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Overview

If we’ve reached these slides, it means I talked slightly faster than
planned this semester — so it’s time for some bonus content!

I thought it would be useful to walk through a few different recent
applications of the tools we learned in the course

Focus will be on more recent and more diverse set of authors than
earlier (not just papers by Angrist and/or Krueger!)
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Juvenile incarceration

The US incarcerates more people than any country in the world
(about 2M people)

In addition to adult incarceration, a substantial number of juveniles
(people under 18) are incarcerated as well (about 70K)

Anna Aizer (Brown professor!) and Joseph Doyle (2015) studied the
impacts of juvenile incarceration

In particular, they ask how being incarcerated as a juvenile (a)
impacts future criminal activity, (b) impacts completion of education
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How do you think juvenile incarceration would impact
future crime and education?

Advocates for incarceration would argue that juvenile incarceration
(typically pretty short) may help prevent youths on a ‘downward spiral’
and have a rehabilitative effect. May reduce future crime and increase
education completion

Critics of incarceration argue that juvenile incarcertation may be
disruptive to youths and limit their possible employment outcomes →
less education, more crime as adults
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Identifying causal effects

Hopefully by this point in the course it’s clear why we can’t just
compare youths who are incarcerated to those who aren’t. Why not?

Confounding variables!

Do you have any ideas about how we might get a more compelling
causal answer to this question?

Aizer and Doyle exploit the fact that in Chicago, which judge you are
assigned to is effectively as good as random. They then use judge
leniency as an instrumental variable

In particular, juvenile defendants are assigned to a “calendar” based
on their neighborhood and crime type. Multiple judges are assigned to
each “calendar.” Which judge you get on the calendar is based on
idiosyncratic factors (judges essentially alternate cases).
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The judge instrument

Aizer and Doyle use the leniency of the judge you are assigned to as
an instrumental variable.

Leniency is measured as the fraction of defendants that saw that
judge who were incarcerated (excluding the current defendant to avoid
overfitting)

Let Yi be a defendant outcome – e.g. do they commit a crime as an
adult; do they finish HS

Let Di be whether a defendant was incarcerated as a juvenile

Define Zi to be the average of value of D among other defendants
with same judge as i .
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Evaluating the assumptions
Relevance:

defendants assigned to a stricter judge need to be more
likely to be incarcerated. Seems reasonable

Independence: Which judge you are assigned to needs to be
independent of other determinants of adult crime and other
determinants of incarceration (e.g. crime type, lawyer quality)

Conditional on the “calendar”, this seems reasonable based on the
institutional structure

Exclusion: the stringency of the judge that you get affects future
outcomes only through whether you are incarcerated.

Reasonable if judge only determines whether you’re incarcerated
We might worry that judges determine other things — sentence length,
probation terms, etc.

Monotonicity: everyone incarcerated with a lenient judge would also
be incarcerated with a stricter judge

Could be violated if, e.g., judge who is strict on violent crime is lenient
on drug crime
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Covariate balance

Judge leniency is not correlated with defendant characteristics
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Specification

First stage: regress incarceration on judge strictness, controlling for
“calendar” and defendant characteristics

Di = π1Zi +π
′
2Xi +δc(i)+ vi ,

where Xi is a vector of defendant characteristics, and δc(i) is a
“calendar” fixed effect.
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First stage results

First stage is statistically indistinguishable from 1 → a 1 percentage point
stricter judge means a 1 percentage point higher chance of incarceration
(intuitive!)
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Who is this a treatment effect for?

Compliers! People who would be incarcerated only if they got a strict
judge but not a lenient one

So this doesn’t tell us that we shouldn’t incarcerate anyone (maybe
it’s good for always takers?)

But on the margin, having the strict judges rule like the lenient ones
appears like it would increase HS graduation and reduce adult crime

Note, though, that this calculation does not consider the deterrence
effects — i.e., maybe people commit fewer crimes because they are
worried about going to juvie
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Does incarceration always cause crime?

Bhuller et al (2020) use a similar IV using judge stringency in Norway

This study looks at adults accused of crimes in Norway

In Norway, it is mandated by law that judges be randomly assigned to
defendants
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Interpreting these results

One initial thought might be that the reduction in recidivism is the
result of incapication — you can’t commit a new crime if you’re in jail

But 90% of people incarcerated serve less than 1 year. And the effects
persist for 25-60 months

Clearly, the prisons are doing something to prevent crime even after
people leave
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What do prisons in Norway do?
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To summarize

Prisons in Norway (in contrast to US) focus heavily on rehabilitiation
and training

This appears to have a positive effect on labor market outcomes for
those who were not employed at baseline

For those who were employed at baseline, the disruption effect may
dominate the effect of additional training
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Examiner designs

Similar research designs have been used in other contexts where there
is an “examiner” who reviews a case and makes a decision of interest

Here are a few other examples
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