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Abstract

This paper analyses the impact of local democmastitutions on the political attitudes
of citizens living in contexts of territorial exdion. More specifically, departing from a
natural experiment design, this research seeksstablesh the causal impact of
mayoralties, recently created in small towns induray, on the political attitudes and
involvement of their citizens. We are mostly instesl in those towns that are severely

affected by structural conditions. Thus, to evau#tte actual impact of political
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institutions on the political attitudes and invaivent of those citizens, we analyze the
consequences of this recent institutional innovatiotwo territorially excluded towns

in Uruguay: Fray Marcos and Casupa. NEEDS REVIEW?

Introduction

How does the creation of democratic institutionthatlocal level impact on territorially
excluded citizens” attitudes and involvement initjpsl? Are structural conditions, i.e.
socio-economic conditions, an insurmountable obstacmodify citizens” relationship
with politics? The potential consequences of deedination reforms have been a
subject of substantive consideration in the digogpl Moreover, the relationship
between inequality, poverty and individuals” in\ervent in politics has also gained
attentiorf. In this study, we take advantage of a naturaksrent research design in
order to isolate the effect of the creation of Iggalitical institutions on the political
behavior and citizens” attitudes living in previlyudisregarded small locations. With
this study, we aim to contribute on the debate #abthe actual impact of
decentralization reforms and, more specifically, agsess how these types of reforms
affect the relationship between inequality—here regped in terms of territorial

exclusion—and citizens” interest and involvemeryatitics.

The analyses on the causal impact of decentralizagforms reached very dissimilar

results (Eaton and Connerley 2010) and it has hmmmiaminated with normative

2 This has been the case since several scholarsdmered the black box of the relationship between

modernization and democracy (REFERENCES).



preferences. Moreover, after an initial excitemevith the potential benefits of
decentralization reforms, scholars have become meugal about their results (Grindle
2007, 6). To make matters worse, it is even lesardiow this type of reforms actually
impact on specific contexts (e.g. in contexts aqural income distribution).

Our analysis has been conducted in two extrematilasi small towns of Uruguay: Fray
Marcos and Casupa. In 2009 Uruguay implemented eerdealization reform.
Mayoralties were created across the country. Theskgpulated a first stage in which
only some towns would create elected mayoraltiée procedure generated an as-if-
random assignment, in which one town (in this stu@gsupa) received the treatment
(i.e. the creation of local representative insittas) and the other (Fray Marcos) became
the control group—see below for further detdilEii®@X—.> We present this kind of
design precisely to generate new empirical evidemeckto test the existence of a causal
relationship between institutional innovation ate thocal level and changes on
individuals™ political attitudes. The very strengthh a natural experiment research
design is given by its internal validity and thusydes a great opportunity to evaluate

a causal argument.

The article proceeds as follows: First, we preseattheoretical argument. Second, we
introduce the methodological considerations, inicigda justification of the natural
experiment research design. Third, we introducedtita and the results. The paper ends

with a discussion and a conclusion.

The Theory

3 On the empirical side of the story, no naturalezikpent research design has been applied for this

purpose (Dunning 2008a).



For many decades, policymakers, international fireninstitutions, politicians and
scholars have widely promoted decentralization &sohto deepen democracy. It was
believed that, by adding layers of participatioapubcratic quality would be improved
(Campbell 1993, Diamond and Tsalik 1999). The wpdead application of this kind of
reforms motivated some authors to talk about aédtalization revolution” (Grindle,

2007).

Decentralization was conceived as a reform to @mraec unresolved and increasing
tensions of classic models of representative demegcm fiscal, administrative and
political spheres. After the implementation of various models of decalization

reforms (through devolution, deconcentration andfelegation) the scholarly debate
centered on the actual impact of decentralizatidme evaluation involved topics as
diverse as the impact on policies’ efficiency ocdbdevelopment (Huther and Shah
1999, Johnson 2001), on party systems (SabatinB,2B§an 2004, Harbers 2010,
Morgan 2012) on their impact on democratic goveceaiGrindle 2007) or, on citizen’s
democratic attitudes and beliefs (Meguid, 2007;kelys 2010; Eaton and Connerley,
2010). Nonetheless, there is no consensus on tecsuThe main reason behind this

lack of consensus lies in the empirical work ofetént studies and, more substantively,

“In this review we put aside the theoretical disinrss on federalism which is sometimes referred as
closely related to decentralization. Also, theransinteresting strand in the literature that s¢elenswer
when central governments decide to implement thgses of reforms which also exceeds the purposes of

our research (O’Neill 2003, Willis et al. 1999 dralleti 2005).



on the different emphasis on different aspectseckdtralization (whether it is efficacy

in terms of policy or its value as a democraticamter)’

The lack of firm empirical grounds has contributixl an increasing polarization
between promoters and skeptics of decentralizghMeyguid, 2007; Faletti 2010). This
deficit is particularly troublesome in Latin Amegicwhere decentralization reforms
have been implemented throughout the region, eslbesince the third wave of

democratization (Faletti 2010).

Moreover, on the specific issue of interest for oesearch, most of the literature
concerned with political citizen’s engagement daes offer neither strong evidence
regarding the general impact, nor about the dweatif the causal relationship between

decentralization reforms and political engagemé@we( 2001; + REFERENCES).

As argued above, in Latin America decentralizatreas first conceived as a way to
advance democratic consolidation. In this line, Fb&94) argues that decentralization
enables the rupture of authoritarian enclaves. ;Tasishe argument goes, democracy at
the local level enhances democracy at the natilmval from below. Later, scholars
realized that decentralization comes in many foamg it is applied in very different
contexts, leading to very dissimilar results regagdts property as an enhancer of
democratic quality (Rodden 2004, Bardhan y MooldeerR006). Goldfrank (2006)
provides an interesting comparative account orehfit experiences with local level

participation and sets some conditions that iner¢las probability of having a healthy

® Schneider (2003) made a significant contributionierms of concept and measurement by proposing a

clear-cut definition and measures.



decentralization mechanism. In this line, Schonggit (2006) and Greaves (2004)
highlight conditions under which local level meclsans might result in pernicious
results in terms of democratic quality. Samuels 080 also mentions that

decentralization might increase clientelism.

In more general terms, there is another strandhefscholarly research that has paid
attention to the effects of poverty and inequadihd citizens” involvement in politics.
For the last few decades, scholars have tried ém dpe black box in the relationship
between modernization and democratization (Ruesgbmestephens, and Stephens
1992, Boix 2003, Acemoglu and Robinson 2006, ammoagy others). However, there
are scant analyses of the impact of inequality poldical interest and involvement in

general, and its impact at the local level, inipatar.

Solt (2008) conducted the first empirical analymisthe effect of inequality on political
attitudes. The author divides the debate on theaathpf inequality on citizens’
involvement in politics into three groups (relatpewer, conflict, and resource theory).
He tests these three different approaches in umpdalle income democracies. His
research concludes that results are only consistgnttherelative power theoryln a
nutshell, lower quintiles of income have less padit involvement. In his own words:
“Declining political interest, discussion of potif, and participation in elections among
poorer citizens with rising inequality attest t@ timcreased ability of relatively wealthy
individuals to make politics meaningless for thoséh lower incomes in such
circumstances.” (Solt, 2008: 58). With our reseamé try to provide some empirical

evidence on the effects of institutions—democratstitutions at the local level— as an



intervening variable between inequality—tested mak and territorially excluded

towns— and political attitudés.

Thus, we assess the effective impact of the creationayoralties on citizens’ behavior
and political attitudes in two Uruguayan small t@nMocated in the countryside that,
with the implementation of a decentralization refcn 2009, provide an unusual and

particularly rich standard natural experiment eoiwvment.

The Uruguayan case is interesting in many wayseyeyy Latin American country,
Uruguay has a segmented socfEThis trait is expressed in territorial terms. Howe
its institutions of democratic representation hawet undergone the significant
challenges described in the literature on Latin Ac@e in the last two decades
(Hagopian and Mainwaring 2005, Mainwaring et al0O@Q) democratic consolidation
has undergone relatively smoothly. Thus, there osreason to expect a causal
relationship between weak central institutions aedentralization. Even though the
aforementioned reform is the first relevant steptlus direction in a country that, as
Eaton (2004) points out, has one of the most ckrgcdhstates in Latin America, it was
not a desperate answer to a legitimacy crisis. kletiere is no reason to expect that
decentralization will reinforce a hypothetical was cycle—which is sometimes
regarded as an unintended consequence of deceatiaii in fragile democracies

(REFERENCE).

® See Pifieiro and Rosenblatt (2011) for an anabfsimlitical agency as another intervening variatue
this relationship.

'Schneider (2003) claims that local elections isnaicator of political decentralization. This refor
stipulated elections at the local level, concutyewith the election ofntentendentesThe first was
celebrated in May, 2010.

8See Lunafprthcoming for an analysis of the political implications sggmented societies in Chile and
Uruguay.



Moreover, we are not only able to evaluate the chpéthe decentralization reform on
its own but we can also do so in context of histly territorially excluded locations.
We compare two small towns territorially excludedoni the dynamic cities
(Montevideo, Salto). Hence, in theoretical termsawe dealing with a crucial case to
evaluate decentralization in its own terms, angdtential impact on citizens” attitudes
and involvement. In methodological terms, it israque opportunity since the reform

implementation provided a natural experiment situnat

The main goal of our research is to assess thecingbanstitution building—that brings

political institutions closer citizens—on attitudasd political behavior. In this sense,
can democratic institutional building overcome wwai@ble structural conditions? Are
institutions a way to foster political interest amgolvement among social-territorially
excluded citizens? Does the creation of mayoraklieshe local level in previously

disregarded Uruguayan towns change their citizeslationship towards politics? For
this purpose, we measured citizens’ political ias¢rand participation in both towns, i.e.

the treatment (Casupda) and the control (Fray Marcos

The Natural Experiment

As Dunning (2008a) points out, the use of naturgdeeiments in social science has
sharply increased in the last decade. This kindreskarch design has two main
advantages. First, it allows researchers to sobmeesof the most common problems
with conventional observational studies, i.e. thendamental problem of causal

inference (Holland, 1986). In this sense, it pesmib make more valid causal



inferences. Secondly, natural experiments havevitiees of mix-methods research,
which take advantage of the strengths of both tpiale and quantitative methods
(Dunning, 2010). In this section, we will justifge natural experiment setting in which
we survey the causal argument. For this purpose,wille answer the following

questions: is there a treatment and a control grdnphis sense, is it possible to claim
that the assignment followed an as-if-random praoe® Is the intervention relevant for

a theoretical argument? (based on Dunning IQMR 2012

Uruguay is a small and highly centralized coung&lgout half of its population lives in

Montevideo, the capital city (see Map 1 below). Btorer, it concentrates the most
relevant political institutions and services. Altigh there is an extended network of
welfare state institutions throughout the coun#ryast percentage of citizens who live
outside Montevideo—and some of the other mainssitbave an infrequent access to

decision-making institutions and do not have insins attentive to their local needs.

Map 1.Population Density in Uruguay (estimation2605)

Source: http://sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu



The first leftist government (led by Tabaré Vazqlemmplemented an institutional
reform in 2009 (Law 18.567 of decentralization asitizen participation) with the
purpose of decentralizing and stimulating local tipgration. Among its main
aspirations, the law creates mayoralties with time af “... providing efficient state
services aiming to bring closer State managemeall fts inhabitants” and to promote
“citizen participation®® (art. 3). These expectations are in line with ¢élpectations of
the promoters of political institutions at the Iblevel (Bardhan and Mookherjee 2006;

Grindle 2007).

The 18567 Law of 2009 stipulated that for the fpktise (until 2015) mayoralties were
going to be established in towns of at least 50@0alitants among each
departamentd’ Since most of theepartamentoslo not comply with the threshold, the
law stipulated that at least two mayoralties habecareated in the two most populated
towns of eacldepartamentoFor that purpose, ea¢htendentevould base its decision
on the 2004 census. This ensured that the creatiorayoralties was not contaminated
by political calculus or spurious critefiaThus, the decision to create mayoralties in

some towns but not in others generated an as-tleranassignment of the treatment

*Tabaré Vazquez was elected as president repregehtnleft-of-center Broad FronErente Ampli
party. TheFrente Ampliowon the 2004 presidential election and it gaineel subsequent election in
2009. By the end of Vazquez's administration, #ferm became law.
10-|- H

ransalation by the authors.
Y“Uruguay is administratively divided in nineteen dgments departamentds Departamentos are the
second level of government.
20ur conversation with severaltendentegpolitical authority at thelepartamentdevel) and policy-

makers of different state institutions confirm thatpolitical calculus has contaminated the denisio

10



(towns were mayoralty created) and control (towhst tranked third on each

departamentan terms of its population) groups.

We still have to answer the last question: is thiervention relevant in theoretical
terms? In other words, is the estimated effectytrelated to the causal effect? To
answer this question we provide a new rule to ataeldhe relationship between the
estimated effect and the causal effect. In our yvieme of the most sensitive issues
regarding natural experiments is the relationslkefvben what the researcher considers
as the treatment effect and her causal argumerd.i3leven more daunting when the
researcher works with a small-n research desigit (& our case). In this sense, there
are two crucial questions to evaluate the relevasfcthe intervention: What is the
logical distance between the treatment and theataargument? Also, what is the

temporal distance between the two? This lead2tbya? table (see Table 1).

Table 1. Rule to evaluate the relationship betweetneatment and causal claim

Long temporal distance Short temporal distance
Long logical distance No natural experiment No redtexperiment
Short logical distance Strong qualitative eviden&motential Natural experiment
should support the validation

What do we mean by “logical distance”? We belieliat tthe treatment has to be
contained in the causal argument exposed by theargser. Otherwise the risks of
having confounders rise exponentially. Why the terap distance between the
treatment and the causal claim is important? Gitlest the researcher does not
manipulate the assignment of treatment and comtrdier units, the more the time
elapses between the treatment and the evaluatiotheofcausal argument might

contaminate the plausibility of the natural expemt

11



In this sense, our rule comes to improve the olwe&valuation of natural experiments
regarding the relevance of the intervention. Foaneple, Posner’s (2004) paper on
inter-ethnic attitudes in Zambia and Malawi doe$ meet the threshold according to
our rule: the temporal and logical distances betwde treatment and his causal
argument are too far apart. In this sense, Dun(20d2 IQMR) classifies Posner’s as
having the least relevant intervention of a sebectof natural experiment research
designs.

It is worth mentioning that our criteria should\newed as a second stage rule, i.e. it is
necessary but not sufficient. The most importanbphdhat a potential natural
experiment design has to overcome is related tthelery existence of two groups:
treatment and control, and b) the randomness afrasent to each one (or as-if-

random). Regarding our own design, we have alreadyered these two above.

How does our natural experiment meet our crite@a® analysis is based on the impact
of local level institutional building in small townn Uruguay. Thus, the treatment is
directly related to our causal argument (which wik @evelop in further detail below).

Moreover, the treatment has been applied one \efardowe conducted our fieldwork.

Case Selection: Which towns are the most suitaloledvaluation?

The similarity between the treatment and controlugs is asine qua norcondition to
conduct a natural experiment research design.H®stage of our research, we decided
to analyze the best possible pair of towns (treatnand control groups). For this
purpose, we chose the perfect match, trying to ieéite potential confounders
(Dunning 2012). We conducted a very strict analgsighe pre-treatment equivalence

of the treated and untreated units (pair of towig).accomplish this, we proceeded

12



with a survey of indicators and we collected ga#le evidence to fully understand the

context. We came with the best possible pair ofimw

More specifically, in order to confirm the resemida between Casupa and Fray
Marcos regarding the theoretically relevant vaeablve followed many steps. In the
first place, we gathered secondary data. Someeofdbults of this research are listed
above. Second, we used some qualitative technigqués. interviewed qualified

informants (scholars, journalists, politicians, goalicy-makers that are continuously
involved with these kind of locations) and visitisé towns to make some observations

and to have informal interviews with inhabitants.

Casupa and Fray Marcos are small towns locatechéndépartamentoof Florida
(center- south of Uruguay, about 120 kilometersnfiglontevideo). According to the
2004 census (Table 2), Casupa had a population6@®B82and was the second most
populated town in Florida (after Sarandi GrandedyMarcos, had 2.509, just 159 less
than Casupa—which explains why Casupa chose amaagbthe local council at the
municipal elections of 2010 and Fray Marcos did. ktdwever, qualitative evidence
suggests that in 2012 Fray Marcos has actuallyassgal Casupa as the second most

populated town in Florida.

Casupéa and Fray Marcos are almost identical inyetrexoretically relevant variable.
Both have similar demographic and socioeconomicatiteristics, and they are just
twelve kilometers apart (7 miles). The census dataals that the localities are not only
similar in the number of inhabitants, but also loait age and sex structures. Qualitative

evidence also suggests that both towns are similderms of types of economic

13



activities. Moreover, both towns have a similartdnigal political behavior. Even if we
consider variables which tend to be particularlgtable in Uruguay, such as turnout in

primary elections (which are not mandatory), theemblance between the towns is

astonishing.
Table 2. List of Selected VariableS
Variable Casupa Fray Marcos
Population (2004) 2668 2509
Education level (in years,67.09 (with none or up to 666.67 (with none or up to 6
1996} years of education) years of education)
Votes cast in the last primaril332 (54,3% of 1241 (51,2% of
election (2009) habilitadog habilitadog
Who won the first round of National Party National Party
the last election? (2009)

180UI’CGh'ttp:llobservatoriosocial.mides.qub.uv/mides/thdés/portalMides/portal.php
Source: Data provided by ti@orte Electoral

The flaws of our design

Since our analysis is based on inferences at tha tevel we have an n=2. Thus, in
statistical terms our research has a problem vtéhdsrd errors. However, the purpose
of this stage of our research agenda is to presamtative conclusions based on
gualitative evidence. We have used a quantitabeé (see below) in order to be stricter

with our conclusions on each town. MORE DEVELOPMENT

As it is common with other experiments (whetherythee natural or not), the main flaw

of this type of research relates to its externdlditg. It is impossible to provide

13 For further references see the online appendix
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generalizations about the phenomena under studyveldr, their strong research
design ensures a better assessment of the cagsahemt. Still, we are aware of the
limitations of our conclusions and we conceive tesearch as a first contribution to the
assessment of the impact of decentralization re§aymcitizens” attitudes and political

involvement, particularly in contexts of socio-tarial exclusion.

The causal argument: Isolating the effect of decerdlization reforms

Our research focus in the political attitudes arshadvior of citizens living in
territorially excluded towns. Particularly, we watat assess if the creation of local

political institutions have an impact over thoseatales.

More specifically, we wanted to determine if thame mean differences between our
treatment and control groups in those variablesvegit to define political behavior and
attitudes toward politics. We measured those vesathrough a survey conducted in
representative samples of both groups. We haveegedvthe variance between the
means of the clusters regarding: the attendanpeltbcal meetings and attendance to
social activities, involvement in partisan actiegj as well as interest in politics,
confidence on a broad set of political instituti@msl the evaluation of different political
and social organizations’ performances. Hence, vatuated the results in terms of a
multi-dimensional conceptualization of legitimacBofpth and Seligson 2009) and

citizens” involvement in politics.

Regarding our hypotheses, we believe that in cesteiterritorial exclusion—defined

as a weak physical and productive connection vighgolitical and economic center of

15



the country—the creation of political institutioas$ local level increase the positive
attitudes and proactive behavior of citizens towapwlitics. We expected that the
citizens of Casupa (treatment group) to exhibitenuositive political attitudes towards
politics than Fray Marcos’ citizens (control grou@s well, we expected Casupa

citizens to be more engaged in politics than Fraydds’.

However, we departed our fieldwork being agnoskhowt the outcome. According to
the literature, it is expected that decentralizatieforms do have some type of
significant impact on the population that receitlesse types of reforms. Hence, we
were agnostic on the direction of the change. Ag#me strength of the natural

experiment allows the researcher to focus on tsgydeather than the causal argument.

Data and Analysis

We have conducted surveys in both cluster groupsy@a and Fray Marcos). We built
a probabilistic sample of 150 citizens for eachnid®00 citizens were polled in total)
based on the National Census Phase | (2004). Tihnessamples allowed us to detect

significant differences of means above 10% betvggenps with a 95% of confidence.

Also, we conducted several interviews and we in@dlin many informal conversations

in each town and with politicians and policy-makeffis was extremely important

since there is scant systematic information onghgses of towns in Uruguay.
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According to Dunning (2011), one of the most impaottadvantages of using natural
experiments as multi-method research is their agpéx combine the simplicity and

transparency of quantitative analysis with the &t of qualitative analysis.

Following this statement, we combine a mean-corsparianalysis—using the classic
Neyman model (Freedman, 2006)—of the relevant kbagafor our two cluster groups
with a qualitative analysis of the data gatheredhwhe focus groups.As we are
confident in the strength of our natural experimeasearch design, the mean
comparison of cluster groups is a simple and traresg way to show causal effects

(Angrist and Pischke, 2008).

Results

Conclusion
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