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Research questions

1. Do elections discipline politicians?
▶ Does the prospect of reelection change what politicians do in office?

2. Do voters use information to hold politicians accountable?
▶ Do they punish bad performance and reward good performance when they learn

about it?



Why are these questions hard to answer?

Challenges

▶ Reelection incentives and voter information are not randomly assigned

▶ Politicians are selected: those reelected differ from those who are not

▶ Corruption and effort are hidden and hard to measure

Research designs we need

▶ Variation in incentives: term limits, close elections, timing relative to elections

▶ Exogenous variation in information: random audits, media markets, field
experiments

▶ Objective measures of performance: audit reports, censuses of infrastructure



Politicians’ responsiveness

▶ If voters use information to enforce accountability, politicians should respond by
adjusting their behavior

▶ The main source of accountability in democracies is the prospect of reelection

▶ Do politicians that face reelection incentives behave differently? Are they more
accountable to voters?



Setting: reelection incentives for Brazilian mayors

▶ Mayors serve 4-year terms; a 1997
constitutional amendment allowed
one consecutive reelection

▶ In the 2001–2004 term, some
mayors were in their first term
(could run again in 2004), others
in their second term (lame ducks)

▶ Federal audits measure corruption
in that same term, so both types
of mayors are observed under the
same rules
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amendment that enabled mayors to run for a second consecutive term in 2000 elec-
tions. Second, in 2003 the Controladoria Geral da União (CGU) introduced an ambi-
tious anticorruption program that audits municipalities for their use of federal funds. 
These audit reports provide objective measures of corruption at the municipal level for 
the 2001–2004 electoral term.9 These data, combined with the constitutional amend-
ment, allow us to compare the corruption levels between municipalities where mayors 
are in their first term to those where mayors are in their second term.

A. Brazilian Mayors and Their Political Horizons

Brazil is one of the most decentralized countries in the world. Local governments 
receive, on average, $35 billion per year from the federal government to provide a 
significant share of public services in the areas of education, health, transportation, 
and local infrastructure. Despite some constitutional mandates that allocate por-
tions of the budget to certain sectors, the mayor in conjunction with local legislators 
decide how to spend these resources. Each year the mayor proposes a detailed bud-
get, itemizing spending on all programs and public work projects. The local legis-
lature analyzes the budget proposal and then returns it to the mayor with or without 
line-items vetoes. Upon receiving the revised budget, the mayor then decides how 
much to spend on all of the approved items. With the large influx of resources to 
municipalities, local politicians, and particularly mayors, are important political fig-
ures both at the local and in some cases the national level.

Given these potential benefits from office, it is not surprising that over 73 per-
cent of mayors run for reelection. But the fact that only 40 percent of mayors have 
been reelected since the introduction of a second consecutive term is surprising, 
especially compared to the large incumbency effects that exist in United States.10 

9 Municipal elections are held countrywide at the end of the year. The new administration begins in January of 
the following year.

10 Other developing countries, such as India, do display small or even negative incumbency effects (Leigh L. 
Linden 2004).
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Figure 1. Timeline of the Electoral Cycles and Audit Timing

Notes: Figure shows the timing of Brazil’s municipal elections and the introduction of the audit program. It also 
depicts the period over which the federal funds were audited and when the constitutional amendment allowing for 
a second consecutive term in office took place.



Measuring corruption from audit reports

▶ Since 2003, the CGU selects municipalities by public lottery (50–60 per draw,
among those with fewer than 450,000 inhabitants)

▶ Auditors inspect accounts, documents and public works; each report lists every
irregularity and the amount of federal funds involved

▶ The authors read each report and code corruption as:
▶ fraud in procurement, diversion of public funds, over-invoicing

▶ Main measure: share of audited resources involving corruption; also the number of
corrupt irregularities and the share of items audited

▶ Sample: 476 municipalities from the first 11 lotteries; 79% have at least one
corrupt irregularity



Empirical strategy

Compare first-term mayors (who can run again) with second-term mayors (who
cannot):

ri = β Ii + Xiφ+ Ziγ + εi

ri : share of audited resources involving corruption in municipality i ; Ii = 1 if the mayor is in his
first term; Xi , Zi : municipal and mayor characteristics. Reelection incentives discipline if
β < 0.

Two threats

▶ Selection: second-term mayors won
reelection, so they may differ in ability

▶ Experience: second-term mayors may be
better at hiding (or at extracting) rents

How the paper addresses them

▶ Rich controls, plus state and lottery
intercepts

▶ Regression discontinuity on the 2000
election margin of victory

▶ Compare with first-term mayors of similar
ability and experience



Reelection incentives lower corruption 1291Ferraz and Finan: Electoral Accountability and CorruptionVOL. 101 NO. 4

A. Main Results on Corruption

Table 4 presents regression results from estimating several variants to equation 
(1), where the dependent variable is the share of audited resources that involved cor-
ruption. Column 1 reports the unadjusted relationship between whether the mayor is 
in his first term and the share of stolen funds. The remaining columns correspond to 
specifications that include additional sets of controls. The specifications presented in 
columns 2–4 account for various mayors, and demographic and institutional charac-
teristics of the municipality, whereas the specifications in columns 5 and 6 include, 
in addition to the other controls, indicators for when the municipality was selected 
for audit (lottery intercepts) and state intercepts. The specification presented in col-
umn 6, where reelection incentives are identified from only within state and lottery 
variation, accounts for any state-specific or lottery-specific unobservable that might 
have affected political corruption. It also controls for any differences across states 
(and in effect across time) for how the municipalities may have been audited.

From the bivariate relationship in column 1, we see that first-term mayors are 
associated with a 1.9 percentage point decrease in corruption. At an average corrup-
tion level of 0.074 among second-term mayors, this estimate represents a 27 percent 
decline. As seen in the other columns, the inclusion of additional controls has a 
minimal effect on the point estimate. For example, in column 6, which controls 
for state and lottery intercepts and various mayor and municipal characteristics, 

Table 4—The Effects of Reelection Incentives on Corruption

Dependent variable Share of audited resources involving corruption

OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS Matching Tobit
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Mayor in first term −0.019 −0.020 −0.020 −0.024 −0.026 −0.027 −0.028 −0.042
[0.009]** [0.010]** [0.010]** [0.011]** [0.011]** [0.011]** [0.010]** [0.012]**

R2 0.01 0.08 0.10 0.12 0.14 0.20 n/a n/a
Observations 476 476 476 476 476 476 476 476

Mayor characteristics No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Municipal 
  characteristics

No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Political and judicial 
  institutions

No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Lottery intercepts No No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
State intercepts No No No No No Yes Yes Yes

Notes: This table reports the effects of reelection incentives on share of resources found to involve corruption. 
Columns 1–6 present the results of an OLS regression of the dependent variables listed in that column on an indica-
tor variable for whether the mayor is in his first term. Column 7 estimates the relationship using Abadie and Imbens 
(2004) matching estimator, and column 8 uses a Tobit specification and reports marginal effects. The log likelihood 
for the Tobit estimation is 194.20. Mayor characteristics include the age, gender, education, and party affiliation. 
Municipal characteristics: population expressed in logarithms, percentage of the population that has at least a sec-
ondary education, percentage of the population that lives in the urban sector, new municipality, log GDP per cap-
ita per in 2002, Gini coefficient.  Political and judicial institutions include: effective number of political parties in 
the legislature, the number of legislators divided by the number of voters, the share of the legislature that is of the 
same party as the mayor, and whether the municipality is judiciary district, and the amount of resources sent to the 
municipality expressed in logarithms. Robust standard errors are displayed in brackets.

*** Significant at the 1 percent level.
  ** Significant at the 5 percent level.
    * Significant at the 10 percent level.

First-term mayors: 1.9 p.p. less corruption (column 1), a 27% decline relative to the
second-term mean of 7.4%



Regression discontinuity: close reelection races in 2000

▶ 328 municipalities where the
incumbent ran in 2000: if he
barely won, a lame duck governs
in 2001–04; if he barely lost, a
first-term mayor does

▶ Corruption jumps at the threshold:
RD estimates between −0.028 and
−0.047

▶ Effects robust to controlling for
political experience
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and ability and corruption are positively correlated, then our results overestimate 
the effects of reelection incentives. To explore this potential bias, we can compare 
the corruption levels of second-term mayors to the subset of first-term mayors who 
are reelected in the subsequent elections in 2004. By selecting on this subset of first-
term mayors, we are comparing first- and second-term mayors with similar levels of 
innate political ability.

The results of this comparison are reported in column 1 of Table 7. The coef-
ficient on the first-term indicator increases in magnitude to −0.040 (robust stan-
dard error = 0.013), suggesting that second-term mayors extract a higher level of 
rents from office even compared to first-term mayors of similar political ability. It 
is important to note, however, that the larger coefficient on the first-term dummy 
was expected because the dissemination of the audit program decreased the prob-
ability that corrupt mayors were reelected (Ferraz and Finan 2008). To control 
for the effects of the audits, we use an alternative strategy where we estimate the 
probability of reelection using the sample of mayors who were not audited before 
the 2004 elections (and hence voters did not have this information) and compute 
the predicted probability of a first-term mayor getting reelected.25 We then compare 

25 We constructed a propensity score for whether the mayor was reelected in the 2004 elections using vari-
ous mayor and municipal characteristics. These characteristics included: the mayor’s gender, education, marriage 
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Figure 2. The Effects of Reelection Incentives on Corruption

Notes: Figure shows the share of audited resources involving corruption by the margin of victory for incumbents 
who ran for reelection in 2000. Each figure presents mean corruption for a bin size of 30 percentage points (hol-
low circles) along with the fitted values from a third degree polynomial fit on each side of the discontinuity. The 
dashed lines denote 90 percent confidence intervals. These estimates were computed for a sample size of 328 
municipalities.



Reelection incentives and effort: matching grants

▶ If reelection incentives matter, first-term mayors should not only steal less but also
work harder

▶ Matching grants from federal ministries are the only way mayors can attract
additional discretionary resources
▶ Not formula-based: they depend on the mayor’s ability and effort
▶ They fund visible public works (roads, schools, clinics) that can win votes

▶ Do first-term mayors attract more grants? Is the gap larger as the election
approaches?



First-term mayors attract more grants as the election approaches
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∑
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αt (Tt × Ii ) + λt + ηi + ϵit

yit : grant outcome of municipality i in year t (2001–04); Tt × Ii : year × first-term mayor; λt : year FE; ηi :
municipality FE. Points are αt with 95% CIs, relative to 2001. Source: Ferraz and Finan (2011), Table 9.



Does anticipated public disclosure discipline politicians?

▶ Banerjee, Enevoldsen,
Pande & Walton (2024)

▶ Delhi municipal councillors

▶ Newspaper report cards on
their performance before
the election



The experiment

1. In 2010, two years before the election, councillors in a random two-thirds of wards
were told a major newspaper would publish their report card

2. Report cards showed how each councillor spent their discretionary fund and their
attendance

3. Question: do councillors change spending toward what slum dwellers want?

4. In a second experiment, other councillors received the same information privately



Report cards shift spending toward the poor in high-slum wards

−0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5
Effect (standard deviations; log points for total spending)

Log total spending

Pro-poor spending
index

Slum−RWA spending
index

Attendance
index

+0.011
-0.015

-0.349*
+0.675**

-0.242**
+0.386**

-0.098
+0.253

Report card (low-slum wards) Additional effect in high-slum wards hollow = not significant at 5%

▶ Parties rewarded councillors with strong pro-poor records with tickets, and gained votes

▶ Councillors given the same information privately did not respond: publicity creates the
incentive

Coefficients from eq. (2) with 95% CIs. Source: Banerjee et al. (2024), Table 1, columns 2, 4, 6, 8.



Do electoral cycles leave a lasting mark on infrastructure?

Rogger and Somani (2023): local water systems in Nigeria, Sierra Leone and
Tanzania

▶ Question: does when a water point is built, relative to an election, affect whether
it still works decades later?

▶ Idea: if voters judge incumbents on what they see just before an election,
politicians deliver better infrastructure then and cut corners right after

▶ Design: compare water points built just before vs. just after regularly scheduled
elections; same event study in three countries



Setting: water points built in three countries

Nigeria Sierra Leone Tanzania

Water points built within 2 years of an election (blue dots). Source: Rogger and Somani (2023), Fig. 1.

Nigeria Sierra Leone Tanzania

Elections studied House of Representatives Local councils National Assembly

Cycle; elections in sample 4 years; 1979–2011 (7) 4 years; 2004–2012 (3) 5 years; 1970–2005 (8)

Water points in census 54,387 17,775 52,720

Share working today 65% 85% 60%

Census data (Water Point Data Exchange) record the location, installation year, technology, provider and
current functionality of each water point, including those that have failed. All three countries are hybrid

regimes; no term limits apply.



Water points built just after elections are less likely to work today

Functionality today by year of construction, relative to 1 year before the nearest election

yi,j,t = α+ δτ 1[t = τ years after election] + λt + ϕj + Xi,j,t + ϵi,j,t

yi,j,t = 1 if water point i (district j , built in t) works today; λt : year FE; ϕj : district FE; Xi,j,t : controls
Omitted category: built 1 year before the election; election years excluded; SEs clustered by district-year.

Source: Rogger and Somani (2023), Journal of Public Economics 222, Fig. 2 and Eq. 3.



Why? Who builds the water point changes over the electoral cycle

−0.3 −0.2 −0.1 0.0
Table 2, col. 2

Tanzania

Sierra Leone

Nigeria

Works today

-0.064***

-0.028*

-0.141*

0.0 0.2
Table 3A

Public provider

+0.053***

+0.002

+0.186***

−0.2 0.0 0.2
Table 3A

Motorized or piped

-0.005

-0.014

-0.032

−0.5 0.0
Table 3A

Log # built that year

+0.214***

-0.362***

-0.109

significant at 5% not significant 95% CI

▶ Built just after an election: more often by a public provider (Nigeria, Tanzania), and
public installations are 4–9 p.p. less likely to work today

▶ No change in technology, and no consistent quantity–quality trade-off

Coefficient on “1 year after election” (relative to 1 year before) from Eq. 3 for each outcome. Source: Rogger and Somani (2023), Tables 2 and 3A.



What happens when voters receive information?

▶ In the agency model, voters update their beliefs about the incumbent when they
observe performance
▶ Bad news ⇒ punish; good news ⇒ reward
▶ What matters is the news relative to what voters already believed

▶ Testing this is hard: what voters know is not random, and it is correlated with
performance

▶ Ideal experiment: vary what voters learn, holding actual performance fixed
▶ Timing of audit releases, local media, information experiments



Exposing corrupt politicians: Brazil’s random audits

Ferraz and Finan (2008)

▶ From 2003, the federal government
audits municipalities chosen by
public lottery

▶ Audit reports are made public and
disseminated to the media

▶ Lotteries continued around the
October 2004 election: some reports
were released before it, others after

▶ Compare incumbents eligible for
reelection audited before vs. after
the election, with the same reported
corruption

Municipalities audited, by lottery date
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FIGURE II
Timing of the Release of the Audits

Notes. Figure shows the dates for the release of the audit reports for every
municipality that was audited in the first thirteen lotteries. The lighter bars denote
the 376 municipalities that were audited before the elections. The darker bars
denote 300 municipalities audited after the elections. The figure was calculated
based on data from the CGU.

the elections.13 Because municipalities were selected at random,
the set of municipalities whose audit reports were only made
available after the elections represent a valid control group.

To estimate the average effect of the audit policy on electoral
outcomes, we begin with the reduced-form model

Ems = α + β Ams + Xmsγ + νs + εms,(1)

where Ems denotes the electoral performance of an incumbent
mayor eligible for reelection in municipality m and state s, Ams
is an indicator for whether the municipality was audited prior to
the October 2004 elections, Xmj is a vector of municipality and
mayor characteristics that determine electoral outcomes, νs is a
state fixed effect, and εms is a random error term for the mu-
nicipality. Because of the randomized auditing, the coefficient β

13. Recall that for the estimation we have to restrict our sample to only first-
term mayors, who are eligible for reelection.



Voters punish corruption

▶ Corruption counts based on:

▶ Fraud in procurement

▶ Diversion of public
resources

▶ Over-invoicing



Voters punish corruption

▶ Voters punish mayors that are
revealed to be corrupt, and
punishment increases with
more corrupt practices

▶ Voters reward mayors shown to
be non-corrupt



Effects larger with media

▶ Back in 2004, internet
penetration was very low and
local news was diffused through
radio

▶ Do effects vary by the presence
of local radio?



Does bad news always hurt incumbents?

▶ In Brazil, voters punished corruption only beyond what they expected: more than
one violation

▶ What voters do with information depends on their priors: bad news that confirms
expectations is not news

▶ Negative information can also disengage voters: in Mexico, corruption flyers
lowered turnout and support for both incumbents and challengers (Chong et al.
2015)

▶ Next: an experiment in Mexico on how priors shape the response to information



Priors rule: an information experiment in Mexico

Arias, Larreguy, Marshall & Querub́ın
(2022)

▶ 2015 municipal elections: 678
precincts, 26 municipalities

▶ Leaflets delivered just before the
election in randomly selected precincts

▶ They report the share of the mayor’s
federal infrastructure funds that
auditors found misspent (mean 21%)

▶ Outcomes: incumbent party vote
share, turnout

Introduction Background Model Empirical design Results Conclusions Appendix

Treatment leaflet

INFORMACIÓN
IMPORTANTE!

¡BORDE ES UNA ASOCIACIÓN CIVIL 

SIN FINES PARTIDISTAS 
Y TE TRAEMOS

La información de este volante  está basada en los reportes  oficiales de la Auditoria 
Superior de la Federación que puedes  encontrar en: 

www.asf.gob.mx

Cualquier inquietud contáctanos al 
52 08 01 88 o en  informes@borde.mx 

Visita  www.borde.mx/2015 para ver más datos y los documentos originales.

AGUA 
POTABLE

DRENAJE CAMINOS LUZ

ESCUELAS CLÍNICAS VIVIENDA

AGUA 
POTABLE

DRENAJE CAMINOS LUZ

ESCUELAS CLÍNICAS VIVIENDA

GASTÓ COMO NO DEBE

PARTIDO QUE
GOBIERNA ECATEPEC

45

EN 2013, EL PARTIDO QUE 
GOBIERNA ECATEPEC RECIBIÓ 
146.3 MILLONES DE PESOS DEL 
FISM Y GASTÓ 45% EN COSAS

QUE NO DEBE

LOS GASTOS QUE NO SEAN EN OBRAS DE INFRAESTRUCTURA DEBEN SER 0%

¡PIÉNSALO! EL ¡COMPÁRTELO!EL VOTO 
DEPENDE DE TI7 DE

JUNIO

EL DINERO DEL FISM, 
FONDO DE INFRAESTRUCTURA 
SOCIAL MUNICIPAL, DEBE 
GASTARSE EN OBRAS DE 
INFRAESTRUCTURA

“In 2013, the party governing Ecatepec received 146.3
million pesos from the FISM and spent 45% on things it

should not”



Priors rule: the effect of information depends on what voters believed

▶ The leaflets were not worse than
expected: on average, beliefs did
not move

▶ Where voters expected the worst,
the audit was good news: the
incumbent’s vote share rose most

▶ Incumbents were never punished,
even when 58% of funds were
misspent

Voters expected
little malfeasance

Voters expected
a lot of malfeasance
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Arias et al. (2022), Table 4.



From corruption to the quality of public services

▶ So far, information about misbehavior: corruption and misspent funds

▶ But most of what governments do is deliver services: schools, health, water

▶ Service quality is hard for voters to see and to attribute to the mayor
▶ Politicians favor visible projects (roads, transfers) over quality (learning,

maintenance)
▶ We saw this with water points: those built just before elections, when voters are

watching, are more likely to work today (Rogger and Somani 2023)

▶ If voters learn about service quality, do they reward good performance? Do
politicians respond?



Setting: school quality scores released before elections in Brazil

Dias, Duque, Ferraz & Sandholtz
(2026)

▶ Brazil’s school quality index
(IDEB): test scores in math and
Portuguese × pass rates

▶ Released for nearly 50,000
schools in June 2008, 4 months
before the municipal elections

▶ Mayors run primary schools, so
school quality is their
responsibility

▶ Scores were salient: posted in
schools and widely reported in
the press



Research design

▶ Only urban schools with at least 20 pupils in grade 5 had their score released
▶ Treated: 5,502 schools with a published score; control: 4,080 schools without one

▶ Schools are polling stations: compare votes at treated vs. control polling stations,
before vs. after the release, within the same municipality

votesimt = β Infoim · Postt + θ Infoim · Postt · Q̂i + λPostt · Q̂i + ζmt + ci + ϵimt

votesimt : incumbent vote share at polling station i in municipality m; Infoim: school had its score released; Q̂i :
predicted school quality; ζmt : municipality × year FE; ci : polling-station FE. SEs clustered by school.



Voters reward good schools

▶ No effect of the information on
average

▶ Where the school was in the
top 20%, the incumbent gained
2.25 p.p.

▶ A shift of that size would
change the winner in 23% of
2008 mayoral races Bottom 20% Middle 60% Top 20%

Revealed school quality (IDEB)
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Effect of the release on incumbent vote share at the polling station, by revealed quality, with 95% CIs. Source: Dias, Duque, Ferraz and Sandholtz
(2026).



Mayors then invest in their worst schools

▶ Index of 20 school
infrastructure items:
equipment, facilities,
services

▶ After the release,
infrastructure improves
in the bottom 20% of
schools



Information and accountability: takeaways

▶ Voters respond to credible, public information: they punish revealed corruption
and reward clean mayors and good schools

▶ What matters is the news: the response depends on what voters already believed

▶ Media amplifies the effect of information

▶ Politicians respond: they reduce corruption, provide visible infrastructure before
elections, and invest where performance is revealed to be poor

▶ Rewards for service quality are not automatic (Bursztyn 2016; Cox et al. 2020;
Sandholtz 2023)

▶ Information can also work outside elections, through pressure from citizens
(Björkman and Svensson 2009)



Threats to accountability

Old problems

▶ Vote buying: politicians can offset bad
news by buying votes (Cruz, Keefer
and Labonne 2021)

▶ Manipulation at the polls: fraud and
vote tampering weaken the link
between performance and reelection
(Callen and Long 2015)

▶ Political violence: intimidation keeps
voters from the polls (Collier and
Vicente 2014)

New problems

▶ Polarization: voters may prefer “my
corrupt politician” to “your clean one”
(Padró i Miquel 2007; Baysan 2022)

▶ Social media and fake news:
information is abundant but less
credible (Allcott and Gentzkow 2017)


