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Jones and Olken (2009)

▶ A very big question: role of political leaders in shaping a country’s trajectory.

▶ Difficult to estimate the causal effect: who becomes a leader is endogenous to various factors.

▶ Jones and Olken (2009) approach the big question by asking: What is the consequence of the successful
assassinations of national leaders as opposed to the failed assassinations?

▶ Why compare successful assassinations to failed ones, rather than to cases with no assassinations at all?
• Whether an assassination occurs is endogenous. Assassinations often occur during turbulent times.
• Whether an assassination succeeds may depend on more idiosyncratic factors.
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Data

▶ National leader: uniquely defined for a country in a year; the most powerful person.
• Archigos v2.5: 2,440 leaders from 187 countries between 1875–2004.

▶ Assassinations:
• Collected from New York Times, Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal;
• Restricted to “serious attempts” in which some weapons were discharged.

▶ Outcomes:
• Polity IV: democracy/autocracy measures;
• Archigos: leader transitions; regular vs. irregular (i.e., through coup);
• Correlates of War (COW) dataset: armed conflicts with over 1,000 battle deaths from 1816–2002;
• PRIO/Upssala Armed Conflict dataset: all armed conflicts with over 25 battle deaths since 1946.
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Summary Statistics
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Successful vs. Failed Assassinations

▶ Main specification:
yi = α +β ·SUCCESSi + γγγXi + εi.

i indexes a country-year in which an assassination was attempted.

▶ Identification assumption: SUCCESSi is exogenous conditional on controls Xi, i.e., E(εi | SUCCESSi,Xi) = 0.

β = E[yi | SUCCESSi = 1,Xi]−E[yi | SUCCESSi = 0,Xi].

▶ Interpretation: β captures the mean difference between successful and failed assassinations.
• The difference can be due to (i) success, (ii) failure, or (iii) both.
• The authors provide some suggestive evidence to clarify which channel is more important.
• Nonetheless, rejecting β = 0 would indicate that the outcome of the assassination matters, and thus national leaders matter.

▶ Statistical inference: two approaches.
• Parametric: OLS robust standard errors, clustered at the country level.
• (Not Required) Nonparametric: intuitively, test whether the outcomes of two groups have the same distributions; better

small sample properties.

5



Correlates of Assassination Successes
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Correlates of Assassination Successes: Probit Regression
▶ Probit regression:

Pr(SUCCESSa = 1 | Xa) = Φ(γ0 + γ1Xa).
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Effects on Institutions

▶ Col 1 & 2: look at institutional change from t −1 to t +1.
• Col 1: any change from autocracy to democracy or from democracy to autocracy.
• Col 2: = 1 if democratization; =−1 if autocratization; = 0 if no change.

▶ Successful assassinations of autocrats produce sustained moves toward democracy.
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Effects on Institutions by Leader Tenure: Directional Change
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Effects on Institutions by Leader Tenure: Regular Transitions
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Effects on Wars

▶ Successful assassinations, compared to failed assassinations, appear to intensify moderate-level conflicts but hasten
the end of high-intensity conflicts.
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Successes or Failures?

▶ Previous results are for the differences between successful and failed assassinations.

▶ The authors explore whether successes or failures play a bigger role.

▶ To do so, they have to compare country-years with successful/failed cases with those where there were no
assassinations at all.

▶ The key challenge is that assassinations occurred endogenously. To partially deal with this, they use propensity
score matching (PSM) to select comparable country-years without assassinations.

▶ Procedures:
• Estimate a Probit model Pr(ATTEMPTct = 1 | Xct) = Φ(ρρρXct). Obtain predicted attempt probability p̂ct = Φ(ρ̂ρρXct)

• Block observations with similar p̂ct .
• Estimate

yib = αb︸︷︷︸
block FE

+βs ·SUCCESSib +β f FAILUREib + γγγXib + εib.

With αb, it exploits within-block variation where countries have similar p̂ct .
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Correlates of Attempts

13



Effects on Institutions: Successes vs. Failures
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Effects on Institutions: Successes vs. Failures
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Effects on Conflict: Successes vs. Failures
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Effects on Conflict: Successes vs. Failures
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