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NATURAL AND FIELD
EXPERIMENTS IN THE STUDY
OF LATIN AMERICAN POLITICS

Thad Dunning

Confoundmg poses pervasive problems in the social sciences. For example, does granting
roperty titles to poor land squatters boost access to credit markets, thereby fostering broad
ocioeconomic development (De Soto 2000)? To investigate this question, researchers might
ompare poor squatters who possess land titles to those who do not. However, differences in
ccess to credit markets could in part be due to factors—such as family background—that
_lso make certain poor squatters more likely to acquire titles to their property. Investigators
y seek to control for such confounders, by comparing titled and untitled squatters with
Fsimilar family backgrounds. Yet, even within strata defined by family background, there
may be other difficult-to-measure confounders—such as determination—that are associated
£ with obtaining titles and that also influence economic and political behaviors. Conventional
uantitative methods for dealing with confounding, such as multivariate regression, require
other essentially unverifiable modeling assumptions to be met, which is a further difficulty.
Social scientists have thus sharply increased their use of field and lab experiments and
bservational studies such as natural experiments, which may provide a way to address con-
oundmg while limiting reliance on the assumptions of conventional quantitative methods
Gerber and Green 2008; Morton and Williams 2010; Dunning 2008a, 2010a). Researchers
: worklng on Latin American politics are no exception. In fact, some ‘of the most interesting
ecent exemplars of this style of research arguably come from research in Latin America,
where natural and field experiments have increasingly been used to investigate questions of
road substantive import. Moreover, these methods are sometimes combined with exten-
ive qualitative fieldwork and contextual knowledge that—as I shall argue below—are in
act indispensable for their persuasive use. Natural and field experiments may therefore
rovide ready complements to the traditional strengths of many researchers working on
Latin American politics.

Yet, field and natural experiments can also have significant limitations, which are also
mportant to explore. In this chapter, I describe the growing use of these methods in the
tudy of Latin American politics. After introducing an evaluative framework developed in
revious research (Dunning 2010a), [ ask whether these methods can answer the kinds of
‘big” causal questions typical of research on Latin American poht1cs—such as the relation-
hip of democratization to redistribution, the causes and consequences of federalist transfers,
or the relationship of electoral rules to policy-making. I argue that while these methods
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may often be insufficient to answer such questions on their own, the

ment other approaches, and they could be employed with greater
number of substantive domains,

Y can usefully;c
intellectys] profis

Natural and Field Experiments in Latin America

It is useful to begin by distinguishing natural and field experiments from othey rée
designs, such as lab experiments, quasi-experiments, or conventional controlleq o
sons. Though regrettable from the point of view of terminological clarity, only tyq o
labels—field and lab experiments—in fact refer to true experiments; natural experi
quasi-experiments, and controlled comparisons instead refer to observational studje;
tinction I discuss further below. Figure 30.1 charts the conceptual relationship bet el
these various research designs.
Direct manipulation of treatment conditions is the first hallmark of true expe
(left side of Figure 30.1). Thus, in an experiment to estimate the effects of land"

researchers would extend land titles to some poor squatters (the treatment group), whi

other squatters would only retain their de Jacto claims to plots (the control group). § ﬁ:

experimental manipulation of treatments plays a key role in experimental accounts of ¢q
inference (Holland 1986). :

In randomized controlled experiments, the second hallmark is randomization, whie

also plays a crucial role. To continue the example above, in a hypothetical random;j
controlled experiment, assignment of squatters to de Jure land titles or the status quo pr

erty claims would be done through an actual randomizing device, such as a lottery.2 R 35
domization implies that more determined squatters are just as likely to be assigned to thy

control group—and continue with their statas quo property claims—as they are to goiin

" Direct manipulation of treatment

Yes: True Experiments
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Figure 30.1 A Typology of Research Deéigns
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Natural and Field Experiments in the Study of Latin American Politics

y obtain land titles. Thus, because of randomization, pos—
Jult confounders such as family background or determination would be balanced across the

sSlgned—to—treatment and assigned-to-control groups, up to random error (Fisher 1935).
ge post-titling differences across these groups would then provide reliable evidence for

;usal effect of property titles.

I R andomized controlled experiments ca
b xperiments.> Field experiments are ran
- populations (or samples thereof) are exposed to naturalistic or “rea

y» only two { Strom-left of Figure 30.1). These are sometimes distinguished from laboratory experi-

étural expe ; - 1oth by the naturg of the experimental stimuli and of the types of units exposed to it;

o treatments in lab experiments are sometimes seen as less “paturalistic” and administered

n usefullyiy e treatmént group and thereb

Alectual profith

n be further classified as field experiments or

domized controlled experiments in which tar-
l-world”.treatments

‘a

lationship ubjects who may not be drawn from a target population of direct interest.” However, as
. P~ ::ber and Green (2008) point out, whether any given study should be thought of as a lab

of true exper ¥ field experiment depends on the rescarch question being posed. For example, a canonical
‘ behavioral economics might ask college students to play

ffects of land 1 experiment in psychology or
¥ gy]ized games, as 2 Way tO assess attitude formation or decisio
mtrol group).’: Suchy e seeks to understand the decision-making of college students i
ﬁgs, such lab experiments in which undergraduates make allocative
'garded as field experiments. Notwithstanding these conceptual gray spots, 1 will describe

Bk 1 randomized controlled experiments discussed in this chapter as field experiments, since
hey largely involve the exposure of Latin American citizens to real-world stimuli—for
stance, corruption allegations against politicians involved in actual political campaigns.’

Such true experiments can be contrasted with observational studies, in at least two ways.
st, with observational studies, there is no experimental intervention or manipulation
ght-side of Figure 30.1); this is the definitiona) criterion. Here, the researcher studies the
vorld as she encounters it. Observational studies remain the dominant form of research in
B~ st social-science disciplines; one reason for this is that in many political or economic
tings, direct experimental manipulation may be expensive or unethical. Moreover, insti-
Etutional variables and other treatments of interest to political scientists may not often be

amenable to direct experimental manipulation. '
Second, many observational studies also lack randomization. Standard controlled com-

h as “matching” designs, for example, do not involve randomization to treat-
he “quasi—experiment_s” discussed by

n-making processes. Yet, if
n abstract economic set-
decisions could be

servational Stu

parisons suc
“ment conditions (bottom-right of Figure 30.1). In ¢
Donald Campbell and Stanley (1963), non-random assignment to treatments is also a cen~-
tral feature (Achen 1986: 4).5 For example, in many observational studies, subjects self-select

to treatment or control groups. For instance, Some squatters may exert effort that allows
them to obtain land titles, while others do not. Politicians may also choose to extend titles
y favored constituents. Such selection processes raise standard concerns about confound-
g, because squatters who obtain land titles (perhaps by cultivating favors from politicians)
e may be more determined than those who do not, or may differ in other ways that matter
for socio-economic outcomes. Thus, post-titling differences between titled and untitled
quatters are difficult to attribute to the effects of titles: they could be due to the titles, the

onfounders, or both.
Natural experiments di

mly assigned
it conditions

ffer from other observational studies in this second respect, how-

er. While there is no direct manipulation by the researcher of assignment to treatment
s—and thus, natural experiments are observational studies—with a natural exper-
treatment assignment is random—oOr as

Figure 30.1 suggests, 2 lottery or other

luasi-Experime

ntrolled Compari ondition:

ment, a researcher can make a credible claim that
ood as random. In some natural experiments, as
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true randomizing device assigns subjects at random to treatment and contro] conditiopg :
In this case, the distinction between a randomized controlled experiment and , Natuy]
experiment with true randomization simply concerns whether the investigator hag Planneg
and manipulated a particular treatment—in the case of a randomized controlled eXperi-
ment—or instead has simply found that this treatment has been applied at random by Policyl
makers or other actors.” ,

In other natural experiments, by contrast, social and political processes instead are
claimed to have assigned units as-if at random to a key intervention—even though there ,
is no true randomizing device involved. With such natural experiments, much attentiop .-
should be focused on evaluating the central assumption and definitional criterion of as-if
random assignment.

Social scientists increasingly seek to discover and use natural experiments, becauge of‘tr
their potential usefulness in overcoming standard problems of confounding; another adyay. - -
tage with natural as well as field experiments is that data analysis can be substantially sjp.
pler and can rest on more credible assumptions than conventional quantitative tools such g
multivariate regression (Dunning 2008a, 2010a; Sekhon 2009). Yet, there can be substantjal
limitations as well, which I discuss below.

Natural Experiments in Latin America Politics

Table 30.1 provides a non-exhaustive list of unpublished, forthcoming, or recently pub-
lished studies of Latin American politics that use natural experiments. The listed studies -
suggest the breadth of substantive topics that have been investigated using these methods, 25
well as the range of countries in which such studies have been undertaken. In this section,T .
survey several recent examples of natural experiments in Latin America, before turning to

a discussion of field experiments. .

As Table 30.1 suggests, natural experiments include several types—including what I call -
“standard” natural experiments, as well as specialized types such as regression-discontinu-~ "
ity (RD) designs and instrumental-variables (IV) designs. Standard natural experiments
involve random or as-if random assignment to treatment and control conditions but oth-
erwise may encompass a variety of different specific designs; the more specific features of -
RD and IV designs are discussed below. One may also distinguish natural experiments by
whether treatment assignment is truly randomized or is only claimed to be as good as ran-
dom, as noted in the second column of Table 30.1. .

An example of a natural experiment with true randomization is the study by De h ‘
O (2010), who compares Mexican villages randomly selected to receive conditional cash
transfers, through the government’s PROGRESA program, twenty-one months before the
2000 presidential elections to those randomly selected to enter the program only six months.
before the elections. She finds that early enrollment in PROGR ESA caused an increase in
electoral turnout of 7 percent and an increase in incumbent vote share of 16 percent, a find-
ing that sheds light on the electoral efficacy of federal transfers in this context.

Similarly, Angrist and colleagues (Angrist et al. 2002; Angrist, Bettinger, and Kremer -
2006) provide an example of a natural experiment in which authorities used randomized - -
lotteries to distribute vouchers for private schools in Bogoti, Colombia.® These autboﬁ :
compare school completion rates and test scores among lottery winners—who received.
vouchers at random—with lottery losers, finding that winners were more likely to fin=
ish eighth grade as well as secondary school and scored 0.2 standard deviations higher
on achievement tests. While the focus here is on the educational impacts of youchers;
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~

Table 30.1 Natural Eﬁperiments in the Study of Latin American Politics

zator has pl:i'ri
ontrolled exper
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~ Authors Standard Substantive focus Source of field or Country Simple
natural natural experiment difference-of-
experiment, means test
RD,or IV (without
design* controls)?
(random or as-if
random
assignment)
Standard Effects of private  Allocation of Colombia  Yes (2002 has
(random) school vouchers *  vouchers by cohort
on school lottery dummies)’
completion rates '
and test
performance
E Boas and RD (as-if Effect of Comparison of Brazil Yes
Hidalgo (2010) random) incumbency on approval rates for
. access to media community radio
license .
applications by
near-winners and
near-losers of
elections
oas, Hidalgo, RD (as-if Effect of Compares public ~ Brazil No
nd Richardson random) campaign works contracts
donations on obtained by
access to donors to
government near-winners and
contracts near-losers
RD (as-if Effect of partisan ~ Compares winners Brazil No
random) affiliation of and losers of close
incumbent mayor elections,
on federal stratifying on
transfers to whether winner is
municipalities - member of federal
executive’s
coalition
RD (as-if Effect of transfers  Discontinuities Brazil No
randomy) from federal based on
government to population-based
municipalities on  revenue-sharing
municipal formula
corruption and
candidate quality
RD (as-if Effects of Population-based ~ Brazil No
e randomy) second-round discontinuity in
Lirpo (2009) runoff on political voting system used

competition and
fiscal outcomes

in mayoral
elections

(continued)
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Authors " Standard Substantive focus Source of field or Country
natural natural experiment
experiment,
RD,or IV
design*
(random or as-if
random B
assignmet)
Dela O (2010)  Standard Effect of length Comparison of Mexico
(random) of time in early- and
conditional cash  late-participating
transfer program  villages based on
on voter turnout  randomized
and support for roll-out of
incumbent program
Perraz and Standard (as-if Effect of Public release of ~ Brazil
Finan (2008) random) corruption audits  randomized
CHECK on electoral corruption audits
accountability in Brazil
Ferraz and RD (as-if Impact of Salary caps for Brazil
Finan (2010) random) monetary municipal
incentives on politicians based
politician quality ~ on municipality
and performance  size
Fujiwara (2008) RD (as-if Effects of Population-based ~ Brazil
random) second-round discontinuity in
runoff on . voting system used
first-round vote  in mayoral
‘ shares elections
Fujiwara (2009) RD (as-if Effects of Discontinuity in ~ Brazil
random) electronic voting  use of voting
technology on de  technology at
facto enfranchise- threshold of
ment and fiscal ~ registered voters
policy
Galiani and Standard (as-if Effects of land Judicial challenges ~ Argentina
Schargrodsky random) titling for the to transfer of
(2004) poor on _ property titles to
economic activity ~ squatters
and attitudes
Hidalgo (2010) RD (as-if Effects of Discontinuity in Brazil
random) electronic voting  use of voting
technology on de  technology at
facto enfranchise- threshold of

ment, support for
programrnatic
parties, and fraud

registered voters

Sl'mple
diﬂ?n’uce-@'_ T
means test
(without
controls)?

No**

Yes (but with
state fixed
effects)

No

Nor#x

No*xk

Yes

Yes
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Natural and Field Experiments in the Study of Latin American Politics

Standard Substantive focus Source of field or Country Simple
natural natural experiment difference-of-
experiment, . means test
RD,or IV (without
design* controls)?
(random or as-if
random
assignent) .
Tdalgo, Naidu, - IV (as-if Effects of Shocks to Brazil No#*rx
hter, and random) economic economic :
jardson conditions on conditions due to
land invasions in  rainfall patterns
Brazil
: hig and RD (as-if Effects of federal  Discontinuities Brazil Yes
BMorrison random) transfers to based on
H200" municipalities on  population-based
incumbent revenue-sharing
state fiong re-election formula
effects) 8 ‘ probabilities
yacorda, RD (as-if The effect of a Discontinuity in Uruguay Yes
el, and random) cash-transfer program
gorito (2009) program on assignment based
support for the on a pre-treatment
incumbent eligibility score
government
tiunik (2009) RD (as-if Incumbency Comparison of Brazil Yes
random) advantage in municipalities
mayoral elections  barely won and
barely lost by
political parties

ce text for the distinction drawn between standard natural experiments, regression-discontinuity (RD)
*designs and instrumental-variables (IV) designs.

* Some complications are introduced by non-overlapping units of assignment and outcome, which leads to
festimation of interaction models. .

** Local linear regression is used, though graphic difference-of-means comparisons are made.

kx* The treatment conditions and/or instrumental variables are continuous in these studies, complicating
.the calculation of differences-of-means. — Full results are pending,

tesearchers could certainly take advantage of such lotteries to ask political questions: for
example, how does exposure to private schooling influence political attitudes towards the
g proper role of government in the economy?
Other standard natural experiments rely instead, however, on the assumption of as-if ran-
dom assignment. Galiani and Schargrodsky (2004) provide an interesting example on the
éffects of land titling in Argentina. In 1981, a group of squatters organized by the Catholic
church occupied an urban wasteland in the province of Buenos Aires, dividing the land into
similar-sized parcels which were allocated to individual families. A 1984 law, adopted after
the return to democracy in 1983, expropriated this land, with the intention of transferring
title to the squatters. However, some of the original owners then challenged the expropria-
tion in court, leading to long delays in the transfer of titles to property owned by those
owners, while other titles were ceded and transferred to squatters immediately.

Yes
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The legal action therefore created a “treatment” group—squatters to whom tite 1.
ceded immediately—and a control group-—squatters to whom titles were not ceded. Galig
and Schargrodsky (2004) find significant differences across the treatment and contro] gror >
in average housing investment, houschold structure, and educational attainment of ¢f3

dren—though not in access to credit markets, which contradicts De Soto’s theory that thigl

poor will use titled property to collateralize debt.

Yet, was the assignment of squatters to these treatment and control groups really a g
as random—as must be true in a valid natural experiment? In 1981, these authors asser
neither squatters nor Catholic church organizers could have successfully predicted whig
Dparticular parcels would eventually have their titles transferred in 1984 and which would not}
On the basis of extensive interviews and other qualitative fieldwork, the authors argue 524
vincingly that idiosyncratic factors explain the decision of some owners to challenge exj
priation; moreover, the government offered very similar compensation in per-meter te;
to the original owners in both the treatment and the control groups, which helps mj
the assertion of as-if random assignment compelling. Galiani and Schargrodsky (2004) 1%
show that pre-treatment characteristics of squatters, such as age and sex, as well a5 ch :
acteristics of the parcels themselves, such as distance from polluted creeks, are statisticaff
unrelated to the granting of titles—just as they would be, in expectation, if squatters weg
truly assigned titles at random. Note that the natural experiment therefore plays a key r a2
in making causal inferences persuasive. Without it, confoundets could explain ex-pos dif
ferences between squatters with and without titles.

Regression-Discontinuity (RD) Designs

In regression-discontinuity (RD) designs, assignment to treatment is determined by th
value of a covariate, sometimes called a forcing variable; there is a sharp discontinuity in
probability of receiving treatment at a particular threshold value of this covariate (Camp
and Stanley 1963: 61-64; Rubin 1977).° For example, Thistlewaite and Campbell (
compared students who just scored above the qualifying score on a national merit scho

ship program—and thus received public recognition for their scholastic achievement—wit :

those who scored just below the required score and thus did not receive recognition frg)
the scholarship program. Because there is an element of unpredictability and luck in-ex
performance—and so long as the threshold is not manipulated ex-post to include particula
exam-takers—students just above the threshold are likely to be very similar to students j

. below the threshold. Comparisons of students just above and just below the critical thre
old may thus be used to estimate the effect of public recognition of scholastic achieverrie
among this group of students. ) ;

As Table 30.1 suggests, regression-discontinuity designs have found especially wide
in recent work on Latin American politics. Fujiwara (2009) and Hidalgo (2010), for instancg
use regression-discontinuity designs to study the impact of electronic voting on de fact
enfranchisement, patterns of partisan support, and fiscal policy in Brazil. In the 1998 é!_, '
tions, municipalities with more than 40,500 registered voters used electronic ballots, whil
municipalities with fewer than 40,500 voters continued to use traditional paper ballots
electronic voting machines displayed candidates’ names, party affiliations, and photograg
this was thought to ease the voting process for illiterate voters, in particular. Municipali
“just above” and “just below” the threshold of 40,500 registered voters should on.
age be highly similar; indeed, since the threshold was announced in May of 1998 and |
number of registered voters was recorded in the municipal elections of 1996, muniCiP_“.ll

QE sreatly tilt
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%1d not have been able to manipulate their position in relation to the threshold. Nor is
any evidence that the particular threshold was chosen by municipalities to exclude
clude particular municipalities. (The threshold was applied uniformly throughout the

ht and cont 1@ .
iry with the exception of four states). Thus, comparisons around the threshold can be

QI
U attainment R

Soto’s theor ' pisibly used to estimate the impact of the voting technology.
' = 1idalgo (2010) and Fujiwara (2009) find that introduction of electronic voting increased
groups really . Phe effective franchise in legislative elections by about 13—15 percentage points or about 33

ercent—a massive effect that appears more pronounced in poorer municipalities with

1gh6f illiteracy rates. While Fujiwara (2009) finds that this de facto enfranchisement had
arge and positive effect on votes received by the Worker’s Party (PT) and presents some

P idence that states in which a larger proportion of the electorate voted electronically had
Frore progressive fiscal policies, Hidalgo (2010) finds that expansion of the franchise did not
Br tly tilt the ideological balance in the national Chamber of Deputies and may have even
favored center-right candidates, on average. Yet, voting reforms also elevated the propor-
1rgrodsky (20 hion.of voters who voted for party lists only—rather than choosing individual candidates,
%% allowed under Brazil’s open list proportional representation electoral rules—and also
fhoosted the vote shares of parties with clear ideological identities. Moreover, the intro-
uction of voting machines led to substantial declines in the vote shares of incumbent
machine” parties in several northeastern states. Hidalgo (2010) suggests that the introduc-
ibh of voting machines contributed to the strengthening of programmatic politics in Bra-
,-an outcome noted by many scholars studying the country. Thus, here is an example of
atural-experimental study that contributes decisively to a very “big” question of broad
portance in developing democracies, namely, the sources of transitions from more clien-
t istic to more programmatic forms of politics.

egression-discontinuity research designs have also been used extensively to study the
gcconomic and political impacts of federal transfers in Latin America. Green (2005), for
xample, calculates the electoral returns of the Mexican conditional cash-transfer program,

PROGR ESA (the same program studied by De La O 2010), using a regression-discontinuity
esign based on a municipal poverty ranking, Similarly, Manacorda, Miguel, and Vigorito
2009) use a discontinuity in program assignment based on a pre-treatment eligibility score
j o study the effects of cash transfers on support for the incumbent Frente Amplio govern-
ity and luckq a0 nent in Uruguay. They find that program beneficiaries are much more likely than non-
éneficiaries to support the incumbent, by around 11 to 14 percentage points. Litschig
nd Morrison (2009) study the effect of federal transfers on municipal incumbents’ vote
hares in Brazil, while Brollo, Nannicini, Perotti, and Tabellini (2010) study the effect of

olastic achiev iy - uch transfers on political corruption and on the qualities of political candidates. Both of
o hese latter studies take advantage of thé fact that the size of some federal transfers in Brazil

| especially wide;uses épends on given population thresholds, so they can construct regression-discontinuity
' (2010), for instances esigns in which municipalities just on either side of the relevant thresholds are compared.
voting on de¢*facl A different kind of regression-discontinuity design, which has also found growing use
il. In the 1998 elecg n Latin America, takes advantage of the fact that in very close and fair elections, there is

n element of luck and unpredictability in the outcome; thus, underlying attributes of near-
inners may not differ greatly from near-losers. As Lee (2008) suggested in his study of the
.S. Congress, this may allow for natural-experimental comparisons: since near-winners
nd near-losers of close elections should be nearly identical, on average, comparisons of

tronic ballots;
al paper ballot

ers should on o hese groups after an election can be used to estimate the effects of winning office.
1ay of 1998 a - For instance, Titiunik (2009) studies the incumbency advantage of political parties in
1996, municipaliticy razil’s municipal mayor elections, comparing municipalities where a party barely lost the
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2000 mayor elections to mﬁnicipalities where it barely won. Contrary to ﬁndings in
United States, she finds evidence of a strong negative effect of incumbency on bog, the
share and the probability of winning in the following election; ‘the significant estipy,
effect sizes range from around negative 4 percentage points of the vote share for the Libers
Front Party (PFL) to around negative 19 percentage points for the Party of the Brazi)j;
Democratic Movement (PMDB). 4
Using a related research design, Boas, Hidalgo, and Richardson (2010) study the eff,
of campaign contributions on government contracts received by donors. In their wogki:
paper, these authors compare the returns to donations to near-winners and near-losers 37
campaigns, showing that public-works companies that rely on government contracts 7'may
receive a substantial monetary return on electoral investments. The effect size is strikis:
these authors find that public works firms who donate to winners receive about 2,300 i
their donation in additional federal contracts. '
Next, in a study of the relationship between political incumbency and med;a ace
Boas and Hidalgo (2010) show that near-winners of city council elections are much
likely than near-losers to have their applications for community radio licenses approved |

the federal government, a finding that reinforces previous research on the politica] contro|

of the media in Brazil. Finally, Brollo and Nannicini (2010) use an RD design to st
the effect of partisan affiliation on federal transfers to municipalities in Brazil, comp'ar
winners and losers of close elections and stratifying on whether winner is member of tj;
president’s coalition. .
Regression-discontinuity designs have also been used to study the political and economj
impact of electoral rules. For instance, Fujiwara (2008) exploits the fact that the Brazi]
Federal Constitution states that municipalities with less than 200,000 registered voters mi
use a single-ballot plurality rule (a first-past-the-post system where the candidate with th
most votes is elected) to elect their mayors, while municipalities with more than 200,000
voters must use the dual-ballot plurality rule (second-round “runoff’ ’), a system where
ers may vote twice. He finds that in the neighborhood of this threshold, the change fi
single-ballot to second-round runoff systems increases voting for third-place finishers'a
decreases the difference between third-place and first- and second-place finishers, a ﬁndl
. consistent both with strategic voting and with the observatidn of Duverger (1954) and:
Cox (1997) that in elections for m seats, m+1 candidates should command most of the vof
Chamon, de Mello, and Firpo (2009) extend this same idea, finding that the greater politica
competition induced by the discontinuous change in electoral rules in mayor elections
the threshold of 200,000 voters induces greater investment and reduces current expen
tures, particularly personnel expenditures. Finally, Ferraz and Finan (2010) take advanta
of a constitutional amendment in Brazil that sets salary caps on the wages of local legisla
as a function of the population size of municipalities. Using this rule to construct an RD
design, they find that higher wages increase legislative productivity and political entry b
also increase reelection rates among incumbent politicians.

Instrumental-variables Designs

design. Consider the challenge of inferring the impact of a given independent variable
a particular dependent variable—where this inference is made more difficult, given (e
strong possibility that reciprocal causation or omitted variable bias may pose 2 problem(,f i
causal inference. The solution offered by the IV design is to find an additional variabl T
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Natural and Field Experiments in the Study of Latin American Politics

Contrary to 'ﬁndlgg

sirument—that is correlated with the independent variable but could not be influenced by
icumbency on bej

dependent variable or correlated with its other causes. That is, the instrumental variable
ted as if it “assigns” units to values of the independent variable in a way that is as-if
ndom, even though no explicit randomization occurred. ‘

“For this IV approach to be valid, several conditions must typically hold. First, and cru-
lly, assignment to the instrument must be random or as-if random. Second, while the
instrument must be correlated with the treatment vatiable of interest, it must not indepen-
dently affect the dependent variable, above and beyond its effect on the treatment variable.

r further discussion of these and other assumptions, see Sovey and Green (2011) or Dun-
ng (2008b). ’

One example of an IV design in research on Latin America is Hidalgo, Naidu, Nichter,

ind Richardson (2010), who study the effects of economic growth on land invasions in

Brazil. Arguing that reverse causality or omitted variables could be a concern—for instance,

jand invasions could influence growth, and unmeasured institutions could influence both

il elections are muchimores wth and invasions—these authors use rainfall growth as an instrumental variable for

" adio licenses app: : conomic growth.™ The idea is that annual changes in rainfall provide as-if random shocks

rch on the politic o economic growth. The authors find that decreases in growth, instrumented by rainfall,

1s¢ an RD design eed encourage land invasions.

lities in Brazil, compar This application illuminates characteristic strengths and limitations of IV designs. Rain-

I winner is memb, (2]l certainly appears to affect growth, as required by the IV approach; yet, it rainfall may or

may not influence land invasions only through its effect on growth, which is also required

r the approach to be valid. Any direct effect of rainfall—for instance, if floods make

‘harder to organize invasions—would violate the assumptions of instrumental-variables

gression model. Variation in rainfall may also influence growth only in particular sectors,

ch as agriculture, and growth in distinct economic sectors may have idiosyncratic effects
on the likelihood of invasions (Dunning 2008b).
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Field Experiments in Latin America
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B Other studies of Latin American politics have instead deployed field experiments, in which
& the manipulation is under investigators’ control. Recent field experiments on Latin Ameri-
an politics have also addressed a variety of substantive questions. However, as the shorter
ist in Table 30.2 (compared to Table 30.1) may imply, it is fair to say that this methodologi-
al approach is in its infancy in this substantive realm. !

For instance, do voters hold politicians accountable when exposed to information about
fpoliticians’ performance in office? To investigate this question, De Figueiredo, Hidalgo,
e wages of local legislato; ] nd Kasahara (2010) sent flyers to voters in randomly selected precincts during the 2008
ayoral elections in Sio Paulo, describing the corruption convictions of the center-right
ity and political en _ . andidate (first treatment) and the center-left candidate (second treatment). They then com-
ared electoral outcomes in these sets of precincts to those in which flyers were not distrib-
ted (the control), finding that information about corruption convictions reduced turnout
and the vote-share of the center-left candidate, though not for the center-right candidate.
Similarly, Chong, De La O, Karlan, and Wantchekon (2011) randomly assigned precincts
several Mexican states to receive information about municipalities’ overall spending, dis-
tribution of resources to the poor, and corruption, or to receive no such information. Like
De Figueiredo et al. (2010), they found that corruption information suppressed turnout in
Emunicipal elections, while expenditure information increased electoral participation and
§.ncumbent parties’ vote share.
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Natural and Field Experiments in the Study of Latin American Politics

it v field experiments in Latin America have investigated how wealth or political
“rions may affect citizens’ access to key services of the state. For example, Fried,
< and Venkataramani (2010) employed an experiment in Mexico City, in which
’ rn'iabile drivers committed identical traffic infractions but socioeconomic characteristics
N = -drivers and their cars were varied at random; they found some evidence that officers
Wiiciccd bribes disproportionately from poorer individuals. Lagunes (2009), on the other
ound that requests for documents under Freedom of Information laws in Mexico
out equally attended to, regardless of any information provided about the wealth
litical connections of applicants.

nally, Hyde (2010) randomly assigned clection monitors to voting centers, as well
i lling stations within those centers, in the 2006 Nicaraguan general elections. The
rimental design allowed her to detect whether electoral monitoring surpressed fraud
somparing centers with monitors to those without monitors) or displaced fraud (by
pemparing polling stations with and without monitors, within veting centers assigned to
ponitoring). Hyde did not find strong evidence of either supression or displacement in this

the calculati

clection.
fpeyond these natural and field experiments; other experimental work in Latin Amer-
an also be mentioned. Of particular interest is Gonzalez-Ocantos, Kiewiet de Jonge,
& <ndez, Osorio, and Nickerson (2010), who estimate the incidence of vote-buying using
t experiment embedded in 2 survey.”? This technique provides an innovative way to
Rvercome problems with social desirability bias in studies of vote-buying and suggests that
fihe prevalence of this practice may be much greater than traditional surveys suggest. Dun-
Ming (2010b) uses an experiment to compare the effects of candidate race and class on voter
feiences in Brazil, while Finan and Schechter (2010) use survey-experimental measures
eciprocity and survey data on vote-buying to argue that individuals with greater inter-
zed norms of reciprocity—who are thus less likely to renege on implicit vote-buying
B tracts—are disproportionately targeted for clientelist transfers in Paraguay. Finally, Des-
osato (2007) uses an experiment to study the effects of positive and negative campaigning,
omparing responses of survey respondents to videos containing negative, positive, or no

complicating

of-means comparisons are made.

Units Of ASSIEIINENT ANQ OULCOLUE, WLLILA Hats L Lotiamieyan o seross -
tal variables are continuous in these studies,
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28 aion message and finding strong effects of vote and turnout intentions.
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55 EStrengths and Limitations of Field and Natural Experiments in Latin America
T
[=} B
b1 B The growing use of field and natural experiments in the study of Latin American politics
- = . . o
B faises the questions: What are their strengths and limitations? Can these methods make
'§ 2 portant contributions to answering the broad substantive questions that tend to animate

Scholars of Latin American politics?
i Elsewhere, I have suggested three criteria along which natural experiments (as well as
Pther research designs) may be evaluated: the plausibility of as-if random assignment, the
dibility of statistical models, and the substantive relevance of the intervention (Dunning
010a). In Latin America as elsewhere, specific field and natural experiments may vary with
féspect to these three criteria. Tradeoffs between these dimensions may routinely arise in

deoffs astutely.

With respect to the first criterion—the plausibility of as-if random assignment—field
petiments tend to be very strong, barring some failure of randomization. So do natural
periments with true randomization, such as the Colombia voucher studies. Strong

*** The treatment conditions and/or instrumen
results are pending. L

* Some complications are introdu
*% Local linear regression is used,
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 regression-discontinuity designs and some “standard” natural experiments (such
Argentina land titling study) can be quite compelling on these grounds as wel].

However, other studies may leave something to be desired in this Tespect, whi¢
undercut the claim that a natural experiment is being used (see Dunning 2008a, 907
In an alleged natural experiment, this assertion should therefore be supported both 1}
available empirical evidence—for example, by showing that treatment and control gr3H
are statistically equivalent on measured pre-treatment covariates, Jjust as they would Likel
be with true randomization—and by a priori reasoning and substantive knowledge aby
process by which treatment assignment took place.™® As I discuss further below, thi
knowledge is often gained only through intensive and close-range fieldwork.

On the second criterion—the credibility of statistical models—field and vr,la»t
experiments should in principle be strong as well. After all, random or as
assignment should ensure that treatment assignment is statistically independent -of ot

factors that influence outcomes. Thus, the need to adjust for confounding varigblQ fiy.

minimal, and a simple difference-of-means test—without control variables—suiffi ey
assess the causal effect of treatment assignment."

Unfortundtely, this analytic simplicity is not inherent in the experimental or
experimental approach. Indeed, many studies analyzing experimental or natural experi
data only present the results of fitting large multivariate regression models—the ‘statistics
assumptions of which are difficult to explicate and defend, let alone validate, and for wh
risks of data mining associated with the fitting of multiple statistical specifications car
Studies of Latin American politics are no exception. In the final column of Table"
indicate whether a simple, unadjusted difference-of-means test is used to evaluate thy
hypothesis of no effect of treatment. While I use a quite permissive coding here, only 2 barg
majority of the studies in the table report unadjusted differences-of-means tests, in addition
to any auxiliary analyses.' For further discussion of these points, see Dunning (2010

Finally, a third dimension along which research designs may vary involves the thes
and substantive relevance of the intervention. Roughly speaking, this criterion corres
to answers to the question: does the intervention assigned by Nature shed light ‘or
effects of a treatment about which we are interested for substantive, policy, or:j
scientific purposes? Answers to this question might be more or less affirmative for a n
of distinct reasons. For instance, the type of subjects or units exposed to the intery )
might be more or less like the populations in which we are most interested (Camipbelj
and Stanley 1963). Next, the particular treatment that has been manipulated by Natilr
might have idiosyncratic effects that are possibly distinct from the effects of treatments Ve
care about most (Dunning 2008a, 2008b). Finally, natural-experimental interventions (li
the interventions in some true experiments) may “bundle” many distinct treatme:
components of treatments, limiting the extent to which a natural experiment isolat
effect of a treatment that we care most about for particular substantive or social-scie
purposes. Below, I will comment further on the success of field and natural experimefl
Latin America along this dimension.

Underlying all three of these dimensions is a fourth that is crucial for achieving s
on the first three dimensions: qualitative methods and substantive knowledge. Indcg

' persuasive use of natural experiments often relies on extensive contextual knowIedg¢ :

example, in the Argentina squatters study, on the process by which treatment assignme!
took place. Case-based knowledge is also often necessary to recognize and validalcayy
potential natural experiment, and the skills of many qualitative researchers are well
to the implementation of field experiments. In both field and natural experiments,
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Natural and Field Experiments in the Study of Latin American Politics

)eriments (suc

ocess observations” (Collier, Brady, and Seawright 2010) can enrich understanding of
ads as well,

th mechanisms and outcomes, perhaps through the kind of “experimental ethnography”
ommended by Sherman and Strang (2004; see Paluck 2008)." Indeed, the act of collecting
inning 2008 i he original data used in natural and field experiments—rather than using off-the-shelf
supported both 1. fata, as is often the case in conventional quantitative analysis—virtually requires scholars
i 1o do fieldwork in some form, which may make scholars aware of the process of treatment
- ' ignment and of details that may be important for interpreting causal effects.” Many
icldwork-oriented researchers working in Latin America may thus be well-positioned to
xploit natural and field experiments as one methodological tool in an overall research
rogram. _
+Research on Latin American politics has often raised important substantive questions
hat often end up stimulating research on other regions as well—such as the sources of
emocratic breakdown and democratization, the causes and consequences of federalism,
¢ the relationship berween political parties and social movements. It is therefore natural
‘for 2 survey-of natural and field experiments in Latin America to ask: can these methods
: elp answer such “big” questions? In this respect, assessing the substantive relevance of
perimental or natura g intervention—the third dimension of the evaluative framework discussed above—seems
particularly relevant for studies of Latin American politics.
- A first point to make in this respect is that many of the studies discussed above do not
nsider apparently trivial topics. For instance, these studies investigate such questions as
the relationship of voting technologies to de facto enfranchisement of illiterates (Fujiwara
] 2009), the impact of electoral rules on policy-making (Fujiwara 2008; Chamon et al.
d to evaluate thie:nul] 2009); the effect of federal transfers on support for political incumbents (De La O 2010;
] ; E Manacorda et al. 2009); and the economic returns to campaign donations (Boas et al. 2010).
They also estimate the party-based electoral advantage provided by incumbency (Titiunik
2009) and investigate other topics that may be key for democratic “deepening,” such as the .
& ability of voters to hold politicians accountable for corrupt acts (De Figueiredo, Hidalgo,
and Kasah 2010, Chong et al. 2011). These are important topics, and investigating them
empirically has previously posed considerable challenges: after all, confounding factors are
ypically associated with electoral rules, federal transfers, or campaign donations, which
makes it difficult to infer the causal effects of such variables. Thus, it seems that these field
nd natural experiments usefully contribute to the study of the topics discussed by other
ontributors to this volume, such as role of political parties in Latin America (chapter 4), the
auses and consequences of decentralization and federalism (chapter 3), and the nature of
ccountability and representation (chapter 8). '

Yet, my survey of the recent rise of natural and field experiments in Latin Arerica also
uggests some weaknesses. For example, one apparent limitation is the absence to date
f large-scale comparison across the various “micro” studies discussed here. Notice, for
'Instance, that all of the studies listed in Table 30.1 are single-country studies.” This is not
: ecessarily bad for all research questions. After all, within-country comparisons have been
raised for a number of different reasons (Snyder 2001), and they are increasingly prevalent
E in comparative politics. Yet, the apparent “one-off” character of some of these experimental

nd natural experimental studies may limit the extent to which their results are integrated
N an explicitly comparative framework. » : ’

- It is important to point out that this defect is not inherent in these methods. Indeed,
the results from some of the separate studies listed in Table 30.1 could allow for interesting
fomparisons across countries. For instance, Manacorda et al’s (2009) study of the electoral
effects of federal transfers in Uruguay is similar to a host of studies on the political impact of
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PROGRESA in Mexico (Green 2005; De La O 2010), as well as conditional cag},.
programs in other countries. In principle, one could also replicate the field expe
listed in the table across multiple countries. Of course, rigorous causal inferenceg
be easy to draw from divergent results across countries, since many factors Vary acros
each context. Yet, interesting insights might nonetheless be obtained from integfatins'si
experiments or natural experiments in a more systematically comparative framework. g
This chapter’s survey also suggests that while analysts increasingly employ SCVer;il
particular kinds of natural experiments—such as regression-discontinuity designs in which
near-winners and near-losers of elections are compared—there may also be many ways to
“extend such designs in interesting and novel directions, as in the RD study by Bogg and -
Hidalgo (2010) on the economic returns to campaign contributions in Brazil. In addition )
many distinct kinds of “standard” natural experiments (i.e., those in which a regression:
discontinuity or instrumental-variables strategy is not used) may await researchers alert to
their possible existence. The list of published, forthcoming, or working papers listed i,
Table 30.1 may represent only the beginning of efforts to use such methods, together wity .
other approaches, to investigate substantively important topics. ‘
In sum, the increasing use of natural and field experiments does appear promising in
many ways. After all, strong research design can play a vital role in bolstering valid causy}
inference. Random or as-if random assignment to treatment plays a key role in overcoming
pervasive issues of confounding. Strong research designs also permit simple and transparent
data analysis, at least in principle if not always in practice. Finally, field and natur]
experiments can sometimes be used to address big, important questions, though the extent
to which an intervention is deemed theoretically relevant may depend on the nature of the
question and the state of scientific progress in answering it. '
Yet, research design alone is also rarely sufficient. Many modes of inquiry seem to be
involved in successful causal inference, and field and natural experiments may be most likely
to be useful when combined with other methods, as one part of an overall research agenda,
For scholars of Latin American politics, particularly those oriented towards intensive
fieldwork, incorporating natural or field experiments into a broader project may allow
successful multi-method work that leverages traditional strengths in the field while also
helping to bolster valid causal inference. In this way, natural and field experiments may
usefully inform the broad debates discussed by other contributors to this volume.

tl'ansﬁ!
rimems
may no

Notes

1 In some experiments, what is manipulated is assignment to treatment conditions; I do not focus
further attention on this subtlety here.

2 Though many experiments are randomized controlled experiments, some are not; for instance,
in some physical science experiments, stimuli are under the control of the experimental
researcher, but there is no randomization of units to treatment conditions (and there may be no
“control” group).

3 There are, of course, other varieties of randomized controlled experiments, such as survey
experiments, in which the effects of variation in question order, the content of vignettes posed
to respondents, or other treatments in the context of survey questionnaires are studied.

4 Thus, a hypothetical experiment in which squatters are assigned at random to receive de j“fe
titles or instead retain only de facto property claims can be described as a field experiment, if
researchers are interested in the effect of actual land titles on the real-world behavior of poor

squatters. - .
5 A number of recent studies might also be described as “lab-in-the-field” experiments, 1n which
subjects from a target population of interest are recruited—for example, through door-to-door
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onditional cashf ] . g8 -interviews with a probability sample of residents—but play behavioral games or are exposed to
e the field ex = other treatments that are standard in lab experiments.

"The lack of randomization involved in this research design helped generate Campbell’s famous
check-list of threats to internal validity in quasi-experiments.

) . -In some settings, the distinction may not imply a major difference: if scholars are interested in
ained from ing TS ' the effects of lotteries for school vouchers in Colombia (an example discussed below), whether
ative framewg  the lotteries are conducted by policy makers or by researchers may be trivial. In other settings,

asingly employ s " however, the greater degree of researcher control over the nature of the manipulation afforded
inuity designs Dl . by randomized controlled experiments may be crucial for testing particular theoretical or sub-
gns1 Gl stantive claims. It is thus useful to retain the distinction between observational studies—even

y also be many {3y
RD study by Boh ,

those that feature true randomization—and randomized controlled experiments.
Such natural experiments are like true experiments in that the treatment is randomized, yet the
manipulation is not typically introduced by the researcher, making these observational studies.
If the treatment has an effect, there may be a sharp discontinuity in the regression lines relat-
- ing the outcome to the forcing variable on cither side of the threshold, which is what gives the
- method its name. This name does not imply that regression modeling is the best way to analyze
- data from an RD design.
“The approach is similar to Miguel, Satyanath, and Sergenu s (2004) use of rainfall growth to
) " instrument for economic growth, in a study of the effect of growth on civil war in Africa.
‘es appear promisi Of course, the studies in Tables 30.1 and 30.2 are not intended as exhaustive censuses of existing
» natural and field experiments in the study of Latin American politics.
" In this list experiment, respondents are shown a list of activities that might have happened
. during the last election; the treatment condition includes a mention of vote-buying, while the
t simple and tl:anspa € © control condition omits this item. Respondents are asked to report how many of the items on the
1ally, field and ; v " occurred during the last elections, not which ones. The experiment may thus ciccumvent social
ions, though the i . o B desirability biases that prevent the direct reporting of vote buying in response to direct ques-
S tions. In fact, Gonzalez-Ocantos et al. (2010) show that using the list experiment can sharply
elevate estimates of the incidence of vote-buying.
. ; : “Pre-treatment covariates” are those whose values are thought to have been determined before
s of inquiry seem : , the intervention of interest took place. In particular, they are not themselves seen as outcomes
1ents may be mést 1] ' of the treatment.
overall research a The causal and statistical model that justifies such simple comparisons is the Neyman (also called
nted towards.in the Neyman-Rubin-Holland) model; see I?unning (2010a) for further discussion.
. - If an analyst reports results from a bivariate regression of the outcome on a constant and a
1c.16r project may Lovs dummy variable for treatment, without control variables, this is coded as a simple difference-of-
in the field whileglso means test—even though estimated standard errors can be misleading (Freedman 2008, Dun-
field expenmen e ning 2010a).
5> this volume. > Experimental ethnography may refer to the deep or extensive interviewing of selected subjects
assigned to treatment and control groups. The focus may be qualitative and interpretive in
nature, with the meaning subjects attribute to the treatment (or its absence) being a central topic
of concern.
This seems true to some extent even when scholars hire survey firms, as they must still interact

conditions; I do notfoc ; with a local firm to design the study, train investigators, and so on.
: For apparently fortuitous reasons, Brazil appears quite over-represented, with fully 13 of 22 or
some are not; for < nearly 60 percent of studies in Table 30.1 focused on this country.
trol of the expérimen
ions (and there ma
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