by a smaller group of households willing to pay significantly higher amounts (up to Rs. 100,000).
The demand curve (Figure 2) was derived as the empirical survival function: for each fee level P, the participation rate equals the share of respondents with stated WTP ≥ P (N = 252). This payment-card approach directly reflects the elicitation format used in the survey.
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Figure 2. Demand Curve for Land Title Registration, Bim Saviya Programme in Case Study Area
Source: Authors, 2026. 
Note: Derived from empirical survival function of stated maximum WTP (N=252). Red dashed lines indicate public cost benchmark (Rs.7,000–9,000); green dotted line indicates median WTP (Rs.15,000).

A comparison of stated willingness to pay with the estimated public cost of title registration provides important insights for pricing and subsidy design under the Bim Saviya programme. The Auditor General's Annual Report (National Audit Office, 2022) indicates that the average fiscal cost of issuing a title certificate is approximately Rs. 7,000–9,000 per parcel. Several key pricing insights emerge from the demand schedule:
First, in the policy-relevant cost-benchmark range (Rs. 7,000–9,000), the demand curve is nearly perfectly inelastic: at both Rs. 7,000 and Rs. 9,000, 71.4% of households (n = 180) are willing to pay, yielding an arc price elasticity of approximately −0.034. This means fees can be set at the service delivery cost level without any measurable demand loss.
Second, the inelasticity persists up to the median WTP of Rs. 15,000, where 70.2% participation is maintained, a decline of only 1.2 percentage points from the cost-benchmark level. This suggests that a fee of up to Rs. 15,000 could be implemented while preserving approximately 70% uptake.
Third, the demand curve exhibits a sharp threshold effect between Rs. 15,000 and Rs. 20,000, where participation collapses from 70.2% to 26.2%,  a decline of 44 percentage points. This identifies Rs. 15,000 as a critical pricing ceiling. Fees above this threshold risk dramatically undermining programme objectives.
These findings support a cost-recovery pricing strategy in the Rs. 7,000–15,000 range, combined with targeted subsidies for lower-income households, as a financially sustainable and demand-sensitive approach.
4.3 Effects of Household, Property, and Perceptual Factors on Willingness to Pay for Land Title Registration
Consistent with the conceptual framework, the determinants of willingness to pay (WTP) for land title registration are examined under three broad categories: household demographics, property characteristics, and perceptual and social factors. The Double-Hurdle model enables separate identification of factors influencing the decision to participate in title registration (Stage 1) and factors influencing the amount households are willing to pay conditional on participation (Stage 2).
Table 5. Two-Stage Hurdle Model Results
	Variable
	Stage 1: Probit
(Parsimonious)
AME
	Stage 1: Probit
(Extended)
AME
	Stage 2: OLS
(Parsimonious)
Coeff.
	Stage 2: OLS
(Extended)
Coeff.
	Stage 2: 2SLS
(Robustness)
Coeff.

	Education: A/L
	0.094*
(0.056)
	0.073
(0.056)
	0.166
(0.135)
	0.223
(0.154)
	0.175
(0.132)

	Education: Bachelor's
	0.073
(0.069)
	0.041
(0.070)
	0.381**
(0.156)
	0.482**
(0.197)
	0.408**
(0.167)

	Education: Postgraduate
	-0.097
(0.104)
	-0.186
(0.117)
	0.232
(0.338)
	0.192
(0.412)
	0.277
(0.374)

	Log(Household Income)
	—
	0.069
(0.036)
	0.296***
(0.077)
	0.258**
(0.104)
	0.291***
(0.079)

	Household Size
	-0.074***
(0.023)
	-0.058***
(0.023)
	—
	0.031
(0.065)
	0.035
(0.055)

	LT_Type: Title (vs Deed)
	0.055
(0.047)
	0.043
(0.045)
	—
	0.063
(0.126)
	0.067
(0.125)

	LT_Type: Other (vs Deed)
	0.345***
(0.116)
	0.321***
(0.109)
	—
	0.042
(0.200)
	-0.008
(0.186)

	Benefit perception index
	0.077***
(0.023)
	0.063**
(0.025)
	0.173**
(0.080)
	0.192**
(0.094)
	0.125
(0.477)

	TRANSPARENCY
	—
	0.021
(0.027)
	0.204***
(0.069)
	0.217***
(0.070)
	0.319*
(0.191)

	Gender (1=female)
	—
	-0.096
(0.059)
	—
	-0.277
(0.227)
	—

	No. Lots Owned
	—
	0.042
(0.026)
	—
	0.060
(0.078)
	—

	Plot Size
	—
	0.001
(0.002)
	—
	-0.006
(0.003)
	—

	Log(Land Value)
	—
	-0.014
(0.045)
	—
	0.008
(0.113)
	—

	Land Use (residential)
	—
	0.034
(0.065)
	—
	-0.114
(0.197)
	—

	Risk perception
	—
	-0.010
(0.017)
	—
	-0.030
(0.042)
	—

	Social influence
	—
	-0.013
(0.028)
	—
	0.005
(0.067)
	—

	Constant
	—
	—
	4.654***
(1.060)
	6.429***
(1.807)
	4.418*
(2.655)

	Observations
	252
	252
	205
	205
	205

	Pseudo R² / R²
	0.138
	0.184
	0.176
	0.205
	0.160

	Adj. R²
	—
	—
	0.155
	0.138
	0.126

	Log-likelihood
	-104.5
	-99.0
	—
	—
	—


Source: Survey data, 2026
Notes: HC3 heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors in parentheses. Stage 1 reports average marginal effects (AME) from probit. Stage 2 dependent variable: ln(WTP_Amount); estimation restricted to positive WTP observations (N=205). Parsimonious Stage 1 model selected by LR test (chi²(9)=11.05, p=0.272). Parsimonious Stage 2 model selected by LR test (chi²(11)=7.46, p=0.761) and AIC (465.1 vs 479.6 for extended). Wu-Hausman endogeneity test: chi²(2)=0.147, p=0.863; OLS is the consistent and preferred Stage 2 estimator. 2SLS instruments (col. 6): leave-one-out local authority mean benefit perception and transparency; first-stage F (benefit_indx): 1.78; first-stage F (TRANSPARENCY): 9.30. *** p<0.01  ** p<0.05  * p<0.10
4.3.1 Household Demographics
Household demographic characteristics influence both stages of the willingness-to-pay process, although the effects vary across demographic variables.
In the participation stage, household size emerges as a significant determinant of willingness to pay. The average marginal effect indicates that each additional household member reduces the probability of willingness to pay by approximately 7.4 percentage points (AME = −0.074, p = 0.001). This finding suggests that larger households may anticipate greater ownership complexities, co-ownership disputes, and difficulties associated with complying with the one title–one parcel principle under formal land administration systems. Consequently, larger households appear less willing to engage with the title registration process. However, household size does not significantly influence the amount households are willing to pay once they decide to participate.
Educational attainment does not significantly affect the participation decision but plays an important role in determining payment intensity. Households headed by individuals possessing a bachelor's degree are willing to pay approximately 46.4% more than households with education up to the G.C.E. Ordinary Level, equivalent to around Rs. 10,400 at the mean positive WTP of Rs. 22,490. This result suggests that higher educational attainment enhances legal awareness, institutional literacy, and understanding of the long-term benefits associated with secure land tenure, thereby increasing the value attached to title registration.
Similarly, household income significantly influences the amount households are willing to pay conditional on participation. A one-unit increase in log household income is associated with a 34.5% increase in conditional WTP (β = 0.296, p < 0.001), equivalent to approximately Rs. 7,757 at the sample mean. Income does not significantly affect the participation decision, indicating that affordability considerations influence the magnitude of payment rather than the initial decision to engage with title registration. This finding is consistent with evidence from Tanzania and Uganda, where middle- and higher-income households demonstrate substantially higher willingness to pay for land registration services than lower-income households (Kasirye, 2019; Manara & Regan, 2025).
Overall, the findings provide partial support for Hypothesis H1. Household size significantly influences participation, while educational attainment and household income significantly influence payment intensity.4.3.2 Perceptual and Social Factors
Household income is the most influential determinant of the amount households are willing to pay for title registration (Stage 2: β = 0.296, p < 0.001). A one-unit increase in log-income is associated with a 34.5% increase in conditional WTP, equivalent to approximately Rs. 7,757 at the mean. Income does not significantly affect the participation decision, suggesting that affordability constraints primarily affect payment magnitude rather than the binary decision to engage with the registration process. This pattern is consistent with findings from Tanzania and Uganda, where middle- and higher-income households demonstrate substantially higher WTP compared to lower-income groups (Kasirye, 2019; Manara & Regan, 2025).
4.3.2 Property Characteristics
Property characteristics generally exert a limited influence on willingness to pay, with land certification status representing the only significant determinant identified in the analysis.
Among the tenure-related variables, households possessing land certification classified as “other” (including state permits and leasehold arrangements) demonstrate a substantially higher probability of willingness to pay compared with deed holders (AME = +0.345, p = 0.003). This finding suggests that households with less secure or less widely recognised forms of tenure perceive greater benefits from obtaining a formally registered title and therefore exhibit stronger demand for title registration. In contrast, title holders do not differ significantly from deed holders in their participation decisions (AME = +0.055, p = 0.239), implying that households already possessing relatively formal documentation perceive limited additional benefits from title conversion.
The influence of land certification status is confined to the participation stage, as no significant effect is observed on the amount households are willing to pay once they decide to participate. This finding contrasts with evidence from Uganda, where willingness to pay was generally higher among households operating under freehold and Mailo tenure systems compared with customary tenure arrangements (Kasirye, 2019).
Other property characteristics, including land value, plot size, number of lots owned, and land use type, do not exhibit statistically significant effects in either hurdle of the model after controlling for demographic and perceptual factors. The absence of significant effects suggests that physical land attributes are less influential than tenure-related considerations and household perceptions in shaping demand for title registration. Furthermore, owners of larger parcels may face more complex ownership histories and higher perceived registration costs, potentially offsetting the expected benefits of formalisation.
Therefore, Hypothesis H2 receives only limited support, as land title type significantly influences participation while other property characteristics do not significantly affect either stage of willingness to pay.
4.3.4 Perceptual and Social Factors
Perceptual and social factors exhibit the strongest and most consistent influence on willingness to pay for land title registration, particularly through perceived benefits and perceived transparency.

Perceived benefits significantly influence both the participation and payment intensity stages. In Stage 1, a one-standard-deviation increase in the perceived benefits index increases the probability of willingness to pay by approximately 7.7 percentage points (AME = 0.077, p = 0.001). In Stage 2, the same increase results in an 18.8% increase in conditional WTP (β = 0.173, p = 0.032), equivalent to approximately Rs. 4,237 at the sample mean. These findings indicate that households recognising the legal protection, tenure security, dispute reduction, and transaction advantages associated with title registration are both more likely to participate and willing to pay higher amounts. The results reinforce the central role of perceived benefits in shaping demand for formal land titling and are consistent with international evidence demonstrating that perceived tenure security gains are fundamental to the success of land registration reforms.

Perceived transparency also emerges as an important determinant, although its influence is concentrated in the second hurdle. A one-standard-deviation increase in the transparency index increases conditional willingness to pay by approximately 22.6% (β = 0.204, p = 0.003), equivalent to around Rs. 5,079 at the mean positive WTP. This finding suggests that households are willing to commit greater financial resources when the registration process is perceived as transparent, predictable, and procedurally fair. The result highlights procedural transparency as a potentially important policy lever for improving participation outcomes and cost recovery within title registration programmes. Similar findings have been reported by Manara and Regan (2025), who observed that willingness to pay declines substantially when households perceive institutional arrangements as insufficient to deliver expected tenure security benefits.

In contrast, perceived risk and social influence do not demonstrate statistically significant effects in either stage of the model. The absence of significant effects may indicate limited variation in risk perceptions among respondents or reflect the possibility that social pressures play a relatively minor role compared with perceived economic and legal benefits associated with title registration.

Overall, the findings provide partial support for Hypothesis H3. Perceived benefits significantly influence both participation and payment intensity, while perceived transparency significantly influences payment intensity. However, perceived risk and social influence do not significantly affect willingness to pay.
5. Policy Implications
Based on the factors influencing willingness to pay for title registration, this study highlights that financially sustainable and socially inclusive land titling reform requires a calibrated and multi-dimensional policy approach rather than a uniform administrative strategy.
First, pricing policy must be aligned with observed demand sensitivity. The empirical demand schedule reveals near-perfect price inelasticity in the cost-benchmark range (arc elasticity ε ≈ −0.034 between Rs. 7,000 and Rs. 15,000), indicating that registration fees can be set at the average service delivery cost (Rs. 7,000–9,000) without measurable demand loss. Fees could potentially be raised to Rs. 15,000 while maintaining approximately 70% participation. However, the demand cliff between Rs. 15,000 and Rs. 20,000, where participation collapses by 44 percentage points — establishes Rs. 15,000 as a critical pricing ceiling. A full-cost or above-cost pricing strategy would likely undermine programme objectives.
Second, equity considerations require targeted subsidy mechanisms. Since income significantly influences the amount households are willing to pay but does not affect the participation decision, progressive or income-sensitive pricing structures can be introduced without discouraging entry into the system. Targeted subsidies for lower-income households would enhance inclusiveness while allowing middle- and higher-income groups to contribute proportionally more toward service delivery costs.
Third, strengthening benefit communication is critical to expanding demand. Perceived benefits significantly influence both participation and valuation, underscoring that households respond to their understanding of tenure security gains as much as to price signals. Public awareness campaigns should clearly articulate the long-term advantages of title registration — including dispute prevention, enhanced legal certainty, improved transferability, and intergenerational asset protection.
Fourth, improving procedural transparency represents a key institutional lever. Transparency significantly increases the monetary value households attach to title registration once they decide to participate. Clear guidelines, predictable timelines, digital application tracking, and strengthened accountability mechanisms can reduce uncertainty and administrative risk, thereby enhancing institutional trust and households' willingness to contribute financially.
Finally, addressing structural barriers at the household level is essential for broadening participation. Larger households and those facing co-ownership, inheritance fragmentation, or informal subdivision arrangements encounter institutional complexities that discourage entry into formal registration. Simplifying procedures for shared ownership, clarifying subdivision regulations, and providing technical assistance for regularisation can reduce these entry constraints.
6. Conclusion
This study examined the determinants of households' willingness to pay (WTP) for land title registration under Sri Lanka's Bim Saviya programme, with explicit attention to the distinction between the decision to participate and the valuation of registration services. Using a two-stage hurdle framework on survey data from 252 households in Colombo District, the analysis demonstrates that demand for formal land registration is driven less by physical land attributes and more by households' institutional perceptions, income, education, and tenure documentation status.
The empirical demand schedule reveals a near-perfectly inelastic pricing range between Rs. 7,000 and Rs. 15,000 (arc elasticity ε ≈ −0.034), with a sharp demand cliff beyond this threshold. This finding has direct practical implications: fees set at the level of service delivery costs (Rs. 7,000–9,000) would not significantly reduce uptake, making partial cost recovery financially viable without undermining programme objectives. The critical pricing boundary is Rs. 15,000–20,000, where participation falls by 44 percentage points.
The econometric results confirm a sequential decision-making structure. Household size and perceived tenure insecurity (proxied by non-deed tenure status) primarily govern the participation decision, while income, bachelor's-level education, benefit perception, and procedural transparency shape the conditional payment amount. The finding that transparency of the registration process raises conditional WTP by approximately 22.6% per standard deviation, equivalent to Rs. 5,079 at the mean, underscores that procedural quality is not merely an administrative concern but a direct determinant of financial engagement with land administration systems.
The study contributes to the land governance literature by showing that reducing direct registration costs alone is insufficient to generate sustained demand for land titling. Perceived legal certainty, dispute reduction, and procedural transparency emerge as central drivers of WTP, highlighting that land titling programmes function not merely as administrative interventions but as trust-dependent institutional reforms.
Several limitations constrain the generalisability of these findings. The purposive sampling strategy focused on households with prior awareness of the programme; although the sample reflects diverse socio-economic characteristics within selected areas of the Colombo District where Bimsaviya is currently implemented, the results are best interpreted as representative of an informed urban landowning population rather than all households in the district. The stated-preference approach captures hypothetical willingness to pay (WTP), which may differ from actual behaviour due to hypothetical bias. Furthermore, the cross-sectional nature of the study restricts causal inference. Although the Wu–Hausman test (p = 0.863) supports the consistency of OLS estimates, it does not entirely eliminate the possibility of reverse causality between perceptions and valuation outcomes. In addition, composite perceptual indices derived from self-reported Likert-scale responses may be affected by common method variance.
Future research should adopt longitudinal designs to assess how willingness to pay evolves as households gain experience with title registration and as institutional performance improves. Combining stated preference data with observed registration behaviour would allow for stronger inference about actual demand. Qualitative and mixed-methods approaches could further elaborate how local administrative practices, dispute histories, and social norms shape perceptions of formalisation. Expanding the geographic scope of analysis would facilitate comparative insights across urban, peri-urban, and rural contexts.
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Figure 2: Demand Curve for Land Title Registration
Bim Saviya Programme, Colombo District (N = 252)
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