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Evidence from Medelĺın’s community problem-solving

intervention Operación Convivencia

Chris Blattman Gustavo Duncan
UChicago EAFIT

Ben Lessing Santiago Tobón
UChicago EAFIT



What can cities do in neighborhoods with weak social institutions,
persistent street disorder, and entrenched crime and gangs?

- Common reaction is to intensify policing
- Can reduce serious crime (Chalfin and McCrary, 2017, 2018)

- But has costs to hyper-policed communities (Owens, 2019; Owens and Ba, 2021)
- Can also undermine the legitimacy and effectiveness of the police themselves

- In response, governments are looking for policing alternatives and supplements

- Especially urgent in Latin America, where urban armed groups frequently compete
with the state for civilian loyalty and security provision



Growing but limited evidence on policing alternatives & supplements

- Reactive
1. Ongoing trials of non-police responses mental health, addiction & homelessness crises

(Irwin and Pearl 2020, Seo et al. 2021, Dee and Pyne 2022)
2. Mixed eveidence for community-wide “violence interruption” (Butts et al., 2015)

- Preventative
1. Some evidence broad-based jobs or economic support programs (Davis and Heller, 2020;

Hjalmarsson et al., 2015; Carr and Packham, 2019)
2. Stronger evidence for social services (e.g. CBT) targeted to highest-risk offenders by

outreach workers (Heller et al. 2016, Blattman et al. 2017, 2023; Bhatt et al. 2023)
3. Improving formal and informal dispute resolution capacities can reduce violence

(Blattman et al. 2014; Hartman et al 2021; Mattson & Mobarak 2023)

Community-level experiments on civilian-led security interventions rare



We evaluate a common approach in Latin America: Convivencia

- Preventative, community-level approach that focuses on neighborhood
problem-solving and dispute resolution

- State-led
- Tasks street-level bureaucrats with addressing community problems, managing local

disputes and disorder, and tackling everyday problems

- But emphasizes building community capacity
- Strengthening local organizations, improving lines of communication, encouraging

participation, reshaping norms

- Partly designed to prevent disorder directly

- Could also increase order indirectly by enhancing state legitimacy



TL;DR State-building is complicated

- To our surprise, intensifying state attention 10 to 20-fold had no average treatment
effect on perceptions of state legitimacy or performance on average

- But there is suggestive evidence of divergent effects

- Anticipating that impacts could diverge by neighborhood, we prespecified heterogeneity
analyses by baseline levels of relative state governance

- Where the state began weak→ task force and city agencies worked sporadically→
opinions of the state unchanged or worsened

- Where the state began strong→ liaisons and task force delivered→ state legitimacy
improved and crime and emergency calls fell

- Consistent with increasing returns to investments in state capacity
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Medelĺın, Colombia’s industrial and commercial heartland



Most residential neighborhoods have a longstanding drug-selling
gang called a combo

- About 350 in all

- Existed for decades

- Well-defined borders

- Provide local
governance services,
dispute resolution,
enforce property
rights, etc.



Some combos provide order and seek legitimacy, partly to protect
their members and drug rents



State and combo legitimacy, barrio survey averages, 2019

Measurement error survey experiment



State and combo security & governance, barrio survey averages, 2019



State protection services vary widely across city



And state not the dominant provider of protection in all barrios
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Operación Convivencia

Identified 80 small
neighborhoods (5–10 city
blocks of 2000–3000
people)

Representativeness of sample

Minimum 250 meters distant
from one another

Spillover tests

Randomized 40 into
treatment via matched pair
design

Balance



What does intensifying state services do to perceptions of state
legitimacy and responsiveness?
Intensify municipal attention 10–20-fold for 20 months:

1. Central task force to ensure basic services are delivered:
- Civilian dispute resolution and family service officers
- Meetings with city officials and police commanders, known as Consejos de convivencia
- Lights, garbage, equipment

2. Hire a full-time liaison for each community who:
- Rejuvenates community responses to local problems
- Links people to city agencies
- Identifies needs for the task force
- Convenes and organizes the Consejos de convivencia
- Educates public on police and municipal responsibilities and services

Activity map Activity count



Widespread perceptions of municipal state absence, unresponsive
police, and limited understanding of municipal services

“Some of these sectors are like
forgotten places, where institutional
presence is lacking. So, there were
situations or issues that could be
addressed, and the community
realized that things could obviously be
done differently, because not
everything can be handled by the
combo.”

Additional qualitative quotes



Intervention attempts to intensify normal municipal attention

- Street-level staff
- Hired 40 liaisons for this

experimental evaluation
- Normally city employs 1 liaison

per 500 blocks

- Consejos de Convivencia
- One per sector per semester
- Normally there is one per comuna

per year

- Increased attention from central
task force

Figure: Educating community on the “police code”



Does this affect state legitimacy and relative service provision?

- Liaisons do not directly engage in
dispute resolution or disorder

- But they encourage local groups to
tackle local disorder, and provide
conflict resolution skills training

- They also marshal arms of the
government that manage disputes
and disorder

- Also focus on police–community
communication

Figure: Caravanas de Convivencia: Week-long street
fairs in each community



Primary outcome 1: Relative state legitimacy
Does 20 months of intensive attention & communication enhance trust & satisfaction with state?



Primary outcome 2: Relative state governance
Does this (indirectly) impact perceived state responsiveness to crime and disorder?
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But first, a puzzle: No evidence that residents noticed the
intervention on average



But we prespecified heterogeneity analysis by baseline relative state
governance, and find divergent responses

Balance by subgroup



Not a liaison compliance issue
No evidence that liaisons logged less time or fewer activities, or that combos responded differentially



But we do see qualitative and quantitative evidence that, where the
state began weak, it failed to deliver

“I managed to gather more than 60 people for the
Council of Coexistence, but no one from the city
showed up.”

“The [dispute resolution officer] never came up to
Olaya Herrera all the time I was there. And he never
gave us an answer to why he did not.”

“The police have very little credibility. I had a police
station near my territory and, honestly, I rarely saw
the Police come in here.”

“It’s very difficult to talk to people about the rules
when they are witnessing a different behavior from
police in practice.”
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Thus, no evidence of impacts on primary outcome (on average)



But suggestive evidence of divergent results by initial state capacity

Legitimacy components Governance components Efficacy measures



We see similar patterns in emergency calls (125m radius)



And similar patterns for reported crime (125m radius)



Results robust to a family index of all primary and secondary measures
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Sobering, unexpected absence of average effects

- Massive intensification of street presence and service delivery relative had no effect
on average perceptions of the state

- As impacts on security and order are indirect, perhaps not overly surprising

- Far more surprising that there was no effect on state legitimacy

“Community members expressed things like: ‘We had never been this close to any-
one in authority before.’ The direct relationship with the government was nonexistent.
... They were very grateful for it; they welcomed us warmly into the community. It was
an opportunity to show them different ways of doing things that they were completely
unaware of.”



Suggestive evidence that state capacity to deliver matters
Potentially a case of raised but unmet expectations

“I managed to gather more than 60 people for the
Council of Coexistence, but no one from the city
showed up.”

“The [dispute resolution officer] never came up to
Olaya Herrera all the time I was there. And he never
gave us an answer to why he did not.”

“The police have very little credibility. I had a police
station near my territory and, honestly, I rarely saw
the Police come in here.”

“It’s very difficult to talk to people about the rules
when they are witnessing a different behavior from
police in practice.”



One possible implication: Increasing returns to state presence

- Retiurns to initial investment in state capacity could be initially low, and increasing
thereafter

- If true, would imply bureaucrats have incentives to invest in places that already have
some local state capacity

- Such a “neglect trap” may drive the bifurcation of developing cities into well-served
functional areas and largely abandoned informal zones.



Comparison of the experimental and city (representative) sample of
blocks in 2019: State and combo governance levels

Back



Baseline summary statistics and balance test

Back



No evidence of treatment spillovers onto blocks within 250m radius

Back



Randomization balance within prespecified subgroups

Back



Difference between randomized response (RR) and direct response
(DR) to survey questions on combo “security fee” payment
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City government and liaison activities by experimental sector
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Count of officially-logged liaison activities per sector

Back



Liaisons emphasized pre-exising lack of awareness of state services
“Some people didn’t know what the ‘Casa de Justicia’ is, or what the ‘Comisaria de Familia’ does,
or that there’s the possibility of free conciliation in a Conciliation Center. So, when they use that
strategy, it also generates a certain trust.”

“Community members expressed things like: ‘We had never been this close to anyone in
authority before.’ The direct relationship with the government was nonexistent. ... They were
very grateful for it; they welcomed us warmly into the community. It was an opportunity to
show them different ways of doing things that they were completely unaware of.”

“When they have a problem that requires calling the police, since they believe they live in
Laureles, they call the Laureles Police Station. However, the officers at the Laureles Police
Station tell them, ‘That’s not our jurisdiction.’ ...Or the community inquires about the [dispute
resolution office] in Santa Monica, but they’re told, ‘That has nothing to do with us...’ So, the
community ends up not calling anywhere.”

Back



Program impacts on police and mayor’s office legitimacy components

Back



Program impacts on police and mayor’s office legitimacy components
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Program impacts on police and mayor’s office legitimacy components
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Program impacts on relative state governance components
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Program impacts on relative state governance components
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Impacts of treatment on survey measures of police, mayoral, and
combo efficacy
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Impacts of treatment on survey measures of police, mayoral, and
combo efficacy
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Impacts of treatment on survey measures of police, mayoral, and
combo efficacy
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Heterogeneity analysis by quartiles of relative baseline state
governance



Conceptual framework

- Governance as a service for sale, with two main “firms”

- In a duopoly, if one provider (the state) exogenously provided more protection, it
lowers the optimal amount the other provider (the gang) should offer

- Captures conventional wisdom that criminals mainly govern in the absence of the state

- But what if state and combo governance are strategic complements?
1. Combo strategic response: there are intrinsic or strategic benefits to rule (e.g. positive

externalities on another business lines)
2. Growth: State rule increases development, # of transactions, and demand for governance

- Which of these effects dominates is an empirical question



Begin with Cournot competition with imperfect substitutes

- A gang g and a state s offer distinct but substitutable services in quantities qg and qs

- Marginal cost of production is constant at ci

- Each organization i ’s utility function as:

Vi = piqi − ciqi

- Price is determined by a linear inverse demand curve:

pi = ai − βqi − γqj

where γ ∈ (0,1] implies the two services are substitutes, and β > 0 for
downward-sloping demand

Back



Duopolistic competition implies “crowding out”

- We are interested in whether gang rule is crowded in or out when there is an
exogenous increase in state governance (i.e. not a fully specified model)

- We show that:
∂q∗g
∂qs

= − γ

2β

So long as the two services are not complements, this comparative static implies that
increases in one duopolist’s supply of protection will reduce the other’s
This will be true whether we model via Cournot, Bertrand, or an “Olsonian” public
goods provision model with competing stationary bandits

Back



Caveat: May be externalities to other business lines
Blattman, Duncan, Lessing & Tobòn 2023

- Gang leaders described additional benefits to governing beyond the money it brings in
as a business line

- We summarize these diverse motives by adding a stylized term to the players’
objective functions:

Vi = piqi − ciqi + ρ(qi ,qj)πi

where:
- πi is the return to control of the neighborhood, e.g., πg includes retail drug sales
- ρ(·) scales each organization’s ability to enjoy these benefits, e.g., a contest success

function
Back



These countervailing forces implies state rule could either crowd in or
crowd out gang rule

- The elasticity of gang governance to state governance now becomes:

∂q∗g
∂qs

=
λπg − γ

2β− δπg

λ =
∂2ρ(qg ,qs)

∂qg ∂qs
is the cross-partial derivative between gang and state governance

> 0 if gang has more-than-proportional returns to raising rule in response to state

δ =
∂2ρ(qg ,qs)

∂qg ∂qg
reflects the rate of increasing (δ > 0) or decreasing returns (δ < 0) to gang rule

Back



3 cases in which state governance could crowd gangs in

1. Strategic response to state rule by the combo (λπg > γ)
- When drug rents πg are large, substitutability γ is low, and when gang rule is especially

effective at winning neighborhood control/loyalty (λ high)

2. Increasing returns to a gang’s own level of governance (δπg > 2β)
- Could arise if residents reward gang rule with loyalty at increasing rates (δ > 0), given

downward-sloping demand (β > 0)

3. State rule increases general demand for governance
- Outside of ρ(·)πi , there may be endogenous demand for protection
- In the Cournot example, we would have endogenous growth if inverse demand ai is an

increasing function of qs

Back
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