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Very interesting project at the core of democratic backsliding
Study the role of screening, and training on electoral outcomes in a critical juncture

Questions

▶ What are the electoral effects of a screening and training program for new politicians?

▶ Does it affect competence and representation?

This paper

▶ Focus on: RenovaBR version for local elections in 2019

▶ Context: Brazil council elections of 2020

Punchline

⇒ Screening + Training

1. ↑ the likelihood of candidacy
2. Conditional on being able to run ⇀ trained politicians receive ↑ votes
3. Conditional on being able to run ⇀ no effects on winning
4. Differences in competence and representation only through screening
5. Variance decomposition: Screening >> Training



Many things to like about this paper
Assessment and Contributions

▶ Novel data

– Individual-level data on performance and ideology during screening by judges

▶ Theory

– Modeling of observed and potentially unobserved drivers of program selection

▶ Contribution
▶ Expands recent work on politician selection & incentives in other countries
– Pro-social motives or “the call-to-serve” in Pakistan (Gulzar & Khan, 2024)
– Role of party leaders in the selection in Sierra Leone (Casey, Kamara, & Meriggi, 2021)
▶ Importance of screening and training in candidate selection by “civil society”

▶ Key differences in contrast to RCT studies

1. No pure control group → within analysis of self-selected citizens who wanted the training
2. Yet, propose a new model of selection and a variance decomposition analysis
3. A well-intended and top-notch training program (in principle, a bottom-up approach)



A well-intended and top-notch training program



It made me reflect on three sets of questions and potential extensions

1. Role of political parties

2. RenovaBR as a bundled treatment and the importance of networks

3. Capture: Broader implications of this type of program and scale-up
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The paper seems to downplay the role of party screening in candidate selection



1. Shouldn’t we consider the role of political parties?
The paper seems to downplay the role of party screening in candidate selection
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Model & empirics implicitly assume participants can decide on candidacy unilaterally, but

1. All candidates have first to be endorsed by an established party (no independents)
▶ This has to happen at least 6 months before the election

2. Conditional on being party affiliated, parties chose from their rank-and-file
▶ , e.g., party conventions + each party can only nominate up to 1.5 times the available seats

3. Conditional on being able to run, decide who to support more during the campaigns
▶ Even within the party, the allocation of resources depends on perceived prospects

RenovaBR may have affected these steps (+/-)

▶ Concern: Treatment relates to obs and unobservables also considered by parties

▶ May be responsible for the muted effects on winning, competence, and representation?

▶ Suggestion: Retrospective data on how they were further screened + model parties
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RenovaBR is a mixture of screening, training, access to influence networks, and spillover effects
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To interpret the results and their implications, it is important to realize that beyond training:

1. RenovaBR provided access to influence networks
(specific donors who backed RenovaBR, contacts, media influence, etc.)
▶ Influence networks also have a margin of screening and support
▶ Even if positively selected, a concern if parties reversed the positive selection precisely

because of that
▶ A problem, too, if such influence implies backing up specific ideologies

2. Furthermore, it might have had spillover effects
▶ So it is hard to assume (as in the model and the empirical strategy) that they didn’t affect

the never-trained (e.g., efforts of the not-chosen)
▶ Positive too: Networks of alumni (if running for the same election, effects might have to be

canceled out?)



3. What about capture? Scale-up and broader implications
Who funds RenovaBR? Who funds candidates? What about the expected influence of money in politics?

1. Can we extend the insights and lessons beyond councils? Brazil?

2. Challenge anywhere: Scaling while ensuring diverse representation and independence
▶ Risk of RenovaBR influencing political agendas as it scales
▶ Potential vulnerability to interests of private funders
▶ Raises questions on maintaining democratic integrity as it scales







Conclusion

▶ Stimulating and thought-provoking project

▶ Great balance between theory and empirics

▶ Potential to be THE empirical contribution to our understanding of training programs and
selection process for new politicians in LMICs

▶ Yet, I believe there is still much to explore in the pipeline up to ”election day”

1. Selection by parties
2. Selection by other interest groups (lobbyists, media outlets)

▶ Implications for repeated versions of programs like this?
▶ How can the system avoid being captured by the same parties and networks of influence?



Thanks!



Miscellaneous

▶ The model and the current version of the paper and slides are about reducing entry costs,
but nothing in the empirical analysis speaks directly to that.

▶ Heterogeneity in individual effort (effect in benefits, not in costs) might be the driver,
would be consistent with the documented results

▶ It’s hard to claim identification of the selection margin without downstream outcomes of
the never-elected and never-trained (passed over).

▶ Model assumptions?


