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Abstract

Punitive anti-crime policies in the Americas have contributed to steadily
increasing rates of incarceration. This creates prison overcrowding and can
lead to recidivism. Harsh penalties are often demanded by citizens, making
them politically attractive for politicians. Yet the contextual determinants of
participation in crime are rarely understood by the public. In this paper, we
employ a survey experiment conducted in Chile in order to examine how the
provision of information about the prison population shapes tastes for punitive
anti-crime policies. Respondents in the treatment group received information
about the low educational attainment of prisoners. This information led to
substantial changes in policy preferences. Tasked with allocating resources to
anti-crime policies using a fixed budget, treated respondents assigned between
20% to 50% more to socially oriented anti-crime policies (relative to punitive
policies) than respondents in the control group, and they reduced their sup-
port for “iron fist” policing. This indicates that providing information to
citizens might change the policy equilibrium in the Americas.

Keywords: Survey experiments, Information, Beliefs, Crime, Public Policy
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1 Introduction

Latin America suffers an imprisonment crisis. Approximately 1.4 million people
(including both pre-trial detainees and convicts) are held in penal institutions in the
region, representing 12.6% of the world’s detainees (Vilalta and Fondevila, 2019).1

Out of every 100,000 inhabitants in the region, 241 are in prison (about twice the
level in the European Union). To a large extent, this situation reflects recent trends:
on average, the level of incarceration in the region has increased by 76% in the last
ten years. The growth in incarceration has been driven by increased admissions,
longer sentences (particularly for violent crimes), and a substantial increase in the
use of pre-trial detention for extended periods of time. Approximately 41% of those
in custody have not yet received a sentence (Serrano, 2018).2 The high number
of prisoners creates serious problems of overcrowding (Vilalta and Fondevila, 2019;
UNDP, 2013). The poor living conditions of inmates cause environmental strain
and fuel misconduct, often leading to prison riots, parole violations, and recidivism
(Vilalta and Fondevila, 2019). Communicable diseases also run rampant in these
conditions, threatening the lives of both prisoners and the general population (Dolan
et al., 2007). The connection between overcrowding and communicable diseases
has become particularly salient during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many countries
have opted for commuting sentences, pardoning inmates, or moving inmates out
of prisons. This has fueled discontent among many citizens without addressing
potential failures in the underlying policies.

Some authors have linked increasing incarceration rates to the rise of punitive
attitudes and hence citizen demand for punitive policies in Latin America (Chevi-
gny, 2003; Müller, 2012; Dammert and Salazar, 2009; Otamendi, 2015; Stippel and
Moreno, 2018). Societies where public opinion favors harsh penalties tend to em-
brace politicians willing to enact them, as was the case in the United States during
the 1970s (Gottlieb, 2017). Once enacted, such policies are subject to ”ratchet ef-
fects.” In spite of a prodigious and sustained decrease in crime in the United States
since the early 1990s, punitive anti-crime policies have persisted to the present day,

1 For reference, Latin America’s population represents about 8% of the world’s total population.
2 This change in policies has proven costly: regional spending on incarceration (adjusted for

purchasing power) surpassed 10 billion dollars in 2014 (Serrano 2018).
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contributing to the world’s highest incarceration rate.

The internalization of information about crime seems to be an important driver
of public policy demand for harsher sentences, even if that information is not factu-
ally accurate (Gingerich and Scartascini, 2018).3 Crime salience, fear of crime, and
general concern about crime are all factors influencing punitive attitudes (Spiranovic
et al., 2012 Price et al., 2019). Perhaps surprisingly, such attitudes are not neces-
sarily correlated with actual levels of crime.4 The public’s perceptions about prison
and the prison population are also at play (Wozniak, 2016). Many citizens believe
that prison conditions are overly lenient and accommodating to inmates (Roberts
and Hough, 2005). Social prejudice about criminals is also a significant determinant
of citizens’ crime attitudes (Bobo and Johnson, 2004).

Given this context, it is important to ask whether there is information that could
weaken public demand for punitive policies and transform it into support for strate-
gies that are more effective in combating crime in the long run.5 In other words, can
information about the prison population change the types of public policies citizens
demand, shifting preferences away from harsher sentences and towards policies that
emphasize higher detection and social inclusion? The average citizen has little direct
experience with the criminal justice system and develops her priors mainly from the
media (Frost, 2010).6 Consequently, informational interventions may be effective
in encouraging individuals to reassess their priors and reconsider the efficacy of in-
carceration as a policy for reducing crime. This change in priors may also lead to
changes in attitudes towards police abuse.

In order to evaluate the role of information on demand for punitive policies, this
paper analyzes the results of a unique survey experiment designed and embedded in

3 It is important to separate public attitudes towards public policy following an information
shock, as evaluated by Gingerich and Scartascini (2018), and beliefs about crime, as evaluated by
Esberg and Mummolo (2018).

4 Gallup polls consistently reveal that since the 1990s a majority of respondents in the United
States believe there was a year-on-year increase in crime. This is wholly at odds with actual crime
trends during the period.

5 In the case of the US, evidence suggests that if the punitive attitudes among the public had
stopped rising in the mid-1970s, there would have been approximately 20% fewer incarcerations
(Enns, 2014).

6 The widespread protests in 2020 following the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis show the
power that information can have on changing attitudes.
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the 2017 round of the Americas Barometer Survey conducted by the Latin American
Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) at Vanderbilt University. Respondents in the
treatment group were presented with an infographic describing the extremely low
levels of education attained by individuals imprisoned in Chile. Individuals in the
control group received no such infographic. Subsequently, both respondents in the
treatment and control groups were asked to allocate a fixed budget among sets of
specific public policies designed to reduce crime. They were also asked about their
acceptance of iron fist tactics by the police.

Our empirical findings show that preferences for anti-crime policy vary substan-
tially according to the information received. Those individuals treated with infor-
mation about the educational characteristics of the imprisoned population in Chile
assigned a lower budget to penalties compared to deterrence or social policies. They
were also less likely to accept the use of unrestricted force by the police.

Our work builds upon a recent experimental literature on how information shapes
policy-relevant beliefs.7. We specifically build upon and extend the work of Ardanaz
et al. (2014), who employ an information experiment on crime in Bogota, Colom-
bia. These authors find that information about decreasing crime rates leads citizens
to feel more secure and exhibit greater confidence in the police. Similar results
are found by Mastrorocco and Minale (2018) for Italy, where lower exposure to
crime-related news reduced concerns about crime. However, the public policy con-
sequences of information about crime are not explored in those papers. Gingerich
and Scartascini (2018) explore how information about recent trends in crime affects
public policy decisions. The authors find that citizens’ demand for punitive policies
increase with information about higher crime, but they are not replaced by demand
for social policy or other alternatives when individuals face information about de-
creasing crime. Consequently, their results imply that anti-crime policy is subject to
a policy ratchet effect: punitive policies are adopted during bad times and remain in
place during good times. The findings of the current paper, in contrast, suggest that
providing information about the characteristics of the prison population instead of
information about crime trends is an area where the potential scope for public policy

7 There is also an extensive literature that evaluates the role of victimization on support and sat-
isfaction with democracy (Ceobanu et al., 2011; Cruz, 2008) and victimization and trust (Corbacho
et al., 2012; Malone, 2010)
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improvements is ample.

Our results are in line with Cullen et al. (2000) and Applegate et al. (1996),
which show that respondents tend to express less punitive sentencing preferences
when they are given detailed information about the nature of the offender and the
criminal offense. Providing detailed information about felons (offender’s record,
offender’s intent, victim characteristics and behavior, and the gravity of the crime)
reduces the likelihood that citizens would recommend the death penalty, according
to survey results in Florida (Durham et al., 1996).

The results in the paper have ample relevance when policy changes are required,
such as during a pandemic when it is necessary to change the conditions of the prison
population rapidly to avoid massive deaths. They are also relevant in moments of
major police reform, as public support for changes in police procedures and tactics
may rest on a larger shift in societal preferences away from iron fist policing.

2 Information about Prisoners and Policy Prefer-
ences: Expectations

Why would information about the education levels of inmates affect the demand
for public policy? There are four reasons why citizens’ preferences for anti-crime
policy might be altered by such information: efficacy updating, fairness concerns,
ideological consistency, and empathetic identification.

Efficacy updating refers to the fact that new information might lead to a change
in beliefs about the relative effectiveness of different kinds of anti-crime policies.
Consistent with the theoretical framework of Gingerich and Scartascini (2018), which
builds on Becker (1968), some citizens’ preferences for different crime policies may
reflect assessments about the marginal returns of those policies in reducing the
overall crime rate. For these efficacy-minded citizens, policy preferences are not
driven by underlying moral or ideological commitments: they simply reflect beliefs
about which policies work best in reducing crime.

Information about education levels among inmates can contribute to beliefs about
policy effectiveness because educational attainment strongly shapes decisions about
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whether or not to engage in crime (Lochner and Moretti, 2014; Lochner, 2020). To
the degree that the educational attainment of inmates reflects that of the larger pool
of potential criminals in a society, information about inmate education can provide
insight into the opportunity cost calculations that generate criminal activity. This
insight, in turn, can inform judgments of policy effectiveness.

Concretely, if efficacy-minded citizens find out that educational attainment among
inmates is lower than they expected, preferences regarding anti-crime policies are
likely to shift away from tougher sanctions (such as longer jail sentences) and to-
wards social policy solutions and improved detection of crime. This is so for the
following reasons.

First, if education among inmates is revealed to be low, then this implies that the
wages inmates would be making if they were not in jail would also be relatively low.
Consequently, the marginal cost of spending an additional year in prison will be
smaller for those individuals than for individuals for whom the level of educational
attainment is high. Assuming again that the educational attainment of inmates
is reflective of that of would-be criminals, this in turn implies that the deterrent
effect of increasing prison terms will be smaller than the efficacy-minded citizen
might have initially believed. Such a citizen would then rationally prefer to allocate
greater sums of government resources to social policies that enhance human capital
(thereby increasing wages from non-criminal employment).

Second, the revelation that education is low among inmates holds implications
for the marginal returns to investment in the detection of crime. If practitioners
of crime are overwhelmingly individuals with low levels of education, then this po-
tentially speaks to the nature of criminal activity itself: it is likely characterized
by short-term goals, high-risk behavior, and relatively unsophisticated methods.
In short, most crime is likely to be what criminologists refer to as “street crime”
(Hallsworth, 2005). Criminal activity of this type is relatively easy to detect, imply-
ing that allocating additional resources to monitoring crime would permit authorities
to catch many more criminals in the act. Given these circumstances, upon finding
out that the level of education among practitioners of crime is lower than initially
believed, efficacy-minded citizen would rationally prefer to allocate greater sums of
government resources to the monitoring of crime.
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An alternative perspective on why information may alter anti-crime policy prefer-
ences is based on the notion that certain citizens treat punishment as a private good,
one that provides them with greater or lesser amounts of utility depending on the
context (Ouss and Peysakhovich, 2015). As opposed to gravitating towards policies
due to their relative effectiveness in reducing crime, this account holds that citizens’
affective motivations will determine their anti-crime policy preferences. One of the
most relevant such motivations is a desire for fairness. Fairness can be defined both
in terms of the proportionality of the punishment to the harm caused by the crime
(Miceli, 2018; Mitchell Polinsky and Shavell, 2000) and in terms of the responsibility
the offender holds for the crime itself (Hart, 1968). For a fairness-minded citizen,
harsh punishments can only be justifiably meted out to individuals who: i) commit-
ted an offense entailing serious harm and ii) realistically had the capacity to refrain
from engaging in the prohibited conduct in the first place.

It is on the second count that information about inmate education will be rel-
evant to the fairness-minded citizen. If such a citizen discovers that inmates have
lower educational attainment than she previously believed, then she may revise her
assessment of the capacity of potential criminals to support themselves by pursuing
legitimate employment. If she comes to the assessment that many individuals en-
gage in criminal activities due to a lack of viable alternatives, she may conclude that
the responsibility for criminal activity rests more with society at large and less with
individuals prone to moral failures. As such, imposing draconian punishments on
criminals will be judged as being unfair and ipso facto inappropriate, irrespective of
whether or not such measures would be effective in reducing crime. Consequently,
a fairness-minded citizen would likely react to the aforementioned information by
demanding a reallocation of resources away from harsh punishments to other anti-
crime policies.

A third reason novel information about education levels among inmates might
change policy preferences is a desire for ideological consistency. A large body of
evidence suggests that many citizens base their public policy preferences on their
ideological or partisan commitments, employing motivated reasoning to ensure that
the latter match up with the former (Bolsen et al., 2014; Hart and Nisbet, 2012;
Kraft et al., 2015; Slothuus and De Vreese, 2010). Such cognitive processes are
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particularly relevant in highly polarized political systems, such as Chile’s, where
Left-Right differences are clearly defined and contribute to larger social identities
(Fábrega et al., 2018; Roberts, 2016). Seen from this perspective, information about
the educational attainment of inmates provides information about the distributional
consequences of anti-crime policy, since it indicates which social groups suffer most
under a policy of harsh sanctions for crime. The revelation of low education among
inmates may lead some citizens to increasingly view a sanctions-based anti-crime
policy as one that primarily punishes the poor. For those who view themselves as
pro-poor in their ideological outlook, this new interpretation of the distributional
consequences of the sanctioning-based approach may lead them to favor alternatives
that emphasize human capital formation (social policy) and detection.

Finally, information about the educational attainment of inmates may shift pol-
icy preferences because it encourages empathetic identification. As developed by
Unnever and Cullen (2009), the concept of empathetic identification refers to the
capacity of citizens to imagine themselves in the economic, social and psychological
circumstances of offenders. Unnever and Cullen (2009) argue empathetic identifica-
tion reduces the taste for punitive anti-crime policies, since it prompts citizens to
contextualize the behavior of offenders and leads them to internalize the suffering
that harsh penalties might cause. Consistent with this view, both experimental and
observational studies indicate that greater empathy is associated with a tendency
to eschew harsh punishments in favor of alternatives (Johnson et al., 2002; Unnever
et al., 2005). Seen from this vantage point, receiving information about inmates’
educational attainment is likely to cause citizens to more fully empathize with in-
mates, since they have a better understanding of the (dire) circumstances in which
crimes were committed. This should in turn lead to a reduction in demand for
punitive policies relative to alternatives.

3 The Survey Experiment

3.1 Background

Chile has one of the highest rates of imprisonment in the world: 216 prisoners
per 100,000 inhabitants in 2018 (Gendarmeria de Chile, 2018). This high level of
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imprisonment is very costly: spending on the penal system comprises 0.33% of GDP,
more than double the regional average of approximately 0.15% of GDP (Jaitman
et al., 2017). The prison population has been on the rise since the 1980s, with a rate
of growth that exceeds that of the total population of the country (Bulnes et al.,
2017; Alcáıno Arellano, 2018; Salinero Echeverŕıa, 2012). The rapid growth of the
prison population in recent years is due primarily to three factors, some of which
resulted from changes instituted in the country’s “Penal Procedural Reform”: i) an
increase in the number of convictions, ii) an increase in the use of pre-trial detention,
and iii) an increase in the severity of penalties for certain crimes (as reflected in
”Emilia’s Law”) (Bulnes et al., 2017). The lack of instruments for reducing prison
time reinforces this trend (Salinero Echeverŕıa, 2012).

Inmates come from particularly disadvantaged groups in the population. The
typical inmate has a level of education and employment that is well below the
country average (Bulnes et al., 2017). Inmates are overwhelmingly male (88%),
mostly under the age of 35, and tend to have an early track record of criminal
activities and incarceration. In addition, a significant number had been placed in a
children’s home as minors (Bulnes et al., 2017). The data thus clearly suggest that
prison reinforces social exclusion in Chile (Jiménez, 2007).

Most Chilean citizens are not privy to this reality. They have little direct expe-
rience with the criminal justice system, have little knowledge of the environment or
inner workings of prisons, and have no direct contact with correctional institutions
(Hough and Roberts, 2005; Frost, 2010). Citizens’ priors are largely formed by the
information presented by the media, which tend to focus on the crimes and not on
the backgrounds of the criminals (Dammert and Malone, 2003).

3.2 Experimental Design

The experiment was included in the 2017 wave of the Americas Barometer Survey
(carried out by the Latin American Public Opinion Project at Vanderbilt Univer-
sity), with a sample size of 1,625 respondents. These respondents constitute a
nationally representative stratified sample of all adult Chileans. Within the sample,
each respondent was randomly assigned to one of three different experimental con-
ditions, two treatments and a control. Randomization of individuals across experi-
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mental conditions was executed by LAPOP using “Survey to Go” software, based on
a pre-programmed script in the interviewer’s tablet. The two treatments are orthog-
onal to each other. One of the treatments is part of a different project: it provides
respondents with information about judicial procedures in Chile, Uruguay, and Bo-
livia. As such, while we include respondents in this group in the empirical analysis
for completeness, we will not evaluate the effects of said treatment here.8 Table 1
shows that treatment and control groups are balanced in observable characteristics.

Respondents in the relevant treatment group received the infographic presented
in Figure 1. The infographic was developed by the authors in conjunction with
a professional graphic designer. The text provided in the infographic was as fol-
lows: “Did you now that almost all of those who committed a crime in Chile did
not complete 12 years of schooling and half did not finish primary school?”. The
infographic includes a bar chart showing that 84% of Chilean inmates had less than
12 years of schooling, 60% had less than 9 years of schooling and 40% had not even
finished primary school. The data came from an independent source, the United
Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) comparative study of imprisoned popula-
tions, published in 2013. An illustration contained in the infographic depicted the
figure of an inmate sitting on a bed holding his head and, next to him, a typical
school desk (referencing schooling). The combination of text and illustrations was
designed to make the information as clear and salient as possible.

Our outcome of interest is a citizen’s relative preference for different anti-crime
policies. To tap into relative preferences, we incorporated into the survey a question
prompting respondents to indicate how they would distribute a fixed amount of
resources to four different policies. The respondents were first presented with a card
displaying ten coins, which represented the total budget to be distributed among
the policies. They were also given the following text:

“Governments can adopt many measures to combat crime, but they have limited
resources to do so. Suppose that the government has a total budget of ten coins to
distribute among four measures to reduce crime. I will describe the measures to you

8 Of course, we include a treatment variable for them in the regressions but do not present the
results. As such, our estimates compare respondents in the relevant treatment against the pure
control group.
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and ask that you distribute the ten coins found on the top of your card among the
four possible measures as you see fit. You can assign as many coins as you wish
to each of the measures. You must use the ten coins. These are the four possible
measures:
a. Increase the punishments given to criminals
b. Offer subsidies/help to people to buy security systems and other forms of self-
protection
c. Implement preventive measures, such as vocational training and rehabilitation
programs
d. Invest more money in anti-poverty programs”

After that, the respondents were asked to physically assign the coins to each
answer, as shown in Figure 2. Using coin assignment to capture relative policy
preferences has several important advantages: it reduces the possibility of compu-
tational mistakes, it provides a physical representation of the choices being made
across options, and it permits respondents to choose their overall allocation before
indicating their preferences for particular policies.

Since the third and fourth categories described above both reflect types of social
policy investments, we collapsed the coin allocations for these categories into a single
social policy category. Thus, we consider the role of information in shaping the policy
preferences of citizens across three broad families of anti-crime policies: i) punitive
policies, ii) social policies, and iii) policies designed to enhance the detection of
crime.

Individuals were also asked the extent to which they agreed or disagreed (using a
seven-point scale) with the notion that it was acceptable for police officers to ignore
the law and punish criminals themselves (1-strongly disagree, 7-strongly agree).9

Figure A1 shows the distribution of responses for the control group. As shown in
the figure, on average individuals tend to distribute their coins similarly between
punishment and social policies, with lower preference for detection policies. Accep-
tance of iron fist is relatively high - the majority of people agrees with its existence.

9 The actual question in Spanish was ¿Hasta qué punto está usted de acuerdo con que a veces
es aceptable que los oficiales de polićıa ignoren la ley y castiguen a los delincuentes ellos mismos?
1 representa “muy en desacuerdo” y el número 7 representa “muy de acuerdo”.
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Figure A2 provides the first set of evidence that the distribution of coins changes
with the treatment. As can be observed in the top part of the figure, there is a
movement of mass from high allocations of coins to lower allocations in the case of
punishment. In the treatment group more people choose 0 to 3 coins compared to
the control group and fewer selection 7 or more. The reverse is true regarding social
policies. In the treatment group there are more people choosing higher allocations
than in the control group -lower panel in the figure.

4 Empirical Analysis

We utilize ordinary least squares (OLS) to analyze our data. The general model we
estimate is as follows:

Y v
i = α + βTi +Xi∆ + µi, (1)

where Y v
i represents one of three outcome variables (v ∈ a, b, c). The first two

outcome variables consist of the pairwise difference in coins allocated to stronger
penalties versus the alternative strategies: social policy and detection (security sys-
tems). Thus, these outcomes capture the relative preference of respondents for one
policy strategy versus another.10 The third outcome variable goes from 1 to 7, with
7 indicating higher agreement that it is acceptable for police officers to use iron
fist tactics against criminals. Xi is a vector of characteristics of individual i that
has been shown to be relevant in the literature (sex, education, income, ethnicity,
employment, crime salience, and more specifically, victimization status, opinion of
crime importance, fear of crime, ideology, level of information). Ti is an indicator
that takes the value of one for the respondents assigned to the infographic described
above, and zero otherwise. µi is an unobserved random term. The coefficient β
measures the causal effect of assignment to the infographic.

Table 2 presents the results. Each column presents a different specification. In
addition to baseline specifications that do not include controls, we include a spec-

10 This is the most natural way of looking at the data given the hypotheses, but results do not
change if we look instead at absolute numbers of coins or shares of coins, as we show later.
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ification that controls for socio-demographic characteristics, experiences with and
perceptions of crime, ideological self-placement and crime salience, news consump-
tion and experiences with police corruption, and region fixed effects.11 We also
vary the computation of standard errors from robust to clustering at the random-
ization level (what LAPOP calls cluster). Columns 1-3 present the specifications
analyzing the difference in coins allocated to penalties versus social policy, columns
4-6 present the specifications analyzing the difference in coins allocated to penalties
versus detection, and columns 7 to 9 present the results for support for iron fist
tactics.

As the table shows, respondents in the treatment group assigned relatively fewer
coins to harsh penalties compared to detection or social policies (they moved coins
from the penalty category to the other two). The results are statistically and sub-
stantively significant. Specifically, individuals in the treated group increase the
difference in the number of coins assigned to social policy compared to harsher
penalties by about 50%. They also increase the coins assigned to detection com-
pared to harsher penalties by about 20%. Finally, they reduce their support for iron
fist tactics by about 6%. Taken together, the findings demonstrate that providing
information to citizens about the levels of educational attainment of incarcerated
persons changes preferences regarding crime policy, weakening preferences for puni-
tive policies relative to other anti-crime strategies. Table A1 shows the results for
each individual policy. Results show a reduction of about 10% in the number of
coins assigned to punishment, which is transferred to a higher allocation for social
policies and detection.

These results offer forceful evidence that providing citizens with information
about inmates’ characteristics can weaken the tendency to embrace punitiveness
as a strategy for dealing with crime. Although history has shown that the im-
position of punitive crime policies can be very difficult to reverse, the persistence
of such policies is not inevitable. Information can in certain settings temper the
taste for vengeance that such policies often represent. Specifically, informational
interventions that provide a multi-dimensional depiction of offenders may prompt

11 We have run every regression multiple times, changing the sets of covariates in each regression.
The results are not affected in the least by the changes in the covariate set.
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citizens to give more serious consideration to non-punitive policy alternatives than
they otherwise would have. They also prompt citizens to reduce their support for
excessive and unlawful use of force by the police.

5 Conclusion

Punitive anti-crime policy–characterized by high rates of incarceration and long
prison sentences–has become increasing common in the Americas. This shift towards
punitiveness has generated alarming levels of prison overcrowding, exposing both
prisoners and the public to high risks of disease and increasing the power of organized
crime groups that use prisons as recruiting grounds (Lessing, 2016; Simpson et al.,
2019). Serious punishments for crime are certainly a necessary element of crime
deterrence. However, single-minded anti-crime strategies that maximize the severity
of punishment but ignore the social factors that contribute to crime are unlikely to
be effective in the long term. There is plenty of evidence that increasing penalties
is not the most effective police for reducing crime. In the Latin American context,
harsh penalties generate bottlenecks in the judiciary (more than 2/3 of prisoners in
Chile do not have a definite sentence). Additionally, higher penalties may lead to
lower rates of conviction (Andreoni, 1991; Bjerk, 2005).

Punitive anti-crime policies have emerged and persisted in the Americas for the
simple reason that large segments of the public demand them. For many citizens,
the desire to impose harsh justice on perpetrators of common (and commonly egre-
gious) crimes is an emotive response to the failure of state authorities to adequately
establish the rule of law (Malone, 2012; Visconti, 2019). Politicians respond in kind.
Since actually establishing the rule of law requires a decades-long commitment to
addressing social inequities and reforming dysfunctional criminal justice systems, it
is much more expedient for politicians–with their eyes on the electoral calendar–to
promise that an iron fist approach will sort everything out in short order (Holland,
2013).

Thankfully, the policy preferences of citizens are not carved in stone. Informa-
tional interventions can lead to appreciable changes in relative preferences for anti-
crime policies, at least over the time horizons captured via survey experiments. Not
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all such changes are necessarily positive. Providing information to citizens about
crime trends may change beliefs (Esberg and Mummolo, 2018) but not necessarily
the demand for public policy Gingerich and Scartascini (2018). Yet we show here
that providing information about the prison population may be a promising alter-
native. In particular, we show that providing information about the educational
attainment of the prison population leads citizens to demand detection and social
policies in lieu of penalties.

Two important lessons follow from these findings. First, preferences regarding
law-and-order issues are malleable, even in societies with high levels of polarization
around policing. Chile is a country for which one might not have expected an
informational intervention to have a significant effect, since beliefs about the police
and the criminal justice system are heavily influenced by the experience of repression
under the Pinochet dictatorship (Bonner, 2013). The fact that information about
prisoners shifted policy preferences in this setting suggests it is likely to do so in
others as well.

Second, our results point to the potential importance of personalizing communi-
cation about policies. Citizens may not always have a complete or accurate view of
the individuals who are the objects of policies. In providing information that per-
mits citizens to have a better sense of the real people whose lives, well-being, and
freedoms are at stake in policy decisions, it may be possible to induce more thought-
ful deliberation about how public resources should be used to solve important social
problems.

Shifting preferences away from punitive policies to policies that are more effec-
tive for reducing crime in the medium and long term has clear benefits. Doing so
not only reduces strain on the criminal justice system but also reduces inequities.
The COVID-19 pandemic and the 2020 protests against police brutality underline
the importance of making advances in these areas. Lowering levels of overcrowding
may reduce the likelihood that prisons will serve as venues for the transmission of
diseases. Lowering inequities and brutality in policing may help reconcile marginal-
ized populations with their police forces, thereby making the police more effective
in rooting out crime.
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6 Tables and Figures

Figure 1: Treatment
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Figure 2: Physical coin assignment
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Table 1: Balancing of observable variables between treatment and control groups

Mean untreated Mean treated P-value
Sex (Male=1) 0.49 0.49 0.98
Age (Years) 42.22 42.08 0.87
Ethnicity (White) 0.50 0.49 0.82
Ethnicity (Mestizo) 0.37 0.39 0.48
Ethnicity (Indigenous) 0.07 0.06 0.42
Ethnicity (Black) 0.01 0.01 0.87
Ethnicity (Mulatto) 0.01 0.01 0.99
Ethnicity (Other) 0.03 0.03 0.82
Education (Years of schooling) 11.10 10.87 0.23
Employed (Yes=1) 0.52 0.51 0.74
Crime victim (Yes=1) 0.22 0.22 0.91
Is your neighbourhood unsafe? (Yes=1) 0.35 0.36 0.45
Re-coded ideology (Left=1) 0.55 0.55 0.88
Country main problem: crime and violence (Yes=1) 0.25 0.25 1.00
Watches news several times a week/month (Yes=1) 0.90 0.89 0.68
Police asked you for a bribe - last 12 months- (Yes=1) 0.03 0.02 0.23

N=557 N= 544
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Table 2: Impact of Information about Prisoner’s Education on Policy Preferences
(OLS Regressions)

Punishment - Social Policy Punishment - Detection Accept Mano Dura
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Treatment -0.545** -0.668** -0.668** -0.344* -0.446** -0.446** -0.168 -0.248* -0.248*
(0.272) (0.278) (0.285) (0.185) (0.193) (0.199) (0.135) (0.140) (0.131)

Constant -1.223*** 1.131*** 1.131*** 2.355*** 2.200*** 2.200*** 3.989*** 4.698*** 4.698***
(0.191) (0.822) (0.790) (0.131) (0.618) (0.604) (0.096) (0.561) (0.441)

Observations 1,620 1,532 1,532 1,619 1,531 1,531 1,613 1,525 1,525
Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Standard errors Robust Robust Cluster Robust Robust Cluster Robust Robust Cluster
Control mean -1.22 -1.22 -1.22 2.35 2.35 2.35 3.99 3.99 3.99

Notes: Table displays the estimate of OLS regression models when outcome Y of individual i is regressed on the treatment
and a set of covariates. Each column in the table corresponds to a different specification. First column in each set has no
controls. Second and third columns include the following controls: Sex, Ethnicity, Age, Education, Employment, Victimiza-
tion, Perception of neighborhood insecurity, Left ideology, Crime, violence and security as the main social problem, A police
officer asked for a bribe in the last 12 months, Individual watches news very frequently, and fixed effects at the level of sample
stratification. Third columns show clustered standard errors at the level of stratification of the survey. Standard errors in
parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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A Appendix

Table A1: Impact of Information about Prisoner’s Education on Policy Preferences
(OLS Regressions)

Punishment Detection Social Policies
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Treatment -0.295** -0.370** -0.370** 0.047 0.074 0.074 0.251* 0.298** 0.298**
(0.142) (0.147) (0.152) (0.084) (0.086) (0.087) (0.142) (0.144) (0.146)

Constant 3.711*** 4.441*** 4.441*** 1.355*** 2.244*** 2.244*** 4.934*** 3.310*** 3.310***
(0.101) (0.440) (0.434) (0.056) (0.305) (0.272) (0.098) (0.437) (0.401)

Observations 1,620 1,532 1,532 1,619 1,531 1,531 1,613 1,525 1,525
Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Standard errors Robust Robust Cluster Robust Robust Cluster Robust Robust Cluster
Control mean 3.711 3.711 3.711 1.355 1.355 1.355 4.934 4.934 4.934

Notes: Table displays the estimate of OLS regression models when outcome Y of individual i is regressed on the treatment
and a set of covariates. Each column in the table corresponds to a different specification. First column in each set has no
controls. Second and third columns include the following controls: Sex, Ethnicity, Age, Education, Employment, Victimiza-
tion, Perception of neighborhood insecurity, Left ideology, Crime, violence and security as the main social problem, A police
officer asked for a bribe in the last 12 months, Individual watches news very frequently, and fixed effects at the level of sample
stratification. Third columns show clustered standard errors at the level of stratification of the survey. Standard errors in
parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Figure A1: Distribution of coins - control group
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Figure A2: Distribution of coins - Treatment vs Control Group
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