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Course goals & organization

This course aims to provide you with basic  quantitative skills  used in  evaluating the impact of  public

policies and interventions. The goal is to help you develop the ability to understand the properties of

techniques  and critically  read published research.  This  objective  will  be  achieved through  theoretical

sessions, practical sessions in the classroom and teamwork. The course is focused on developing the skills

to assess the limitations of data, the appropriate empirical strategies, and the interpretation of results in

empirical work. 

The course is spread over 7 weeks, with 1 weekly session of 180 minutes. Usually, the session is divided
into a two hour lecture and an one hour class.

Classes will consist of debate sessions, solving exercises, a case study, and one midterm exam.

Debate sessions: At the end of a 2 hour lecture, the teacher will read an statement on one topic. Everyone

willing to participate in the debate will contact the teacher. A week later, participants will be assigned to

two teams of five to seven members, one in favor and one against the statement. The debate will include

1) opening statements and arguments from each team (affirmative side first), 2) rebuttals of the other

team’s  arguments  (opposing  team first),  3)  questions,  and 4)  closing  statements.  Although voluntary,

participation in the debates will be part of the grading system.

Solving exercises: The teacher will solve a list of exercises/questions related to the issues covered. 

A case study: The teacher or an invited speaker will present an impact evaluation case in detail. 

Midterm exam: As part of the continuous evaluation, students will sit an exam which will include exercises

and questions. 
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In addition to theory sessions and classes, there will be a Final examination and a Homework Exercise Set:

Final examination: The final examination will have the same structure of the midterm but will last longer.

Homework Exercise Set:  Students will be asked to form groups of four to five students to hand in the

solution of a list of exercises at the end of the course.

All the material (program, slides, exercises) will be available at the class webpage in advance.  Although

students  will  not  be asked to learn any software,  during  the theory  and class  sessions  there  will  be

illustrations on how to perform basic statistical analysis using Stata.

Grading: 

The final grade will be a weighted average of the course's workload and the final examination.

Debates (group assignment) 15%
Midterm (individual) 25%
Homework Exercise Set (group assignment) 25%
Final examination (individual) 35%
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Course schedule

1  st   Session   

 

Exercise: Set 1.

2  nd   Session  

Theory: Causality and random assignment.

Introduction.  Potential  outcomes  and  causality.  Average  treatment  effects.  Ignorability  and
randomization. A simple example.

1st Debate.

3  rd   Session:  Case study   

4  th   Session  

Theory: Selection on observables and regression.

Introduction. Observational data. The simple linear regression model. The Ordinary Least Squares
estimator. The multiple linear regression model.

Midterm exam.

5  th   Session  

Theory: Difference-in-differences and panel data techniques.

Unobservable heterogeneity. Difference-in-differences. Panel data and fixed-effects estimators.

2nd Debate.

6  th   Session  

Theory: Instrumental variables. 

Motivation. The Instrumental Variable approach. The IV methods in the multiple regressor model.
The IV approach as a local treatment effect estimator.

Exercise: Set 2.

7  th   Session  

Theory: Matching & Regression Discontinuity. 

Matching: Constructing an artificial comparison group. Propensity score matching. Limitations of
Matching. Eligibility and Regression Discontinuity. Fuzzy Regression Discontinuity. Limitations of
RD.

3rd Debate.
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Debates

First Debate (suggestions):

1) Human beings are rational and react according to their own unique interests to whatever is offered to them. Hence, Impact Evaluation studies

cannot give results as credible as those obtained in the natural sciences because the actions of human beings are not determined by instinct of

physics.

2)  The mode of dealing with conflicting evidence that is customary in Science is as follows: "Under conditions C and assuming the validity of

hypothesis H, effect E must occur. Now, given C, E does not occur. Consequently H is to be refuted." In the context of Impact Evaluati on, in

particular  when the  experimenter  does  not  have  complete  control  of  the environment,  however,  further  modes  are  admissible.  Here's  an

example: Assume that somebody chooses to explain robbery in the streets by "not enough police." This is made the basis of a plan, and the size of

the police force is increased. In the subsequent years there is an increased number of arrests, although at a rate smaller than the increase in the

economy. Has crime in the streets been reduced by increasing the police force? Some social scientists will say "Yes, E has occurred because the

number of arrests increased". Still others will justify that E does not occur using nonscientific explanations: "If we had not increased the number of

officers, the increase in crime would have been even greater"; "This case is an exception from rule H because there was an irregular influx of

criminal elements"; "Time is too short to feel the effects yet". That is to say, in Impact Evaluation, the choice of explanation is arbitrary in the

logical sense when the researcher does not have full control of the environment. Most likely researchers choose those explanations which are

most plausible/convenient to them.

Second & Third Debates (suggestions):

3)  Development economists  have randomly assigned economic  assistance  to poor  villages  in  order to measure the rates  of  return on that

assistance. Prof. Jeffrey Sachs’s Millennium Villages Project, an ambitious effort to help African villages escape poverty, has been criticized for,

among other things, failing to randomly assign its treatments. But Professor Sachs didn’t accidentally forget to randomize his assistance: It is

wrong to withhold from poor people assistance that one is confident can help.

4) When social policies or events cannot be randomized, econometricians use regression techniques to evaluate their effects. These techniques

are nothing more than glorified play because: (a) Individuals actions are not set to follow some kind of automatic procedure as implied in the

econometric models; (b) each individual reacts to the environment in a unique, non-repeatable manner; and (c) in practice, social scientists often

add factors or drop them from the equations to force the outcome of their analyses to be in line with their "gut feelings."

5) Most economists agree that the UK economy will  in the long-term suffer from its departure from the European Union (Brexit).  In reality,

however, it will be very difficult to evaluate the costs of Brexit because the initial stages of the process were contemporaneous to the first waves

of the COVID pandemic.

6) Whenever possible,  social  scientists should carry out their analysis at the  individual  level,  because it is  only humans who make decisions.

Aggregated analyses that use higher order units, such as countries or regions, are misleading because these units are not decision makers.


